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    Chapter 1 – Bribery


  


  Monday, April 8th. 2:49 PM.


  “It’s for a good cause, Anya.”


  Anya wasn’t buying that. Yes, technically it was for a good cause, but there was so much wrong with what she was being asked to do. What year was it? This certainly didn’t seem politically correct in this day and age.


  Ms. Rodgers continued to plead her case. “We’ve got nine girls signed up and we need one more. It’s not like you’re the only one or anything. Beth is doing it.”


  “You got that right,” Beth chimed in before turning her attention back to her phone. “You’re crazy if you think I’m passing up an expensive dinner.”


  “Please,” Ms. Rodgers begged. “It’ll only be for a couple of hours, and you’ll get a nice dinner out of it. It would help us out so much.”


  The PTA board at her all-girls Catholic high school had come up with what they deemed a fantastic idea: a charity auction. However, unlike most charity auctions, there wouldn’t be any golf trips or wine tastings to bid on. This was a rather unique take on the age-old idea of fundraising.


  “But what if it’s uncomfortable or something?” asked Anya. “Like, what if I’m stuck with some weirdo?”


  “That’s not going to happen,” Ms. Rodgers explained from inside her empty math classroom. “We’re familiar with everyone who’ll be bidding, so it’s not like random people can just show up. You have my word that everything will be great.”


  Ms. Rodgers being her favorite teacher still didn’t change the fact that this seemed awfully strange. The school was really auctioning off students for dates? And what kind of creep would spend money to take an eighteen-year-old girl out to dinner? She didn’t have a rich dad like Samantha Wilkinson either. It was so obvious that Samantha’s father would be the one who bought his spoiled little princess, but it was a total mystery as to who would be doing the bidding when it came to her own situation.


  Anya wasn’t sold on it. “I have to think about it. It still doesn’t feel right to me.”


  Time was ticking on Ms. Rodgers finding the tenth and final girl, and she didn’t exactly have a long list of candidates to choose from either. The girls were all required to be eighteen, they unofficially needed to be pretty, and they had to be up for spending a few hours with what would most likely be a complete stranger on a Friday night. How many students in the senior class were eighteen yet? The biggest problem; however, was with the number of good-looking girls who had boyfriends that attended other schools. A relationship all but guaranteed they wouldn’t be interested in participating in the auction, and the rest of the ladies weren’t willing to waste one of their valuable Friday nights to help the school raise money.


  Ms. Rodgers was getting desperate—so desperate that she was willing to bend the rules a little bit. “I’ll add ten points to your next calculus test.”


  Beth’s ears perked up at the sound of her girlfriend being bribed. “I didn’t get that offer!”


  “I’ll add ten points to your next test too,” Ms. Rodgers told Beth. “Only if Anya agrees to take part in the auction though.”


  Beth immediately turned to her best friend to beg her to accept the deal. “I need those ten points!”


  “She’s not lying,” Ms. Rodgers laughed.


  Great, now she was responsible for Beth’s situation as well? Truth be told, an additional ten points on her calculus test certainly wouldn’t hurt, but she knew how bad Beth was at math. Chances are she was in desperate need of that extra boost.


  “Like, I really, really, really need them,” Beth went on. “You know how much I suck at math!”


  The indecision on Anya’s face wasn’t something Ms. Rodgers liked seeing, and she was ready to pull out the big guns in order to receive a guarantee from perhaps her most beloved student. “Twenty points each.”


  “Twenty points!” Beth exclaimed, almost yelling in excitement. “Anya, you have to say yes! I need those points!”


  “Are you really comfortable with this?” Anya asked in a moment of complete honesty. “It doesn’t seem like a bad idea to you? I mean, what if something goes wrong?”


  “Like what?” Beth questioned. “Ms. Rodgers already said that the restaurant will have both a sign in and sign out to keep track of us, and we’re gonna be driven home right after dinner. It’s not like we have to spend an entire day with one of these guys or anything. We get picked up, taken out to a nice restaurant where we can order something super expensive, and then we head home right after. What could possibly go wrong?”


  Ms. Rodgers chimed in once again to calm her student’s worries. “We know everyone who’ll be in attendance, Anya. I can’t emphasize enough that you have absolutely nothing to worry about. Hey, there will even be a few women there, so maybe one of them will win you?”


  Win her? Why was she being referred to as a piece of meat or something? What happened to feminism? How about the women’s movement? How were girls supposed to make any progress when this mentality still existed?


  Anya wasn’t a dummy; she knew exactly what was going on here. It wasn’t as if Beth or herself were ugly. They were both close to five-foot-six, each possessed long brown hair and matching brown eyes, but the best friends had less in common as you moved down the rest of their bodies. While Beth was blessed with the big bust and voluptuous features that Anya could only dream about, Anya’s perky butt definitely topped that of her friend. One was curvy, the other rather petite, but there was no denying that they were both beautiful young women.


  This was obviously a cash grab on the school’s end. The buyers would endure one hundred percent of the costs—dinner included—and the school would collect every single cent of the bids in profit. Part of this seemed somewhat immoral as well. Dangling eighteen-year-old girls in front of a bunch of rich guys was sure to bring in the big bucks. The mythological slutty Catholic schoolgirl dressed in her cute uniform still qualified as most men’s biggest fantasy, right? If she was actually going to stoop to this level and sell herself out, then she would do so for a very worthwhile reason.


  Anya announced, “Instead of splitting the points between Beth and myself, I want Beth to get all forty of them.”


  Beth’s eyes lit up.


  “You need ‘em, right?” Anya double-checked.


  “So bad!” Beth enthusiastically confirmed. “Oh my God, I love you so much!!!”


  Ms. Rodgers was significantly less exuberant about this change in plans. “Forty points? I don’t know if I can do that.”


  “And her grade doesn’t get capped at one hundred points either,” Anya stated her terms. “If Beth gets a seventy, then her grade gets bumped up to a one hundred and ten.”


  “And you’ll take part in the auction if I say ‘yes,’ correct?” Ms. Rodgers asked after further pondering this somewhat bizarre proposal.


  Anya nodded.


  The calculus teacher took a moment to think before locking eyes with Beth. She needed to make one thing extremely clear. “You can’t tell anyone about this, understood? I could get into big trouble if someone found out that I changed your grade—especially for this reason. This stays between us three.”


  “Deal!” Beth agreed, struggling to contain her excitement. “I won’t tell a soul!”


  “Okay, deal,” Ms. Rodgers said. “Wednesday night at seven o’clock. Meet at the auditorium dressed to impress.”


  Beth locked her arms around her petite friend, not hiding the fact that she wasn’t in any hurry to let go. “You’re the best!”


  What was she supposed to do? Hang Beth out to dry? They’d been best friends since first meeting in the second grade, and this would definitely help to ease Beth’s parents’ frustration at their daughter’s usually less than stellar report card. The huge favor she’d just done for the girl who was still passionately hugging her didn’t help to reduce her own worries though. Something deep inside her stomach told her that this would be a nightmare.


  She could already picture her winning bidder. First off, there was no way he would be good-looking. It just wouldn’t be possible. Handsome guys with money to burn wouldn’t waste their time at school auctions. They were busy working and seducing college-aged girls. Second, he would definitely hit on her. Why else would he have bought her in the first place? A two-hour dinner with some fat, balding, uncomfortable forty-year-old divorcee wasn’t exactly her cup of tea, but that certainly looked to be in her future now.


  None of her classmates’ dads were attractive either, were they? The best she could do was probably Stacy Smith’s father, and he was just an average-looking forty-year-old man. There wouldn’t be any Hollywood movie romance on Wednesday night. Nor did she like the odds of a hot college stud showing up to place the winning bid on her; and to be completely honest, that really wasn’t her dream guy anymore. She’d come around to seeing things differently over the past year.


  Anya was all about the older guys.


  Let’s preface this by clearly defining what she considered to be her kind of older guy. Unfortunately, her dream man was more fantasy than reality. Her stepdad was pretty much the perfect example of what most men in their forties were like: overweight, somewhat defeated and genuinely exhausted when it came to the game of life, and more than happy to spend their free time in front of the television with a beer in hand. Now, if you want to start discussing the type of guy she would label “boyfriend material,” then it was time to get brutally honest.


  He needs to be in shape! Why don’t older men realize how important this is? Guys her age are all either fat, skinny, or possess some kind of awkward lanky-looking frame. It seemed like it took a man until his mid-to-late twenties to gain the ability to put on real muscle, but so many guys that age refused to take care of themselves. There’s literally nothing hotter than some buff older stud with big arms and chiseled abs. Why did that particular type of guy only exist in the movies? Where were the men who took care of their bodies?


  He absolutely must have that older guy confidence. She could still remember almost falling in love with Sarah Bandella’s uncle at her classmate’s seventeenth birthday party last year. Funny, sarcastic, charming, and witty: Jim had it all. The forty-something-year-old father of three had a line of high school girls hanging on his every word. He was the life of the party, and she always found herself gravitating toward the charismatic guys. Is there anything hotter than a guy who can make you laugh? Exactly!


  She required a man with drive, and she wasn’t talking about his car. This was reason number one as to why she just couldn’t date guys her own age. All they want to do was play video games! Seriously? How about turning off your Xbox, getting to work on picking up a book or enjoying a productive hobby, and then we can talk. She wanted a man who struggled to fit her into his extraordinary busy schedule. While money was a definite bonus, he didn’t have to be rich—he just needed to be passionate about what he was doing. Listening to her stepdad constantly complain about his job drove her nuts. It’s like men have no idea just how off-putting whining is to women. Don’t complain about your problems! Go fix them!


  A sense of style certainly wouldn’t hurt. God, she would puke if her date showed up dressed like a high school kid. Do boys her age own anything other than cargo or basketball shorts? How about a nice pair of khakis? Or even some fitting jeans can be sexy in the right environment. Anything other than cargo shorts and flip flops please!


  A little chivalry would go a long way. Where were the men who held doors open, offered to pick up the tab once in a while, and maybe surprised her with flowers from time to time? Yes, equality is important and she definitely didn’t want to be treated like some helpless little girl, but what’s so wrong with the basic man/woman relationship? Men like to spoil their woman, and women enjoyed being spoiled by their man—both sides could do just that while still respecting feminism. Not wanting to solely be a housewife shouldn’t exempt her from receiving Valentine’s Day gifts, just like how making more money than her man wouldn’t cause her to look down on him. Everything didn’t have to be so cut-and-dried!


  Last but not least, the words “I don’t care” shouldn’t exist in his vocabulary. This was her biggest issue with the guy Beth had attempted to set her up with last summer. While her BFF was apparently gaga over her then boyfriend, his buddy wasn’t so awesome to be around. Everything was “I don’t care.” That’s not hot! She didn’t want anything to do with a guy who couldn’t even give his two cents on which restaurant to go to. Few things turned her on more than decisiveness. A man who took control of the room had a key to her heart. He portrayed a certain status which she yearned to be around.


  So, there you have it: the six necessary requirements for being her man. She wasn’t asking for all that much, was she? Beth always told her that she would die alone because her standards were too high, but she didn’t agree what that statement. Her perfect guy was out there—at least she hoped.


  “Um…are you planning on letting go of me anytime soon?” Anya asked with a giggle.


  Beth finally broke her hold, her perfect white teeth on full display thanks to her ear-to-ear smile. “You’re seriously the best friend ever! Like, I love you so much!”


  “Remember, dressed to impress, girls,” Ms. Rodgers reiterated. “The school’s dress code doesn’t apply on Wednesday night. And make sure no one finds out about what we agreed to today.”


  The two friends headed for the door, but not before Beth gave their math teacher one last guarantee. “We promise. See you tomorrow, Ms. Rodgers.”


  “Yeah, see you tomorrow, Ms. Rodgers,” Anya added.


  “Have a good day, girls,” their teacher told them before turning her attention to the big stack of ungraded tests on her desk.


  “Coffee is on me for the next week,” Beth announced as the pair strolled down the hallway dressed in matching short sleeve white button-down dress shirts, dark navy plaid skirts, white socks which ended just below their knees, and black flats. “You seriously have no idea what forty extra points on our next test is going to do to my grade. It’s going to bring my GPA up so much!”


  Anya still had her doubts. “I don’t think you realize just how much it would blow if we get stuck with some really awkward guy. We’re gonna be at some restaurant for hours. It’s not like we can just get up and leave.”


  “Remember Tyler?” Beth asked.


  How could she forget him? He was Beth’s “soulmate” for three months during summer vacation, and it was around that time when Anya realized just how quickly her friend fell in and out of love. There had pretty much been a new flavor of the month—every month—from that point on. If her girlfriend wasn’t smitten with one of her classmates’ older brothers, then she was lovestruck by some guy on Instagram, and Anya had to hear every single detail about all of them.


  “Well, his dad was super weird,” Beth went on. “Like, really weird, and there were times where I had to talk to him when I went to dinner at Tyler’s house. It’s not a big deal. Just be nice. Smile, laugh at his jokes, and make sure you get super dolled up. That’s all men really want.”


  Anya rolled her eyes as the duo trekked down the stairs, toward the first floor. “No, that’s not what all men want.”


  “How would you know?” Beth questioned. “No offense, but you’ve never even had a boyfriend.”


  Ah, that was long overdue. Beth was always quick to point out that she didn’t know anything about men. Why? Because she’d never dated anyone? Or was it due to her being a virgin? You don’t have to work for NASA to have an opinion about space, and being inexperienced when it comes to dating shouldn’t exclude her from voicing her thoughts on the male species.


  “You act like guys want us to be bimbos.”


  “Am I wrong?” Beth asked.


  “Yeah, you’re wrong,” Anya said, strutting out of the Mount Mercy School of the Sacred Heart entrance, and into the warm early April sunshine. “I might not have a lot of experience with men, but you don’t exactly have a good track record with them either. Let’s not pretend like you’ve ever been in a great relationship.”


  This time, it was Beth who rolled her eyes. “Some experience is better than none. All I’m saying is that I’m more likely to know than you, okay? You’re fooling yourself if you don’t think that’s what men want.”


  “So, you’re telling me that men would love me if I just smile, act like they’re amazing, and always look pretty?” Anya asked with a huff. “That’s the key to every guy’s heart?”


  “You got it,” Beth nodded to verify her stance. She paused just outside her locked Ford Focus to emphasis her final thoughts. “Men love to be babied. They want to be waited on and praised for every little thing they do. I’m tellin’ ya, it’s so easy to make them happy. I honestly don’t know why so many women have problems.”


  “You’ve complained about every guy you’ve ever dated!” laughed Anya, dumbfounded from what she’d just heard. “What are you talking about?”


  Beth unlocked her car and slipped behind the wheel, while Anya slid into the passenger side.


  “I said that men are easy to please,” Beth told her. “I didn’t say anything about it being easy to make a woman happy.”


  Beth was so full of shit; but then again, what if she was right? Maybe she was too demanding in what she needed from a man. The last thing she wanted was to be single at forty with a bunch of cats. Not only did she desire a great guy, but she eventually wanted a family as well, and that wouldn’t happen without a man in her life.


  “Why did you really end things with Tyler?”


  “You know why,” Beth answered, pulling out of her spot in the student parking lot. “He went back to college.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Anya told her. “You two would be doing a long-distance thing if you were really that crazy about him. There’s something you’re not telling me.”


  Beth chose to remain silent as she pulled out into the street.


  Anya huffed, “Seriously? You’re really going to keep this a secret? From me?”


  “He went back to college,” Beth repeated. “Long-distance relationships suck. They seem like more of a burden than anything. Honestly, I don’t see the point in trying to force something that obviously wouldn’t have worked.”


  “You’re so full of it,” Anya said, rolling her eyes.


  Beth turned to look at her as their car came to a stop at a red light. “Oh, is that right? Mind explaining, Ms. Know-It-All?”


  “You constantly talk about Tyler like he was the one who got away,” Anya started. “I’ve heard every little detail about all the guys you’ve been into since breaking up with him, but the real reason why you two ended things remains this elusive mystery. How about just being honest with me?”


  Beth took a deep breath to consider that most recent question. She didn’t enjoy admitting to this, but she’d been hiding a few things from her BFF for the past eleven months. It just didn’t feel right to bring Anya completely into her world. Sure, they’d discussed sexual related issues before, but her best friend had never had a boyfriend! She’d never even given a blowjob! This would be way too much, way too soon.


  “I can’t do that,” Beth announced once the light turned green.


  “Why not?” Anya asked.


  “Because it wouldn’t make sense to you.”


  Anya was seriously fed up with being treated like a little girl. “Stop saying that all the time! I’m not stupid!”


  Beth immediately disputed that claim as she made a right turn into the Starbucks drive-thru. “I’ve never called you stupid. This is just…different. It’s something you wouldn’t understand.”


  “I want to know why you broke up with Tyler!” Anya nearly shouted. “Tell me!”


  The line of cars in front of them most likely foreshadowed a long wait. Was this the time to finally come clean? Could this help Anya to grow up a little bit? Perhaps this was the perfect moment for Beth to fully fill her friend in on her private life.


  “Tyler wasn’t…uh…he wasn’t…” Beth struggled to find the right words. “He um…”


  Anya was patiently waiting.


  “There was this one area where we…uh…kind of didn’t connect,” Beth admitted.


  “Didn’t connect?” Anya asked, not following.


  “Yeah, didn’t connect,” Beth repeated, inching up in the line that was moving at a snail’s pace. “Things were just a little off.”


  This wasn’t helping Anya to understand things any clearer. “What does that mean?”


  Beth turned and looked at her. Anya was right; she wasn’t stupid. She also wasn’t a child. Why not just tell her the truth?


  “He wasn’t aggressive enough in bed.”


  Anya’s eyebrows perked up. “What?”


  “I know, it doesn’t make any sense, right?” Beth questioned. “Like, you remember how ripped he is. He plays college football, for God’s sake! He should’ve been an animal in bed!”


  Anya wasn’t sure what to say.


  “I thought I would be getting thrown around and stuff, but it wasn’t anything like that,” Beth revealed. “He was all timid and reserved. It was a major disappointment.”


  “But you always talked about how great he was,” said Anya. “You acted like he was perfect.”


  “He pretty much was perfect outside of the bedroom,” Beth nodded. “I mean, he’s so hot, completely ripped, and he plays football. That’s about as good as it gets. Not to mention that he was always a perfect gentleman to me.”


  “But in bed—”


  “He wasn’t that bad in bed,” Beth jumped in, not wanting to throw her ex-boyfriend under the bus. “It’s not like he hated oral, or couldn’t last, or anything like that. It was just never what I expected, you know? I kept waiting for him to blow my mind before I finally realized that it was never going to happen. I just want to experience something like my sister gets. Kim has told me stories that you wouldn’t believe.”


  If there was a girl Anya was jealous of in this world, then Kim might be it. How amazing was Beth’s older sister’s husband? Tall, handsome, successful, and funny: Kevin was the ultimate catch. His sexual prowess was something she’d yet to be privy to, however.


  “Like what?” Anya asked, eager to hear some juicy details.


  Beth rolled her eyes at the motionless line. How hard was it to take coffee orders? “Kevin rocks her world. Like, her stories are insane.”


  Anya wanted to hear everything. “Really?”


  “Oh yeah,” Beth went on. “He’s a complete freak in bed. You know all that BDSM stuff I love to read? Well, it turns out that he’s super into it too, and my sis is always getting tied up, and choked, and just being sexually ravished. It sounds so amazing.”


  “And you would’ve preferred Tyler had been like that?” Anya asked.


  Beth couldn’t answer fast enough. “I would’ve killed for him to be like that! Anya, if I’m being completely honest, I think I would’ve married him if he was an animal in bed. He’s so my perfect guy in every other aspect.”


  “You can work around a lack of chemistry in the bedroom, right?” Anya questioned, genuinely curious. “It’s not the be-all and end-all or anything.”


  The line finally moved forward, bringing their beat-up black car to the order board covered in pictures of amazing coffees and delicious baked goods. Food wasn’t on Beth’s mind anymore though. She was busy attempting to comprehend her inexperienced friend’s naive declaration. “It’s super important.”


  “I really think you make a bigger deal out of sex than you should. I know, I know…I don’t have any clue what I’m talking about,” Anya mimicked Beth’s typically dismissive tone, “but it’s such a small part of a relationship. How you two connect outside of the bedroom is a million times more important. Being aggressive in bed doesn’t mean anything if he doesn’t treat you right.”


  “Totally agree,” nodded Beth. “No one wants an asshole whose only good quality is being a stud, but if I had to make a choice between a sweetheart who sucks in bed or a jerk who’s incredible between the sheets, then I’m taking the latter.”


  Anya exclaimed, “Oh my God, you’re such a liar!”


  “Excuse me?”


  The two girls jumped at the tinny voice coming from the drive-thru order box just outside of Beth’s window. “Um…sorry,” Beth laughed. “We’re ready to order.”


  “Go ahead,” the male voice said through the intercom.


  “Can I get a venti iced coffee with soy milk?” Beth started her own order. “Sweetened as well please.”


  “Anything else?”


  She turned to Anya and asked, “The usual?”


  Anya’s eyes were busy searching the menu to find anything else. Why did her favorite drink have to be so unhealthy? “I’m going to get so fat if I keep drinking these.”


  “I’ll take that as a yes,” Beth giggled. “Can I also get a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino grande? With whole milk and whipped cream.”


  “I really shouldn’t get the whipped cream,” Anya groaned.


  “Do you want me to change it?” Beth asked.


  Did she want her to change it? The answer to that question would be a resounding “no.” Now, should she change it? Yeah, she probably should. Her go-to drink of choice was close to four hundred calories, and she would be pushing four hundred pounds soon if she continued to gulp these down on a daily basis.


  Anya reluctantly shook her head no.


  “That’s all,” Beth announced into the intercom.


  “A venti iced coffee, sweetened with soy milk,” he read back their order, “and a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino grande, with whole milk and whipped cream.”


  “You got it,” Beth verified.


  “Your total comes to $8.06.”


  Beth pulled up around the bend to be greeted by a truly horrific sight. A mere two cars were all that separated them from that heavenly drive-thru window when something captured her attention. No! Noooooooooo! Not only was that soccer mom in the black SUV handing back her drink carrier containing four coffees, but she was yelling at the employee inside the window! Why!? And they were so close to her favorite thing in the world: coffee!


  “What a bitch,” Beth commented on the scene unfolding at the window. “Why would you yell at someone like that?”


  “Maybe she’s having a bad day,” Anya proposed.


  “Or maybe she’s just a bitch,” Beth countered, growing more agitated by the second. This blonde was single-handedly standing between her and her coffee! “Come on…”


  Coffee was the last thing on Anya’s mind at the moment. “We need to get back to the discussion we were having. Beth, there’s no way sex is that important.”


  Beth temporarily put her hatred of this random woman on the back burner. “It is.”


  “It can’t be though,” Anya continued her argument. “What about ten years into a relationship? You’re probably not going to be having sex all the time still. A man needs to have other traits that keep you interested—more important traits.”


  “Totally agree again,” Beth spoke. “Sex can’t make a relationship, but it can sure as hell destroy it. Maybe you’ll end up being one of those girls who isn’t big into sex. Maybe it’ll never become that important to you; but I’m tellin’ ya, it’s still important. Heck, I’m still waiting to have great sex…”


  “There’s no way Conner was that bad,” Anya remarked with a playful chuckle, thinking back to all those hours she’d spent talking to Beth on the phone about her very first boyfriend. This hunk just so happened to be the twin brother of one of their classmates. “He was always so smooth.”


  “He had everyone fooled,” Beth groaned. “God, he was so clueless in bed, and he didn’t have any desire to learn either. And Heaven forbid I would make a suggestion. He’d take it as a personal insult!”


  “I think Tanya was the insulted one,” Anya giggled. “She still hates you for dating her brother.”


  “What does she expect with a brother like that?” Beth asked. “I mean, he’s so cute, but that boy is helpless when it comes to pleasing a woman. She should be thankful I never told anyone other than you about how much he sucked. Who knows, maybe we both have too high of standards?”


  “My standards aren’t too high,” Anya quickly disputed.


  The big smile on Beth’s face made her thoughts perfectly clear on that topic. “Yes, they are! I don’t understand how you can keep saying that. You have the most insane standards ever.”


  “No, I—”


  “Where to start?” Beth interjected. “He needs to be tall, handsome, and funny. And he needs to be super fit, successful, charming, generous, and on, and on, and on.”


  “Anya asked, “Is that a problem?”


  “Yeah, it’s a big problem,” Beth punctuated her comment with a loud huff. What in the world had this dumb bitch ordered that was causing this delay? It had to be her fault. This Starbucks location was always so fast. “It’s a problem because you’re never going to find that guy. You need to cut your crazy list of requirements in half—at the very least.”


  But what’s the point of even being in a relationship if you have to settle? Anya didn’t want some ordinary guy who only checked off a few of her necessary prerequisites. She desired a man who effortlessly possessed the traits she dreamed about. She yearned for a partner who would cause her to better herself each and every day. In a way, she needed a spectacular man.


  Beth had to get something else out into the open as well. “And listen, I know we both have a thing for older guys, but you’re delusional if you think some forty-year-old hunk is going to show up and sweep you off your feet. First off, those guys are like one in a billion. Just look at both of our dads! That’s what the average guy in his forties is really like. Second, men like that either stay bachelors and play the field for their entire lives, or they get locked down by some smart woman before they hit thirty. If a single man is sexy, successful, and completely perfect after thirty, then he’s impossible to tame. Now, it’s a totally different story if you’re looking for a sugar daddy.”


  Anya shot her friend a look.


  “What?” Beth laughed. “It’s a possibility.”


  “Do I look like Isabella to you?” Anya asked.


  Isabella Marcona had been the envy of their entire school for the length of summer vacation. Her Instagram was amazing! One week she was in Spain, and the next she was in Italy. A video of her sailing around the Greek Isles on Monday, a picture in front of the Eiffel Tower on Wednesday, and a lengthy description of the incredible Einspänner she’d enjoyed in Vienna on Sunday. Beth just about fainted after discovering that an Einspänner consisted of a double espresso topped with house-made whipped cream, served in a clear glass with Viennese chocolate on the side. Starbucks couldn’t compete with that!


  Isabella was off touring Europe while the rest of them were stuck working crappy minimum wage jobs for the summer. It wasn’t like she was staying in hostels either. More often than not, her hotel rooms resembled those off postcards. Five-star room service? Check. Ocean views? Check. A life of luxury? That would be a big check.


  And then someone discovered how Isabella had managed to pull off this little feat. It turned out that her boyfriend wasn’t some eighteen-year-old guy with super rich parents. No, he was about the furthest thing from that.


  Isabella had spent the summer with a sixty-seven-year-old widower she’d met online.


  Relentless online teasing from dozens of girls eventually resulted in Isabella changing schools before classes resumed in September, but she’d vehemently denied anything sexual taking place between herself and her “boyfriend.” It was still disgusting though. A sixty-seven-year-old sugar daddy? Did anyone actually want to see Europe that bad? It didn’t stop most of the students from at least wondering if it was that easy to live the high life though.


  “Isabella totally banged that guy.”


  “Obviously,” Beth agreed. “You don’t get to travel the world for free. That guy is sixty-seven years old. Sixty-seven! Can you imagine how gross that must’ve been?”


  Anya was into older guys, but not grandfathers. “It’s definitely not my thing; but hey, I’ve also never been to Europe.”


  “I wouldn’t date a sixty-seven-year-old guy if it got me a ticket to the moon,” Beth added, her hands now white-knuckled, gripping the steering wheel as she noticed that blonde woman leaning out of her window to talk to an employee. “How much trouble would I get into if I dragged this dumb bitch out of her SUV, and ran her over with my car?”


  “Maybe just a tad,” Anya laughed.


  “I almost forgot that I’m a good Catholic girl,” Beth said, her hand moving to her forehead before coming down to her chest, making the sign of the cross in the process. “I would never think such a thing…”


  “Do good Catholic girls have summer long flings with college football players?” questioned Anya.


  Beth turned to her girlfriend with a grin. “Hey, I prayed for forgiveness.”


  “And how many Hail Marys did it take to wipe away three months of premarital sex?” Anya asked sarcastically .


  “More than you could possibly imagine,” Beth joined in on the laughter. “I’m pretty sure Jesus would give me a pass if he saw Tyler’s abs though.”


  Giggling turned to joy as the woman in the black SUV drove away after being handed a new tray of drinks. The car in front of them received their order immediately, resulting in the two girls being handed their beverages moments later.


  Call it Catholic guilt, but Anya still wasn’t a fan of allowing her friend to pay for her drink. “Are you sure you don’t want money?”


  “I told you that drinks are on me for the next week,” Beth said before taking a sip of her iced coffee. “I still can’t believe I’m getting forty points added to my next math test. My mom is going to lose her mind when she sees my report card. I’m finally going to have a good grade in math!”


  Anya promptly felt at home after helping herself to a tiny amount of whipped cream. Why couldn’t  Frappuccinos be healthy for you? She could live off of these!


  “Want to go to my house?” Beth proposed. “My parents won’t be home until after dinner, so we’ll have the place to ourselves.”


  Anya replied with a thumbs up, thoroughly enjoying her beverage. Suddenly, things didn’t seem so bad. Perhaps it only took a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino for her to loosen up to the idea of a dinner date with some guy more than twice her age. It would only be for a few hours on a Friday night. How bad could it really be?


  




  

    Chapter 2 – The Auction


  


  Wednesday, April 10th. 6:56 PM.


  Anya rushed down the empty school hallway leading toward the back entrance to the auditorium, her black heels clacking on the vinyl tiles. Everything about this situation was surreal. Was it the fact that she was fully made up, sporting a little red spaghetti strap dress which showed plenty of leg, or that her parents’ marriage counselor had just so happened to come down with the flu? They were never home before eight o’clock on Wednesdays, so it took forever to finally find an opportunity to sneak out of the house without being noticed thanks to the change in plans. The last thing she wanted was to have to explain where she was headed dressed like this.


  The school handbook forbade makeup; yet here she was, more dolled up than she may have ever been in her life. It was times like these when she wished that she attended public school. Wearing something sexy to class would be fun, and turning a few male heads couldn’t hurt either. It would be the complete opposite of the strict rules she dealt with on a daily basis.


  The small black purse in her right hand vibrated again, unquestionably another text from Beth wondering where she was. Walking while texting would be just as dangerous as driving while texting with these four-inch pumps on the freshly polished floor, and she was far from the most seasoned high heel wearer in the world. It wasn’t like she had a lot of experience strutting around in anything other than flats or gym shoes.


  She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window of the closed door of her economics class as she continued to hustle down the hallway. This was almost funny in a way. She would be in a world of trouble if she showed up to class tomorrow in this exact outfit, but everything was perfectly fine if it made the school money. Just how many people knew about what was taking place tonight?


  She opened the back-entrance door and immediately smiled. She’d been met by quite the sight. “Whoa!”


  “Where have you been?” Beth asked, greeting her with a hug. “I texted you like twenty times.”


  “Sorry, I had a hard time getting out without my parents seeing me,” Anya said.


  “I put on sweatpants and a hoodie and told mine I was heading to the gym,” Beth slyly revealed. “I’m just happy it didn’t wrinkle my dress, because there’s no chance my dad would ever let me out of the house wearing this.”


  No kidding. Where did Beth get this dress from? Her girlfriend stood in front of her in a little silver sequined backless number that ended at her mid-thigh. As amazing as the gown was, the flashy material wouldn’t be the culprit of demanding everyone’s attention tonight. The deep plunging v-neck design was more likely to do that.


  Anya commented, “You look unreal.”


  “I know, right?” Beth smiled. “How amazing do my boobs look?”


  “Super amazing,” said Anya, her eyes still locked on Beth’s cleavage. “Where did you get this dress from?”


  “It was a birthday present from my aunt. She has the best taste,” Beth told her. “I’ve never really had anywhere to wear it to before tonight, you know?”


  “Well, you should find reasons to wear it,” Anya said, soaking in just how incredible her busty friend looked. “God, I’m so jealous of your boobs.”


  Beth’s eyes moved up and down the length of Anya. “You look so good too. I love this dress!”


  Anya’s current outfit had made an appearance at her eighteenth birthday dinner which Beth had been in attendance for a few months back. Her friend wasn’t lying about how good she looked. Nothing hugged her butt like this very dress.


  “About time,” Ms. Rodgers remarked after making her way over to the pair, looking just as plain as ever. “Could you have cut it any closer, Anya?”


  “Sorry, Ms. Rodgers,” Anya apologized.


  “You had me worried,” the teacher stated while sorting through the collection of papers in her hand. “Especially when Beth told me that you weren’t answering her texts.”


  “Don’t worry, those forty bonus points are still safe,” Beth laughed while taking a peak down at her own cleavage. It was hard not to!


  Ms. Rodgers adjusted her papers one final time before filling her students in on the night’s plan. “Beth, you’re going to be ninth, and Anya is up last. So, find your spots in line, ladies.”


  The two walked over to where the rest of their classmates were gathered in line just to the side of the drawn curtain on stage. All the girls had their hair done, their sexiest dresses on, and a pair of sultry high heels to provide their butts with an extra few inches of lift. It was the absolute last sight you would ever expect to see at a Catholic girl’s school.


  “Hey, Anya!” Emily smiled from her spot at the end of the line. “I love your dress!”


  “I love yours too,” Anya greeted her tall blonde classmate back. The legs on her five-foot, eleven-inch frame went on for days in her short white dress. “You look great.”


  Beth had been biting her lip for the past twenty minutes about Emily’s decision to wear five-inch stiletto heels, but she couldn’t keep it to herself any longer. “You better hope there’s some six-foot-seven guy out there, because you look so intimidating with those heels on.”


  “No, she doesn’t,” Anya defended her. She’d always had a soft spot in her heart for how kind and friendly Emily was. “She looks exactly like Stacy Keibler.”


  Emily was all smiles.


  “Did anyone get a look at who’s out there?” Anya asked.


  Beth had already scoped the joint out. “It’s exactly like how you would’ve guessed. Trust me, there aren’t any lookers.”


  “How many people are there?” inquired Anya.


  “Sixty or seventy, maybe?” Beth answered. “Samantha’s dad is sitting front and center too. You know he’s going to make sure that she’s the highest bid.”


  Without admitting it, there was an unspoken competition among all the girls over who would bring in the most money. This was pretty much the ultimate way to settle any of their longtime rivalries with each other. Things didn’t get more cut-and-dried than an auction where men bid on taking them out to dinner.


  “My eyes are up here, Emily.”


  Emily hastily tore her focus away from Beth’s cleavage, and up to her grinning face. “I’m sorry!”


  “She’s joking!” Anya giggled at the naive blonde. “Trust me, there’s nothing Beth loves in this world more than attention.”


  Beth wasn’t about to argue that.


  “It’s just…I would literally kill for your boobs,” Emily admitted while taking another peek at her classmate’s revealing bust. “I tried talking my dad into getting me a boob job for my birthday last month, but it didn’t go so smoothly. Let’s just say that he laughed in my face.”


  “You don’t need big boobs with legs like those,” Anya spoke up.


  “I would trade my legs for Beth’s boobs in a heartbeat,” Emily told the pair. “I wouldn’t even think twice about it either.”


  Things grew quiet as each of the three girls pondered what life would be like in one of their classmate’s bodies. Emily was dreaming about gaining the lust of every red-blooded male with the aid of Beth’s chest; Beth was curious how things would be if she was close to six feet tall; and Anya was greedily fantasizing about gaining both of these girl’s best traits. How amazing would life be as a six-foot goddess with a D-cup?


  “Hey, I don’t have big boobs or long legs,” Anya sighed as she came back down to earth from her brief fantasy. “Things could definitely be worse for you two…”


  “You’re like the prettiest girl in school,” Emily stated boldly. “Seriously, you really are.”


  Beth wasn’t the only one who enjoyed positive attention. The prettiest girl in school? Anya wasn’t so sure about that, but it’s not like she was disappointed with what she’d been given to work with either. She definitely had to invite Emily to hang out with them more often. Sometimes she forgot just how enjoyable she was to be around.


  “Welcome to the Mount Mercy School of the Sacred Heart Charity Auction.”


  The round of applause that followed Ms. Rodgers’ microphone-aided introduction had brought them back to reality. Nerves started to kick in for each and every one of the ten girls waiting in line behind the curtain. Who would bring in the most money? Who would bring in the least? What if one of them didn’t even get bid on at all? It would be beyond humiliating to be rejected like that on stage in front of everyone, but there was no going back now.


  “We appreciate all the support everyone in this room has shown over the years,” Ms. Rodgers went on. “As you know, we’ve decided to change things up a little bit for this year’s auction.”


  A few sarcastic whistles sounded out in the auditorium.


  “Some things never change,” the teacher laughed. “Thirty years later and Mike Simmons is still being disruptive. Don’t think I forgot about what a pain in the ass you were in Sunday school!”


  “Right back at you!” a male voice shouted out to a thunderous reception.


  The girls exchanged shocked glances with one another. What was going on out there? From the sound of it, Ms. Rodgers was talking to one of her former Sunday school students, and she’d just sworn! Ms. Rodgers! That never happened!


  “Alright, settle down,” the gray-haired sixty-something-year-old teacher attempted to get things back on track. “I think the girls backstage are going to be excited to find out where their dates will be taking them on Friday night. We have reservations made for seven o’clock at Kuni’s Steak Stone and Sushi.”


  Ten audible gasps rang out backstage. Let’s be honest here, what do eighteen-year-old girls really love? Coffee (preferably Starbucks), their smartphones, and sushi. And what do grown men enjoy just about more than anything? That would be a big, juicy cut of steak. It was the ultimate win-win for everyone involved.


  “So, what do you say we get the bidding underway?” Ms. Rodgers proposed. “We’re going to start with one of the biggest bundles of energy I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. Let’s meet the lovely Rachel.”


  Rachel Sanders sauntered out from behind the curtain, her baby blue mini dress complementing her blonde hair and blue eyes swimmingly. Describing the soccer star as a “bundle of energy” was spot-on. She was always perky, smiling, and full of life. She was also the only girl participating in the auction who was currently dating someone. That wasn’t going to stop her from joining in on the fun, however.


  “Gentlemen, eat your hearts out,” Ms. Rodgers talked up her beautiful young student. “This is your chance to spend a Friday night with a bubbly, athletic, gorgeous blonde straight out of your wildest fantasies, but don’t challenge her to a game of soccer unless you’re ready to be embarrassed.”


  Some of the girls in the back were laughing, others were looking around in disbelief, and Anya and Beth were trying to keep their giggling to themselves. This was crazy. Not only the way Ms. Rodgers spoke, but how they were being marketed as eighteen-year-old fantasy girls. It was fun at the same time though. What woman didn’t want a roomful of men fawning over her?


  Ms. Rodgers waited for Rachel to give one last spin before finding her spot at the edge of the stage. It was time to get things underway. “Let’s start the bidding at one hundred dollars.”


  Everyone in the crowd had been assigned a white paddle with black number on it. It was simple: if you wanted to bid, then you raised your paddle. Ms. Rodgers understood that a bid was being placed, she was able to identify who that person was, and everything would operate smoothly. The only temporary speed bump was the urgency in which seven paddles simultaneously shot up into the air.


  “We have one hundred,” she announced. “Do I hear two hundred?”


  Those seven paddles remained high in the sky.


  “Do we have five hundred?” Ms. Rodgers moved things along.


  Two paddles remained up as the bidding became more personal. Paddle #33 belonged to an overweight Italian man in a sharp black suit—who appeared to be in his early-fifties—and judging by the big smirk on his face, he had a thing for young blondes. #8 was held by a mildly-attractive blond man in his mid-to-late thirties. His navy blue golf shirt and khaki pants gave off the impression that he was a carefree kind of guy, but the look on his face was anything other than lighthearted. He was just as intense as his Sicilian competition.


  “Five hundred to paddle #33, Mr. Robert Rigoli. Do we have six hundred?”


  Paddle #8 immediately waived in the air.


  “Six hundred to Mr. Dave Tinsdale. Do we have seven hundred?” Ms. Rodgers continued her auctioneering.


  Paddle #33 matched.


  “Eight hundred?”


  The blond-gentleman took a moment to consider Ms. Rodgers’ announcement. It was no secret that everyone in attendance had money, but eight hundred dollars on top of an expensive dinner bill would be quite the cost for a fun night out. Sensing this, Rachel put on her best smile, and gave another cute spin.


  Ms. Rodgers mentioned, “And she can talk sports, isn’t that right, Rachel?”


  “The Knicks suck,” Rachel proclaimed loudly.


  Dave Tinsdale raised his paddle with a chuckle, the rest of the auditorium joining in on his laugh.


  “Do we have nine hundred?” Ms. Rodgers went on, turning her attention back to the husky Italian who couldn’t take his eyes off the sporty blonde.


  “You certainly do,” he stated, lifting his paddle again.


  “The bid is to you, Mr. Tinsdale,” Ms. Rodgers said. “One thousand dollars.”


  He shook his head to signify that he was out.


  “Nine hundred going once…” Ms. Rodgers said. “Nine hundred going twice…sold! Nine hundred dollars to Mr. Robert Rigoli.”


  Rachel Sanders blew a playful kiss to her date before turning to strut back to her classmates. The bounce in her step was impossible to miss. There had been a bidding war over her, and someone spent nine hundred dollars for the opportunity to take her out to dinner! How amazing was that? She felt like a queen!


  Everything pretty much went according to plan for the next seven girls. Claire Sinstale had the unfortunate honor of bringing in the lowest bid at a still impressive seven hundred dollars, Samantha Wilkinson’s wealthy father made sure that his daughter was the center of attention with a whopping twenty-five hundred dollar price tag, and apparently at least one gentleman was a fan of long legs. That was evident by the fourteen hundred dollars someone had just spent on an over-the-moon Emily as she pranced back toward the curtain.


  “I’m so nervous.”


  Anya never would have imagined hearing those three words escape from Beth’s mouth. Her friend was always so confident and outgoing, but the current look on her face exuded anything but her usual poise. She almost appeared scared.


  “Nervous?” Anya asked.


  “What if no one bids on me?” Beth said, verbalizing her worst nightmare. “Or what if I bring in the lowest amount?”


  A smile washed across Anya’s face after taking another quick peek at that captivating cleavage. The men seated in the auditorium were going to lose their minds after seeing Beth. She had curves everywhere, an amazing set of breasts that were borderline falling out of her dress, and quite the pretty face to match her voluptuous body. No one bidding on her would be an absolute impossibility.


  Anya did her best to calm her girlfriend’s worries. “Everything’s going to be fine. You’re probably going to bring in the most money—other than Samantha—obviously.”


  Beth wasn’t feeling like herself. Something was off. She’d never experienced a moment of vulnerability like this before. Not only was she putting herself on the line in front of close to seventy people, but her classmates would all be listening backstage as well. She would become a laughing-stock if no one bid on her. Her lasting legacy amongst her friends would be as a failure with the opposite sex.


  “Seriously, relax,” Anya said while placing her hand on Beth’s naked shoulder. “It’s going to be great.”


  “Oh my God, did you guys hear that?” Emily asked excitedly while making her way over to the final two remaining girls in line. The rest of their classmates were hanging out in the back corner, most of them entranced by their phones. “Fourteen hundred dollars! He’s actually kind of cute too! Well, at least for an older guy. I wonder how much I would’ve gotten if I wore a super short dress?”


  “At least twenty thousand,” Anya voiced sarcastically. “Hey, will you tell Beth that she doesn’t have anything to worry about?”


  Emily’s attention shifted to her busty classmate. “Worried? What are you worried about?”


  Beth’s eyes were down on the floor.


  Emily was quick to pick up on the reason for Beth’s concerned vibe. “There’s going to be such a bidding war over you. Like, you have no idea. Heck, I would join in if I had the money. It would be so worth it to spend two hours staring at your cleavage.”


  That one got a smile out of Beth.


  Ms. Rodgers’ voice sounded throughout the auditorium. “While Emily was one for the leg lovers, our next girl is straight from the dreams of you guys who go crazy for curves.”


  “Break a leg,” Emily wished Beth luck before heading over to join the rest of her peers.


  “It’s going to be great,” Anya whispered to her best friend. “Now, go break some hearts.”


  Beth took a deep breath. She could do this. Genuine or not, she made her way out to the stage, her smile oozing confidence and sex appeal. She never had a problem turning on the charm when she absolutely had to.


  Every already excited member in the audience sat up straight in their seat at the sight of the bouncing brunette beauty hitting the stage. Sure, she was only eighteen, but hundreds of perverted thoughts simultaneously raced through the minds of the potential bidders. How could their intentions remain pure? It’s not every day that you find yourself in the presence of a girl built like this.


  “Voluptuous and pretty, the only thing she’s terrible at is math,” Ms. Rodgers went on. “Everyone say hi to Beth.”


  Beth giggled at her teacher’s comment while strutting out toward the end of the stage. Suddenly, her anxiety was gone. She was young, beautiful, and her perky bust bounced with each and every step forward. Of course, she wouldn’t go without a bid. Who wouldn’t want the chance to share a dinner with a girl like her?


  “Let’s start the bidding at one hundred dollars,” Ms. Rodgers announced.


  Twelve paddles shot up in the air, but it was a familiar heavyset Italian gentleman who decided to skip the cute formalities and make his intentions perfectly clear. “One thousand dollars.”


  Ms. Rodgers sent a skeptical look in Robert Rigoli’s directions.


  “I don’t remember hearing that I can’t bid on more than one girl,” he laughed. “As long as the lovely Beth here is okay with it, of course.”


  Whether he knew it or not, this Robert Rigoli fella was exploiting Beth’s main weakness. She was a sucker for charm. Common sense said that he should be hiding in the shadows. He was overweight, balding, and hadn’t exactly been blessed with the most handsome of facial features, but the vibe radiating from him screamed of confidence. His black suit was that of a man with phenomenal taste. Even his grin resembled a high roller. Whether he could actually back up the image he portrayed was a different story, but he certainly presented quite the look.


  Was Beth okay sharing her dinner date with Rachel? Absolutely, she was. Actually, that sounded like the best possible situation. She’d always been friendly with Rachel, the pressure of being one-on-one with some unknown older man would be gone, and she could always just talk to her classmate if things were awkward. She had a hard time seeing the latter coming to fruition with how charismatic Mr. Rigoli seemed. Carrying a conversation would probably be effortless for a man like him.


  “Of course, I’m fine with it,” Beth said, her confidence growing with each passing second. The looks of lust resonating from the audience were doing all kinds of things to her self-esteem. She wanted to be every one of these guys’ fantasy girl. “I think this handsome gentleman knows what’s best for me.”


  Even Ms. Rodgers smirked after hearing that. “Do we have eleven hundred dollars?”


  All twelve of those paddles stayed up.


  “Two thousand,” Robert Rigoli announced firmly.


  “Two thousand to Mr. Rigoli,” Ms. Rodgers noted. “Do we have twenty-one hundred?”


  Only one paddle remained up, and the not yet noted number indented in bright white paint caused Ms. Rodgers to check her list of bidders. A smile swiftly overcame her mouth after realizing who she was dealing with.


  “Twenty-one hundred to my former student, Ms. Stephanie Beets.”


  Everyone in the room turned to observe the only woman who’d participated in the auction so far. In fact, there were maybe a handful of females in attendance—mostly wives along for the ride with their husbands. Stephanie Beets definitely wasn’t arm candy for some man on this Wednesday night, however. The curvy blonde was sending a look toward the stage which made her motives perfectly clear.


  “Back to you, Mr. Rigoli,” Ms. Rodgers said, doing her best to contain her excitement over all the things the school could do with this auction money. “The bid is twenty-two hundred.”


  He nodded, silently placing another bid. He wasn’t a man who took kindly to not getting his way. If he wanted something, then he got it.


  “Three thousand,” Stephanie Beets stated to a reception of gasps.


  Robert Rigoli turned in his seat again to view his competition. Much to his surprise, the fiery-blonde didn’t shy away from maintaining direct eye contact with him. A quick glance back at the stage only made what he was about to do that much more difficult. He was just being greedy at this point. He already had a dinner planned with the beautiful Rachel, and now he wanted to bring this lovely young lady along as well? And for a price tag of three thousand dollars on top of it? Yeah, it was officially time to tap out and concede this one.


  He announced, “I’m out.”


  “Three thousand going once…” said Ms. Rodgers. “Three thousand going twice…sold! Three thousand dollars to Ms. Stephanie Beets. Hey, maybe you can teach Beth about derivatives, because God knows I can’t get through to her.”


  Beth rolled her eyes and headed back behind the curtain, but not before sending a wave out to the winner. A woman had bought her? Really? She couldn’t see much other than Stephanie being a blonde with how bright the lights shined on the stage, but this woman had done something that no other man had ever done before: she’d made her feel like the most desirable girl on the planet. Three thousand dollars for a two hour dinner date? That was insane!


  Anya was waiting with her jaw on the floor when Beth made her way backstage.


  “That was so much fun!” Beth proclaimed with a big smile. “I want to do this every week!”


  “Three thousand dollars?” Anya finally managed to ask. “Are you kidding me?”


  Some of the other girls were making their way over, undoubtedly armed with a barrage of questions regarding the crazy lady who’d just dropped three grand on their classmate. Samantha Wilkinson also didn’t appear to be so happy with these recent developments. She was supposed to have the highest bid! Dad promised!


  Beth attempted to play it off like it wasn’t a big deal. “What did you expect? I mean, do you see my boobs?”


  Amazing boobs or not, Anya never expected her best friend to bring in anywhere near three thousand dollars—especially from a woman! It was unreal!


  A slight hint of uneasiness was building deep in Anya’s stomach. The comfort of hiding behind the curtain while her classmates were auctioned off was over. She was about to have hundreds of eyes all focused on her, and being the center of attention was never her forte.


  “Yeah, but—”


  Ms. Rodgers unknowingly interrupted Anya with one last announcement. “I hope everyone still has some money left in their pockets; because trust me, our tenth and final girl is worth every penny.”


  Beth did a quick check of her friend. Perfect makeup? Yep. That red spaghetti strap dress still hugging her tight body? You better believe it. A hefty price tag? She couldn’t imagine these guys not going gaga for what they were about to see. The only thing she could do was wish her BFF luck.


  “Knock em’ dead,” Beth encouraged her.


  Anya shot her girlfriend a smile before making that long walk for herself. The lights were piercing as she made her way out from behind the curtain, and an attempt at a diva walk resulted in a stumble which almost sent her down to the wooden stage floor. What was she doing? Portraying herself as some kind of sex symbol wasn’t her thing. She was a shy girl who preferred to hang back and let the man make the move, but she’d momentarily flaunted herself like a contestant in the Miss America Pageant. It was time to come back to reality. This wasn’t the catwalk, and she definitely wasn’t Naomi Campbell. She would end up making an ass out of herself if she continued trying to be something she wasn’t.


  “Smart, funny, and extremely beautiful, let’s hear it for the gorgeous Anya.”


  A healthy dose of applause greeted her as she meekly completed the rest of her journey to the end of the stage. Her nerves didn’t dissipate. In fact, they were growing. What if all the big spenders were gone? What if no one found her appealing because she lacked the curves of Beth, or the exotic features of Emily? It was easy to tell Beth that everything would be fine when she wasn’t in the spotlight herself. It was a significantly different story to actually take her own advice when she was the one with all eyes on her.


  She was being critiqued. The stares from the members occupying the first few rows were judgmental ones. Her body, her face, her sense of style: each and every person in the audience had an opinion, but she wasn’t in a position to sway their feelings. All she could do was wait.


  Anya smiled shyly, hoping for Ms. Rodgers to save her from this uncomfortable situation. She would trade places with pretty much anyone else on the planet right now. The mantra “always trust your gut” existed for a reason. Why hadn’t she just told her teacher no? Why did she have to be so nice all the time? Her stepdad told her that people would take advantage of her if she always said yes to everyone; and at this very moment, her eagerness to help had backfired in a big way. She was on the verge of having a panic attack.


  “We’ll open the bidding at one hundred dollars.”


  Thirteen paddles fought for the honor of being the initial bid.


  That certainly helped to settle her down a bit. At least there wasn’t a shortage of suitors interested in spending an evening with her. There was no calming the uncomfortableness that came with being the focal point of the action at hand though. She was stuck up here until someone finally won her.


  Robert Rigoli threw his hat in the ring one last time. “One thousand dollars.”


  His attempt to win yet another girl resulted in some boos sounding throughout the auditorium. Being a bachelor at forty-eight came along with some perks, and one of them was a healthy amount of disposable income. So what if he wanted to take two beautiful eighteen-year-old girls out to dinner? Where was the harm in that? And now those boos were fueling him. He was going to win the knockout on stage no matter what.


  “One thousand dollars to everyone’s favorite, Mr. Robert Rigoli,” Ms. Rodgers chuckled. “Do we have eleven hundred?”


  “Five thousand.”


  If everyone gasped at the sound of a woman bidding on Beth earlier, then they might as well have jumped out of their seats after hearing this most recent announcement. This had to be a joke. The voice from the very back of the auditorium must have been confused with what he was agreeing to.


  The dim setting in the rear of the room prevented Ms. Rodgers from finding a paddle. “Excuse me, sir, what’s your number?”


  “Seventy-four,” he answered.


  The teacher’s eyes bolted to her list of participants, continuing to descend until she found the very last name on the list. “We have a five thousand dollar bid to…Mr. Alexander Stone. Is that correct?”


  The mysterious voice confirmed his intentions from the darkness. “That’s correct.”


  Anya’s legs were shaking. Not only had someone bid an astronomical five thousand dollars on her, but she couldn’t even see who it was! That voice was so deep and powerful. An image of a man who didn’t quite belong in this auditorium quickly swept into her mind. What if this was her dream guy? What if some fit, handsome, chivalrous man had taken an interest in her? What if her date was the polar opposite of Robert Rigoli?


  And then her stomach dropped.


  “Fifty-one hundred,” Mr. Rigoli announced, not about to be outbid for a second time tonight. “I’ll stay here all-night, buddy!”


  The smattering of laughter from the cocky Italian’s remark was promptly cut short. The two men engaged in a bidding war apparently no longer needed an auctioneer, and the high roller in the back wasn’t in the mood for childish games. That was made very clear by the following three words he’d decided on.


  “Ten thousand dollars.”


  Anya gasped right along with the audience. Someone was playing a prank on her. They had to be! Who in their right mind would spend ten thousand dollars to take a high school girl out to dinner?


  “The bid was fifty-two hundred, but don’t let that stop you,” Ms. Rodgers noted, not about to turn down an offer like that. “Back to you, Mr. Rigoli. The bid is ten thousand one hundred dollars.”


  Robert Rigoli wasn’t a happy man at the moment. First, he’d lost out on that busty stunner to a woman. A woman! And now this brunette knockout was being stolen right out of his hands. He had to swallow his pride and accept defeat before he found himself selling a car to pay for all of this. If the guy behind him was willing to spend ten grand this easily, then who knows what crazy amount he planned on going to? Hey, at least he still had Rachel Sanders, and that blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty wasn’t too bad of a consolation prize.


  He shook his head no.


  Ms. Rodgers was eager to get this bid locked in before this Alexander Stone guy realized what he was doing. “Ten thousand going once, ten thousand going twice, sold!” she announced urgently. “Ten thousand dollars to the lucky gentleman in the back of the room.”


  Anya looked to her rear to see Beth’s head poking out from behind the curtain. Moments later, three of her classmates had joined her best friend. They were all desperate to find out who’d just spent ten thousand dollars to take her out on a date.


  “I want to thank everyone for coming,” Ms. Rodgers said as people began to leave their seats and ascend the stairs for the exit. “Make sure you find Kathy out in the lobby if you won a date. She’ll provide you with the contact information for your girl.”


  The realization of a more likely scenario had just kicked in for a still stuck in place Anya. What kind of guy would really spend ten thousand dollars for a dinner date with an eighteen-year-old girl? A mentally unstable one, that’s who. And someone who would be expecting a little more than just some friendly chatter over a good meal. Would he attempt to pressure her into doing something sexual? What if he was crazy and tried to kidnap her? Anything was a possibility now.


  “Anya.”


  Could she get out of this date? What if she promised to pay back the school? Sure, it would take until she was thirty, but she could pull it off. She just wanted to be anywhere else. Why had she agreed to this?


  “Anya!” Beth attempted to get her attention for a second time. “Get over here!”


  Seeing Beth waving her back to the curtain sent a shock of electricity into her now working legs, and it didn’t take long before her classmates were drilling her with questions from every angle after arriving backstage. Had she gotten a look at him? Did she recognize his voice? The girls wanted to know everything; but just like them, she was completely in the dark.


  “You really didn’t get a look at him?” Beth asked. “Like, at all? Not even a peek?”


  “No, I’m pretty sure he was in the very back,” Anya told her. “Why would someone spend that much money?”


  “He must’ve liked what he saw,” one of the girls giggled.


  “Yeah, you gonna blow him, Anya?” another laughed.


  Beth shot a glare in their direction before escorting Anya away from the pack for some much needed alone time. “Ten thousand dollars,” she smiled. “I can’t get over how insane that is. I thought three grand was crazy.”


  “Three grand is crazy,” Anya voiced. “And a girl won you!”


  They would talk all about that over the next forty-eight hours. Currently, Beth had more pressing matters to attend to. “I don’t want you to feel that you have to do anything you’re uncomfortable with because of how much this guy spent on you.”


  “I know,” Anya nodded.


  Beth had to make her thoughts extremely clear. This was too important not too. “I know it’s easy to say that now; but if this guy tries to kiss you, or hug you, or whatever, you don’t have to reciprocate anything, okay?”


  “I know, Beth,” Anya nodded again, almost annoyed. “I’m not going to sleep with the guy just because he spent a lot of money to take me out.”


  “I’m not talking about sleeping with him,” Beth huffed, frustrated by the attitude she was receiving. “I’m talking about doing anything at all. I’m looking out for you.”


  She sent a loving smile Beth’s way. Did she have the greatest best friend in the world or what? Sometimes Beth felt like the sister she never had. How many other girls had a BFF who cared about her the way Beth did?


  “Absolutely,” Anya agreed with her advice. “It’s just a dinner date. It doesn’t matter if it’s ten bucks or ten thousand.”


  That was music to Beth’s ears. Her girlfriend had retained her virginity for this long, and she wasn’t about to watch her lose it to some jerk who pressured her into an awkward situation. She would be keeping an eye on Anya’s table come Friday night for sure.


  “Ms. Rodgers said that we can meet out dates in the lobby,” Emily told the pair. “Come on!”


  A horde of bodies were waiting for the girls after they arrived in the lobby. One by one, the excited winners introduced themselves to their eighteen-year-old dates. Well, everyone except Samantha Wilkinson. She was very familiar with the man who’d won her, and her father was receiving quite the earful as a result of her being the third highest priced student.


  “I think that’s her,” Beth said to Anya.


  Anya could only laugh. How perfect was this? The woman making a beeline directly for them was on a mission, and the big smile on her face didn’t help to hide who she was, or what she was coming for either.


  It was like someone had aged Beth twenty years and dyed her hair blonde. Even her dress reflected Beth’s. Where didn’t this woman have curves? A big butt, wide hips, and a bust that was on full display thanks to a sensuous plunging v-line: chances are she would’ve had her fair share of suitors if she’d been one of the ladies up for auction tonight. And she may as well have been on a runway with the confident strut carrying her closer to the slightly intimidated high schoolers.


  “Hey, Beth,” the blonde introduced herself to the friends who couldn’t help but stare at the impressive chest on her curvy five-foot-three frame. “I’m Stephanie.”


  Beth finally understood why she’d so often catch both men and women staring at her chest. Sometimes, it was like random strangers were lost in the sea of her snowy white cleavage. It’s this easy, huh? God bless the power of boobs.


  “H-h-h-hey,” Beth stammered before turning her attention to her date’s blue eyes. “Nice to meet you.”


  Stephanie eyed the young girl’s body one more time, taking a deep breath in the process. “Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.”


  Anya was praying that her smile wasn’t as overt as it most likely was. This might’ve been the funniest situation she’d ever been privy to in her life, and the oblivious look on Beth’s face only made it that much more comical. Her friend really didn’t have a clue, did she?


  “Wow…um…three thousand dollars,” Beth attempted to bring up the giant elephant in the room. “I uh…um—”


  “I’m sure you’ll be worth every penny,” Stephanie interrupted with that familiar sly grin. “I do have one request though.”


  Beth silently waited while Anya put her hand over her mouth to hide her smile.


  The buxom blonde didn’t waste any time beating around the bush. “I want you to wear this exact outfit on Friday. Same heels too.”


  “Oh, okay. I—”


  Stephanie cut Beth off once again, telling her, “Keep your hair and makeup the same as well. We’re going to have a great time on our date.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure we will!” Beth agreed enthusiastically. “Okay, so you have my address, right?”


  Ms. Beets was all business. “I have all your information, gorgeous. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty, and I want you to take my card in case something comes up. If you have any problems; and I mean any, feel free to call me, okay?”


  Beth observed the business card of a Ms. Stephanie Beets, a high-end art dealer with her own business in the city. “You’re into art?”


  “It’s my passion,” Stephanie responded swiftly. “Well, one of them…”


  Anya was on the verge of losing it. Oh, what she would do for a recording of what she was listening to. This was amazing!


  “Well, I’ll see you on Friday,” said Beth.


  “See you then, beautiful,” Stephanie replied, helping herself to one last look at the eighteen-year-old standing in front of her. “I can’t wait.”


  The two girls watched Ms. Beets turn and head for the lobby door, her stride capturing the attention of every man in her path. She somehow possessed the confidence of a man while retaining the elegance of a woman. Her body broke hearts, but her attitude caused grown men to shake in their boots. It was captivating.


  “Oh…my…God…”


  Beth curiously glanced over at Anya. “What?”


  “Oh my God!” Anya loudly repeated. “Are you kidding me!?”


  Beth still wasn’t following. “What?”


  “What?” Anya laughed. “What!? Beth, she was totally flirting with you!”


  “What!?” Beth reacted, surprised and confused. “No, she wasn’t!”


  “Yes, she was!” Anya argued, stunned that Beth couldn’t see that for herself. “She’s so into you!”


  Beth was busy wondering how her friend could be this clueless when it came to anything sexual. Being a virgin doesn’t qualify you as an idiot, but Anya seemed to be doing her best to prove otherwise. This almost forty-year-old woman definitely hadn’t flirted with her.


  “That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said, and you’ve said some really stupid things over the course of our friendship,” Beth noted. “Flirting with me… Give me a break.”


  “Okay, where should I start?” Anya began. “Maybe with the request for you to wear this dress again?”


  “She wants me to wear this dress because I look unbelievable in it,” Beth defended her date’s demand. “It doesn’t have anything to do with something sexual.”


  “Or how about the wink she gave you after saying that art was only one of her passions?” Anya reminded her.


  “You’re delusional,” Beth started to laugh, baffled from what she was hearing. “Oh my God, Anya, what conversation were you listening to?”


  “The same one as you!” Anya hit back. “And she called you beautiful and gorgeous!”


  Beth’s ears perked up after hearing that. Stephanie had referred to her by a pair of pet names during their brief interaction, hadn’t she? And she’d checked out her cleavage too now that she thought about it. What if…no. There wasn’t any way that Anya was right.


  “‘I’m sure you’ll be worth every penny?’” Anya said with a smirk. “Really, Beth? What else could that possibly mean?”


  Beth’s jaw dropped. Oh my God, Anya was right! Everything that had come out of that older woman’s mouth was sexual, and she’d stupidly missed all the cues. Stephanie Beets was into her!


  “Do you-you-you think…” Beth lowered her voice to a whisper, a nervous stammer affecting her cadence. “Do you think she’s a lesbian?”


  “She’s at least bi,” Anya giggled. It was nice to be on the other end of this for a change. “I can’t believe that just happened. Beth, you’re going out on a date with a woman who wants you!”


  Beth may have been more sexually experienced than your average eighteen-year-old girl, but she didn’t have the first clue as to how to handle this situation. A rich woman had won her in a charity auction, gotten flirty within moments of introducing herself, and the craziest part was her current mood. She wasn’t nervous or worried. In fact, she was kind of excited.


  “At least she’s sexy, right?” Beth commented with a grin. “This is…um…wild.”


  “Sexy?” Anya asked. “She looks like a future version of you! This is the funniest thing ever! I can’t believe—”


  Everything came to a stop as Anya cut herself off mid-sentence. Suddenly, she was completely alone in the previously packed room. Even Beth ceased to exist in this new world. It was just her, the auditorium lobby, and the reason for why she was having a difficult time breathing.


  She knew it was him from the moment her eyes glanced in his direction. The masculine voice from earlier fit his physique to a tee. His dark navy-blue suit showed off his broad shoulders perfectly. His navy tie with diagonal white stripes was the ideal complement to his white dress shirt. The way both the buttons on his notched lapel were fastened had her weak in the knees. The white handkerchief poking out from his suit jacket was something she’d only seen in the movies, the beam of light reflecting off his silver watch had a stranglehold over her attention, and the tapping of his sharp black dress shoes on the tile floor cemented her adoration for a man she’d yet to even meet.


  His features became more prominent with each step nearer to her trembling body. His black, wavy hair was long on top and short on the sides, slicked back at the front to create a dangerously seductive look that had no right belonging on a man in his mid-to-late thirties. His blue eyes seemed to sparkle. They were eyes which caused her to simultaneously experience feelings of safety and concern—an unmistakably darkness swarming in those light circles of ocean waves as she continued to silently admire their existence.


  His five o’clock shadow caused her to question her own purpose. What was the meaning of her life when something this marvelous had gone undiscovered for the past eighteen years? She should’ve been sculpting statues of this flawless specimen. His strong nose and cleft chin only accentuated his perfectly straight and white teeth. He was a figment of her imagination, except he wasn’t. He was very real, and he was getting closer by the second.


  She snapped back to reality. The lobby was full of mediocre men who shared in her sense of devotion. A simple glance in his direction was all it took to establish a pecking order with each and every person in his presence. Men desired to be him, and women lusted to be with him. There was a silent understanding of who sat at the head of the table, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the king of the room.


  Her insides had turned to goo. Her heart was a puddle which screamed to be shaped to this stud’s desire. No part of her emotions resembled that of an eighteen-year-old woman. She was back to being a child, gazing in awe at the handsome older man who’d finally arrived in front of her.


  “Hello, Anya,” he greeted her warmly. Even the four-inch aid of her high heels didn’t prevent her from being dwarfed by his six-foot-three frame. “I’m Alex.”


  Fifty years from now, she would still be able to specifically recall the overwhelming feeling of life that accepting his handshake had provided her with. His touch was her reason for being on this planet. The way her petite hand disappeared inside his was soothing. All of his distinct physical features were amplified tenfold in this closed space, but it was those intangibles that were really doing it for her. His calm demeanor was enchanting. His unmistakable confidence was contagious. She could take on the world as long as she was by his side, and his side was a position she wasn’t in any hurry to leave.


  Her mouth was an arid wasteland of dryness. Her tongue had been wandering the desert for the past eighteen years. Everything fell silent around her except for the sound of her pounding heartbeat. This was the exact man she’d spent a lifetime dreaming of meeting, and she was coming off as a complete idiot before even getting the chance to join in on the conversation.


  Her pouty lips failed in a desperate attempt to part. Was she scared or overwhelmed? Why did his powerful voice have such a deep hold over her? Why were his gorgeous blue eyes so hypnotizing? She was destined for a life of loneliness if this was her reaction to her dream guy. Alex was most likely wondering if she was a little mentally slow at the moment.


  Beth jumped in to cover for her. “Hey, I’m Beth.”


  “Nice to meet you, Beth,” Alex smiled her way.


  “Now, Alex, my BFF is amazing, but she isn’t worth ten thousand dollars,” Beth joked with the handsome man who still had her friend tongue-tied and blushing. “I think it’s safe to say that you overpaid.”


  He turned his attention back to the petite eighteen-year-old and commented, “I don’t know about that.”


  “Um…you could’ve bought three of me and still had a grand left over,” a giggling Beth told him. “That would’ve been the deal of a lifetime!”


  She could do this. It really shouldn’t be that hard. Anya dug deep for a drop of saliva in her parched throat. You only have one chance to make a first impression, and there was still time to salvage her disastrous attempt to even resemble a human being. What was she doing? Just stupidly gazing up at her version of the world’s most perfect man? Perhaps Beth’s joke from just moments ago was accurate: she certainly wasn’t worth ten thousand dollars.


  And then a miracle from above graced itself over her. The heavens parted, sending a flood of apocalyptic proportions directly into her mouth. Her untimely aphasia vanished, allowing her to finally introduce herself to her date.


  “An-An-An-An-Anya.”


  Did someone have a pen? How about a piece of paper while you’re at it? Mark it down everyone: Wednesday, April 10th - eight o’clock on the dot. This was officially the most horrifying moment of her life.


  She’d stammered like a child with a speech impediment while attempting to simply state her name. The look on Beth’s face was most likely a reflection of her own. Her busty friend was silently yelling at her to get her shit together, but that seemed like quite the impossible task given her situation. She was just trying to keep this man from running off.


  As nervous and terrified as his presence had made her, what happened next only proved how mesmerizing his essence truly was. In an instant, she was at ease. It didn’t take much to send her spiraling deeper and deeper into the hole of love that she was rapidly digging herself into. Actually, it wasn’t a comment that she’d never heard before, but it meant a million times more coming from a man like him.


  “That’s such a beautiful name,” he stated. “Anya.”


  She didn’t know who he was, what he did for a living, or if he would pass the extremely important test of loving cherry mocha crème Frappuccinos as much as she did, but she was ready to marry him. What would she do after Friday? How would she ever find a guy that compared to the hunk whom her eyes refused to leave?


  “Tha-tha-tha thank-thank you, Mr. St-St-St Stone,” Anya stuttered nervously, the passing minutes not helping much to calm her jitters.


  “Please, call me Alex,” he said.


  They were on a first-name basis already? She didn’t know about calling a guy who was most likely twenty years her senior by his first name, but she knew what she wanted to be referred to as: Mrs. Stone. Who needs college when you could be busy popping out babies for a man who looked like this? Okay, she was starting to lose it now. She was still a feminist, remember? Was it really this easy to make her revert back to more primitive ways? It looked like all it took was a stud in a suit for her to jump on board with being a 1950’s housewife.


  “Okay, Alex,” Anya smiled after taking a deep gulp. Hey, she didn’t stutter that time! She was finally starting to act like herself again! “I like your name too.”


  Beth’s snicker accompanied Anya’s now ghostly white face. Would someone please put a bullet in her head to save her from further humiliating herself? She liked his name too? God, she was hopeless.


  There was no chuckle or sense of embarrassment when it came to Mr. Stone’s end though. Those blues eyes busily observed her. His dominant presence somehow made her feel comfortable in the way she fumbled over the simplest of words. He looked into her soul to find a nerdy, goofy, and at times awkward girl, and he accepted her for the person she was.


  Beth did her best to break the tension in the room. “Hey, let’s sit together on Friday night! We can have a group date!”


  “Unfortunately, we won’t be able to do that,” Alex revealed. “We have reservations at Daniel’s.”


  Both Anya’s and Beth’s brows furrowed at the sound of that. Not only had Mr. Stone decided to not follow the school’s predetermined restaurant choice, but he’d picked the most upscale joint in town instead. Daniel’s seemed more like a mythical establishment than anything at times. Martin Scorsese had even used it to shoot several scenes for his most recent mobster movie a few years ago! Rumor has it, the waiting list to book a table was over three months long.


  “Are you sure we can do that?” asked Anya. “I mean, the school made reservations at—”


  “I’ll pick you at sixty-thirty,” he interrupted. “I want you to take my card, and don’t hesitate to call the number on the bottom if you have any problems at all. It’ll get you in touch with my secretary.”


  Her eyes moved to the little white business card that was now clenched between her shaky thumb and index finger, to find the contact information for The Stone Firm. It was fairly obvious that the printed number on the card wasn’t what he was referring to either. He’d handwritten a personal number just in case she had any problems!


  Anya was dying to know one thing in particular. “Um…what-what…uh…what do-do you do?”


  “I run a firm that specializes in helping businesses,” he told the timid brunette who was shying away from maintaining eye contact with him. “We provide capital for startups, help companies with mergers, and endeavors of that nature.”


  He was a businessman who ran his own company? Well, question answered as to why he had ten thousand dollars to spend on her. What would the next revelation be? That he bred Golden Retriever puppies as a side job? How could one man be this amazing?


  Sometimes it’s the simple things in life that make you feel like a million bucks—like thinking of the perfect question after spending the past few minutes stupidly stammering your way through an entire conversation. And while it was really Beth’s question, Mr. Stone wouldn’t know that.


  “Do you want me to wear anything specific?” Anya asked.


  She followed his eyes as they moved along her petite frame once more. Why didn’t she feel judged by him? All the other eyes staring at her while she was on stage earlier felt cruel and malicious, but not his. His were full of compassion and understanding. He saw her as an equal despite them not being anywhere near the same playing field. She was just a run-of-the-mill high school girl while he ran his own company. They couldn’t have been further apart in terms of accomplishments.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he told her.


  “Don’t-don’t-don’t worry about it?” she finally managed to spit out. “Um…what?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” he coolly repeated. “Now, what time am I going to pick you up on Friday?”


  “Six-thirty,” she answered.


  “Six-thirty,” he echoed. “I’ll see you then, Anya. Have a good night, girls.”


  And just like that, he was gone. The hole his presence left after disappearing from the room was undeniable. The excitement from just seconds ago had vanished, and she was once again surrounded by a plethora of second-rate men. She needed him back. She didn’t even have to speak with him! Just silently hovering in the background might be ideal. It wasn’t exactly easy to maintain her composure when it was her turn to talk.


  “He’s perfect.”


  Beth turned to Anya with an ear-to-ear grin. It looked like her friend was finally able to speak again. “I’ve never seen someone clam up like that before. Oh my God, you’re so in love with him!”


  “I’m not in love with him,” Anya argued. “It’s just…wow. I mean, you saw him.”


  “Oh, he’s a major hottie, but you were a total mess,” Beth laughed. “What are you going to do when you guys are one-on-one?”


  Crap, she hadn’t thought about that yet. Beth wouldn’t be there to bail her out on Friday night. None of her classmates would be either. It would just be her, Mr. Stone, and a dinner full of conversation—something she wasn’t too confident in after their brief interaction.


  “What’s with him wanting to take you to Daniel’s too?” Beth asked. “Don’t get me wrong, that sounds incredible, but you’re supposed to go to the sushi place with the rest of us. Maybe we should say something to Ms. Rodgers?”


  “No!”


  The busty brunette recoiled from her best friend’s passionate reaction. “I just want to make sure that nothing happens to you. You—”


  “You know where I’ll be,” Anya cut in. “That’s more than enough. Please don’t say anything to anyone! I don’t want to ruin this!”


  It took a decade of friendship, but Beth was finally witnessing something that she hadn’t been so sure she’d ever see: Anya infatuated with a man. She would have to do a bit of research before being okay with the idea of this Mr. Stone guy taking her friend to a different restaurant though. They didn’t know the first thing about this mystery man. That business card could be a hoax for all they knew.


  “I won’t say anything,” Beth promised.


  Anya smiled at her girlfriend before another problem presented itself. She’d been so worried about sneaking out of her house, that she’d forgotten all about the dilemma of sneaking back in. But any anxiety she felt over potentially being caught by her parents was insignificant compared to her weekend plans. She had a date booked at Daniel’s with the most amazing guy ever! How lucky was she?


  




  

    Chapter 3 – Same-Day Delivery


  


  Thursday, April 11th. 2:47 PM.


  Anya wasn’t smitten, captivated, or even in love. No, she was obsessed. She could mostly credit that to a phone call from last night.


  The first hint of something being up was the fact that her phone was ringing before she’d even arrived home after the auction. A frantic Beth was on the line, demanding that she rush to her computer so that she could see the news for herself. What was so urgent? What couldn’t wait until they saw each other at school tomorrow? Well, after she finally managed to sneak upstairs and into her room, she quickly discovered the completely justified reasoning for her friend’s hectic behavior.


  Alex was even more amazing than she’d ever imagined.


  His company was one hundred percent legitimate. He’d founded The Stone Firm in 2006, at the ripe age of twenty-five. That also meant he was thirty-eight years old—something she verified by checking out his Wikipedia page. He had his very own Wikipedia page! It was packed full of information regarding his many business ventures and extensive philanthropic history, but one section was surprisingly blank: his personal life.


  A good night’s rest hadn’t helped to reduce her obsession. The line at the Starbucks drive-thru certainly wasn’t bothering on this Thursday afternoon either. It may as well have not even existed. Sure, Beth was ranting about some idiot who was slowing everything up for the second day in a row, but she was permanently cemented on cloud nine. Every internet search provided her with a new article regarding Mr. Stone, and each snippet of knowledge about his life was somehow more enthralling than the last. She still couldn’t believe what she’d stumbled across last night.


  Beth took a momentary break from her ranting to announce their plans. “Let’s go to your house. I think my dad is getting home early today.”


  …


  …


  “He’s really been getting on my nerves lately too,” Beth continued complaining. She’d been in a bad mood all-day for some reason. “Where does he get off bossing me around like he’s been? I’m eighteen, but he talks down to me like I’m a child.”


  …


  …


  “He doesn’t speak to my mom that way,” Beth went on with her very one-sided conversation. “I mean, he made me watch him scrub a pan before I went to bed last night, like I’m retarded or something. I always clean my dishes! Why does he act like he’s the only one who does anything around the house?”


  …


  …


  Beth was getting everything off her chest now. “And he’s constantly telling me to stop dressing so slutty. I don’t dress slutty! Um…sorry if I have big boobs and they’re hard to cover up, but it’s not like I’m walking around with them falling out of my tops or anything!”


  …


  …


  “Anya.”


  …


  …


  “Anya?”


  …


  …


  “Anya!”


  Anya snapped to attention to find Beth staring at her, visibly annoyed from her personal problems being ignored. “Huh?”


  “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?” Beth asked with a chuckle that showed she was fairly certain of what the answer would be.


  Anya’s silence said a million words.


  “He won you in a charity auction,” said Beth. “It’s not like he hit on you while you were at the mall or something.”


  “I know,” Anya said.


  “You didn’t meet him on Tinder or anything either,” Beth went on. “I think you have the wrong idea of what tomorrow night is going to be. It’s just a dinner.”


  Anya rolled her eyes and groaned, “When did I ever say that it was more than a dinner? I know what I agreed to, okay? It’s a charity auction dinner—nothing more.”


  It certainly didn’t feel like just a charity auction dinner from Beth’s perspective. What was going on with her girlfriend? How could she be so into a guy whom she didn’t even know? She was acting like some infatuated middle school girl who’d gotten asked out by the star quarterback of the football team, but that was the furthest thing from reality. The truth was a stranger had paid ten thousand dollars to take her out to dinner. It wasn’t some kind of love at first sight encounter. It wasn’t even romantic! Alex had won her in a charity auction! Her friend’s situation didn’t remotely resemble the Hollywood plot that she was most likely daydreaming about.


  The logjam of cars preventing them from placing their order wasn’t helping Beth to relax. “Anya, I love you, but you’re reading way too much into that article.”


  She’d read too much into that article? That couldn’t have been further from the truth. Anya hadn’t read too much into that article, because it was the single greatest piece of literature she’d ever laid her eyes upon.


  “No, I’m not,” Anya defended herself. “That article is amazing.”


  Beth was beginning to regret the two hours she’d spent on the phone last night, simultaneously researching this Alexander Stone fella with her BFF. This guy was already in a crazy position of power, and now Anya would be gazing across the table tomorrow night, treating him like he was some kind of god. That was a dangerous scenario. Anya wasn’t experienced with men. What if this guy took advantage of her? What if he talked her into something she really didn’t want to do? Would her best friend even know that she was in trouble until it was too late?


  “You’re not going on a date,” Beth firmly stated once again.


  “How many times do I have to tell you that I know?” Anya huffed back. “You’re doing the same exact thing to me that your dad does to you. I’m not stupid, Beth!”


  Two cars still separated them from placing their order; and to be completely honest, Beth couldn’t act like that article wasn’t pretty cool. Maybe Anya was living a bit of a Hollywood romance at the moment. How many girls get the chance to spend a few hours with a guy like this in their lifetime? Lord knows she hadn’t been in any kind of exclusive club like the one her girlfriend was about to enter.


  A few moments of silence passed before Beth admitted, “I guess it’s pretty cool, isn’t it?”


  Anya turned to her with a big smile. Look who was finally coming around to seeing things her way. “Pretty cool? No, it’s like the coolest thing ever.”


  Both of the girls had been under the impression that Mr. Stone’s Wikipedia page contained a typo last night. As if the impressive list of accomplishments wasn’t enough, there was a mention of a rather remarkable task at the bottom of his biography that seemed a little too good to be true. They quickly discovered that there wasn’t an error; and from that moment on, Anya officially stopped sugarcoating her love of Alexander Stone.


  “He’s on Forbes’ list of the forty most eligible bachelors under forty,” Anya repeated for probably the fiftieth time today. It sounded just as unreal coming out of her mouth right now, as it had the moment she’d discovered the news with Beth. “In the world!”


  “I just don’t want you to get in over your head,” Beth warned her while inching up in line. “He’s a thirty-eight-year-old multimillionaire who’s considered to be one of the most eligible single men in the world. He’s not gonna be your boyfriend.”


  Anya was running out of ways to explain that she understood her friend’s concern. Was she captivated by Mr. Stone? Absolutely. Might she be a little smitten with him? She wasn’t going to lie and say no. The one thing she didn’t expect was a love affair to come as a result of a charity dinner date.


  Anya was eager to change the subject. “What about you? You’re the one who needs to worry about falling in love tomorrow.”


  Beth had done some reflecting on that very topic as well over the past eighteen hours, and she’d come to the conclusion that Anya had severely misread the entire situation. “Stephanie was just being friendly.”


  “Friendly?” Anya laughed, her guffaw sounding of disbelief. “You’re kidding me, right?”


  “Did you ever think that maybe she just wants to have a great dinner with a nice girl?” questioned Beth. “Everything doesn’t have to be sexual all the time.”


  Anya was flabbergasted. Did her friend even believe her own bullshit at this point? Beth was the one who always made everything sexual; yet here she was, acting like some innocent little girl. It was ridiculous!


  “She’s so gonna make a move on you.”


  “No, she won’t,” Beth swiftly rejected the idea of that lunacy happening. “I can promise you that I would shoot her down if she did though. You on the other hand? I’m not so sure that you could say no to that guy.”


  “Oh, I could say no to him,” Anya told her. “Don’t worry about that. Unlike you, I have self-control. You don’t see me hooking up with college football players for an entire summer.”


  Beth had no intentions of defending her summer of degeneracy. Why should she? And you better believe that she would do it all over again if she had the chance. While Tyler wasn’t her dream guy in the bedroom, he looked better than pretty much any man in her life, and it didn’t hurt that he had an above-average dick as well. Maybe she needed to consider giving him a second chance come summer vacation?


  The car in front of them pulled up, allowing them to reach the order menu. “The usual?” Beth asked.


  Anya shook her head no.


  “I said that coffee is on me for the next week,” Beth reminded her.


  “I know,” nodded Anya. “I just don’t want anything.”


  Beth wasn’t buying that. When did Anya ever turn down coffee? Especially free coffee? Something wasn’t adding up here.


  “Why don’t you want anything?”


  “Because I just don’t,” Anya responded with a slightly annoyed sigh. “Why does everything have to be a problem all the time?”


  “Um…because you’ve never turned down a coffee in all the years we’ve known each other,” Beth responded. “Like, ever. Something’s obviously going on.”


  Anya continued to stare out the passenger side window.


  “Welcome to Starbucks. What can I get for you today?”


  “One second, please,” Beth said to the familiar male voice who took her order five days a week, before turning to Anya and demanding a real answer. “Tell me what’s going on.”


  “Nothing’s going on,” Anya snapped back. “Just order. You’re holding up the line.”


  “We’re not going anywhere until I get an answer,” said Beth.


  “You’re a pain in the ass sometimes, you know that?” Anya groaned while gazing off into the distance. “I just…want to…it doesn’t matter.”


  “Tell me!” Beth demanded.


  “I want to look good for tomorrow, okay!?”


  Beth blankly stared at Anya for what felt like an entirety before it finally kicked in that she wasn’t joking. “You’re starving yourself?”


  “No, I’m not starving myself,” Anya stated firmly. “I’m just going to eat very light until dinner tomorrow. My dress shows a lot of skin, and—”


  “I’d like a venti iced coffee with soy milk,” Beth cut her girlfriend off to place her order. “Sweetened, please.”


  “Anything else?”


  “I would also like a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino grande, with whole milk and whipped cream. That’s all,” Beth finished.


  “Beth!” Anya shouted. “I just told you that I don’t want anything!”


  “A venti iced coffee, sweetened with soy milk,” he confirmed their order, “and a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino grande, with whole milk and whipped cream. Your total is $8.06 at the second window.”


  “Thanks,” Beth said before pulling up in line. “Starving yourself for some guy you don’t even know? Are you kidding me?”


  “I’m not starving myself,” an annoyed Anya groaned. “It’s just that Mr. Stone paid ten thousand dollars to take me out, so the least I can do is look my best.”


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  “Nothing’s wrong with me!” Anya grunted. “You know, I’m getting sick of you acting like you know everything all the time.”


  “Well, I know more about men than you,” Beth said.


  Anya was done with that narrative. She wasn’t completely naive to the way the world worked. Men are visual creatures who are stimulated by what they see, and step one for attracting a mate is presenting yourself as a beautiful woman. And it wasn’t like she was even trying to put on a show for Mr. Stone or anything! She simply wanted to look her best for a dinner date that someone paid five-figures for. Where was the harm in that?


  “Can we just stop talking about this?” Anya asked. “All we’re doing is arguing.”


  Beth shook her head as she turned back to the dashboard. They were arguing because she was attempting to protect her girlfriend. Why couldn’t Anya understand that? But she was willing to drop her concerns for the sake of their friendship. After all, this would only be a one-time thing. Come Saturday, all of this nonsense would be in the past, and both of them would be back to their regular lives.


  Ten Minutes Later.


  Anya had reluctantly downed half her drink on the way to her house, and there was little doubt that she would be finishing the rest once inside. What was she supposed to do? Resist indulging in a cherry Frappuccino that had been placed right in her hand? That wasn’t fair! She would just have to skip dinner tonight, eat an extremely small breakfast and lunch tomorrow, and drink plenty of water if her stomach was rumbling. She would look amazing in her spaghetti strap dress for her dinner date—no matter the cost.


  Beth had officially conceded to her crusade as she pulled into Anya’s driveway. Their relationship was a thousand times better when they didn’t fight with each other, and she’d moved on from any attempts at trying to put her history with men to good use. Perhaps this would end up as a valuable learning experience for Anya. Or even more likely, nothing would come as a result of tomorrow night’s date, and all of this bickering would’ve been for nothing.


  The two girls grabbed their backpacks and strolled up the driveway to Anya’s front door. Despite their private school education, neither of the friends came from money, and that was evident by the rather small sized houses they both lived in. It was also the complete opposite of most of their classmates’ situations. SUVs for birthday presents and parties being hosted in beautiful backyards with inground pools weren’t out of the norm when it came to their friends. Sometimes, they felt a little out of place amongst their peers.


  Anya handed her half full Frappuccino to Beth so that she could unlock the door, but something caught her eye while digging in her backpack for her keys. The large brown box lying on the front step had a rather strange marking on it. In fact, the purple label was unlike anything she’d ever observed on one of her family’s typical package deliveries, and a closer examination revealed something she’d definitely never seen before: a purple label which read “FedEx Same-Day Delivery.”


  “Same-day delivery?” Anya asked. “Have you ever heard of that?”


  Beth bent over to read the label for herself. “No, I have stuff overnighted sometimes, but I didn’t know that same-day delivery even existed. Did you order something?”


  Anya shook her head no.


  “Well, it’s addressed to you,” Beth voiced while moving her eyes to the sender’s address—or rather a lack of one. “There’s no return address either.”


  Anya held the door open after unlocking it, allowing Beth to step inside with her hands full of tasty Starbucks beverages. Her own hands were quickly occupied by the mysterious box that couldn’t have weighed more than a few pounds. An immense curiosity had overtaken her body. A package with her name on it, without a return address, and it was sent via same-day delivery—she felt like a little kid on Christmas. How cool was this?


  Coffee had taken a backseat to her new priority, and Beth clearly shared a similar mindset as both the girls hustled into the kitchen. “What do you think it is?”


  “Your award for being the oldest living virgin,” Beth joked.


  Anya was busy retrieving a knife to cut through the tape sealing the box closed, but not too busy to roll her eyes at that previous comment. “Maybe it’s your award for being the biggest slut in New York.”


  “I believe Isabella Marcona already owns that honor,” Beth chuckled.


  Anya’s laugh was a short one, because what she saw after slicing through the packing tape caused her to do a double take. The handwriting covering the piece of computer paper was unmistakable. It was a script that had been permanently tattooed onto her brain, and the chill crawling up her spine was cold enough to cover her in goosebumps.


  Anya,


  For Friday night. You seem like a pink kind of girl to  me.


  - Alex


  She placed the note down on the wooden kitchen table to be met by an overwhelming amount of pink tissue paper. Her hands frantically pushed the cute accessory away, eager to reveal what was hidden deep inside the box, and nothing could have prepared her for what was waiting.


  Her fingers were taken to a world of satin. The slick material was cool to the touch, seemingly melting in her hands as she pulled the fabric from the box. The bright pink color caused her to feel like a princess, and the idea of this happening had her questioning if she was actually royalty. The entire situation was unfathomable.


  Beth read the note on the table before moving her eyes back to the item Anya was now holding up in front of her. “Oh…my…God…”


  “He-he-he mailed-mailed me a dress,” Anya stammered, her breathing resembling that of last night. “Beth, he mailed me a dress!”


  “That is so gorgeous,” Beth said. “Wait, is it backless?”


  Anya rotated the gown to display the breathtaking dress in all its beauty. The high rounded neckline was supported by two thin straps, crisscrossing and tying over an enticing open back. The scalloped trim ended well above the knee, displaying plenty of leg while maintaining a look of elegance and class. It was the exact kind of unaffordable dress that she’d stared at a million times on high end online fashion websites. It was the very type of outfit that she’d never imagined owning.


  Beth was already digging into the box to see if Mr. Stone had included anything else, and in a split second she went from excited, to unbelievable jealous. She didn’t make any attempts to hide her emotions either.


  “No way!” Beth shouted. “Are you kidding me!?”


  Anya gasped after moving her eyes to the item currently in Beth’s hand—or should she say, items. How did Mr. Stone know the key to her heart? It was like he’d taken residence inside her mind.


  Pink wedge sandals with five-inch cork heels. The sexy pair of t-strap shoes were the perfect match for her amazing new dress. Not only had Alex announced that he would be taking her to the restaurant of his choice, but now he was dressing her to his liking as well. It was uncharted territory for someone who’d never even had a boyfriend before.


  “These are going to look insane with that dress,” Beth commented. “This is unbelievable. I can’t believe—”


  Anya curiously gazed across the table at her own personal version of Halley’s Comet; and while that astrological occurrence took place every seventy-five or so years, hearing Beth actually cut herself off might be an even rarer phenomenon. Heck, it was quite the experience for her not to be talking twenty-four seven.


  The light thud of the heels being placed on the table caused Anya to turn her attention to Beth’s once again moving hands. Her paws were clearly on a determined path, and the bottom of the box was the obvious finish line. It wasn’t long before two simultaneous gasps bounced off the kitchen walls.


  Beth had officially reached her breaking point. Now, she would trade places with Anya in a second. “No freakin’ way!”


  Anya wasn’t sure what to say. “Um…wow.”


  “Wow?” Beth reacted. “Wow!? How about holy fuckin’ shit!?”


  “Beth!” Anya laughed before rushing back to the slice of heaven which occupied Beth’s right hand. “Is that Coach?”


  As if the high heels weren’t already the perfect accessory to her stylish dress, the addition of a pink glovetanned leather convertible clutch had raised the stakes to an entirely different level. The gold trim only further complemented the twenty-three inch detachable golden chain strap that hung from the luxurious purse. This was quickly becoming too much.


  “You better believe it’s Coach!” Beth verified excitedly. “Oh my God, you have a Coach bag!”


  “I can’t accept all this stuff,” said Anya.


  “Can’t accept it?” Beth asked in an unequivocal tone of disbelief. “Yes, you can! Anya, this is a three-hundred-dollar bag!”


  That was the problem. What was the total cost of this outfit? She had to be looking at a minimum of seven hundred dollars sprawled across the kitchen table, and the average cost of one of her articles of clothing didn’t come close to any of these three extravagant pieces. She wasn’t a Kardashian.


  “I just…um—”


  Beth cut in, “You’re trying this stuff on right now.”


  “Beth—”


  “Now!” Beth interjected again. “Let’s go!”


  Beth piled the gifts into the box and led Anya upstairs to her bedroom. Why couldn’t Mr. Stone have won her? She would kill for a Coach bag! Her mother merely rolled her eyes after she requested one for Christmas last year.


  So, if Beth couldn’t have some rich guy spoil her, then she would live vicariously through the girl who wasn’t appreciating her situation. Not only would Anya be eating dinner at one of the most prestigious restaurants in all of New York tomorrow night, but she would be doing so in this kickass outfit. Her friend seriously needed to wake up and realize just how lucky she was. She was living every girl’s dream!


  “Don’t worry about your hair and makeup,” Beth instructed. “Just put on the dress and heels.”


  Curiosity got the better of Anya. She would have to try this dress on eventually, so she might as well get a second opinion on how it looked. God knows Beth would have plenty of thoughts on her outfit.


  She slipped out into the hallway, re-emerging from the upstairs bathroom mere minutes later, full of confidence and swagger. Mr. Stone had amazing taste. This dress hugged her butt even more perfectly than the number she’d worn on Wednesday night. And these cork heels? They just about made her feel like a model. Beth would lose her mind after seeing this.


  Anya was met by an expected reaction after making her way back into her bedroom, and she felt so good about herself that she spun without even being requested to do so. She just wanted to show off every inch of this dress. She needed to display how fantastic these five-inch cork heels made her legs and butt look. She’d never felt better about herself.


  “I think you just turned me into a lesbian,” Beth remarked  jokingly.


  Anya rolled her eyes before accepting the bag Beth handed her. The gold chain made its way over her shoulder, causing the expensive purse to rest perfectly against her right hip. It was no secret that this was the perfect addition to her already marvelous outfit. All the proof of that was in Beth’s mouth which was hanging open.


  Beth was blown away. Her best friend never showed this much skin! Plenty of her fit thighs were being hit by the sunshine pouring in from the windows, and the majority of her toned back was naked. Even her bare arms looked more amazing than usual. Anya belonged on the cover of a magazine! She didn’t know a lot about this Mr. Stone character, but she was positive of one thing: he had phenomenal taste.


  “It fits perfectly,” Anya mentioned.


  “It looks perfect,” Beth confirmed. “The dress, the heels, the bag—everything. Mr. Stone is right about pink being your color, by the way. And you totally need to let me borrow that purse in the future. It would look unreal with that light pink halter dress I have.”


  Anya wasn’t even sure if she would still own this purse after Friday night. How could she accept all of this in good conscience? And was this Mr. Stone’s way of attempting to guarantee himself some action after their date? She wasn’t a prostitute. She had no plans of messing around with some guy just because he spoiled her, but she wouldn’t worry about that unless she found herself in a circumstance as such. Plus, her gut instinct told her that he wasn’t that kind of guy, but there was no way of knowing until tomorrow night. All she could do was keep her fingers crossed until then.


  




  

    Chapter 4 – The Date


  


  Friday Night.


  “Where are we going?”


  Anya’s question was met with silence as Mr. Stone’s black BMW pulled into Sunshine Park. Could dinner possibly have gone any better? Everything from the food, to her date’s personality, to their incredible conversations was amazing. He was so smart and charming. He had her laughing throughout the entire two hours they’d spent at Daniel’s, but there was also that meaningful, thought-provoking discussion they’d shared regarding his charity work in several surrounding underprivileged communities. “Perfect” was really the only way she could describe this unbelievable man. How could someone so handsome and good-looking, also be so down-to-earth?


  “Mr. Stone?” she tried again. “I mean, Alex?”


  They’d been escorted to their table like the kitchen scene in Goodfellas. Do you know what kind of people wait in line? Those who can’t rival the charisma which oozed from every pour of Alex’s body—aka: the rest of the human population. Everyone from the doorman to the kitchen staff greeted Mr. Stone with a warm hello. Their cute blonde waitress couldn’t have been more thrilled from the privilege of being in his presence for those one hundred and twenty minutes, and Anya couldn’t blame her. This was one of the most desirable men on the planet, and she had him all to herself for an entire dinner.


  His life’s story was captivating, but he was even more interested in learning about her. He wanted to know everything: her passions, her goals, and every single little thing that she wanted to achieve before she one day kicked the bucket. He treated her like a peer, except she wasn’t. She hadn’t accomplished anything. Was being accepted into a small local college something to be proud of? She was going to be a General Studies major! Eighteen years old and she still didn’t have a clue as to what she wanted to be in life, but he hung on her every word like she was reminiscing about a time when she’d truly impacted someone’s world.


  “You know this isn’t the way to my house, right?” she asked.


  He’d insisted on being called Alex. His reasoning? He wasn’t her boss or her father, although she’d briefly lost herself in a fantasy about what a life of being his daughter would entail. Brand new cars, exotic vacations, and all the luxuries she could imagine; but more importantly, a dad who actually cared. All she’d ever craved in life was for her father to pretend like he gave a shit about her; but more times than not, that felt like the most unrealistic request in the world.


  The radio was off and the sports car was unusually quiet as they slowly rolled to the end of the empty parking lot. What happened to their great conversation? Why had her previous three questions gone unanswered? This suddenly didn’t seem like the same man she’d fallen in love with over her plate of lobster stuffed rigatoni.


  He parked the car just out of reach of the final light pole. Dusk had come and gone over two hours ago, and the faint light radiating off the built-in navigation system was her main source of illumination as the headlights were the next item to be powered off. His inviting persona had turned cold and distant. It was the first time she’d felt a second of uncomfortableness all night.


  “I haven’t been entirely truthful with you, Anya,” he spoke.


  “What?” she asked.


  “I haven’t been entirely truthful with you,” he repeated. “It wasn’t a coincidence that I bid on you.”


  “It wasn’t?” she questioned, confused by his words.


  He shook his head, his eyes staring forward at the windshield. “No, it wasn’t. In fact, I’ve had my eye on you for quite some time.”


  “You-you-you have?” she inquired with a stammer. “But, I thought—”


  In an instant, she was sent to a world of darkness. It was in that moment when she realized just how correct Beth had been all this time. She didn’t know anything about men, did she? She was just some naive little girl who thought the best of everyone. Life was all sunshine and rainbows to her, and why wouldn’t it have been? She didn’t have bills to pay, a relationship to work on, or any legitimate knowledge of just how cruel the real world can be, but she was swiftly being introduced to the harsh realities of society. All it took for her to wake up and smell the coffee was the balled-up fist of a man twice her size crashing into the side of her face. Well, maybe not wake up and smell the coffee, per se, because Anya was fast asleep in the passenger seat. This man who she thought she knew, had just knocked her out with a single punch.


  A sharp pain caused her to snap out of her unconscious fog. Panic time had passed while she slept, and she struggled to fully comprehend the magnitude of her current situation after finally awaking. Her parents would return home from their therapy recommended date night to discover a note on the kitchen table saying that she was at Beth’s house, while Beth didn’t have any clue where she was other than at Daniel’s. Sunshine Park was a good fifteen minutes from the five-star restaurant she’d just enjoyed so much, and there wasn’t a car anywhere in sight to help her out of her predicament. No one was coming to look for her anytime soon.


  Face down in the backseat of Alex’s BMW was the last place she’d expected to find herself. The duct tape sealing her mouth shut and muffling her cries was something out of a horror movie. A healthy amount of tape acted as a makeshift pair of handcuffs for her wrists which were trapped behind her back, and her ankles being locked together by more tape was surprisingly far down on her list of concerns at the moment. His wandering hands were a far greater worry.


  This couldn’t have been the same guy she’d stared at for hours over dinner. He was so genuine. His heart was true. He was the kindest, sweetest, gentlest man she’d ever met, but she was hastily realizing just how severely she’d been fooled. Beth had warned her not to fall in love. She’d told her this guy wouldn’t be looking for a girlfriend, but never in a million years had she considered this as a possibility.


  Her dress was yanked up over her butt, her pink panties next in line to be frantically discarded. Everything she’d protected over the course of her life was being forcibly taken from her. The sensation of his cockhead rubbing against her vaginal lips represented her failed effort to protect her virginity. She’d buckled to the peer pressure of joining the charity auction. She’d made the decision to step into a car with a man she didn’t even know. She finally put herself out into the real world, and she now fully understood that she was the hunted, and Alex was the hunter.


  Tears poured from her watery brown eyes as he struggled to push in further. Her suppressed begging and pleas to stop were useless. This was her true purpose in life, wasn’t it? She was the type of girl the real world chewed up and spat out. It was only a matter of time until someone got her, and she’d just so happened to succumb to her first encounter with a wolf in sheep’s clothing.


  He finally managed his way inside without any help of manual lubrication. Why was she so wet? Why was part of her turned on from being taken against her will? Her virginity was gone. Her soul’s purity was now tainted. She was officially damaged goods, but the truly puzzling part was the growing warmth deep inside the pit of her stomach. That couldn’t have been what she thought it was, could it? Under no circumstance could she actually cum from what was taking place.


  Five fingers slipped into her long hair, collecting a handful of her locks before snapping her neck back without a hint of the kindness she’d been fooled by mere minutes ago. His charming words had been replaced by animalistic grunts. Her head being slammed down into the leather seat was a clear reminder of what he thought of her. He was an alpha male, she was his meal, and that’s just the way things worked.


  Nothing would ever be the same after tonight. She was broken. The fluids running down her legs—whether that be blood or her own natural juices—symbolized the end of her innocence. His size and force that he drove into her with resulted in a battle to merely breathe. The way he grunted in her ear that he was “a little whore” had replaced the childhood memories she still clung onto. Being a woman wasn’t so easy, and she was being roughly introduced to life as a grown adult.


  That fire deep inside her was building. Her pussy was being roughly prodded to this stud’s liking, and he couldn’t care less if she was enjoying it or not. Her legs began to shake as a wave of heat burst along her skin. It was happening. She’d been knocked out, tied up, and taken against her will, and now she was about to go off like never before.


  Anya snapped back to reality.


  She was a long way from the backseat of Alex’s BMW. She wasn’t in the parking lot at Sunshine Park either. No, it was a little before six-thirty on this Friday evening, and she was sitting at her kitchen table, waiting for her date to pick her up for dinner—the same man she’d just dreamed of taking her against her will.


  Dream? It wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare. Or what it? Whatever it was, it wasn’t real, and that’s the only thing that mattered.


  Something still felt off as she checked her phone again though. What if her vision was some kind of warning? What if it was foreshadowing events that were to come? She couldn’t take any chances with something this important. She needed a second opinion.


  Her call to Beth was immediately declined, only for her phone to buzz seconds later as a result of a text from her best friend.


  “In the car with Stephanie. She’s awesome. Everything ok?”


  No, everything wasn’t okay. In fact, things were pretty far from okay. She’d just hallucinated an entire two-hour date that ended with her being tied up and raped, and she’d snapped out of it right before she was about to orgasm. On what planet was that okay?


  She texted Beth back. “Everything’s good. Just checking in. Have fun.”


  Her phone buzzed again. “You too! You better pig out tonight, btw. Who knows if you’ll ever get a chance to eat at Daniel’s again? Love you and have fun!”


  She had to lie to Beth. What was she supposed to do? Ruin her friend’s evening because she had some messed up fantasy? Nope, she was all on her own tonight, and she was trusting her instincts on this one. Something told her that Alexander Stone was the real deal, and she wasn’t passing up the opportunity to get to know him.


  A flash caught her eye in the kitchen window as she continued to wait. While she’d expected to be picked up in some kind of fancy sports car, the black limousine pulling into her driveway was a particular touch she hadn’t planned on. Maybe this was a good sign? Perhaps things not going according to plan was a hint that her outrageous vision from earlier was merely the pessimistic part of her brain at work?


  She was greeted by quite the sight after answering her ringing doorbell moments later. Black shoes, a black suit, and even the stereotypical black driver hat: this guy was the spitting image of a chauffeur from a Hollywood romance movie. He was even wearing white gloves!


  “How are you doing tonight, Miss Stevens?”


  Miss Stevens? This was surreal. She couldn’t have felt any more like a member of the British royal family. There was a limousine in her driveway and a driver at her door, but her real question regarded her date’s whereabouts.


  “Good, how are you?” she answered. “Um…where’s Mr. Stone?”


  “He got held up in a meeting,” the driver revealed. “My name is Doug, and I’ll be your driver tonight.”


  Her driver? She had a driver? She didn’t even own a car; yet here she was, with her own personal chauffeur. This was so cool!


  “Oh, okay,” she smiled. “Is he going to be late?”


  “He’s going to try his hardest not to,” Doug told her. “He’ll meet you at Daniel’s as soon as he gets out of his meeting. Are you ready to go?”


  She nodded before stepping outside, locking the door behind her. The journey to the limousine wasn’t the easiest one in the world. While it was significantly less difficult to walk in wedge heels than the stilettos she’d worn on Wednesday night, five inches of lift was still quite the struggle. The last thing she wanted to do was trip and fall before even arriving at dinner.


  Her heart temporarily stopped beating after Doug opened the door for her. Thousands of deep pink rose petals littered the black leather seats and floor of the automobile, transforming the private source of transportation into a beautiful garden out of her wildest dreams, and she was quickly opening up to the idea of being spoiled. This incredible man was pushing all of her buttons.


  She slipped inside to discover an even more striking detail: these rose petals were real. Fresh, beautiful, authentic roses covered every inch of the firm leather. It was indescribably romantic.


  Nothing compares to the touch of a rose. No other flower on the planet rivals the velvety softness which pressed against her bare thighs after she took a seat. It was impossible to replicate the love of her favorite plant.


  Her grandmother’s house was synonymous with roses. Vibrant reds, whites, and pinks were in every room of Nana’s home throughout her youth, and few things appeared more festive and happy than that simple arrangement. What is it about roses that represent love and femininity? Why did the feel of a handful of soft petals sliding through her fingers take her to her happy place? Why did it make her feel so cherished? Why did it remind her of a simpler time—of her summers spent with Grandma and Grandpa out in the countryside.


  She lifted her hand to her face and inhaled the rich, fruity fragrance—hints of blackcurrant fluttering into her olfactory sensory neurons. That small patch of tissue hidden high inside her nose allowed her brain to identify the comforting scent. Every single thing about roses screamed of love and protection. It was what she yearned to come home to each night. The smell, the look, the feel: she couldn’t get enough. Each attribute was more intoxicating than the last.


  The limo’s bar was void of alcohol—another obvious sign that her surroundings had been specifically tailored for her arrival. Instead, bottles of water and cans of soda lined the beverage compartment. She could live back her until these petals eventually rotted and lost their allure, but the sound of the engine starting turned on the clock in her head. She had twenty minutes before they would be parked outside of Daniel’s, and someone needed to be updated on what she was experiencing.


  She snapped a photo of the inside of the limousine and sent it to Beth. Her phone vibrated a minute later with a bulging eye emoji as the sole response. Clearly, Beth was just as shocked as she was.


  Her phone buzzed again. “He sent a limo for you covered in flowers!?”


  Anya finally understood why girls love to brag about their boyfriends. There was a sense of pride that came with a man going out of his way to do something for you, and all she desired was to talk about Mr. Stone. She felt like the luckiest girl alive.


  “They’re pink rose petals. There must be 1000’s of them in here.”


  “That’s the most romantic thing ever,” Beth texted back. “Is he meeting you at Daniel’s?”


  “Yeah, he got stuck in a meeting,” Anya responded.


  Beth had something to admit to. “Have fun and don’t even think about giving back that purse! Give it to me if you feel guilty keeping it. You might be right, btw. I’ve caught Stephanie looking at my cleavage like 20 times.”


  Guffaw echoed off the sides of the spacious limousine.
She knew it! That woman was smitten by her busty best friend, and Beth would be the one who had to worry about fighting off sexually charged advances tonight, not her. Mr. Stone was far too sweet to ever make her uncomfortable.


  Her eyes shifted between her view outside the windows of the familiar roads that carried them toward the city, and the breathtaking array of rose petals that still had her feeling warm and fuzzy every time she glanced their way. Part of her never wanted to leave the warmth of this vehicle; but when she did, she would for good reason. She had perhaps the most incredible man in the world all to herself for at least the next hour. How could things be better than that?


  One bottle of water, a few pictures, and plenty of nerves later, she felt the limo come to a stop outside of Daniel’s restaurant. She collected her purse and watched the door open before she had a chance to let herself out. Hey, old habits die hard, don’t they? It’s not every day that you have a driver opening doors for you.


  “Right this way, Miss Stevens.”


  She slipped out of the limousine and followed Doug to the front entrance. There, she was handed off to an older man dressed in an even sharper black suit than her driver. His salt and pepper hair was slicked back, and his face contained a youthful, yet weathered look. It was his chestnut eyes that were full of life and energy.


  “Hello, Miss Stevens, we’ve been expecting you,” he greeted her. “I’m Daniel. Welcome to my restaurant.”


  She reached out to accept his handshake while Doug made his way back to the limo. Their trek past a line of couples waiting to be seated had her buzzing again. The way Daniel didn’t even bother to look at his restless paying customers made her feel like a movie star. This was life with a high-status man. There weren’t any beat-up cars, lines to wait in, or nonsense to put up with. Everything was five-star treatment.


  She followed him to the back corner of the restaurant where a closed door revealed a tall set of stairs. The barren walls were devoid of any type of charm. Even the hardwood steps were plain. Where was this man taking her?


  But she swiftly began rewriting her definition of “five-star service” after reaching the top of the stairs. Gorgeous paintings hung from the red walls. A white twelve-inch candle burned in the middle of the white linen covering the one and only round table in the secluded space, and smaller pink candles glowed throughout the dimly lit room on select furniture. Tall vases filled with roses were selectively scattered everywhere she looked. Expensive-looking alcohol glasses lined a wooden table against the wall, but what covered the opposing wall was what really had her giddy.


  A dark, tinted window overlooked the lower floor of the restaurant where the customers enjoyed their meals, except it was perfectly clear from her perspective. The one-way glass was the ultimate status symbol. The average Bob and Jane would glance at the far end of the room and wonder what was behind that glass; meanwhile, she had a clear as day view of everything unfolding below her. It wasn’t enough that Mr. Stone had booked a reservation at the most exclusive restaurant in the city. Now, they would be eating inside a private room as well.


  The sound of another set of footsteps joining them caused her to look to the door.


  “This is Michael,” Daniel announced. “He’ll be your waiter for the evening.”


  The blond college-aged man asked for her drink order; dressed in black shoes, black dress pants, and a white long sleeve button down dress shirt with a black tie.


  “Just a water please,” she answered.


  Michael headed back downstairs while Daniel pulled a chair out for her. She took a seat and glanced around with a smile of disbelief. This was unbelievable.


  “Mr. Stone should be arriving shortly,” he told her. “I can’t imagine he’ll be running too late when he has such a beautiful young lady waiting for him.”


  She sheepishly blushed while peering down at the table.


  Michael quickly returned with a glass of ice water, and another inquiry into her needs caused her to inform both the men that she was fine. She took another look around the room as the waiter left them. Was this real? Had she hit her head on Monday and dreamed this entire situation? Maybe the charity auction was completely fictional? What if she’d gotten caught up reading the world’s greatest romance novel?


  “Mr. Stone will join you as soon as he arrives. Enjoy,” said Daniel.


  And with that, she was alone. She rushed to snap several pictures of the most spectacular dining setting she’d ever been privy to. Wait until Beth saw these! They would blow away the rose-covered limo!


  Thud… Thud… Thud…


  Her iPhone slipped from her fingers which were suddenly covered in perspiration. These footsteps didn’t resemble those of Michael or even Daniel. They carried a certain power. An unmistakable presence swirled into the room, causing the hairs on the back of her neck to stand up straight. It’d only been two days, but she was finally about to see the man she missed more than life itself.


  “Hello, Anya.”


  Two simple words caused her heart to race. His deep voice made her melt. Even his look was somehow sexier than on Wednesday—despite his slightly more casual outfit.


  His black shoes went along stylishly with his black dress pants. The black sports coat he was wearing was open, revealing an extremely light baby blue dress shirt underneath, but that’s when the fun really started. She didn’t know if it was intentional or the result of a long day consisting of stressful meetings, but the top two buttons on his shirt were undone, exposing a patch of dark chest hair. It was so captivating that she almost missed the bright reflection from the buckle of his belt as he approached the table.


  The few days of rough scruff that had accumulated on his devastatingly handsome face caused his blue eyes to appear even more striking than she’d remembered. His hair was slicked back—per usual—and his decision to stop directly next to her seat didn’t help her to return his greeting. Her throat was completely dry again. Was this how tonight would go? With her not even being able to speak?


  “Hi-hi-hi-hi…Mr.-Mr.—”


  Her pathetic attempt to display some manners was mercifully cut short. A dry mouth was nothing compared to the tornado that was ripping apart the inside of her stomach. His right hand moved in her direction, the lines on his palm creating individual rivers that she was desperate to explore. It was finally starting to click just how far out of her element she currently was. She was a simple girl who enjoyed a dinner special at Applebee’s with a couple of her friends, and not only was Daniel’s the polar opposite of her usual restaurants of choice, but Mr. Stone couldn’t be any different from her goofy girlfriends.


  She remained motionless for what felt like hours. That hovering hand clearly wanted something, but her mind was too rattled to process what Alex desired. Her weak attempt to act like she belonged in this environment had failed before she ever made a real effort. There was no hiding that her blood didn’t contain any hint of the royalty that she was being treated as.


  “I was right,” he commented.


  Her eyes struggled to climb the towering man just to her left. His unbuttoned sports coat helped her to visualize the body that remained hidden beneath his pesky clothes. How powerful did his chest appear? And could his shoulders possibly be more strong and broad? There wasn’t any part of him that didn’t reek of masculinity. She was Michelangelo, and he was her David—perfect in every way.


  “Ri-ri-ri-right?” she asked, her familiar stutter returning now that she was in his presence. “Right about wh-wh-what?”


  “Give me your hand,” he said.


  Was she an idiot or what? Of course, he wanted her hand! He’d been asking for it for the past thirty seconds, all the while she’d been blankly staring at him like a child! What happened to her social skills around this man? Why did sharing a room with him cause her to revert back to some uncultured woman from the prehistoric days?


  She timidly reached out and placed her hand in his hold, the warmth of his touch causing her brain to melt. She was hopeless around him. There was no denying that she wouldn’t be able to tell him no, she couldn’t hold a grudge, and she might even consider strangling the pope to death for a chance at a second date. All she wanted was to be near him.


  “Anya, I couldn’t have been more right,” he stated once again while gently tugging her out of her seat. “Pink is certainly your color.”


  Her five-inch wedge heels still didn’t bring her to eye level with the man who was now spinning her. The hardwood was their dance floor, her body turning to display every inch of creamy skin that her magnificent backless dress revealed. Mr. Stone could have any woman in the world; but tonight, she was the beneficiary of his still baffling decision to spend ten thousand dollars to take her out to dinner. Tonight, she was his girl.


  She completed her three hundred and sixty degree turn to be met by silence, but those vivid blue eyes of his spoke to her. There was no more searching for the male approval that she so desperately craved in her life, because this was it. Her stepdad never showed her the love she desired, there had never been a boyfriend, and Beth’s compliments didn’t substitute for those of a man. This was real. This was the passion in which she yearned to be mutely worshipped with. This was her reason for existing.


  Anya had never considered herself to be an exotic girl. She lacked the curves of Beth, the unique curly hair of her longtime classmate Denisha Thomas, or the soul-capturing green eyes of her best friend’s older sister Kim. She’d never even gotten her ears pierced! But the look in Mr. Stone’s eyes didn’t resemble a man who was gazing upon your everyday kind of girl. No, she was a one of a kind beauty, dressed exactly to his request: as a pink princess.


  He moved her back to her seat with a slight smile, his expression remaining unchanged as he found his chair directly across from her at the small rounded table. A damper was put on the evening’s festivities thanks to the sound of his phone buzzing in his pocket. Sure, it was selfish, but she wanted him all to herself for a little while. Was that a realistic request though? It was probably impossible for a guy like him to get away from work for a night.


  And then everything changed in an instant. That big, manly hand which had just spun her around like a ballerina, reached into his pants to retrieve the still vibrating device. An iPhone plopped down on the table, his finger holding down a button on the side before she saw something she never would have dreamed of: he powered it off.


  This man ran an extremely successful business. Forbes had included him on their list of the most eligible bachelors in the world. Every woman downstairs would leave their husband in a heartbeat for the opportunity at a date with him, and he’d just shut down his phone so that he could focus solely on her.


  “I apologize for running late,” he said, slipping his phone back into his pocket.


  She was being apologized to? Because he was a few minutes late? She should be the one apologizing. For what, she wasn’t sure, but she was far more likely to be at fault for something than the perfect specimen seated across from her.


  “You have nothing to apologize for,” she told him, beyond excited that she’d finally managed to get through an entire sentence without nervously stammering. “You really don’t. Um…about this purse though.”


  “I’m sure it goes along great with your outfit,” he noted.


  There was no denying the awesomeness of the purse that was currently between her feet on the floor. She almost didn’t even want to leave the house with it. It was risky taking something this expensive out in public!


  “Mr. Stone, it’s a three-hundred-dollar bag,” she said.


  He stared at her, expressionless.


  “I can’t accept a three-hundred-dollar bag,” she went on. “I mean, I really, really, really appreciate it, but—”


  “It’s a gift,” he interrupted. “Everything you’re wearing is a gift which is yours to keep. Call me Alex, by the way.”


  Her heart skipped a beat after hearing that. This was eerily similar to her dream from earlier. He’d requested to be called by his first name before things went terribly south in his car as well.


  Her stutter was back. “Oh-oh-oh okay, Alex. Um…the dress and-and the-the heels are beautiful, but—”


  “Why did I bid on you?” he asked, cutting her off for the second time.


  Nervous, flattered, back to nervous, and now confused—her emotions were all over the place. “What?”


  “Why did I bid on you?” he repeated.


  “I’m not sure,” she admitted, still unclear as to why he’d spent five-figures on her. “Why did you?”


  “I’m asking because I’m not sure myself,” he said. “You see, Anya, I’ve made some substantial anonymous donations to your school throughout the years, but apparently they haven’t remained as anonymous as I’ve wanted them to be, because I always receive invitations to events and fundraisers.”


  Did he have a daughter that she didn’t know about? His Wikipedia didn’t mention anything about kids or a family, so why was he donating money to her school?


  “And I decided to swing by the auction on Wednesday night,” he went on. “One by one I watched your classmates parade out on the stage, each unique in their own way, but none of them truly special. What separates Rachel from other blonde-haired, blue-eyed eighteen-year-old girls? That she plays soccer? Millions of girls play soccer.”


  What was she supposed to say? That Rachel Sanders wasn’t talented? Her classmate had received a soccer scholarship to a major university, and that was pretty darn special in her opinion.


  “What about Claire?” he asked before she was able to give her thoughts on Rachel.


  What about Claire? They’d never been much more than cordial with each other over the years. “Um…”


  “Or Tanya?” he inquired.


  Tanya? She barely even knew Tanya Quirnaro.


  “Or what about Jessica, Samantha, Kimberly, and Cindy?” he questioned. “What do they have that makes them special? Why were people in attendance bidding on them?”


  Not only had he remembered all of her classmates’ names, but he recalled the exact order they’d been auctioned off in as well. “I’m-I’m-I’m not sure why people bid on them.”


  “What about Emily?” he asked. “Why did someone pay fourteen hundred dollars to take her out?”


  What did he want to hear? She didn’t have any answers to his questions. Heck, she still didn’t have the slightest of ideas as to why he’d bought her!


  Anya took a shot in the dark. “Maybe because of her legs?”


  She was no longer sitting inside one of the most exclusive restaurants in New York. In fact, she was about as far away from the high life as one could be. Floating in a life raft in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean would more accurately mark her current location. He wasn’t staring at her with a look of puzzlement—he was far too sharp to be confused. It was more an expression of misunderstanding. He resembled a parent who was blankly looking at a toddler, unable to comprehend why they’d smeared shit all over the walls.


  “Is that Emily’s value?” he asked. “Her long legs?”


  “No, that’s not what I mean,” she rushed to change her statement. “Emily is a really nice girl. I’m just saying—”


  “What about Beth?” he interjected. “Is her value in her bust?”


  She wasn’t about to miss the opportunity to stick up for her best friend. “No, definitely not! Beth is one of the most amazing people ever. I’ve never met anyone else like her.”


  His blue eyes were locked on her, and they saw right through her rapidly deteriorating facade. She didn’t belong at the same table as this man. She didn’t even belong in the same building as him. Could it be any more obvious that she didn’t possess the ability to follow where he was going with this conversation?


  “What about you then?” he continued his barrage of questions, his calm tone never swaying. “What’s your value?”


  Her eyes moved down to the table before she answered, “I’m-I’m-I’m not sure.”


  Hurried footsteps coming up the stairs temporarily bailed her out of her latest predicament. “How are you this evening, Mr. Stone?”


  “I’m doing fine, Michael,” Alex greeted their waiter who wasted little time in approaching them. “How about yourself?”


  “Can’t complain,” Michael answered with a smile while placing two menus down on the table. “Whiskey neat?”


  Alex nodded before turning his attention back to Anya. “Red, right?”


  Why couldn’t she understand anything that he said to her? “Red?”


  “Red or white wine?” he clarified. “I’m going to say red.”


  Her grandmother was single-handedly responsible for her love of red wine—something her parents were never fond of. Nana always said that a glass of wine a day was good for the heart, and some of her fondest childhood memories consisted of sipping on a Zinfandel with that amazing woman in her grandparents’ sunroom, surrounded by an array of beautiful flowers. It reminded her of a simpler time—a time when she truly felt loved.


  “I would love a glass of red wine, but are you sure that’s okay?” she asked.


  “You’re not driving,” he said, completely disregarding the fact that she was three years under the legal drinking age. The waiter, who seemed fairly infatuated with him as well, didn’t appear to care that she wasn’t of age either. “Chateau Latour for the lady.”


  She quickly rifled through the menu. They were approaching a point where she had to put her foot down on all of these gifts. That sounded expensive, but she needed to double-check anyway, and she really shouldn’t have been surprised by what she found under the wine listings. It was comical at this point.


  Chateau Latour 2000


  Bordeaux Red Blends from Pauillac, Bordeaux, France


  Notes – Deep and dark in color. Few wines rival its combination of elegance and complexity. Strong aromas of black truffles, currants, raspberries, roses, and lilacs are truly one of a kind.


  Cost per glass: $199.99


  Cost per bottle: $1149.97


  “You can’t order that!” she exclaimed, horrified by the idea of indulging in something so astronomically expensive. “It’s two hundred dollars a glass!”


  Mr. Stone nodded at Michael, sending the waiter out of the room without further entertaining her protests. “Where were we?”


  “Mr. Stone, I can’t drink a two-hundred-dollar glass of wine!” she attempted to convey her problem once again.


  “Do you work for me?” he asked.


  Her brow furrowed as she slowly shook her head no.


  “Am I your father?” he questioned.


  She shook her head again.


  “Then call me Alex,” he told her softly. “Now, we were discussing your value.”


  His reasoning as to why he wanted to be referred to by his first name sounded awfully familiar. Why couldn’t she shake her dream from less than an hour ago? She was struggling to hold eye contact with the handsome man across the table. The quickest of glances in his direction caused her to squirm. The way his voice never altered could keep her calm in the midst of a hurricane. Everything about him was simultaneously spectacular, yet confusing.


  “I think you have the wrong impression of me, Mr. Stone…I mean, Alex.”


  He waited for her to continue.


  “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m just a normal girl,” she confessed. “I’m not special or particularly talented, and I definitely don’t possess any unique traits that other girls don’t have.”


  His lack of reaction caused her to go on. “I love coffee, dumb reality TV shows, and I like to read. There are millions of girls just like me.”


  “No, there aren’t,” he said, calm as ever.


  Her eyebrows perked up as her stomach began to turn again. “What?”


  “I wouldn’t have bid on you if you were just some regular girl,” said Mr. Stone. “I bought you for a reason. I’m just not sure why yet.”


  Could she have been under any more pressure? He was proclaiming that she was some kind of extraordinary girl? How in that world had he arrived at that conclusion?


  “Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself, Anya?”


  “Um…what do you want to know?” she asked shyly.


  He continued to coolly stare at her, his blue eyes as patient as his soothing voice. “Everything.”


  Those bright lights were back on her. She was once again on stage, being exposed as a scared little girl, except there weren’t hundreds of eyes judging her this time. Now, she only had one man to answer to, but the realization that she was about to monumentally disappoint him was crushing. She couldn’t possibly live up to the standard Alex expected of her.


  “Okay, my name is Anya Stevens,” she said.


  His slight smile ended her introduction before it even started. She was fairly positive that she’d failed his first request, and her credibility was melting away just like the candle that sat between them. She couldn’t even talk about herself properly.


  “I want to know about you,” he announced his intentions once more. “Start again.”


  She took a deep breath in an attempt to think. He wanted to know about her, yet his wasn’t interested in learning her last name. What did that mean?


  “I’m five-foot-six—”


  Anya didn’t bother to continue. What was the point? His look was back. He was mutely telling her that she still didn’t understand his request. She was starting to feel like an idiot at this point.


  Their disaster of a conversation was put on hold from the sound of their waiter coming up the stairs. Moments later, their drinks were placed in front of them.


  “Do you need more time to order?” Michael asked.


  “No, we’re ready,” Alex said before handing his menu to Michael. The young waiter took the hint, collecting Anya’s menu from the table before turning his attention back to Mr. Stone to take their order. “Two twelve-ounce Kobe steaks.”


  “That’s a great choice, Mr. Stone,” Michael noted. “We’ll get started on those right away.”


  And just like that, they were alone again. She wasn’t sure how she felt about what had just happened. He’d ordered for her? Was that controlling or sexy? She honestly didn’t know.


  “Have you ever had a Kobe steak, Anya?”


  Had she ever had a Kobe steak? She’d never even heard of it. The only Kobe she knew was Kobe Bryant, and chances are this was another item in a long list of luxuries she’d yet to be exposed to.


  “No,” she answered.


  “There are only nine restaurants in the United States that are licensed to sell authentic Kobe beef, and this is one of them,” he said. “The marbling is exquisite. The flavor is spectacular. The way the meat melts in your mouth is unlike anything you’ve ever tasted. It’s a delicacy that most people never have the joy of experiencing.”


  Only nine restaurants in the country sold authentic Kobe beef? Yeah, this had to be expensive. How much had Mr. Stone spent on her so far?


  “Luxuries are really based on what we consider routine, aren’t they?” he questioned. “What one man considers exotic, is simply normal to another. Would you truly be able to appreciate the taste of a Kobe steak if you ate one every day?”


  “Probably not,” Anya gave her thoughts.


  “And why’s that?” he asked.


  “Because you would be used to it,” she expounded on her opinion. “Things aren’t special if you do them too often.”


  “What’s thrilling today can be boring tomorrow,” he said after taking a sip from his whiskey glass. “I remember something my father told me when I was a kid. I couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve at the time, and he sat me down and said, ‘son, show me a beautiful woman, and I’ll show you a guy who’s tired of fucking her.’”


  This conversation certainly wasn’t going as she’d expected.


  “It seemed ridiculous to me at the time,” he went on. “How could anyone tire of a beautiful woman? They’re the reason we’ve come to this point as a species, wouldn’t you say? Boys work hard throughout school, turn into men, and take on exhausting jobs, all for the chance at impressing a girl who they may one day marry. Men are peacocks. Sure, women are the ones who put more effort into their appearance, but men dedicate their entire existence to gaining the approval of women. They flaunt their success. They drive expensive cars and live in big houses to show they’re able providers. So, how could a man ever tire of the one thing he was put on this earth to strive for?”


  She didn’t have any idea how to respond.


  “Because routines are boring,” he revealed. “Take a sip of your wine.”


  The overpowering aroma of her favorite fruits and flowers hit her nose before the glass met her lips. Perhaps some alcohol would help her to understand what he was talking about? Or maybe it would just aid in loosening her up? She needed something to mellow her out.


  Layer upon layer of berry preserve exploded on her palate as the extravagant drink touched her tongue. The perfectly ripe tannins engulfed her senses. The velvet drenched fruit was as breathtaking as the man who was gazing at her, but as complex as the analogy he was attempting to convey. The long, intense finish lingered after her first sip slithered down her throat, leaving room for plenty more to follow.


  “You wouldn’t be enjoying that wine the way you are if you drank it every night with dinner,” Alex spoke up. “There’s a beauty in naivete. There’s a joyfulness to someone who’s completely innocent. Let me ask you a question. Is it better to rarely experience these luxuries so that you can fully appreciate them, or to have these great pleasures lose their allure because you overindulge?”


  She reluctantly set her wineglass down on the table to consider his question. She would do anything for the chance to share this bottle of wine with Nana while she was still alive. This exquisite vintage was quite the contrast from the cheap stuff her grandmother used to pick up at the grocery store.


  “It’s probably better to rarely experience stuff like this,” she replied. “That way you can really enjoy it.”


  Alex took another swig of his drink, his eyes never leaving the eighteen-year-old beauty across the table. “What about you? What do you indulge in?”


  “Coffee,” she answered immediately. “Well, cherry mocha crème Frappuccinos to be specific. Have you ever had one?”


  “I can’t say that I have,” said Alex.


  Anya almost jumped out of her seat after hearing that revelation. “Oh my God, you have to try one sometime! They’re amazing!”


  “It sure sounds good,” he said. “Frappuccinos are the ones with the whipped cream on top, right?”


  She was falling madly in love with this man. He knew what Frappuccinos were? “Yeah, that’s them!”


  “My secretary is always drinking them,” he added. “A wine and coffee girl, huh?”


  She smiled while peering down into her glass. That wasn’t the worst reputation to have in the world. “I drink a lot of Frappuccinos, but I would probably get sick of them if I had like three a day.”


  “I think most of us would,” he nodded in agreement. “It can be dangerous to have too much of something. It can dull luxuries that should be enjoyed. Sometimes I taste or smell something that takes me back to my youth—to a time before I became jaded by everything I’ve experienced over the course of my life—and that little moment will make me feel like I’m thirteen again.”


  He was jaded? From what? Alex didn’t seem like the type of man who possessed flaws, and she wasn’t exactly sure if that even qualified as a flaw. It was almost as if he was opening up to her.


  “What about you?” she inquired timidly. “What do you indulge in?”


  No one had ever held eye contact with her in this fashion. Alex’s icy blue eyes never wandered as his whiskey glass made its way to his lips once again. She wasn’t just being observed—it was more than that. He was studying her. He was soaking in her essence. Somehow, he was looking into her soul.


  He lowered his drink and slowly swirled it, moving his eyes to the caramel colored bourbon in his hand. Now, her stomach was in that glass, tossing and turning as he whirled his beverage. What if she’d overstepped her bounds? What if he wasn’t interested in talking about himself?


  He looked directly into her eyes. “We all have our guilty pleasures, don’t we, Anya?”


  She had to know everything. She wanted to hear about his go-to movies, his favorite bands, and why he was a single man at thirty-eight years of age. She was desperate to discover how he’d started his business, who was the most famous girl he’d ever dated, and why on God’s green earth hadn’t he ever told his secretary to order him a Frappuccino. The laundry list of questions that she had for her dream guy ran from New York to California, but something abruptly caused her to reconsider everything.


  The light burning from the candle between them illuminated his handsome face as he looked in her direction, except the blue eyes she’d grown accustomed to were gone. Somehow, someway, for a split second, those eyes were black. All of her worries and fears were vindicated. There was a side to him that he was keeping from her. Something dark was hiding beneath his flawless surface.


  “That all depends on what you consider to be a guilty pleasure,” she said, raising her wineglass to her lips in a playful attempt to strike an impression of the mysterious man across from her.


  The two stared at each other, the tall candle on the table acting as the main source of light in the dimly lit room. Where had her sudden confidence come from? She wasn’t sitting here with Beth, but she was acting like she was.


  A slight smirk appeared on his face before he said, “You’re a Catholic girl. I’m sure you have plenty of guilty pleasures.”


  She matched his smirk with one of her own. “Actually, I don’t, Alex. You see, I’m a good Catholic girl.”


  The sound of him laughing was her successful expedition of Mount Everest. She wasn’t outmatched! She could totally keep up with him! Busting his balls in the same manner she did with Beth would show that she had a personality, and what guy didn’t love a girl with a little edge to her?


  “Are you sure about that?” he asked. “You Catholic girls don’t exactly have the best reputation for being good.”


  Anya placed her glass on the table, and moved her now flat hands directly under her chin, striking an innocent pose in the process. This was fun! They were flirting like a pair of lifelong crushes!


  He leaned in and used his index finger to motion her closer, dropping his voice to a barely audible octave. “I know something about you.”


  Her lighthearted mood changed in an instant. Everything swiftly grew serious for the eighteen-year-old girl who’d been so carefree mere moments ago. He knew something about her?


  “Something you don’t anyone else to find out about,” he added.


  Her heart was pounding. Did he know about the vibrator she’d ordered off Amazon last year? Or what about the erotica she read on her Kindle—despite making fun of Beth for doing the same. Was he that powerful? Did he have access to her internet history? Everything has a price, and money wasn’t an obstacle for a man in his position. All it took was the right connection for him to get whatever information he was after.


  She attempted to gulp, but her throat cried out for fluids. Her dry mouth had returned, mass anxiety coming to the forefront over the idea of him having some kind of dirt on her. What if he planned on blackmailing her? Why did she continue to lie to herself by acting like she knew what kind of person he was? She didn’t know the first thing about him!


  Nervousness and terror consumed her voice. “Wha-wha-what do you-you know?”


  He leaned in even closer, Anya following his lead until she could feel the warmth resonating from the candle just inches from her face. Everything was about to unravel. She could feel it.


  Every passing second seemed to take an eternity. The world as she knew it dangled by a string, ready to crash and burn from whatever she was about to hear. Was this the moment where Beth would be proven right? Was Alex about to show her his true colors?


  His lips finally parted to reveal his secret. “You stayed up past your bedtime last night, didn’t you?”


  Unparalleled relief shot throughout her body as a cute smile replaced the look of worry on her now relaxed face. Every part of him was perfect.


  “Nope, lights out at eleven o’clock,” she told him with a smirk.


  “What about when you threw your empty water bottle in the garbage then?” he asked.


  This time, she shook her head no. “I always recycle.”


  He leaned back in his seat with a grin. “Well, it looks like someone really is a good little Catholic girl, isn’t she?”


  Oh my God, he really was flirting with her! Even she couldn’t miss something this obvious. Her promise to Beth that she wouldn’t do anything with him was in serious trouble. Would it be possible to turn him down if he attempted to kiss her at the end of the night? She wasn’t liking her chances of being able to reject his advances. He was too smooth. The way charisma effortlessly flowed from him was knee-weakening, and now he had a sense of humor on top of everything else? She found herself in an awfully vulnerable position thanks to a combination of his incredible traits.


  “I’m a perfect Catholic girl,” she smiled while leaning back in her seat as well. “That’s probably why you bid so much on me. Because you’ve never seen someone so angelic.”


  She was having an out-of-body experience. What could possibly explain the absurd way in which she was behaving? She wasn’t even sitting at the table any longer. Now, she was standing over in the corner of the room, watching herself from a distance. She never talked this way with men. She never talked this way with anyone other than Beth!


  Not only was she flirting back with him, but she was almost egging the situation on. She could easily put an end to all of this. What would she do if some eighteen-year-old boy spoke to her in this manner? She would tell him to stop, wouldn’t she? And she would definitely get up and leave the restaurant if he didn’t respect her request, but the idea of bailing early on this date was an impossibility. Actually, she didn’t want the witty banter to end.


  “You still haven’t told me about yourself,” Mr. Stone spoke up.


  She couldn’t believe that she was bummed out over his decision to get their conversation back on track. But flirting was so fun! She was the innocent schoolgirl, he was the enigmatic stud twice her age, and together they were a perfect match. Why couldn’t it go on forever?


  He obviously wasn’t interested in more generic information. That much was made clear by his reaction to hearing her height and last name. He was looking for more, but what? She couldn’t disappoint him again. Just look at everything he’d done for her. She owed it to him.


  “I’ve been volunteering at an animal shelter for the past couple years.”


  She watched his eyes squint slightly, his brow furrowing as he continued to silently observe her. It was impossible to read him. Was he impressed? Was he disgusted? Maybe he thought that she was bragging, but that was the last thing she was attempting to do. She was only admitting to her passion.


  “I went with my aunt once and really fell in love with it,” she continued. “I don’t know…I guess I like knowing that I’m making a difference—at least it feels like I am.”


  Mr. Stone remained silent.


  “My stepdad always says that I’m just like my mom,” said Anya. “That I’m too much of a giver. That I can’t say no to anyone. I don’t think that’s true, but I just really like knowing that I’m helping. It’s rewarding, you know?”


  He took a small sip of his whiskey, choosing to stay quiet while she confessed to things only a few select people in her life knew of. What if she was embarrassing herself without even realizing it? Maybe he was waiting for her to finish so he could laugh right in her face. She knew that she wasn’t a saint, but she did take pride in her volunteer work. He might not share her enthusiasm in her bimonthly tradition, however.


  She was struggling to come up with more topics to talk about. Was she supposed to sit here and brag about herself? That seemed extremely arrogant; and to be honest, it would make her very uncomfortable.


  “Um…I’m not sure what else I can say,” she told him with her hands wrapped around her glass of wine. “I—”


  “What are you planning on majoring in?”


  She looked over at the man who’d just interrupted her. Why did he have to ask about that? Answering that question always made her feel like such a failure.


  “General Studies,” she said with her eyes down on the table.


  “Why are you embarrassed about that?” he inquired.


  Her attention swiftly shot back to the hunk seated across from her. It was no secret that she sucked at hiding her true feelings, but she didn’t think that she made it that obvious. How direct of a question was that? No one in her life had come right out and asked why she was ashamed over her college decision for this upcoming fall.


  “Well, I feel like I should know what I want to do by this point in my life,” she answered. “All of my classmates have their majors picked out, but I still don’t have a clue what I want to do. It’s like I’m falling behind.”


  “I never went to college,” he said.


  She didn’t remember reading anything about his schooling during her research the other night, did she? How was that possible? He was rich! And he was so well-spoken! Every stereotype she had of a person with only a high school degree had just been shattered.


  “You never went to college?” she asked.


  “No, I worked full-time right after high school,” he said. “It didn’t take long to discover that I don’t like working for other people either. I wanted to be in charge. I wanted to be calling the shots. So, I started a business.”


  The unbelievable wine in her hand became a distant afterthought. The Kobe steaks that were on the way no longer mattered. He was revealing himself to her, and she was hanging on his every word.


  “And it failed,” Alex revealed. “So, I started another one, and that failed too. It wasn’t until my third try that I was finally able to sustain something. The key to success isn’t talent or money. Lots of people your age feel entitled if they have good grades or come from a wealthy family, while others act like the world is against them because they aren’t being handed whatever they want. What’s the number one quality I look for during an interview?”


  “Loyalty?” she guessed.


  “I look for determination,” he said. “I try to surround myself with as many people as I can who share in my mentality. Talent won’t get you anywhere unless you have the work ethic to put it to good use. I’ve hired plenty of people who no one would give a chance because I saw their drive. I could feel how badly they want to capitalize on their opportunity. I want people working for me who won’t take no for an answer, because I always get what I want.”


  That tingle was back, shooting the length of the exposed skin on her arms and legs. This business talk no longer seemed so businesslike. He always got what he wanted? Did that include…everything?


  “Well, um…I—”


  “Have you looked into veterinary school?” he cut in.


  “I have, but it isn’t a realistic possibility,” she said.


  “And why’s that?” he asked.


  “Because you have to get your undergraduate which takes three to five years, plus four years of veterinary school after that,” she informed her date. “And it’s so expensive. I wouldn’t be able to do it.”


  He finished the rest of his whiskey, and placed his empty glass on the white cloth covering the table. His already masculine facial scruff grew darker by the second. That hint of exposed chest hair begged to be further explored, but the rapidly expanding list of naughty things she was fantasizing about had moved to the back of her mind—all because that look of misunderstanding was back.


  Alex clearly didn’t understand her dilemma; but then again, why would he? Could a man in his position really grasp how burdensome a massive amount of student loans would be? Or what about the challenge of eight more years of schooling? He didn’t remember what it was like to have nothing. He was buying two-hundred-dollar glasses of wine, for God’s sake! How could he just sit there and act like eight years of college wasn’t a big deal? It was insulting!


  “I’m not a big fan of school either,” she attempted to further explain the reasoning behind her decision. “Don’t get me wrong, my grades are decent, but eight more years of it is such a commitment. Plus, I would owe hundreds of thousands of dollars before I even landed an internship. All of my friends would already have real jobs and families by the time I graduate, and—”


  “You’ve never been pushed, have you?”


  She’d been interrupted by a rather odd question. “Have I ever been pushed?”


  “Yeah, I don’t think you’ve ever been pushed,” Alex repeated. “You’re afraid of being uncomfortable.”


  “No, that’s not—”


  “You have a line of excuses as to why you’re not following your passion in life, and it’s because you’re terrified of taking a risk,” he said, cutting her off again. “You think it’s safer to stay on the sidelines, because you can’t fail if you’re not playing the game.”


  “No, Alex, I—”


  “What’s your plan then, Anya?” he plowed over her attempt to talk for a third time. “Are you going to end up in some career that you don’t like? Are you going to waste your passion because the road to follow your dreams is too daunting? Nothing worthwhile comes easy. It wouldn’t be worthwhile if it did.”


  She stared down at the table, puzzled by what she’d just heard. Was he right? Was she afraid of the unknown? What if that was the real reason she’d never had a boyfriend? Not because she’d yet to meet the right guy, but because she was scared of failing with Mr. Perfect?


  “You need to be challenged,” he went on. “You need to be put in a situation that exposes your flaws. Experiencing a state of vulnerability reveals our true character. It shows who we really are at our core.”


  Her eyes moved north where Alex was waiting for her. She couldn’t believe the words that were about to come out of her mouth. This was so out of character for her.


  “Are you talking about—”


  A pair of footsteps put an end to her question before she’d completed it. Thank God for Michael. His habit of untimely arrivals had saved her butt yet again. What was she thinking? She couldn’t ask Alex that! It was obscene!


  An individual white plate with a cut of meat was placed in front of each of them, light grill marks running diagonally on what would undoubtedly be the most expensive meal of her life. Alex received a new glass of whiskey before an inquiry into their needs was met with a no. The lack of any side dishes or even parsley on the plate was odd to her. It probably wasn’t any more bizarre than the fact that she was most likely staring at a steak which equated to twenty hours of work at one of her crappy summer jobs. Hey, she might as well enjoy this lifestyle while she could, because she’d be back to McDonald’s hamburgers tomorrow.


  




  

    Chapter 5 – After-Dinner Activities


  


  Ninety Minutes Later.


  Anya had discovered a few things after the main entree. One, Kobe steak was amazing! Two, she would punch Beth right in the nose if it meant she was guaranteed her own personal bottle of Chateau Latour. Three, there hadn’t been a single second of awkwardness since that brief moment before dinner arrived. Mr. Stone was every bit as funny and personable as she’d dreamt he be.


  She’d been laughing from the second the most tender piece of meat in the world found her mouth, to when her very last forkful of banana split cheesecake slipped down her throat. What hadn’t they discussed? Movies, sports, music, Mr. Stone’s admitted sweet tooth, and even books. He was a reader! And they both loved Stephen King!


  And what about when Alex nonchalantly ordered her another glass of wine while they were locked in a heated debate over their favorite author’s best work? She argued for the side of The Shining, while he was a fan of The Dark Tower series. His opinion didn’t come as much of a surprise to her either. Of course, he saw himself in the character of Roland Deschain. He really was the last gunslinger in a world full of watered-down men, searching for his own dark tower in the distance, wasn’t he?


  He left a one-hundred-dollar bill on the table for a tip without ever seeing a check. How powerful was he? He was able to just walk out without paying? Did he have some kind of running tab at this place? That seemed kind of sexy, didn’t it?


  He escorted her down the stairs—past the tables of couples filling the busy restaurant—but not before a comment about how great she looked with her purse caused her to blush. She faced a bit of a quandary at the moment: not only did she have to worry about sneaking inside her house, but if she did indeed get caught, she would have to explain why she was a little tipsy on top of the outfit she was wearing. Those two big glasses of wine had done quite a number on her. They were just enough to really allow her to be herself without feeling drunk.


  The valet retrieved Alex’s keys and headed off to find his car without having to ask for a name or collect a ticket. The sexiness of that level of status was impossible to ignore. Even Daniel had left the couple he was chatting with to come over and personally bid them farewell. He may have owned this establishment, but he understood the pecking order when Mr. Stone was in the building.


  Beautiful cars lined the parking spots of the brightly lit lot they were waiting in. Her body was covered in a dress she couldn’t afford, her stomach was full of food and drink that were well beyond her means, and the man to her left belonged on the red carpet with some Hollywood starlet on his arm. Was she wrong in admitting to being seduced by this lifestyle? Would her feminist card be revoked if she wanted more of this? And to think that she would be on a date with Robert Rigoli right now if this amazing guy hadn’t stepped in.


  She broke the ice with something that was long overdue. “I can’t thank you enough for tonight.”


  “Did you figure out why I bid on you?” he asked.


  She looked up at the stud who appeared even more handsome than usual thanks to the beverages she’d enjoyed with dinner. “No, did you?”


  “Not yet,” he said. “I think I’m getting closer to finding out though.”


  “Well, don’t hurt yourself thinking too hard,” she teased, a little liquid courage always turning her into a self-proclaimed comedian. “I don’t know if a guy without a college degree can handle that type of complex thought.”


  Nothing did it for her like making him laugh. Joy was really the only thing she was capable of giving a man who had everything. Her companionship was her one gift. He provided the dinner, presents, and most of the conversational topics, and she returned the favor by merely existing. It wasn’t the most even of trade-offs, but they weren’t exactly on the same level either.


  And then she felt her knees start to wobble. There weren’t a whole lot of things in the world that she would consider a weakness for her, but she was currently staring at one of them. The exotic black sports car making its way down the row of vehicles was something straight out of one of her stepdad’s magazines. Or what about that TV show he always watched where millionaires spent insane amounts of money on all kinds of flashy automobiles in high-end auctions? This ride certainly wouldn’t have been out of place in that situation.


  She could recognize that trident logo from a mile away, except it wasn’t the spear of Neptune, the mythical god of the sea. It wasn’t something out of her fantasies either. No, this one was attached to the grille of the sexiest automobile she’d ever seen.


  Zero to sixty in four and a half seconds, a top speed of one hundred and eighty-five miles per hour, and an electricity shooting throughout her body as the sharp black Maserati slowly approached them. This two-door vehicle perfectly reflected the man who drove it: dark and mysterious, yet exciting and captivating. The tinted windows added to its allure. Every part of his life was unreal.


  The valet parked the car and Alex stepped forward, opening the passenger side door for her. The old-fashioned touch of black leather flowed effortlessly with the new age technology of the navigation system. Even the multiple cup holders next to the stick shift were unlike those of the normal cars she was used to. The cabin elegantly captured that unique Italian style, with handcrafted finishes everywhere she looked.


  Alex tipped the valet before walking around the car that most likely cost more than her parents’ house, and settled into the driver’s seat. Everything about her surroundings felt right. This man deserved the car he was sitting in, and she belonged at his side. Well, not really, but she enjoyed pretending like she did.


  The radio was silent for a good reason. The powerful automobile hummed its own symphony, screams from the quad tailpipes joining in as he revved the engine. This wasn’t Beth’s beat up Ford Focus which moaned while attempting to climb the most modest of hills. It was authoritative, sleek, and brimming with power, much like the man who’d just put it into first gear—at least she thought that’s what he did.


  “This is a manual transmission, right?” she asked.


  They pulled out into the street before he answered, “You can drive it in manual or automatic.”


  She glanced over at the array of buttons next to the shift stick to observe an “M” with a light next to it, signaling that manual mode had been engaged. Sport mode was also lit up as they slowly crawled along with the busy Friday night city traffic. She couldn’t shake a particular question from inside this four-wheeled palace.


  “Why would you drive it in manual instead of automatic?”


  “I’ve had people ask me that before,” he told her while weaving through a cluster of cars in the direction of the country roads. “There are two types of people in this world, Anya. Those who need to be in control, and those who are fine going with the flow.”


  The traffic all around them seemed to be moving in slow motion as they zipped off the main roads and began their journey along the countryside. A slight flick down on the shiftier sent them into a higher gear, the thrilling roar of the engine causing her excitement to grow. She could feel the power of the car in her blood. It was engulfing her soul.


  “You know, it’s a shame that manual transmissions are being phased out,” he commented while shifting once again, causing her to sink into the exotic leather of her seat. A quick peek at the speedometer revealed that they were approaching eighty miles per hour. “Look at this car for example. It’s a semi-automatic. The shift to automatic transmissions really sums up where we are as a society, don’t you think? No one wants to put in the work anymore. Everyone’s fine with someone else doing the job for them.”


  They flew past a speed sign as he shifted yet again, now cruising along at a cool ninety miles per hour. She couldn’t help but be turned on by what was happening. He was above the law, wasn’t he? A powerful man in a powerful car who didn’t play by the rules: that was Mr. Stone.


  They were nearing triple digits on the open farmland road as he went on. “But maybe that’s a good thing. The world needs different types of personalities. Things wouldn’t work if we had too many people who yearn for power, just like it would fail if everyone sat back and desired to be controlled. It’s that healthy balance that keeps things in check. It might even benefit us in the long run.”


  “Well, opp-opp-opposites attract,” Anya sputtered worryingly. “Should we-we be-be going this fast?”


  “Opposites attract. That’s the saying, isn’t it?” he asked with a modest grin while turning to observe the concerned eighteen-year-old girl in his passenger seat.


  Dark country roads meant lots of deer. There was also the chance of a moose or black bear running out in front of them at any moment. Or what about the more likely scenario of them losing control on a turn and flipping the car? Nothing good could come from driving this fast.


  “That’s the saying,” she agreed. “Um, can we maybe slow down a little bit?”


  His laugh was back, but this time it wasn’t a result of one of her witty comments. “Why would we slow down?”


  Her heart raced as they accelerated even faster. “The speed limit is fifty-five, Alex.”


  “I was never one for rules,” he admitted. “They always seemed like more of an inconvenience to me than anything. Why is everything that’s fun considered taboo?”


  Anxiety started to set in for her. What if they got into an accident? Her parents would not only find out that she really wasn’t at Beth’s, but the police would obviously pick up on the fact that she’d been drinking. There wasn’t any hiding her wine breath. She would be busted on both fronts! And that was assuming that she would even survive a crash at this speed!


  Watching that big hand grip the stick and shift down while decelerating was one of the most relieving moments of her life. Driving at that speed looked cooler than it really was—especially at night. There weren’t any lights on these backroads. Something could’ve gone very wrong if they continued to move at this pace.


  “I just really think it’d be best to go a little slower,” she said, letting out a deep exhale of relief.


  Ever so slowly, their speed crawled lower until they eventually came to a stop off on the shoulder. She certainly hadn’t expected this kind of reaction. She’d asked for them to decelerate a bit, not stop completely.


  “Get out.”


  She turned to look at the man who stared straight-ahead, ignoring her presence in the vehicle. The navigation system showed one long road surrounded by wilderness. The nearest gas station could be miles away for all she knew. What was going on?


  “Excuse me?” she asked.


  “Get out,” he repeated firmly. “Now.”


  “What did—”


  “I’m not going to ask you again,” Alex cut her off. “Get out of the car, Anya.”


  She reached for the handle and opened the door, perplexed by this sudden turn of events. A quick check of her phone revealed her ultimate nightmare: no service. This was it. Mr. Stone had finally shown his true colors, and now she was royally screwed. She could barely walk in this wedge heels as-is! Now, she would have to trek along a desolate road until she eventually found some sign of life!


  She shut the door and stared at the expensive car she’d been deceived by. Everything about him was a smokescreen. Evil was hidden underneath the deception of good looks and wealth. She’d gotten hooked, fell hard for his charm, and was now being kicked to the curb for some unknown reason. Because she’d asked him to slow down? What kind of man reacts in this manner?


  But then something even more unexpected happened. Her body tensed up as the driver side door opened, and her date for the night made his way around the front of the car. Why was he coming toward her? What did he have planned? There was truly no getting out of this situation now. No one would even be able to hear her screams. She was helpless!


  “You’re driving.”


  The surprises just kept on coming. He brushed past her without further commenting on his demand, and hopped into the passenger seat, shutting the door behind him. He couldn’t have been serious about her operating his insanely expensive sports car, could he?


  She hustled around the Maserati and leaned inside the open door. “I can’t drive your car.”


  “I don’t recall asking,” he said with a no-bullshit look on his handsome face. “I told you that you’re driving.”


  “No, Alex, I—”


  “Get in the car, Anya,” he interrupted.


  She obediently slipped inside, but refused to give up on attempting to talk her way out of this peculiar situation. “I can’t drive your car.”


  “You say the word ‘can’t’ a lot,” Alex commented. “I don’t like that word.”


  “But—”


  “I’m not one of your teachers,” he cut her off yet again. “I’m not your mom, or your best friend, or some high school boy either. I don’t put up with nonsense. Your ‘can’t’ and ‘won’t’ bullshit isn’t going to work with me. You can drive my car, and that’s exactly what you’re going to do if you want to get home tonight—otherwise, we’re going to sit here.”


  She was still attempting to process her first dose of Alex’s demanding side. Was that what his business rivals dealt with on a daily basis? It couldn’t have been any more obvious why he was so successful. That one little talking to had her tossing her purse into the backseat, preparing herself for the monumentally task of driving a car worth more than she could even comprehend. He’d straightened her out real fast.


  “Take your shoes off too,” he instructed.


  That was probably a good idea. Driving in five-inch wedge heels had disaster written all over it, but now she wished that she’d brought some flats along with her. Operating a vehicle barefoot didn’t seem like the best plan either.


  She threw her heels into the back before letting out a deep exhale. She may as well have been asked to fly the Millennium Falcon. This car looked like some kind of futuristic machine from her very undeserved spot in the driver’s seat. She didn’t even know where to start!


  First things first, he showed her how to slide the seat forward so that her bare feet could actually reach the pedals. One task down, a million more to go.


  Ah, that pesky manual button! All she had to do was turn that off and she wouldn’t have to worry about shifting at all. The car would do it for her!


  “Leave it in manual,” he said.


  Was he reading her mind? “But I’ve never driven a manual transmission before.”


  “It isn’t a real manual,” he quickly corrected her. “There isn’t a clutch to worry about. Now, look at the steering wheel.”


  Her eyes followed his request. “Okay.”


  “Do you see the two paddle shifters?” he asked.


  That’s what those things were? A silver tab with a “+” was located on the right side of the wheel, while one with a “–” was on the opposing side. This thing really did feel from the future.


  “You can use those to shift, or you can use the stick,” he said.


  Was there really any debate over what she would pick? If Alex used the stick, then she would do the same. Subconsciously, she wanted to follow his lead.


  She gripped the stick before asking, “How does this work?”


  A little flick up shifts you down a gear, and a flick down shifts you up a gear,” he answered. “We’re ready to go anytime you are.”


  Her paranoia over damaging his car wasn’t subsiding. Her other concern involved her lack of general driving experience. While she had a license, she didn’t own a car, and Beth had pretty much been her personal Uber driver for the past year. And she’d definitely never driven anything like this before—especially after two glasses of wine!


  She checked her mirror and very cautiously pulled out into the road, her foot barely pressing on the gas pedal. Gradually, they picked up speed, the unbelievable power that she was in control of beginning to grow on her. This was fun!


  “You want to shift between three and four thousand RPMs,” he advised, lightly chuckling at the fact that they’d yet to break twenty miles per hour. “Don’t be afraid to give it some gas, sweetheart. It has balls, you know?”


  She smiled and rolled her eyes, not sure if being called “sweetheart” was the culprit behind her pressing down on the gas, or if she was finally getting used to being behind the wheel. The needle on the tachometer climbed higher, edging past the number three as she applied more force. A slight flick down on the shifter sent them into second gear, causing a sense of accomplishment to sweep over her. She was doing it!


  Her barefoot drove the gas pedal to the floor, her hand working in unison to put them into third gear. Fourth gear quickly followed; and before she knew it, they were in fifth, zipping along at a smooth seventy-five miles per hour.


  The road had morphed into her own private racetrack. The hum of the engine matched the beat of her heart. Fifth gear was a thing of the past as she shifted into sixth, nearing the elusive triple-digit reading on the speedometer. Alex was right: there was something intoxicating about power. Controlling such an extravagant machine was life-changing. There was a connection between the car and her soul. She could feel the horsepower. It ran through her feet and into her body. It—


  It all unraveled right before her eyes.


  Flashing red and blue lights chased behind them, but she’d been too caught up in the moment to notice. She hadn’t even heard the cop’s siren until this very second. She was dead! And she wasn’t the only person who was about to be in a world of hurt. What about Alex? He was the one with a tipsy eighteen-year-old girl driving his car almost twice the speed limit. What would happen to him?


  She turned to him for help, and was greeted by a complete lack of panic. He didn’t even appear rattled. In fact, his calm expression hadn’t altered in the slightest.


  “Slowly decelerate while shifting down,” he coached her. “And pull over to the shoulder.”


  Alex lifted the parking brake for her after she brought the car onto the shoulder of the road. Forget about falling behind her classmates come college. She wouldn’t even be attending college now! Those two big glasses of wine had to have her over the legal limit. She knew that she was buzzed. What in the world was she thinking by getting behind the wheel in this state?


  He reached into the backseat to retrieve her purse. “You have your license with you, right?”


  She nodded while digging through her Coach bag after accepting it from him. This purse summed up her situation to a tee. Holding a three-hundred-dollar bag after speeding in a six-figure sports car wasn’t like her at all. None of this would’ve happened if he hadn’t bid on her!


  He collected the registration and proof of insurance from the glove compartment, and told her to lower the window. There was a fourth item added to the pile that she didn’t recognize, however. He’d pulled some kind of card out of his wallet. It was gold with black writing, and the name “Alexander Stone” was boldly engraved on the very top. She looked to him again, only to receive a confident nod, encouraging her to turn back to the window.


  “Do you have any idea how fast you were going, Miss?”


  The clean-cut officer appeared to be in his early-fifties, an unmistakable state trooper hat sat on his head, and the dark bags under his eyes hinted at this being the end of a long shift. His annoyed tone only emphasized that guess. He clearly wasn’t in the mood to be chasing down speeding sports cars tonight.


  “I apologize for speeding, Officer Warner,” Anya said, doing her best to play it cool while reading his name tag. “I didn’t realize how fast I was going.”


  “You didn’t realize how fast you were going?” he questioned with an obvious tone of disbelief to his voice. “Is that right? I clocked you at one hundred and seven miles per hour.”


  Her stomach dropped. One hundred and seven? She’d gotten that carried away? Going ten over the speed limit was something that you could explain as a mistake. Fifty-two miles per hour over was a little tougher to justify.


  “I’m sorry,” she apologized again. “I didn’t—”


  He leaned down inside the car and interrupted, “Is that wine on your breath? And where are your shoes?”


  She looked to Alex and tracked his eyes moving to the card in her hand. He once again coolly nodded after she found his face. She couldn’t explain why or how, but his calm demeanor had settled her nerves.


  She handed the officer the stack of information and waited for a reaction. This cop was either going to arrest her for one of her many serious infractions, or she was about to see just how powerful Alex truly was. All she could do was wait.


  Officer Warner sorted through the cards and papers before saying, “Sit tight.”


  She swiftly turned back to Alex after the officer returned to his car. “What’s that gold card you gave me?”


  “I found it in a Monopoly box,” he said.


  Did anything fluster him? How wasn’t he even slightly worried? Was he really joking at a time like this?


  “I’m serious,” she frustratedly huffed. “I could get arrested. We could get arrested!”


  “No one’s getting arrested,” he chuckled in an almost arrogant manner. “Just relax.”


  “Alex, I—”


  “What about the car?” he interjected. “Did you enjoy driving it?”


  “What?” she asked.


  “Did you enjoy driving my car?” he repeated.


  “No,” she answered. “Well, yeah. Actually, maybe… I don’t know!”


  “You seemed conflicted,” he noted. “Why’s that?”


  “I’m not conflicted, it’s just…I don’t know! Yeah, I liked driving your car, but I don’t like this situation!” Anya declared, her voice sounding of passion and regret. “I don’t like sitting here like this!”


  “Consequences come with power,” Alex told her, checking the rearview mirror for himself. “No one tells you that until you discover it for yourself though. Everyone doesn’t lust after the same things in life. Some people enjoy being controlled. They’re content with never ascending too high or falling too low. They prefer to avoid finding themselves in a situation like the one you’re in.”


  Yes, that was her! It was the same reason she didn’t want a three-hundred-dollar purse. She was fine with being average, and average girls don’t find themselves in horrific scenarios like these!


  “The key to happiness is discovering what camp you belong in,” he continued. “It’s finding out what truly satisfies you. Anya, it’s in exploring your true identity.”


  The seconds ticked by as she reflected on what she’d just been told. She’d always been under the impression that she knew who she was. She wasn’t a complex girl, and she’d made that much clear at dinner earlier, but Alex was still treating her like she possessed some hidden side that nobody knew of. She was running out of ways to explain that she was rather uncomplicated: what you see is what you get.


  “I know who I am,” she announced. “I know what I like, what I dislike, what I—”


  “Crave,” he said, finishing her thoughts.


  She peered over to her right, the navigation system providing the only light in the otherwise dark interior. He was methodically staring at her again. Crave? She wasn’t going to say “crave,” but she definitely knew what she desired in life. Or did she?


  “I’m sorry for the trouble, Mr. Stone,” a deep voice expressed his regret from outside the car. “Miss. Stevens. Have a good night now.”


  She turned back to the window to see their stack of information being handed to her. The officer had apologized? For what? He didn’t do anything wrong.


  Her head snapped around; Alex’s dominant stare yet to leave. She could read his icy blue eyes even in the relative darkness. He got off on this. This was exactly what he’d talked about moments ago. Some people enjoy being controlled, others need to be the ones in charge, and he’d just displayed where he stood on the power scale. This fascinating man didn’t have a hint of submissiveness in him, whatsoever.


  She looked back to the officer and collected their cards and papers, shooting him a smile before watching him tip his hat and vanish from her view. She badly needed to have a sit down with Beth right now. There were so many questions that her more experienced friend would be able to answer. One minute Alex appeared to be flirting with her, the next he was acting cold, and the next they were laughing like longtime friends. There was no consistency in his actions—other than the extreme level of confidence that resonated from him at all times. That certainly never altered.


  He programmed an address into the navigation system before taking back his documents and gold card. What would it take to rattle him? A life-or-death situation maybe? And she had her doubts if that would even do it. He was so unflappable.


  “Did you put my address in?” she questioned.


  “No, I put mine in,” he answered with his eyes back on the road. “I have something for you at my house.”


  Everything from her fingers to her toes tensed up in a single moment. She was pushing her luck. One of these times, instead of him behaving in a witty or cute fashion, her nightmare would come true and he would take advantage of her. She could feel it.


  “Try to keep it under ninety though,” he added sarcastically.


  She lifted the parking brake with a nervous titter, only after taking a moment to thoroughly explore her intended actions. She was on board with going to his house? What if it was a trap? What if her intuition from earlier was indeed correct, but she’d been mistaken about where he would assault her? But a bigger part of her couldn’t fight off the idea of another gift waiting at his place. Her curiosity was too piqued to turn down an invitation like this.


  Anya pulled out into the road, and started the twenty-three minute journey to Mr. Stone’s house.


  




  

    Chapter 6 – The Gift


  


  She had to be hallucinating. Things had become too good to be true. It almost seemed ridiculous at this point, to be completely honest. Tucked away at the conclusion of a dead-end street, hidden far back behind a long paved driveway and immense wilderness, was the single most spectacular house she’d ever witnessed in person.


  The darkness did its best to hide the glory of this palace, but their headlights briefly illuminated the majestic sight. The red all-brick facade only caused the eighteen glass windows to stand out that much more. The white trim and solid white beams supporting the open front porch was something out of her childhood toy playhouses. An array of meticulously placed bushes and small trees perfectly complemented the freshly cut grass. A large unconnected garage sat off to the side, a slight walk from the looping driveway which she’d come to a stop in. How many acres did this mansion sit on? How many square feet did it consume? How could all of this belong to one man?


  She removed the keys from the ignition and let herself out of the vehicle, slipping into her heels once again. Did those four windows along the top of the house represent a third floor or an attic? How amazing must the backyard look? She had a million different questions, but she couldn’t receive any answers until she stepped inside the home for herself, and that would be awfully difficult if she continued to just stare in awe.


  She hustled around the car to keep up with Alex on the walk to his front door. It’d become extremely clear that two-hundred dollar glasses of wine were nothing for him. Heck, he probably wouldn’t flinch at two-thousand dollar glasses. Just imagine how insane his property tax bill was!


  He unlocked the front door and she audibly gasped from behind him. There was no attempt at hiding her envy either. White marble floors filled the entranceway, a carpeted curved staircase with a beautiful wooden railing leading up to the second floor. The crystal chandelier that hung directly overhead was something out of a movie. Marble turned to wood flooring as he led her past the living room. Everything was extravagant. The kitchen was full of new appliances, yet maintained a classic look courtesy of the butterscotch glazed cabinets.


  She set her purse on the white marble top of the black island that sat in the middle of the kitchen, the white flooring causing the piece to demand the attention of anyone who walked into the room. Two pendant lights hung from the ceiling to show off all the elegance that surrounded her. This kitchen alone had to be twice the size of her bedroom.


  There was an undeniable fact when it came to this house, however. It was impossible to ignore—from what she’d seen at least. A feminine touch was missing. There was a lack of personal warmth in this wonderland. It screamed of wealth, but craved the decor only a woman could add.


  “I’ll be right back,” he said.


  He opened a door just off the kitchen and descended a set of stairs, presumably down into the basement. She was starting to see things Isabella Marcona’s way. Is this what her former classmate had experienced? Maybe Isabella was still enjoying this lifestyle for all she knew. It was quite the temptation.


  “Get ahold of yourself,” she muttered under her breath. “You’re leaving as soon as Alex comes back.”


  That little pep talk came just in the nick of time. She needed to wake up and get with the program. Isabella Marcona was still a running joke at school because that’s what she was: a joke. It was her job to strive for more as a woman in 2019. The days of being relegated to housewife-status were in the past. Someday, she would have a beautiful house like this, and it wouldn’t be courtesy of some rich guy paying for it.


  Okay, maybe one more gift would be all right, because what Alex held in his hand after returning had put her in a bit of a tizzy. The goodies were endless.


  “This is for you,” he told her.


  She reached out and accepted his latest present. The dark wine bottle was topped off by a bright red seal, beautiful French script covering the white label that wrapped around the container. She wasn’t exactly sure what she was holding, but she was positive of one thing: it cost way more than she could afford.


  CHATEAU CHEVAL BLANC


  1er Grand Cru Classé


  St. Emilion Grand Cru


  PROPRIETAIRE A ST-EMILION (GIRONDE) FRANCE


  “I received that as a gift a long time ago,” he informed her. “I’m not much of a wine drinker myself, so it’s been collecting dust in my basement. I was told it’s from 1943.”


  Her eyes instantly tore away from the label, and moved to the guy who’d just gifted her a bottle of seventy-six year old wine. “Oh, I can’t take this.”


  “It belongs with a wine connoisseur,” he said, insisting that she keep it.


  “I’m not a wine connoisseur!” she immediately rebuffed with a flabbergasted smile. “I’ve never even drank expensive wine until today!”


  “Well, maybe this will start a tradition for you,” he said.


  “Do you have any idea how much this costs?” she questioned, looking back down at the fancy writing on the label. “I really can’t take it if it’s a lot.”


  Alex shrugged his shoulders before answering, “It’s not going to be of any use with me.”


  Should she go for it? Or maybe this would be considered intrusive? She was a guest in his house, so she shouldn’t be too comfortable, but she couldn’t help but feel that they shared a special rapport with one another. The worst he could say was no, right?


  “I’ll accept it if you drink a glass with me,” she proposed.


  He mutely made his way over to the cabinet to retrieve two wine glasses, a smiling Anya doing her best to hide her excitement. This was different from what took place at Daniel’s earlier. There was something special about not only drinking inside his house, but sharing a glass of this extremely rare wine with him. When would she get a chance at enjoying something this exquisite ever again?


  She was seriously beginning to wonder if this man had been created in a science lab somewhere thirty-eight years ago. Was there anything he couldn’t do? She looked on in awe as he pulled a corkscrew out of a drawer, and effortlessly removed the cork with a little help from the handy tool. Few things sent her into a rage like attempting to open a bottle of wine, but this man who didn’t even drink her favorite alcoholic beverage, popped the cork without a hitch.


  He filled their glasses before leading her out into the backyard. Yep, she’d officially fallen for this lifestyle. The large inground pool was still covered and waiting for warmer weather, while the high assortment of rocks at the far end had to be a waterfall. And what about the white cabana just past the pool? That was probably more spacious than her parents’ garage!


  They descended a stone walkway with Anya having decided to ditch her heels for the comfort of bare feet, the beautiful landscaping helping to set a relaxing mood. The lights hidden along the path made her feel like she was walking among the stars. The hundreds of trees that ran along the edge of his property was the ultimate guarantee of privacy. The stone fire pit which he’d just lit wouldn’t be seen by any of the neighbors. How could it? They were completely secluded back here in their own spacious wonderland.


  Cozy padded chairs surrounded the now glowing pit, Anya quick to take a seat while accepting her drink from Mr. Stone. He sat in the chair next to her, and the two silently toasted each other before exploring the wine which easily outdated both of their lives. It was time to see if experience was always better.


  She was swiftly hit with the aromas of citrus and floral. Rose was the primary scent, but white flowers lingered in the background, not to be ignored. It was when the liquid disappeared inside her mouth that she understood the luxury of what she was currently indulging in.


  Her taste buds didn’t deserve this. She wasn’t sophisticated enough to be sitting here with what had to be an incredibly expensive spirit. The liquids dancing on her tongue were sharp yet fresh, the perfect amount of tension to bring out every second of its age. It went down smoother than the Chateau Latour from dinner. It was simply exquisite, just like the man whom gifted it to her.


  “I love that.”


  She looked over to her left to find Alex staring up at the sky from his seat. “What?”


  “The sky at night,” he clarified. “It’s one of my favorite things about living away from the city.”


  Her eyes trekked north where she was greeted by a seemingly never-ending number of dazzling stars in the black night sky. Sure, it was a pretty sight, but it wasn’t anything spectacular. It definitely wasn’t as amazing as the wine she was drinking!


  “Do you know how a star forms, Anya?” he asked.


  Did she know how a star formed? She had no idea. “No…”


  “A star begins life as a large cloud of gas,” Alex told her. “A warm clump of molecules form in the gas cloud, which is known as a protostar.”


  He knew about stars now? What wasn’t he an expert on? Chances were she couldn’t have followed this conversation to begin with, but three glasses of wine certainly weren’t helping. She was starting to feel a little loopy by this point.


  “A young star pushes away the surrounding gas and molecules, eventually reaching hydrostatic equilibrium. Now, hydrostatic equilibrium establishes that there’s a balance between two forces at every point within a star. One force is the inward push of gravity, and the other is the pressure in the gas which is caused by its temperature. This is how a star gets its solid shape.”


  She was lost.


  “Over time, the hydrogen in the star’s core fuses to helium and then to heavier elements, the core collapses on itself, and this results in the star expanding until it becomes a red giant,” he said.


  “A red giant?” she asked. “But aren’t stars white?”


  “White dwarfs are what’s left after a star uses up all its helium,” he answered. “It’s a process that can take an unimaginable amount of time. Look at the sun for example. It’ll take four hundred million years for it to turn from a red giant into a white dwarf.”


  “I’m never going to be an astronomer,” she chuckled before taking another sip from her glass.


  “And then we have The Milky Way,” he continued while pointing above. “Four hundred billion stars and one hundred billion planets spread out across two hundred thousand light years. Nine thousand and ninety-six stars can be seen with the naked eye. Each of those stars has a story. Every constellation, every planet, every speck out there in the distance is special. Every little thing in our galaxy has a purpose. The entirety of the universe exists for a reason.”


  What was she supposed to say? That he was smarter than her? Or that she would never rival his level of conversational ability? The same man who’d shot the shit about everything and anything at dinner earlier, turned out to truly be a library of knowledge. It was causing her head to spin.


  “I love to stop by Alvin’s on my way home,” he went on. “They have these low-fat pints of ice cream that taste exactly like the unhealthy stuff. The entire container is only two hundred and eighty calories.”


  She was really lost now. Ice cream? Wasn’t he just talking about space?


  “I sit back here with my three-dollar pint of low-fat chocolate ice cream, and gaze up at all that immense beauty which I can’t even begin to comprehend, and do you want to know something, Anya? That ice cream is my favorite part of the day. It makes sense to me. Molecular clouds and globular clusters cause me to appreciate the simple things in life—like ice cream.”


  “Lost” wasn’t even the word for what she was. Ice cream and space? Yep, she was flabbergasted, alright.


  “We need ice cream in our lives,” he told her. “Simple pleasures are crucial for us to appreciate just how spectacular life truly is. What if someone from fourteenth century London appeared in front of us right now? What do you think they would care more about? An explanation of what all those lights are in the sky, or being able to eat all the low-fat chocolate ice cream he or she could ever dream of?”


  “I would definitely care more about the ice cream,” she answered honestly. “I’ve never really been into astronomy though.”


  “The ice cream matters more because it has a direct impact on our lives,” he nodded in agreement. “It’s something we can control. We can see the direct cause and effect of what buying and eating it will have on us. Everything begins to make sense once you fully start to appreciate the little things in your world. That pint of ice cream might not matter to most people, but it brings me a sense of pleasure unlike almost anything else in my life, probably like how cherry mocha crème Frappuccinos always hit the spot for you.”


  He remembered her favorite drink? He really was perfect; but more importantly, maybe she was starting to see the point that he was attempting to convey to her slightly drunken self. Her favorite Starbucks drink really was the highlight of her day, wasn’t it? It brought about an aura of calmness. There was something reassuring in the routine of that beverage. In a weird way, it was important to her.


  Was this speech about space and ice cream just another metaphor for her to decipher? Sometimes it seemed like he spoke in riddles. What if she wasn’t smart enough to ever figure him out? What if the true meaning of his words sailed right over her head? That was a real possibility, because at this very moment in his backyard, she finally realized how stupid she was.


  She didn’t have a plan on how to get home.


  A black Maserati pulling up in front of her house would most likely give her away. So would her sultry dress and towering wedge heels. And don’t even get her started on her drinking. But what was she supposed to do? Not finish off this third glass of wine? It was seventy-six years old! She couldn’t waste it!


  She set her wine glass down on the cement ground and excused herself, heading up the walkway and back into the house. Her call to Beth went to voicemail, and the text that followed was also ignored. She’d been banking on being able to spend the night at Beth’s house, but what was she supposed to do now that her best friend appeared to be busy? And was Beth still really on her date?


  What about an Uber? That would prevent her from receiving the undesired attention that a high-end sports car would bring, but it still wouldn’t solve her dilemma of somehow evading her parents. She should’ve planned this out better. What was she thinking just playing things by ear?


  Her current situation really summed up her personality, didn’t it? A responsible, mature, put-together young woman would’ve had her night all mapped out, but not her. And why would she have? She didn’t even have a major picked out for college! Maybe she was destined for a life of mediocrity? And perhaps what Alex had told her in the car on the drive home applied more to her than she even realized? She didn’t want to deal with the consequences that came along from getting caught speeding, and she certainly didn’t want to face her parents in her current position. Where was her Superman to save her?


  She dejectedly shuffled back out to the fire pit, her mind a messy mix of emotions and regret. Once again, there wouldn’t be any building anxiety if she’d just said no to Ms. Rodgers. Her biggest conflict would involve finding a new show to watch on Netflix on this Friday night. Why didn’t anything ever go smoothly in her life?


  “I’m kind of screwed.”


  Oh boy, she was really in trouble. Now her filter was gone? She should’ve just kept her mouth shut until Alex said something, but she couldn’t help herself—like always.


  “Um…my parents think I’m at Beth’s house, and Beth isn’t getting back to me,” she continued to admit, trying her best to stop herself, but failing miserably. “My stepdad would lose his mind if he saw me in this dress.”


  Alex was busy studying the stars.


  “And my mom would have a heart attack if she knew I was out drinking with some guy she’d never even met before,” she went on. “I don’t really have anywhere to go.”


  He’d yet to look in her direction.


  “And I was wondering if maybe I could wait here until Beth gets back to me?” she asked gingerly.


  His eyes finally moved to her. “And what if she doesn’t?”


  She hadn’t considered that as a realistic possibility. Beth would definitely call her back, but what if on the off-chance she didn’t? She wouldn’t have a choice but to attempt to sneak upstairs to her room then, and there was no way she would get past her stepdad. The stairs were located right next to the family room where he always watched TV at night. God, she was so screwed!


  She couldn’t believe that these words were about to come out of her mouth. Maybe it’d be best to stop drinking. She obviously didn’t have any control over what she said after getting a bit of a buzz, let alone when she actually started to feel drunk. It was like she was driving a car without brakes. Stop talking! Just stop!!!


  “Maybe I could um…like, crash on your couch…or something?”


  Her stomach was churning again. What was she thinking by inviting herself to stay the night? Didn’t she have any manners? Who does something like that? Why did she always act stupid when she was tipsy?


  “You think you’re going to sleep on my couch?” he questioned. “Is that what you just asked me?”


  She was destined to die alone. What man could possibly take her seriously? She was just an embarrassment, pure and simple.


  She hesitantly spoke up, her mind finally able to push away the alcohol to explain what she’d just asked for. “I didn’t-didn’t mean to-to impose or anything. I-I just…um…thought that maybe—”


  “You can stay in one of the guest bedrooms,” he said, putting a sudden end to her rambling.


  Did she hear that correctly? “I can?”


  “Absolutely,” he confirmed before taking another sip of his wine. “Now, I want to hear more about your volunteer work.”


  “You do?” she asked, surprised.


  “I do,” he nodded. “Which shelter do you work at?”


  And just like that, they were lost in another conversation. Every time she thought she’d humiliated herself, he swept away all of her concerns, and made her feel right at home again. The idea of her crashing on his couch was what he couldn’t believe, not her sleeping off what would undoubtedly be a not-so-great hangover in one of his many extra bedrooms. What if the key to everything was to just be herself? He obviously wasn’t annoyed or short-tempered when she displayed her awkward side, so perhaps it was time to tear down the last of her remaining walls. She was ready to show her true self to this amazing man.


  




  

    Chapter 7 – Back and Forth


  


  The Following Morning. 6:53 AM.


  Her head wasn’t pounding as she laid flat on her back in bed. Why was that? Shouldn’t she feel like someone was repeatedly bashing her in the temple with a baseball bat? Maybe this is what happens when you drink wine that costs more than ten dollars a bottle? Who knew that you could get drunk without feeling like you wanted to die the following morning?


  The faint tingling in her head was a friendly reminder that she’d overindulged last night, but it was a shadow of what she’d expected. She couldn’t help herself when Alex offered to refill her glass while they talked around the fire pit. Four big glasses of unbelievable wine made for quite the night, but their conversation was what she desperately craved more of.


  He had so many questions about her work at the animal shelter. The way he looked at her when she spoke about her volunteering made her feel like royalty. It was impossible to miss just how much he respected what she did; and before she knew it, she found herself feeling comfortable enough to inquire about the things she really wanted to know. Well, at least that’s how she felt at the start of the night…


  Back to Last Night.


  “I’m going to ask you something personal, okay?”


  Alex noted her inquiry with a laugh from his spot next to the fire. “That doesn’t sound like a question to me.”


  A fairly intoxicated Anya was going to give this another shot. She really should’ve passed on that refill. She would be so hungover when she woke up in the morning.


  “Can I ask you something personal?” she tried again.


  He methodically swirled his wine glass, his eyes never straying from the girl sitting next to him. “I guess that all depends.”


  “On what?” she inquired.


  “On if I can ask you something personal after,” he said.


  She was far too buzzed to salivate at his most recent attempt to flirt with her. Or at least she was pretty sure that he was flirting. It was becoming tougher and tougher to decipher reality from her own personal desires, but she wasn’t about to pass up the chance at getting an answer to perhaps her most pressing question.


  “Deal,” she quickly agreed to his proposition. “Okay, who’s the most famous person you’ve ever dated?”


  She smiled as he stared at her, fully aware that he couldn’t have expected her to ask him about his dating history. It was just too tempting! It was the one thing that Beth was dying to know as well. Their internet searching came up empty regarding Alex’s life love, so she would get her answer straight from the horse’s mouth instead.


  “What makes you think I’ve ever dated a famous girl?” he asked.


  Her eyebrows perked up, portraying her mystified attitude to a tee. “Are you kidding me? You’ve totally dated someone famous before.”


  His non-expressive stare turned to a slight smirk as he admitted, “I may have dated a famous girl or two.”


  She knew it! She was desperate for a name, and even more puzzling was why she cared so much. Did it justify his status in her mind? Or maybe she was somehow elevating her own picture of herself by relating to a celebrity starlet? Whatever it was, she couldn’t wait to find out who this lucky girl was.


  “What’s she famous for?” inquired Anya.


  “She’s an actress,” he answered.


  Now we’re talking. She was sharing a glass of wine with a man who’d dated some Hollywood beauty? Yeah, that was definitely stirring something around inside of her. In a strange way, she was feeling a little like a celebrity herself.


  “What would I’ve seen her in?” she continued with the fun game of zeroing in on a name. “Movies or TV?”


  “Movies,” he said.


  So many actresses whipped around in her head. Tall, short, busty, petite: who knew what kind of girls he was into? And how fitting was it that he’d dated at least one movie star? It just seemed right. A guy like this deserved true American royalty on his right arm.


  “Give me a name of one of her movies,” she requested.


  He finished off the rest of his wine, his calm demeanor yet to sway even after placing his now empty glass on the ground. “It involves a series of doors.”


  “You’re going to make me figure it out?” she playfully huffed, rifling through her movie knowledge in an attempt to complete this puzzle. “The movie involves a series of doors?”


  Alex nodded.


  Doors? What film revolved around a series of doors? She certainly wasn’t a movie database. She wouldn’t be any good on Jeopardy either. Countless number of flicks involved doors, and she was expected to be able to identify one from—


  Oh my God, no! It couldn’t be! Doors! Of course, it had to be that one! She went to see a particular movie whose plot centered around doors a few summers ago with Beth, but there wasn’t anyway that Alex had dated the stunner who starred in that summer blockbuster. That was even a reach for him.


  “Is it Seventh Door?” she asked.


  “A wine connoisseur, a coffee enthusiast, and now a movie expert,” he remarked. “What can’t this girl do?”


  She sheepishly glanced away before turning her attention back to the stunning revelation at hand. “Are you telling me that you dated Olivia Gustafsson?”


  “I might be,” he said.


  The house, the car, the fancy dinner: all of that was legitimate, but this wasn’t. There was no way this man had dated Olivia Gustafsson. She didn’t care how stunningly handsome or unbelievably rich he was—even this was out of the realm of possibility.


  Olivia Gustafsson was the woman every girl wanted to be. Did they still do those “Sexist Women Alive” lists? If they did, no one paid attention because everyone already knew who would be awarded the top spot. It was universally accepted who was the most beautiful woman on Earth.


  The Swedish bombshell was built straight from the perverted mind of a horny thirteen-year-old boy. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and a set of breasts that were the envy of millions of ladies everywhere. Her gorgeous face and pouty lips only added to her on-screen allure which was impossible to tear your attention away from. Anya had never cared who the actress was in the movie she was about to sit down to enjoy, but that changed in a big way when Olivia Gustafsson burst onto the scene five years ago.


  “You dated Olivia Gustafsson?” she questioned again in a state of shock. “Olivia Gustafsson…the actress?”


  “I did,” he verified once more. “It was probably about four or five years ago.”


  Four or five years ago!? That’s when Olivia was at her most amazing! Her most recent flick was some time travel movie where she’d opted for a short bob cut; and while she still looked spectacular, it definitely didn’t rival her hypnotizing long, blonde locks from years back. Alex had dated a twenty-two-year-old Olivia Gustafsson in her prime!?


  “How?” she asked frantically. “I mean, how did you meet her?”


  “We were introduced at a party while I was out in Los Angeles,” he answered. “We just hit it off.”


  They’d just hit it off? How was he acting like this wasn’t a big deal? She was losing her mind listening to this, but he was sitting here speaking about Olivia Gustafsson like she was some average college girl he’d met at the gym. What in the world was Alex doing spending ten thousand dollars to take her out to dinner? He’d dated Olivia freakin’ Gustafsson! She must look like Freddy Krueger compared to that blonde goddess.


  “For how long?” she continued her assault of questions. She needed to know everything.


  “We were off and on for about a year,” he told her. “Our schedules never really matched up.”


  Not only had he dated the most sought-after woman in the world for a year, but he didn’t seem particularly bothered by them no longer being an item. And he’d obviously chosen work over their relationship too. How many guys would give their left arm for the mere chance at dating a girl like that, but it was just a blip on the radar for a man like him.


  “What’s she like?” Anya asked. “Is she super pretty in person? I bet she is. She seems like the kind of girl who would look amazing even without makeup. Actually—”


  “Where’s your father?”


  “Um…he’s at home,” she answered, irked at the interruption. “I told you that. It’s the reason I’m still here.”


  “I’m talking about your real father,” he clarified himself. “Where’s he?”


  She was still fairly bewildered, but now it was for a reason completely different than Alex’s dating history. He wanted to know about Dad? Why? Beth was the only non-family member in her life who knew about her real father, but Alex was asking about him after only spending a few hours with her. It was strange.


  “He lives in Texas,” she told him.


  “When did he leave?” he questioned.


  She couldn’t believe that she was revealing so much of her personal life. “When I was three.”


  “And when did your stepdad come into the picture?”


  “When I was twelve,” she answered.


  He calmly studied her, the heat from the flames assisting in warming her already boiling skin. She was on fire. Those nervous tingles from being the center of attention on Wednesday night were back, except everything had been amplified by this previously never before experienced level of discomfort. She would do just about anything to steer the conversation back to his personal life.


  “Everyone always says that a mother is the most important person in a child’s life,” said Alex. “The courts feel the same way based on how often moms are awarded custody. I never agreed with that though.”


  Her wine glass would break if she squeezed it any tighter. She hated this. She hated it so, so, so much. How could she get the focus of the discussion off herself?


  “Dads tend to get the short end of the stick,” he went on with his thoughts. “Society views them as replaceable ATM machines whose sole job is to provide financially for their children, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Boys need a father in their life. They need a role model to show them how to behave. Women are emotional creatures, and they struggle when it comes to remaining calm in troubling situations. If a young man finds himself in a difficult scenario without a father, he’ll respond based on his mother’s emotions, rather than the logic a dad would provide.”


  She raised her glass to her lips to take another sip of wine. It was the only thing that made sense. Her jittery hands needed something to do, and this was the one way she could somewhat occupy herself.


  “But nothing is more important for a young woman than the love of her father,” he said.


  Her stomach was churning.


  “Boys need dads to be shown how to properly treat girls, and girls need dads to learn how to find a boy who will treat them right,” he revealed. “How’s a little girl supposed to find a worthwhile guy when she grows up if she’s never had one in her life? Dad is the ultimate role model. He protects, provides, and always puts his daughter first, and that’s all women really want at the end of the day. They long for someone to replace their father. Women desire a man who will be tough and disciplined with them, but who loves and cherishes them unlike anyone else.”


  What was he talking about? Women want men who will be tough and disciplined with them? According to who? She didn’t want that, did she?


  “Girls without fathers tend to struggle in finding their identities,” he said with his eyes targeted on her while she peered off toward the dark woods. “They’ll cling to the first guy who shows them love; but more times than not, it’s not a healthy love. It’s a manipulative love. It’s a love of a man who puts himself first. It’s not the love of a father, but they don’t know that because they’ve never experienced what that is.”


  His last statement definitely rang true. It was no secret that her stepdad didn’t fill the void of a true father figure in her life, but she wasn’t struggling to find her own identity. She knew who she was, and it certainly wasn’t a girl with daddy issues.


  “My relationship with my stepdad is fine,” she announced. “It honestly is.”


  His silence acted as his response.


  “I’m serious,” Anya felt the need to emphasize her situation again. “He treats me great.”


  She wasn’t convincing him of anything—that much was obvious. A career as a professional poker player wasn’t in the cards, because he could read her like a book. Her stepdad wasn’t a bad guy or anything. He just wasn’t anything special. He wouldn’t be on her list of people to seek out if she really needed someone to rely on, and that wasn’t the end of the world. So what if she didn’t have a real dad in her life? She’d turned out pretty damn good if you asked her.


  She really needed to change the topic of their conversation. “So, what did you and Olivia do for fun? Like, when you guys were just hanging out.”


  “What would you do if I tied you up right now?” he asked.


  Anya’s jaw dropped.


  She waited for what felt like a lifetime for him to smile. Some kind of sarcastic smirk was all she needed to know that he was joking, but that knee-weakening grin of his wasn’t anywhere to be found. His serious demeanor went unchanged. She was starting to think that perhaps he wasn’t joking.


  “Tie-tie-tie-tied me up?” she questioned, her stammer returning. “What does-does that me-mean?”


  “It means what you think it means,” he said, his tone calm and calculated.


  The charm of his dark facial scruff had vanished. The warmth in his eyes was nowhere to be found. The sexy chest hair peeking out from the top of his unbuttoned shirt wasn’t doing much to put her at ease. That brief moment at dinner when he appeared anything but safe and comforting was back, but she wasn’t alone with a stranger at some upscale restaurant this time. No, she’d stupidly followed him back to his mansion, gotten drunk, willingly moved into his secluded backyard where no neighbors would be able to see them, left her phone in the kitchen, and put herself at the complete mercy of a man she didn’t even know.


  She scanned her surroundings, taking in every inch of the meticulously landscaped backyard. Option one involved making a run for the woods. Sure, she was far from properly equipped for what that journey would entail, but she would find a neighbor eventually. Option two was definitely more brazen and perhaps even stupid, but it had potential to work in her favor. She could out run him up the steps to the house, lock him out, and call the police. Her phone and purse were in the kitchen, but what if he had his keys on him? Or maybe he had a spare set hidden somewhere outside? So much could go wrong with barricading herself in a house that she wasn’t familiar with, but she wasn’t sure how many viable choices she actually had.


  Flashbacks from her pre-dinner nightmare rushed to the forefront. The warnings were all there. Why had she ignored them? She should’ve said no to Ms. Rodgers, she should’ve canceled their date after that horrific vision of him forcing himself on her in the park, and she definitely should’ve rejected his order to drive back to his house. All of this could’ve been prevented if she’d just trusted her gut instinct.


  “I-I don’t know what-what you’re talking about,” she attempted to play dumb while sitting up in the seat. “Um…it’s getting late, so-so I think I’ll just call an-an Uber.”


  “Answer the question, Anya.”


  His demand caused her to freeze. Her mind stopped functioning. Time ceased to exist in this world of hopelessness that she was trapped in.


  She was desperately hoping for something to save her. “I uh…I um…”


  “There’s rope in that shed back there,” he informed her.


  Her eyes drifted out along the yard to find the outline of a shed tucked away in the distance. Was she being taunted at this point? She couldn’t tell if she was being messed with, mocked, or if she was genuinely dealing with a sociopath. Whatever it was, she was in trouble.


  “Ro-ro-rope?”


  “Rope,” he nodded, his voice tranquil as always. “What if I used it to tie your arms behind your back?”


  It was panic time. She was officially in a world of trouble now. Alex certainly wasn’t the man she thought she knew.


  “And I drag you inside the house by your hair,” he went on. “Your bare knees scrap along the stone pathway, not finding much relief as they slide along the hardwood floors of the hallways once we’re inside. Thud… Thud… Thud… That’s the sound of your legs clanging against the stairs. You twist and turn but there’s nowhere to go. You’re a piece of clay in my hands—soft and pliable—ready to be molded to my liking.”


  She was trembling. This wasn’t a game. This was real life, and she was beyond screwed.


  “I’m not always such a nice guy,” Alex confessed to the petrified teen just feet to his right. “I’ve been told that I can be a little scary at times. Do I scare you, Anya?”


  Her eyes remained transfixed on the fire in front of her. A big dose of reality had just knocked her upside the head: she couldn’t escape. Alex was bigger, stronger, and most likely faster than her to begin with, and now she was drunk without shoes. She would be at a major disadvantage regardless of what she did. She was in a world of hurt no matter what.


  “You’d be surprised to find out how many girls like to be tied up,” he said. “It’s amazing how similar men and women are, yet how many differences exist between the genders. Do you want to know what profession contains the highest number of submissive women?”


  Could she teleport somewhere safe if she stared hard enough into these flames? She was going to get tied up tonight. She would be tied up, raped, and thrown out to fend for herself, and no one would care because of how powerful Alex was. She’d seen this story play out hundreds of times in the news. Rich men get away with murder thanks to their money, and destroying her life wouldn’t mean jack shit to him at the end of the day.


  “Lawyers,” he revealed. “It’s funny, don’t you think? Lawyers are powerful people. They operate in a competitive, highly-paid, stressful environment, but the women in that field revert back to their most primal of instincts when they’re off the clock. They never want to be in charge. They don’t want anything to do with feminism, empowerment, or even respect. They want to be treated the way most women desire, but so many are terrified of admitting to.”


  It was time to stop messing around. She had to make a stand. What about going on the offensive? This wine glass was a start. Some of the stones throughout the backyard could act as weapons as well.


  “You actually know a girl who likes to be tied up,” he added casually.


  Her brow furrowed while her eyes remained locked on the glowing fire. She knew a girl who liked to be tied up? Who? Beth would probably be up for something like that if she met the right guy, but her best friend had never experienced anything of the sort. What was Alex talking about?


  “Her biggest fantasy involved being tied up and dragged upstairs into my bedroom,” Alex told her. “She wanted her arms and legs to be bound by rope. It’s not everyday that you find a girl who knows exactly what she wants like she did.”


  Wait, this was a girl he’d been with? And she knew her? That could only mean…no!


  Anya gasped, “Oh…my…God…”


  His grin was back. He wasn’t talking about tying her up! He’d described the time he’d tied up a particular girl, and she still couldn’t believe what she’d just heard.


  “You tied up Olivia Gustafsson!?” she reacted loudly, stunned.


  His face was warm and inviting again. All of her worries vanished with the revelation that she was being teased. He had this bizarre ability to cause her to panic one second, and then laugh the next. She was on a nonstop emotional roller coaster.


  “Olivia Gustafsson!?” she shouted once more. “You tied up Olivia Gustafsson!?”


  “I did,” he coolly confirmed. “I didn’t have any other choice though. She was a very bad girl.”


  Her head was about to explode. Alex had some kind of BDSM relationship with Olivia Gustafsson? This was absolutely mind-boggling. That Hollywood starlet had a naughty side? Who would have ever guessed?


  “What else was she into?” she inquired excitedly, feeling more like herself now that the spotlight was off of her.


  “All kinds of things,” he said. “Sometimes she needed her daddy to straighten her out.”


  Her audible gulp sounded throughout the backyard. He was Olivia’s daddy? Not in reality, but in a BDSM sense, of course. How unreal was that?


  Her nightly ritual of reading smut had left her fairly familiar with the world of BDSM, so she couldn’t believe that she’d missed the signs mere minutes ago. Alex had described the role of a father in a young woman’s life, but she’d taken it literally. He wasn’t talking about a real dad! He implied the more X-rated meaning of the word “daddy.”


  A protector, provider, and a best friend, but also a disciplinarian: how did it all go right over her head? How could she have breezed past what this man was put on God’s green earth to be? Who else would she still be talking to after some of their conversational topics over the course of the night? He’d made her feel uncomfortable at times. Moments ago, so was downright scared, but there was a constant underlying of safety in his presence. Somehow, she knew that everything would be okay.


  This was still unfamiliar to her, however. No one had ever made her experience this cavalcade of emotions before. Sexual tension wasn’t something that she was used to being around. Hearing of promiscuous tales from anyone other than Beth was unexplored territory. It was something she wasn’t quite ready to accept yet.


  Remembering the turn in their conversation back at dinner, she joined in on the playful banter. She’d busted his balls earlier at Daniel’s; and before she knew it, they were talking about anything and everything under the sun. It was time to give that strategy another shot.


  “Olivia couldn’t do better than the seventeenth most eligible bachelor in the world?” she asked with a devilish smirk. “I mean, she’s Olivia freakin’ Gustafsson. You would think she could’ve at least snagged someone in the top ten.”


  There was his laugh again! Success! All it took was a little sarcasm to steer the conversation back to one of a less serious nature.


  “Did you see who was in sixteenth place?” he asked.


  She wasn’t too concerned with the rest of the list, but she couldn’t help but take a peek at who was ahead of him. Yeah, she saw who was in sixteenth place, alright. It was two days later and she still couldn’t believe what she’d read.


  “Robert Walters,” she answered with a giggle.


  “Robert Walters,” he confirmed. “I’ve met Robert before. Sure, creating an app where you can have groceries delivered right to your house is pretty cool, but the guy can’t be taller than five-seven.”


  She laughed before taking herself back to the picture of this Robert fella on her laptop. What was the appeal of a balding Australian man with a gap between his front teeth so big that he could floss with a bicycle chain? The article credited him with bonus points because he’d introduced a “technological innovation that was guaranteed to change the way we shop for food.” Bullshit. She wasn’t one to ever use the self-checkout at the grocery store, and she definitely didn’t like the sound of this new app. What was wrong with good old-fashioned grocery shopping? It’s kind of fun when you really think about it; but then again, she couldn’t deny the fact that she would harshly judge anyone listed before Alex on that list.


  He was even competitive over where a magazine had decided to rank him on their completely arbitrary list. It was extremely obvious as to why he’d been so successful now. Nothing was fun and games to him.


  “Well, where do you think you should’ve been?” she questioned.


  “Where do you think I should’ve been?” he asked with a smirk matching that of the eighteen-year-old schoolgirl seated next to him.


  “I think they put you right where you belong,” she teased.


  “It or Pet Sematary?” he inquired.


  Yep, there was no more wondering if she was in love with this man. One minute she was privy to hearing plenty of revealing details regarding the sexual habits of her most beloved movie star, and the next they were back to arguing over their favorite author’s best works. Anya was smitten.


  Back to Saturday Morning. 6:55 AM.


  The sexual tension never returned after the revelation of what Alex’s relationship with Olivia Gustafsson entailed. The rest of their conversation outside by the fire pit last night was a playful one consisting of interesting discussion, charming wit, and plenty of laughs. Well, other than that brief moment where he decided to dig into her personal life for one last time.


  Back to Last Night.


  “Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”


  “How do you know I don’t?” Anya asked, feeling awfully comfortable thanks to the last sixty minutes of effortless conversation. Her overindulgence in alcohol probably had something to do with her current mood as well.


  “Because you would’ve mentioned him,” he said. “Why don’t you have one?”


  She was officially drunk by this point. The second glass of that amazing wine had fully kicked in. “I actually have three at the moment.”


  “Oh, is that right?” he questioned with a smile. “Three boyfriends?”


  “Mmm-hmm,” she briskly nodded. “My first boyfriend’s name is Jon. Jon without an h.”


  “Jon without an h,” he noted. “Tell me a little about this Jon fella.”


  “Jon is very handsome,” she started. “He’s super lean with gray eyes, and maybe the sexiest long brown hair you’ve ever seen. Oh my God, it’s amazing!”


  He curiously gazed at her before sarcastically commenting, “He sounds like quite the dreamboat.”


  “He’s a total hottie,” she quickly emphasized. “But there’s way more to Jon than just his looks. He’s a deep thinker. He’s a smart and compassionate man, but he struggles with intimacy due to his rough childhood. That hasn’t prevented him from trying his hardest to always abide by what he feels is morally correct though.”


  For the first time all night, Alex appeared a little confused.


  “My other boyfriend is Jaime,” she went on. “Now, Jaime can be a bit of an asshole.”


  “An asshole?” he asked.


  “Oh, he can be an asshole, alright,” she nodded. “The problem is he’s so freakin’ good-looking, and he has this charisma that causes you to look past his arrogance. Although, he’s definitely been showing signs of being a better person lately. I guess my biggest problem is the weird relationship that he has with his sister.”


  “Weird relationship with his sister?” he questioned, his eyes squinting slightly.


  “It’s really weird,” she told him. “They’re super close. Like, way too close.”


  “How?”


  “I’ll spare you the details,” Anya moved on before lowering her eyes to collect herself. Faint sniffles soon gave way to her choked up thoughts. “My last boyfriend tragically passed away, but I’ll never be able to move on from him. He just meant so much to me.”


  He waited for her to expand on her monumental loss.


  “Robb was my everything,” she struggled to go on. “He was such an amazing leader. He was kind, caring, and always put his family first. I even fell for his dog. Well, Grey Wind was more like a wolf, but I loved him!”


  Alex was lost.


  “And Robb’s hair was even sexier than Jon’s!” she passionately stated. “His mother warned him that it was dangerous to put himself in that kind of situation, but he didn’t listen! Why did he have to be so hardheaded, Alex!?”


  “What?” he asked, baffled.


  “So what if he decided not to marry any of Frey’s daughters!” Anya shouted. “He loved Talisa!”


  Alex was done asking questions. He had no clue what this girl was talking about.


  Her voice dropped to a deep growl. “And then they betrayed him. They murdered his wife, his mother, and his unborn child. They even killed Grey Wind! It was supposed to be the Stark’s versus the Lannister’s, but we didn’t even get to see it play out the way it should have!”


  The confused look on his face finally snapped her out of her not-so-sober rant. “Wait, do you not watch Game of Thrones?”


  “Is that what you’re talking about?” he chuckled. “No, I don’t watch much TV.”


  “Oh my God, it’s AMAZING!” she declared emphatically. “You would love it!”


  He wasted little time in steering the conversation right back to his original question. “Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”


  Her eyes returned to the fire in front of her, her playful act hastily dissipating at the sound of Alex brushing off her joke. It was obvious that she wasn’t going anywhere until he received an answer. She’d admitted plenty so far tonight. What was the harm in letting him in on this part of her life as well?


  “Beth thinks I’m too picky.”


  He wasn’t bailing her out or allowing her the opportunity to change the subject this time. His expression remained unchanged as he stared at her, demanding she continue without having to say a word.


  “I don’t think I am,” she went on. “I mean, what’s the point of dating someone who you aren’t really into, you know? Beth tried setting me up with a guy last year and it didn’t work out.”


  “And why’s that?” he asked.


  She took a deep breath before admitting, “He just didn’t do it for me, I guess. I want to date someone interesting. Someone who makes me think. Someone who I admire. Is that wrong?”


  “That’s not for me to decide,” he said.


  “And Beth always tells me that I’m going to end up alone,” she continued. “I love her, but sometimes she really gets on my nerves. Why would I end up alone? Because I don’t want to date some guy who doesn’t get my sense of humor? Or because I think it’s ridiculous when a man can’t even decide on where he wants to go to dinner? So what if I want a spectacular man?”


  While the two sat in silence, she shied away from his observant eyes. What was on his mind? And what if she wasn’t being studied like she thought? Perhaps he was attempting to comprehend how some ordinary eighteen-year-old girl felt entitled to a spectacular man. Volunteer work aside, her biggest accomplishment at this point in her life was making it to eighteen. Not dying over the past two hundred and eighteen months wasn’t much of an achievement, was it? Sadly, it probably was in her case.


  “That’s what you look for in a woman, right?” she asked in an attempt to break the uncomfortable silence. “Someone who’s spectacular? Like Olivia.”


  “Who said Olivia’s spectacular?” he asked.


  “Um…only about everyone on the planet,” she stated, not believing that this needed to be explained. “Olivia is probably the most spectacular woman alive.”


  He was definitely studying her now. His furrowed brow gave him away, but realizing what he was up to didn’t help to calm her growing nerves. What happened to her happy-go-lucky attitude? Where had those four glasses of wine gone? It was like she’d reverted back to her completely sober self.


  “I went to a party in the city last Saturday.”


  This time, it was Anya who squinted curiously. Apparently, he’d decided to suddenly change the conversation—like he had a habit of doing. All she could do was open her ears and listen.


  “I’m going to let you in on a little secret,” he said. “It’s something very few people know about.”


  She leaned in closer, listening inventively.


  “Wealthy guys love to have parties,” he revealed. “And they love to invite all their wealthy friends.”


  Rich guys hanging out together wasn’t exactly breaking news to her. Wasn’t that what most people do? Broke college guys usually party in groups, divorced women flock together for their weekly girls night out, and even the handful of Japanese girls at her school always sat together at lunch. That’s just how the world works. People tend to stick with their own pack.


  “These parties are littered with gorgeous women,” he added.


  She definitely hadn’t expected to hear that. A party full of rich guys discussing baseball and trading stock market tips was what she envisioned. A room stuffed with pretty women though? That seemed a little strange. But maybe it wasn’t when she took a step back to consider the circumstances. Rich old guys and pretty young girls go together like peanut butter and jelly, so it actually didn’t seem that far-fetched.


  “There are ten Olivia Gustafsson’s at every party,” he revealed.


  “Excuse me?” she asked, not believing that for a second.


  “Women come to this city from all over the world,” Alex told her. “We live less than an hour from one of the most diverse gatherings of people on the planet. There are beautiful women everywhere you look.”


  “Yeah, but not Olivia Gustafsson beautiful,” she argued.


  “One night, Olivia got drunk and took a shit in my bathroom that you can probably still smell.”


  Anya’s loud snort rang out into the empty yard, her hand quickly covering her embarrassed mouth. She couldn’t help but react like that. It was crazy!


  “Olivia isn’t any different from you and me,” he stressed his point. “She puts her pants on one leg at a time just like everyone else. These parties have an Olivia at every corner, and they’re all there for the same reason.”


  “And what’s that?” she asked.


  “To land themselves what they deem a spectacular man,” he answered. “These women come from all over the world to trade their youth and beauty for money. You don’t see too many broke seventy-year-old guys with an eighteen-year-old Chechen model on their arms, do you? We really haven’t changed that much in all these years of civilization. Men value looks, women value wealth and status, and the two sides trade what they have for what they want.”


  She couldn’t possibly be the eighteen-year-old Chechen model that he’d used as an example, could she? First off, she wasn’t anywhere near pretty enough to be a model; but more importantly, she wasn’t a gold digger. It wasn’t like she’d done anything to be labeled as such either. Sure, she was a little smitten with his extravagant lifestyle, but she would never sell herself for a fat bank account. Her morals were too strong for something like that.


  “It’s easy to get caught up in that world,” he said. “You go to these parties and have stunning women throwing themselves at you; and suddenly, you think you’re that charming. You forget about the game. Your mind slips and convinces itself that some girl who can barely understand English, is laughing at everything you say because she honestly thinks you’re funny. I’ve seen it happen more times than I can count. Media moguls, professional athletes, trust fund babies: that lethal combination of youth and beauty has been the downfall of countless men.”


  She wasn’t sure if she followed.


  “Some people think life is a microcosm of a Saturday night party in the city,” he told her. “That we’re all just trading our assets for someone’s best features.”


  Her rapidly shaking head showed just how much she disagreed with that statement. “No way.”


  “No way?” he asked, carefully observing her like he had a tendency to do.


  “Yeah, no way,” she repeated. “People are complex. There’s so much more to someone than just their income or their looks. It’s like how Beth always gets so caught up in how guys are in bed. What about sense of humor? Or kindness? Or how you see your partner as a parent to your child someday down the road? Everyone has hundreds or even thousands of traits which cause them to be unique.”


  Alex opened his mouth, but was briskly cut off. “Why don’t you have a girlfriend?”


  “I actually have three,” he joked.


  She wasn’t so sure that was a joke. How easy would it be for a guy like Alex to have multiple girlfriends? His biggest issue in that scenario would probably involve a lack of time to pull off such a feat, but if he wanted things that way, then there would be a line of girls waiting outside his door for the chance at spending an evening with him.


  And just like that, her drunken confidence was back. “You seem too busy to have three girlfriends; but then again, you’re spending your Wednesday nights hanging out at a Catholic girl’s school charity auction…”


  “Someone had to be there to bid on you.”


  “Oh, I had plenty of suitors,” she disputed his sarcastic remark. “Didn’t you see all those paddles in the air when Ms. Rodgers introduced me? Actually, I think you scared off a lot of guys by the way you jumped in like you did. Who knows how much I would’ve went for if you hadn’t gotten involved?”


  “You would’ve went for a grand,” he said.


  “There’s no way I only would’ve went for a grand!” she argued with a big smile. “Alex, I’m every guy’s fantasy.”


  “You aren’t anyone’s fantasy,” he said with a laugh.


  “I’m pretty, and smart, and funny—”


  “And you can’t hold your booze worth a shit,” he interjected.


  “Don’t most guys view that as a bonus?” she asked, loving the direction that she’d steered the conversation in. “That’s just another perk of my flawless personality.”


  Their playful banter was cut short in an instant. Anya’s smile vanished just as quickly as it appeared. Watching him stand up out of his chair had brought everything to a stop, but his hand reaching out in front of her was the main culprit in her current state of confusion.


  Her eyes journeyed along his outstretched hand, just as curious as ever about what was hidden beneath that sexy light blue dress shirt. Was it the wine, or did his face appear even more rugged and chiseled than usual? Those gorgeous blue eyes sparkled with a little help from the flames reflecting off their bright surface. She could sit here and stare at this man for hours.


  “I think we should call it a night,” he said.


  At least she could blame her lack of social cues on being drunk this time. She reached out and placed her hand in his hold, allowing him to help her out of her seat. Yep, she’d overindulged big time. The world around her spun slightly as she did her best to adjust to now being on her feet. What had she expected? Four big glasses of wine—the last two while she was sitting down so she couldn’t truly grasp the effect the alcohol was having on her—and once again, her trust had been solely placed in the hands of a man she still didn’t know. She wouldn’t be able to fight back if she tried. She was extremely vulnerable to her environment, and she could only pray that Alex was the person she thought he was.


  One step was all it took for an “Oh boy” to come flying out of her mouth. The gradually ascending stone steps resembled that of a mountain. The way her legs failed to work in unison with her foggy mind had her questioning if she was about to get very up close and personal with the ground at any second. She didn’t like her chances of successfully completing the journey inside his amazing house.


  But she didn’t have to worry about any of that.


  Suddenly, she was a newlywed bride being carried over the threshold. Or perhaps she was more like a little girl being taken up to bed by her father after an exhausting day spent playing at the park. Whatever she was, the way Alex had effortlessly scooped her up was warm and protective. She was a feather in his arms, gliding up the steps without a hint of exertion from her end. Maybe she could get used to this whole “being carried to bed after drinking way too much” thing.


  Another ascension up the winding staircase brought them to the previously unexplored upstairs portion of his home. White walls were all her sleepy eyes managed to observe as the alcohol hit her like a locomotive. Note to self, she recorded for posterity: don’t down four glasses of wine without drinking anything else.


  He shifted all of her weight to his right arm, opening the bedroom door with his left. Anya made sure to wrap her arms around his neck to help him out while he completed the task. Honestly, that’s why she did it. It wasn’t to get a whiff of his sweat and cologne (an intoxicating mixture of aquatic and woody fragrances), or to even feel like she was finally the girlfriend of a man she truly craved. It was purely for safety reasons…


  She found herself on the softest queen size mattress she’d ever rested on. Her body sank into a big pile of clouds. All of her problems drifted away—much like her eyelids which struggled to remain open. She managed to take one last look around the room before finally calling it a night, but something was wrong.


  She was alone.


  The pink dress covering her body and the fluffy pillow behind her head didn’t mean a thing. The hardwood floor could’ve substituted for this bed for all she cared. Alex had left her? Just like that? Maybe he hadn’t enjoyed tonight as much as she did. Or perhaps she’d drunkenly embarrassed herself for the past hour, only to think she’d engaged in a sophisticated conversation with a man who was actually laughing at what a clown she was. Why couldn’t she accept the fact that he was so far out of her league? Guys don’t want anything to do with a girl like her after dating Olivia Gustafsson. She was delusional to think otherwise.


  Stomp… Stomp… Stomp…


  A smile washed across her face as she stared up at the white ceiling.
Of course, he was coming back. He wouldn’t leave her like that.


  More footsteps filled her ears before a faint ping sounded throughout the bedroom. She turned her head to the left to see a glass of water being placed on the nightstand. Three small white pills were neatly set to the side of the drink.


  “This is for when you wake up in the morning, boozebag.”


  She snorted while looking at what would most likely be her breakfast tomorrow. “I’m not a boozebag!”


  “I always heard that one glass of wine a day can be good for you,” he grinned while pulling the blankets over her body. “Not four.”


  “I may have gotten a liiiiiiiiitle carried away,” she remarked slyly. Her eyes quickly shifted down to the sheets covering her. “Um…I uh…I had a really good time tonight.”


  “Good night, Anya,” he told her before placing her purse on the nightstand as well.


  He didn’t smile, grin, or even wink at her. She was bid farewell with that straight face she struggled to read, and she was far too gone at this point to delve deep into his facial tendencies. He’d left her in the same exact state as he’d greeted her after arriving to dinner: unaware of how he really saw her.


  “Good night, Alex,” she returned his words, reaching for her purse as he turned the light off and shut the door behind him.


  She retrieved her phone and sent her mother a text stating that she was spending the night at Beth’s house. It was finally time to turn her brain off for the night. Reluctantly, her eyes shut as she said farewell to this perfect world she’d spent the past five hours in.


  Saturday Morning. 6:56 AM.


  She sat on the edge of the bed with her feet dangling over the side, and placed the painkillers on her tongue, washing them down with a big swig of water. A quick check of her phone revealed a response from Mom last night simply saying “Ok.” Chances are she was well passed out by the time her mother had texted her. Concerns over how she would get home, how Beth’s date went, and her grumbling stomach all took a backseat to her desperate need to pee.


  She hopped off the bed and wandered out into the hallway, attempting to stay as quiet as she could for fear of waking up Alex. It’d probably be best to head home after relieving herself, right? It wasn’t exactly the best manners to hang out in a stranger’s house while they slept in on a Saturday morning. Yep, that was her plan: pee, grab an Uber, and sneak up to her room to change before her parents woke up.


  How many rooms did this mansion have? The hallway seemed to go on forever with doors lining both sides of the white walls, but a peek into the one at the very end caused her to lose her breath. It was at that very moment when Anya realized that she never wanted to leave.


  The brown marble floor led to a whirlpool tub that looked big enough to accommodate ten of her classmates. It wasn’t anything like the little tub at home that barely provided enough room for her bubble baths, but that was just the start. Hidden behind a glass door was a huge walk-in shower straight out of her wildest fantasies. The enormous brown vanity off to the side contained two sinks, each with its own mirror for the perfect his-and-her touch. Could she move into this bathroom? She didn’t even need a bed! She’d be more than happy to spend her nights soaking in the tub.


  She peed for what felt like forever, touched up her makeup the best she could with the few supplies she had in her purse, and took a deep breath as she soaked in her reflection. Last night was pretty fun, wasn’t it? This was her first time ever waking up in the same dress she’d worn out the night before, and it was definitely a first when it came to crashing at a relatively unknown man’s house. Maybe she had a little Beth in her, after all. She wasn’t banging college football players, but this was fairly wild by her usual standards.


  But it was time to return to the real world. The only millionaires in her life from now on would involve those in her erotic novels. Mr. Stone had provided her with a brief taste of the high life, but a taste was all she would get. It wouldn’t be polite to overstay her welcome.


  The journey downstairs allowed her one last opportunity to take in her unbelievable surroundings. Goodbye crystal chandelier, so long beautiful paintings, and farewell gorgeous spiral staircase. It was nice meeting all of you.


  She found her wedge heels in the kitchen before curiously taking a quick peek inside the refrigerator. Did Alex eat any junk food? Even his diet was intoxicating. Containers of kale and spinach lined the bottom shelf, while an onslaught of other fruits and vegetables joined the leafy greens. Chicken—both cooked and uncooked—were located on the next shelf beside the eggs and milk. There was even beef and salmon in here! No wonder he looked so good. He would probably be repulsed by what the refrigerator and pantries looked like in her own home. Let’s just say that no one in her house ate a meticulous diet like this one.


  Her eyes bolted to that bottle of heaven that had her name written all over it. Well, not literally, but it may as well have. How badly did she want to take the rest of that amazing wine home with her? He kind of gifted it to her last night, didn’t he? But she couldn’t accept it. It wouldn’t be right.


  But it was so good!


  How about this? She would accept the bottle if it went for less than five hundred dollars. A chuckle escaped her mouth as she began searching for the value on her phone. Listen to how greedy she’d gotten. Was she actually going to take a five-hundred dollar bottle of wine home with her?


  A chuckle didn’t slither from between her lips this time. There weren’t any words attempting to convince her that she deserved this gift either. Nope, the only thing she could do was gasp.


  Four thousand dollars.


  A seven hundred and fifty milliliter bottle is the equivalent of about six glasses. That means each glass was worth over six hundred and fifty dollars! She’d drank thirteen-hundred bucks worth of wine in his backyard last night!? What in the world had she done? She didn’t deserve that kind of exotic treatment!


  She quickly shut the refrigerator at the sound of the door off to the side of the kitchen opening. Knowing who was about to emerge had her stomach in knots again. As much as she loved Alex, part of her was fine with the idea of leaving without seeing him again. Last night was so amazing. Where else was there to go but down? She had him laughing so many times out by the fire. The last thing she wanted to do was leave him with a bad impression of who she was.


  A surprised look was waiting for her when he peered into the kitchen. “You’re up already?”


  She couldn’t move. She couldn’t even think clearly. Her only sense of real emotion came from her frantic praying that her rushed cosmetic touch-up looked presentable. Now, her choice to mosey around in the kitchen was the single best decision of her life. She couldn’t imagine a world where she’d went home without seeing this.


  What else would a man like Alex be doing at seven o’clock on a Saturday morning? While guys like her stepfather would be spending the morning and most likely the majority of the afternoon sleeping off their beer-fueled hangovers, men like Alex wouldn’t be caught dead in a state of non-productivity as such. He was far too spectacular to be anything other than extraordinary.


  Black basketball shorts and a white workout towel on his shoulder were all that covered the perfect specimen who’d made his way in front of her. His wide shoulders resembled those of an athlete. His defined muscles and big biceps showed off each and every minute of work he put in at the gym. How many visible veins ran down his arms? Dozens? His chiseled chest mirrored that of a model on the cover of a men’s fitness magazine.


  But she was saving the best for last. Isn’t that what everyone does? Who actually eats the cherry on the top of the sundae first? Lunatics, that’s who! The cherry on top needs to be set aside so you can enjoy it after you’ve finished your ice cream. It’s the ultimate way to spoil yourself: with a treat after the treat you’ve already indulged in; and, well, she was more than ready to taste that cherry on top of her sundae.


  Abs.


  There weren’t just two of them. There certainly weren’t four either. A faint outline of a somewhat defined midsection? Nope, that wasn’t anywhere to be found in this kitchen. One, two, three, four, five, and six. Yep, that’s right: six yummy, delicious, knee-weakening abs which glistened thanks to the light layer of sweat that coated his rock-hard stomach. Thoughts of wanting to live in his bathroom were scrapped. Now, she would do just about anything to use his midsection as her nightly pillow.


  And he had an Adonis belt! A freakin’ Adonis belt! Her attention shifted to following both of his groves as they paved a path for his groin, finally disappearing under his athletic shorts. Was it bad that she wanted to lick them? Was it crazy that she wanted to see their destination? What was this man doing to her!?


  He retrieved a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water, her eyes tracking his body as he moved. Every inch of him was muscle. Every part of him was sculpted to perfection. Every bit of him was flawless.


  She suddenly had an epiphany. How had she missed this? Alex wasn’t the lucky one. Olivia Gustafsson was.


  Her mind was still adjusting to the concept of men like this actually existing. Everyone always says that the partner of a beautiful woman is lucky to have her, and that very well may be the case in almost every relationship, but certainly not those involving Alex. He was the catch.


  He took a sip of water while she noticed his eyes observing her. Had he caught her staring at him? Where else was she supposed to look? She’d never seen anyone this sexy! And his former five o’clock shadow was now dark and thick, only adding to his immensely masculine appeal. She’d lost herself in a few fantasies during dinner of what might be hidden beneath his clothes, but never in her wildest imagination had she pictured this.


  The glass lowered from his lips as he asked, “Leaving already?”


  …


  “Anya?”


  …


  “Anya…?”


  …


  …


  …


  This is why she wanted to leave without bumping into him this morning! Everything had gone so well for the most part last night, and now what was she doing? Staring at his abs while he attempted to converse with her. He must’ve thought that she was the biggest dork ever!


  Her eyes traveled to his built chest, up along his strong neck that sat between a pair of bulging traps, and to that handsome face which grinned at her. He knew what she’d just experienced. It was like he got a kick out of leaving her tongue-tied. It was so embarrassing!


  “Yeah, I’m-I’m gon-gonna get an Uber,” she stuttered while fighting every instinct to gawk at his flawless physique once more.


  “I can give you a ride home,” he told her.


  “No, it’s fine,” she declined his offer, considering the possibility of a neighbor seeing her being dropped off in a Maserati. Word would get back to her parents eventually. “So, I’m going to—”


  “I figured out why I bid on you,” he said before she was able to finish.


  “You-you did?” she asked, frozen in place. Suddenly, her mouth was bone dry.


  “Yeah, it finally came to me last night,” he told her. “I can’t believe it took me so long either.”


  Her heart was pounding now. She just wanted out of here. In a perfect world, she would never know what he truly thought of her for fear of being disappointed, and that only made her next words that much more puzzling.


  “Why did you?”


  He stared at her while her attention moved to the floor. Why had she asked that? Why was she digging through his refrigerator in the first place? She would have been out of here if she’d just collected her shoes and left!


  A sharp whistle resulted in her head perking up. His hand motioning her to follow him while he headed for the open door resulted in her really thinking things over. She trusted him—whether that was smart or not—but anything could be waiting for her at the bottom on those steps. Something caused her to take a stride behind him though. For some bizarre reason—against all common sense—she needed to find out why he’d bid on her. The mystery of what a man of his status wanted to do with her was too puzzling to ignore. She was going to get her answer.


  She followed him down the steps to his own personal weight room. The spacious rubber tile flooring was covered in workout equipment. Everything from Smith machines, to seated calf raises, to an endless row of dumbbells ran as far as the eye could see. His setup rivaled that of any gym she’d ever stepped foot in, but something caught her attention as she followed him through the room. It was a certain something that quickly caused her to take back her previous proclamation.


  His gym came equipped with a personal sixteen-foot long indoor endless pool.


  She’d seen commercials for these training pools before. A simple switch allows you to adjust the force of the current you swim against, creating the ultimate workout. Was she in the Batcave? The setup must’ve cost an insane amount of money to create, but she should’ve known better by now than to get caught up in anything financially related. Money clearly wasn’t a concern for him.


  The gym came to an end with a short hallway—a closed door on each side of her—and one straight-ahead. His fingers moved to a code entry panel on the wall which caused her to wonder if she was actually caught up in some kind of futuristic science-fiction movie. The input of six numbers resulted in the handle unlocking itself; and before she knew it, she was following him into Fort Knox.


  But there wasn’t any gold hidden behind this door. There wasn’t much of anything, to be honest. It was just another guest bedroom, except this one had an extraordinary amount of protection for some unknown reason.


  The white walls of the decent size room didn’t pop out at her. The pink sheets on the king size bed weren’t anything to go crazy over either, and the wooden nightstand looked awfully similar to the one in the room she’d spent the night in. The floor was even hardwood like the one upstairs. In fact, the only noteworthy part of this entire room were the three sizable mirrored closet doors directly opposing the bed. Was that all one closet? She was salivating at the amount of clothing that she could fit into a space like that. And those big mirrors created the perfect reflective runway to model all the latest looks. This was her dream closet!


  Other than the closet, the only other peculiar item was the open-frame iron headboard which looked a little out of place in the modern bedroom. Make no mistake about it, the meticulously forged scroll work, hand poured finials, and beautiful castings were gorgeous, but it was an accessory that belonged more in an older couples’ bedroom rather than this one. She wasn’t too concerned about that though. Those closet doors were what she couldn’t take her eyes off of.


  A deep voice informed her, “It’s easy to become jaded.”


  She turned back to see Alex standing in front of the open bedroom door. Her fingers reached for the satin bed sheets, running along the smooth material while she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirrors lining the wall. Her dress was wrinkled thanks to sleeping in it, her hair had definitely seen better days, and she was starting to feel overwhelmed again for some reason.


  Anya took a seat on the end of the bed to regroup. She stared straight-ahead at the mirror closet doors while Alex stood ten or so feet to her left, and her budding anxiety wasn’t dissipating. There really wasn’t anywhere to hide in this room, was there? If Alex wasn’t looking at her, then she would be looking at herself. No matter what, there were always a set of eyes on her.


  “You can get used to things being a certain way after a while,” he went on. “It’s the nature of routines that we discussed last night. Some routines are healthy and others can be detrimental, but it’s difficult to open your eyes after something becomes familiar to you—regardless of whether it’s good or bad.”


  Gazing at his shirtless reflection didn’t help her to understand what he was talking about. It was difficult enough to follow along with his train of thought as-is, so looking at his perfect body while he spoke only caused her mind to fog up even more than usual. He’d said something about routines, right?


  “So many women are alike.”


  She definitely heard that, and her head quickly snapped around in obvious disagreement. Most women aren’t alike. Actually, most women are extremely unique. Men were the ones who seemed like clones of each other. Sports, beer, and pussy: that was what ninety-nine percent of guys cared about in her opinion.


  But her dry mouth prevented her from speaking up before he continued. “You girls like shiny things. You love expensive-looking stuff. Women don’t actually like sharp dressed men. The sight of a man in a suit is sexy to them because they relate that look to wealth, and that means he can buy them a whole bunch of shit the guy stocking shelves at the grocery store can’t afford.”


  Why couldn’t she speak up? Not only to defend herself, but women everywhere! She needed to strike back at this bizarre misogynistic speech that she was being forced to listen to.


  “It’s not necessarily your fault though,” he told her. “It’s the way you girls have been wired from the first days of mankind. You trade your sex appeal for whatever you can get. Two-hundred thousand years ago, a woman would give herself to a man so that she could have a place to sleep and food to fill her stomach, and now she does the same thing so that she can live in a nice house and take a two-week vacation to the Bahamas every winter.”


  “That’s not true,” Anya finally managed to spit out. “All women aren’t like that.”


  “I know,” he said, his voice almost sedated. He was always so smooth.


  Her confusion had hit an all-time high. But he just said all women were alike. Now they weren’t? What the heck was he talking about?


  “That’s not what you said though,” she reminded him.


  “We fall into these routines,” he said. “You experience something over, and over, and over again, and it becomes second nature to you. Describe your Kobe steak from last night.”


  “It was amazing,” she said.


  “Describe it,” he demanded.


  “It was so tender,” she started. “It was…unlike any kind of meat I’ve ever tasted. The texture was almost like fish.”


  “And then you eat it tonight, and tomorrow, and Monday, and Tuesday, and Wednesday, and on, and on, and on,” he said. “Suddenly, it starts to taste like hamburger. It loses its luster. That unbelievable appeal slowly fades until you can’t differentiate it from any other meat.”


  “What does this have to do with women being alike?” she asked.


  “I’ve grown used to the girls I’ve told you about from those parties,” he said. “They’re everywhere. It only takes a two second internet search to find out who I am. I understand that. I know what most women want from me.”


  “I—”


  “These girls will laugh at some regular comment like I’m Richard Pryor,” he interrupted. “They smile and giggle at every single word that comes out of my mouth. They look at the cars I drive like I’m a walking meal ticket. I’m their path to a life of luxury.”


  “Alex—”


  “But you’re different,” he cut her off once more.


  Her mind spun like a top. Women were alike, but they weren’t. Girls lust after his extravagant lifestyle, but she was different. Every time she thought she understood what he was saying, the next words that came out of his mouth sent her on a roller coaster of confusion. It was puzzling.


  “That’s why it took me so long to figure you out,” he revealed. “You’re different from what I’m used to. You’re special.”


  Special? She was the furthest thing from special. Why did he keep telling her that? He’d even pushed this same narrative during dinner last night. She was just an ordinary girl, from an ordinary town, who lived an ordinary life. If he wanted special, then he would be gravely disappointed with she had to offer.


  “I’m not special,” she reiterated.


  “You are,” he told her calmly. “You just don’t realize it yet.”


  “Alex, I’m not special,” she argued. “We went over this last night. I don’t know what you think you see in me, but—”


  “You lied to your parents so you could go out with a man you don’t even know,” he jumped in. “You didn’t balk at the idea of being taken to a different restaurant from the rest of your classmates, you got drunk in my backyard, and then you capped the night off by passing out in one of my guest bedrooms.”


  She didn’t sound so ladylike when he laid it out like that, did she? Come to think of it, her behavior last night reminded her a lot of one of Beth’s crazy evenings. Her best friend had her fair share of tales involving a night of drinking with some college football player, but this was unexplored territory for herself. A wild night by her typical standards involved an eight episode Netflix binge party alone in her bedroom.


  “And you completely trusted me,” he announced, gazing into her eyes from under the doorframe to emphasize his statement. “You trusted me because you’re naive. You’re innocent. You’re the absolute opposite of everything I’ve surrounded myself with for the past twenty years.”


  She didn’t know what to say. “Um…I uh…”


  “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?” he asked.


  Now, she really didn’t know what to say. Why did he just ask her that; and even more importantly, how did he know? Was she that awkward? Or maybe she was so big of a nerd that everyone knew just how nonexistent her love life was?


  Her eyes hit the hardwood floor in an attempt to buy herself time. This conversation was so much more personal than anything they’d discussed over the past twelve hours. It had her on the verge of a panic attack.


  “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” he said. “You are one, aren’t you?”


  She managed to uncomfortably nod while refusing to look anywhere in his direction.


  “You’ve never done anything with a guy before, have you?” he continued his barrage of questions.


  Her left eye twitched while she wished to melt into the floor. Her stomach rumbled and it wasn’t because she was hungry. All of her nervous ticks were being triggered, and her anxiety wasn’t going away anytime soon. He was probing her with questions that only Beth knew the answers too.


  “I-I-I think-think I should go,” she announced before a stern voice caused her to sit right back down on the end of the bed.


  “Answer the question, Anya.”


  “Ub-Ub-Ub-Uber,” the panicky eighteen-year-old spit out. “I’m gonna get an—”


  He interrupted her with a tone that made it clear he was done with her nonsense. “You’re going to answer the question, Anya.”


  She took a deep inhale, allowing the cool air of the room to rush into her lungs. She could do this. She didn’t have to be drunk to display some courage. Answer his question, thank him for last night, and get an Uber to take her home: it was simple.


  She looked his way, ignoring her nerves and pushing away the lust which filled her soul courtesy of his chiseled physique. “No, I’ve never done anything before.”


  “I know,” he nodded.


  Her calm demeanor lasted all of two seconds. Just like that, she was confused again. He knew? He knew what? That she was completely inexperienced sexually? How?


  “I’m sure you’ve heard the saying that money doesn’t buy happiness,” he spoke.


  She nodded despite still being confused by what she’d just heard. How did he know about her sexual past? Or rather, her lack of one?


  “It’s a lie,” he disclosed. “Poor people love to act like money is evil. That those who have it are empty and missing something in their lives. It’s bullshit. Money can buy you plenty of happiness.”


  Money not buying happiness was something her grandmother used to tell her all the time. It was a saying that she’d always held close to her heart. Then again, she’d never drank four-thousand dollar bottles of wine with Grandma while being told those things either.


  “Money can buy you more things than you can imagine,” he said, his strong eye contact causing her to glance at her timid reflection in the mirror. “Exotic cars, expensive dinners, big houses, indoor pools, and vacations all around the world, but it’s not just material possessions. Money can buy you more intimate things. It can buy personal moments. It can buy love.”


  She watched her brow furrow in the glass. Money can’t buy love. That’s the one thing that doesn’t have a monetary value.


  His powerful voice sounded throughout the room once again. “Some women will throw everything away for a man with money. Their husbands, children, careers: it doesn’t matter. Money is intoxicating. It opens a limitless number of opportunities. It reveals a world that most people never have a chance to see.”


  “I don’t understand what any of this has to do with me,” she said.


  “It has everything to do with you,” he spoke in her direction, her eyes capturing his calm expression in the mirror. “There are things money can’t buy. It can’t buy innocence, or naivete, or that certain energy that comes along with being young. It can’t buy you.”


  Her racing heart kicked into overdrive. She’d pushed her luck big time. The car ride alone, excessive drinking, and passing out in a stranger’s house were all perfect examples of her asking for trouble; but somehow, she’d evaded trouble. It looked like her good fortune had just about come to an end.


  She was all by herself in his basement. Not only that, but this room had a door with a coded lock, and no one knew where she was. She didn’t like her chances of getting help with her phone upstairs either. Yep, she’d royally fucked up this time.


  What if she tried asking? Maybe he had a soft spot in his heart for her? It seemed like a genuinely liked her last night, so perhaps a polite request would grant her the freedom she was praying for?


  “Can I please go?”


  They stared at each other in the mirror for what felt like hours, but in reality, couldn’t have been more than a handful of seconds. Each of those seconds were an eternity to her. Each represented a horrific way that her world would never be the same. Each was a mistake that would cost her her life.


  “I want you to open the closet door furthest to your left,” he instructed.


  “Alex, please,” she tried again. “I just want to go home.”


  His authoritative voice was yet to show any signs of cracking. “Go open the door.”


  She was begging now. “Please!”


  “No one’s making you stay here, Anya,” he said.


  Wait, she could just get up and leave? He wouldn’t try to stop her? She’d seriously never considered that perhaps the easiest route, was indeed the simplest?


  She sprang to her feet and headed for the door, re-energized by the sight of him stepping to the side to allow her space to exit the room. Mere seconds were all that kept her in his life. She didn’t belong in Alex’s world. The glitz and glamour were fun, but whatever it was that he truly wanted from her, she couldn’t give it to him. It just wasn’t who she was.


  Gym equipment in the distance grew closer as she trekked for the door. Years from now she would look back on the past twelve hours of her life as a valuable learning experience. It would serve as a reminder to stay true to herself. She was a simple girl, who enjoyed simple things, with simple people—end of story.


  The air seemed to change once her foot touched down on the narrow hallway floor. Something about the room she’d just left unsettled her, yet it called to her. There was an energy that she wasn’t comfortable with back there, but it was all in the past now.


  “You don’t like driving.”


  Anya froze.


  “You’re in the driver’s seat right now,” that familiar voice announced from her rear. “It’s not a position you’re comfortable in.”


  She had to keep moving. A brisk stroll through his state-of-the-art weight room, up some stairs, and out the door was all it took to return things back to normal, so why were her feet stuck in place? Why couldn’t she leave?


  “You have two choices, Anya,” he said. “One, you can leave. You can put yourself behind the wheel and take control over what happens next. Or two, you can come back here and open that closet door. You can find the passenger seat and allow yourself to be taken somewhere you’ve never been—somewhere you never knew even existed.”


  Her next question probably wasn’t the most important, and it certainly wasn’t the most pressing, but it was the one thing she couldn’t get off her mind. “Did Olivia like this room?”


  “I never brought Olivia down here,” he said.


  She slowly turned to see the muscular left half of the back of Alex’s shirtless body. He was still looking at the bed, just as he was when she’d raced past him moments ago. What he said about being in the driver’s seat was right: she didn’t like it. There was too much responsibility with being the one in charge. It was a power that she wasn’t comfortable with.


  But the revelation that he’d never brought Olivia down here was all she could think about.


  “Why not?” she asked.


  “Because this room is only for special girls,” he answered, his voice growing louder as she found herself slowly moving toward him. “And Olivia isn’t special.”


  She paused while that thought processed in her head. His narrative that Olivia was just some average girl was still difficult for her to grasp, but she also couldn’t get the faintest of reads on what went through that mind of his. He was the most confusing man she’d ever met.


  Slowly but surely, she began making her way closer to him again. “How many girls have been down here?”


  He eyed the teen who’d appeared in his peripheral. “A couple.”


  A couple? Out of how many? Actually, she didn’t want to know. Some things were better off remaining a mystery, and she was perfectly fine without finding out how many women he’d slept with. It had to be a ridiculously high number.


  She came to a stop at the edge of the bed, her eyes locking onto his in the reflection of the closet mirror door that he wanted her to open. What was behind there? What was so secretive? What was she supposed to do next?


  Nine Months Ago.


  There were mistakes, and then there was whatever you would label this clusterfuck of a situation. Where else would she rather be at the moment? How about stuck in chemistry class? Or maybe visiting her aunt in Georgia during one of those indescribably muggy southern August afternoons? Her older cousin told her that pap smears suck pretty bad too. Throw a dart at a variety of potential events, and Anya would trade her current position for whatever it landed on in a heartbeat.


  Had he suffered a traumatic brain injury at some point in his life? Or perhaps he was just dumb? There was a decent chance it was a combination of the two, and her pressing desire to get away from him couldn’t have been more urgent.


  Beth thought that she would hit it off with this guy? With this guy!? On what planet did Mike qualify as boyfriend material?


  It took close to three hours of convincing, but she’d finally agreed to tag along with Beth on one of her semiweekly trips to Tyler’s apartment—under the promise of his roommate being a cute guy who would “totally be an amazing boyfriend.” Seriously, those were Beth’s exact words. Now, Mike didn’t fall far from the same tree when it came to Tyler’s handsome looks, but what the good Lord had given to this boy physically, he sure as hell didn’t bless him with mentally.


  It took Beth and Tyler all of thirty seconds before they went off somewhere by themselves, leaving her to sit on the couch alone next to what amounted as a complete stranger. The past five minutes had been a silent game of attempting to slide further toward the opposing end of the sofa without being noticed. The way Beth had instructed her to sit directly next to him really ticked her off too. She didn’t even know this guy!


  His chiseled face should’ve been a turn on. That crazy thick head of blond hair shouldn’t have been far behind. And the blue tank top that showed off his fit, athlete frame was a trait that she always appreciated in a man, but there was something she just couldn’t get past.


  “How long have you known Tyler?”


  A look of genuine bewilderment washed across his face while he gazed ahead at the sports highlights playing on the television. He couldn’t simply answer her question? It was about as basic of an inquiry as she could make.


  “Since…like…we were kids?” he asked her, like it was a question. “No, since like…yeah…since we were kids.”


  Her eyes moved around the small living area which showed all the signs of two college-aged guys who weren’t particularly keen on cleanliness, but had made a respectable effort to straighten out the place in an attempt to impress the opposite sex. Well, she was ready to solely credit Tyler with that feat. This guy could barely form a coherent thought, let alone pick up after himself.


  Black basketball shorts and a blue sleeveless shirt was what he’d decided on even after being told that she was coming over. And barefoot? Really? She thought college guys were supposed to be different from high school boys, but she was swiftly learning that they were pretty much the same.


  “So, what’s your major?” she questioned mostly to fill the silence, but partially out of legitimate curiosity. She still couldn’t comprehend that this guy was in college.


  “Finance,” he answered.


  Ah, that seemed about right. No personality, shockingly dense, and rather dumb: Mike would excel in the world of finance. Hey, someone make this guy the CEO of a bank!


  A normal conversation would involve him now asking what her plans were for after her senior year of high school. Perhaps he would question if she played any sports or had any interesting hobbies, but those inquiries weren’t anywhere to be found in this room. Nope, on a somewhat beat-up couch in this little apartment, she was all on her own.


  “Um…do you read at all?” she asked.


  “Read what?” he questioned. “Like…books?”


  She should’ve expected the perplexed look that she was seeing. Weird, socially-awkward guys usually have a nerdy side to them, but Mike didn’t even possess that. He was just strange.


  “Yeah, books,” she nodded. “What’s the last one you read?”


  He thought long and hard before his head perked up. “To Kill a Mockingbird in high school.”


  Now they were getting somewhere.


  “Well, I didn’t actually read it,” he admitted. “We used this website called Sparknotes. It would give a summary of everything we had to read. Hey, it saved a lot of time, right? I mean, who wants to read some old book?”


  He was officially dead to her. Any hope of finding a common ground had just gone up in smoke. Not only did he hate reading, but he couldn’t even appreciate one of the greatest works of the twentieth century.


  The awkwardness was killing her. It didn’t seem to be bothering him though. Maybe he was too oblivious to even know that the vibe was uncomfortable, but it was all she could feel. In her world, things were so tense that she had to break the ice no matter what—even if that involved further conversing with a guy who clearly didn’t have anything to offer in the way of communication.


  “What made you choose finance?”


  “My parents have been pushing me toward it since I was a kid,” he said, briefly turning his attention away from the TV before quickly looking back. “My dad’s in it so I guess he thinks it would be good for me. I don’t know… My mom’s always harping on me to major in something that pays well too.”


  “You’re not interested in it though?” she asked.


  “Not really, but a job’s a job, I guess,” he said. “Who actually likes what they do?”


  At least he showed the ability to put some semi-sophisticated thoughts together. He wasn’t necessarily wrong either. Most people don’t love what they do for a living, but it was rather depressing  to listen to a nineteen-year-old without any hopes or dreams. Her personal struggle of deciding on a list of potential majors was small potatoes compared to the idea of not even caring. How could someone lack passion at this age? This was like listening to her stepdad talk.


  His next decision caused her to forget whatever was about to come out of her mouth. Was he really about to do this right in front of her? The mystery of why the room smelled so funky was now solved. It didn’t have anything to do with a lack of vacuuming or dusting either.


  Mike pulled out a bong from the wooden coffee table drawer in front of them. The old piece of furniture appeared to be on its last legs, but apparently functioned well enough to provide storage for all his marijuana paraphernalia. Plastic baggies full of weed, lighters, glass bongs: everything was in there when she peeked.


  “You smoke?” he gestured the glass works toward her.


  “No thanks,” she declined his offer to indulge. Suddenly, she was the one with her eyes glued to the television.


  He lit it, taking a deep, burbling breath. Smoke lofted into the air before she caught a glimpse of a bong being reached out in front of her—which she declined once more. What kind of guys was Beth associating with? She’d talked about a hot football player and his cute roommate, but she’d never mentioned anything about them being potheads.


  Her text to Beth demanding that she come save her wasn’t replied to. Her best friend was clearly busy, and she had nowhere to go as a result of whatever Beth was doing in the other room with Tyler. The skunky smell surrounding her was terrible. Was there any doubt that this stench would burrow deep into the fabric of her clothes? It was like the universe wouldn’t allow her to leave this room unscathed.


  Ten of the most uncomfortable, slow-moving, awkward minutes later, hurried footsteps rushed into the room. Beth’s concerned expression was quickly replaced by a look of relief after taking in the sight on the small sofa. The text she’d just got around to reading wasn’t because Anya was in trouble. Nothing was wrong at all. Her uptight friend was just out of her element.


  Anya was crammed as far as she could into the arm of the couch. At the opposite end, Mike was busy watching TV. They didn’t seem to be hitting it off like the busty brunette had hoped for. But he’s so cute!


  “You guys okay?” Beth asked.


  Anya jumped to her feet. “Ready to go?”


  Leaving was the last thing on Beth’s mind. “Already?”


  “Yeah, already,” Anya reaffirmed her position with a glare. The unexpected arrival of a certain hunk caused her to come up with an excuse. “Um…I don’t feel good.”


  Tyler moved behind Beth and wrapped his arms around her, his lips quick to find her neck. “That sucks. I can get you some Advil if you want it.”


  “No, it’s a migraine,” Anya fibbed. “I need to go home and lie down.”


  Beth’s worry returned at the sound of her friend’s discomfort. “Oh…okay. I guess we should get going then.” She turned her head slightly to look back at Tyler. “What are you doing Thursday?”


  “I don’t think I have any plans,” he answered with his arms still tightly holding her. “You want to come over and hang out?”


  “Yeah,” she smiled. “I’ll text you tomorrow.”


  Tyler gave her neck one last kiss before saying, “Sounds good, gorgeous.”


  Anya had never seen her best friend so smitten. She would be lying if she didn’t admit that they looked good together; and while Beth wasn’t a cheerleader, these two could definitely pull off the classic football player/cheerleader relationship. The busty beauty with the hunky jock: it was a tale old as time itself.


  Anya politely bid the guys farewell—a stoned Mike included—and hurried out of the apartment and down the stairs with Beth. Her flip flops were most likely leaving a trail of smoke in her wake at the pace with which she was moving. The only thing she cared about was getting to Beth’s car. She wouldn’t say a word until then.


  She ignored the questions regarding her health until Beth unlocked her car and they slipped inside. It was time to finally get everything off her chest now that they were all alone with the windows rolled up.


  “What the hell was that!?”


  “What was what?” Beth asked. “Do you really have a migraine?”


  “No, I don’t have a migraine!” huffed Anya. “I can’t believe you left me alone with him!”


  Beth matched her friend’s huff with one of her own. “Oh my God, did you seriously make up being sick to get out of there? And is that why you texted me begging to come back? You’re such a baby!”


  “I’m not a baby!” disputed Anya.


  “You’re not a child,” Beth said, rolling her eyes. “You’re old enough to be left on your own.”


  Anya didn’t appreciate being talked down to. Especially after the situation she’d been put in for the past fifteen minutes. “You left me alone with a weirdo!”


  “He’s not a weirdo,” Beth argued. “He’s a nice guy.”


  “We had nothing to talk about,” Anya told her. “I mean, like, at all. He doesn’t even like to read.”


  Beth burst out into laughter. “Oh my God, and you think he’s the weirdo!?”


  “Who doesn’t like To Kill a Mockingbird?” Anya asked.


  “Pretty much everyone,” a still laughing Beth remarked. “You seriously couldn’t handle hanging out with him for fifteen minutes? I’ve been around him a bunch of times, Anya. I wouldn’t have left you with him if I thought he was weird.”


  “You’re not going to believe what he did,” Anya said with her eyebrows raised. “It was unbelievable.”


  Uh-oh. Beth didn’t like the sound of that. What if Mike wasn’t the guy she thought he was? He didn’t make a move on Anya, did he? Or what if he did something really bizarre like pull his dick out? That was the absolute last thing her constantly apprehensive friend needed to loosen up.


  “What did he do?” Beth inquired cautiously.


  “He smoked…” Anya started before taking a quick peek around to make sure no one had their ear pressed to the glass to listen in on them,” …weed…”


  “Okay…” Beth commented, clearly not understanding the problem.


  “Right in front of me,” Anya emphasized the absurdity of the situation. “Out of a bong.”


  A fairly befuddled Beth had an epiphany in her car on this warm summer afternoon. It was something that she couldn’t believe she’d missed for all these years, and it was right in front of her face this entire time. It couldn’t have been any more obvious.


  “You’re such a nerd.”


  “I’m not a nerd,” Anya was quick to argue.


  “It’s not even debatable,” Beth chuckled. “A cute college guy smoked weed in front of you, and you’re acting like it’s the end of the world. That’s most girl’s dream!”


  Anya wasn’t done. “And he asked me if I wanted to smoke too.”


  “Did you?” asked Beth.


  “Of course not!” Anya shouted, offended by the notion that she would participate in an act of that nature. “It’s illegal! I can’t believe you would suggest that—”


  “I’ve smoked with them before,” Beth interjected.


  “You have!?” Anya questioned, stunned.


  “Yep, I have,” Beth told her casually. “It’s fun. You should try it.”


  Anya suddenly saw her girlfriend in a different light. She’d smoked weed before? And with two college guys? What else had she been up to over the past month?


  “I still think it’s lame that you left me like that,” Anya went on, annoyed as ever. “I’m stuck out there with some guy I don’t even know; meanwhile, you’re making out with Tyler in his room or something.”


  “I was giving him head,” Beth corrected her.


  A gasp shot throughout the otherwise silent car. The vehicle was just as frozen as Anya’s now motionless face. Her jaw had dropped, and it was stuck there, completely hanging open.


  “That’s fun too,” Beth smiled, staring out the windshield at the other cars in the parking lot. “And you want to know why? Because Tyler has a pretty big dick.”


  Anya couldn’t believe what she’d just heard.


  “And I like making him happy,” said Beth. “It makes me feel good. His moans, and groans, and the way he calls me gorgeous. I love it all.”


  Anya’s eyes were consumed by the overwhelming black of the floor mat at her feet. It was the only thing she could look at. Beth had given Tyler a blowjob in the other room? And she’d smoked weed with him? Really? They were supposed to be good Catholic girls!


  “What’s it like? You know…giving head?” Anya asked, extremely cautiously.


  Beth faced her with that big smile still planted on her face. Anya looked down at the floor, not as jubilant as her bestie. Sex wasn’t a usual topic of discussion between them. It was something Anya was typically quick to deflect from, not ask about.


  “It’s powerful, but it’s not,” Beth divulged. “It’s this unbelievable level of control, but you aren’t really in control. Does that make any sense?”


  Anya slowly shook her head with her line of sight still nowhere near her best friend.


  “Okay, think of it like this,” Beth tried again. “He’s letting you put the most sensitive part of him in your mouth. You could clamp down at any second and seriously injure him, but he’s trusting that you won’t. He’s giving you an unbelievable amount of respect; but at the same time, he’s still the one in charge. My favorite way of doing it is to kneel in front of him. God, it drives me crazy. I have this crazy amount of power. I can make him twitch and squirm with just my tongue, but I’m in such a submissive position.”


  Anya’s face gingerly rotated to her left to inquire, “And you like that?”


  Finally, the friend’s locked eyes. “I love it,” Beth admitted.


  “Have you two…um…done-done mo-mo-more than that?” Anya asked, timid as ever.


  Beth was officially all in. “We had sex last week.”


  The only thing Anya could do was gasp again. A blowjob was one thing, but sex was something entirely different. First with Tanya’s brother, and now with this Tyler guy? It was a mortal sin! “We’re supposed to wait until marriage.”


  “Yeah, I don’t care,” Beth commented while nonchalantly waving her hand to dismiss that ridiculous Catholic teaching.


  “But—”


  Beth cut her off while turning the ignition and shifting her car into drive, “I like sex, and I like Tyler, and I don’t have any intentions of stopping just because some three-thousand-year-old book says so. I’m not hurting anyone.”


  Minutes of silence passed as the two drove in the direction of Beth’s house. Anya was stunned by the realization that her friend wasn’t the girl she thought she knew, while Beth was happy to finally tell someone what she’d been up to. It’d be nice to not have to lie to Anya about her plans anymore.


  Only one establishment contained the power to put a detour into Beth’s route no matter where she was headed. It was also the reason she was turning instead of continuing straight. Behold, the mighty Starbucks.


  “You want a coffee?” Beth asked. “I’ll buy you one since you think I put you in an awkward position. I honestly wasn’t trying to though.”


  “What’s it like?” a shy voice questioned from the passenger seat.


  They pulled into line at the drive-thru, Beth’s lack of understanding evident by her confused tone. “What’s what like?”


  “Sex,” Anya specified. “What’s it like?”


  “It took me a little to get used to, but it’s amazing,” Beth quickly admitted. “You really can’t compare it to anything else in life. It’s something you have to experience to understand.”


  “Try to describe it,” Anya requested.


  “Think of a fullness that you’ve never experienced before,” Beth said while pulling up to the menu. “And now combine that with the most submissive state you’ve ever been in. It’s this feeling of completeness. It’s just…amazing.”


  “You don’t feel guilty?” Anya asked. “You know, about not waiting until you’re married?”


  “What if I never find the right guy?” Beth proposed. “Or what if something happens and I die next week? I’m going to never experience certain feelings? What’s that Billy Joel song about Catholic girls having sex before marriage?”


  “‘Only the Good Die Young,’” Anya answered.


  “Yeah, ‘Only the Good Die Young,’” Beth nodded. “It’s about never getting to have fun because we’re too caught up in all these ridiculous rules that have been drilled into our heads since we were little girls. I like messing around with Tyler, and I honestly don’t have any plans of stopping.”


  “Welcome to Starbucks. What can I get for you today?”


  “Can I get a venti iced coffee with soy milk? Sweetened, as well.” Beth looked to Anya to get her order. “You want an iced coffee too?”


  What in the world was that majestic image on the bottom right-hand corner of the menu? Oh my God, how good did that look? And what was all that red stuff in the whipped cream?


  Anya squinted her eyes to read, “Cherry mocha crème Frappuccino? I’ve never seen that before.”


  “You want to try one?” Beth asked.


  Anya nodded excitedly.


  “Can I also get a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino grande?” Beth continued their order. “With whole milk and whipped cream.”


  “A venti iced coffee, sweetened with soy milk, and a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino grande with whole milk and whipped cream. Your total is $8.06 at the second window.”


  Two minutes later, Anya knew exactly what Beth had gone through. That feeling of fullness and being completed? Yep, it was definitely relatable. Experiencing everything she felt like she was missing out on? Oh, there was no more being out of the loop. Anya had found her calling. She’d discovered her true purpose in life. Why we’re on Earth, who created us, and what we’re living for were all answered in a single sip: cherry mocha crème Frappuccinos…


  Back to Saturday Morning.


  She knew what would happen if she left without finding out what was behind those closet doors. The curiosity would drive her insane. The mystery would eat away at her. What was the harm in taking a quick peek? If she didn’t like what she saw, then she could simply shut the door and leave.


  Her bare feet carried her closer to the mirrored wall, her arm extending to reach for the gray handle on the white frame. Her hand was shaking. Her fingers were jittery. Her heart was beating out of her chest. She took one last look at Alex’s reflection to find him calmly staring at her, but his eyes spoke loud and clear. They were telling her to stop fighting the inevitable. It was time to put herself in the passenger seat for good.


  She pulled back on the handle and opened the door. The hardwood floor from the bedroom traveled into the sizable closet, except there wasn’t much depth to the storage area. It definitely wasn’t a walk-in like she’d expected. There was also a barrier preventing her from seeing into the middle closet from her current position. Instead, four wooden shelves ran diagonally along the completely white wall, and if she wasn’t nervous already, then there was even more reason to be concerned now. She had bitten off way more than she could chew.


  Everything was meticulously organized. Nothing was random. There was immense order in this unfamiliar world, and her eyes were busy inspecting each and every unique inch.


  The top shelf was right at chin level. A neat stack of black blindfolds occupied the far left—the satin material appearing to be thick and heavy. Maybe something as basic as a blindfold wouldn’t be a big deal for a more sexually experienced girl, but this was a level of kink that she’d never been around.


  Her eyes moved to the right as she took in the sight of four pairs of black handcuffs. The feel of cool steel greeted her fingers, the touch of the alloy strangely putting her at ease. There was a calming effect in the object pressed against her skin. Why her nerves had settled was still a mystery, but she was feeling more and more in her element as her eyes went about their journey east.


  Black leather collars and black rubbery ball gags were next in her trek into this very real world of BDSM. A few of the gags consisted of black and red balls, while the area to bite down on one of the gags was even a pink dog bone.


  She wasn’t reading in bed on her Kindle. The comforts of her nightly routine had been traded in for the mystery of Alex’s special basement room, and she couldn’t wait to see what was waiting for her next.


  Sixteen inches of gorgeous black walnut rested diagonally along the remainder of the shelf. It was a material that would look amazing as a table or a dresser, but she had a feeling this object wasn’t just for show. In fact, it most likely had a very real purpose. This intimidating spanking paddle existed for one reason and one reason only: to inflict pain.


  She was too busy to look back at the man who remained standing near the entrance. Her curiosity for the object she stared at was the only thing her mind could attempt to process. The items filling the next shelf weren’t anything like the perverted toys above them; and per usual, it was like he could read her mind.


  “It’s called jute rope.”


  The golden material was tightly spun, providing a firm feel that was also soft to the touch. An earthy smell flowed up from it to her nose. Light seemed to sparkle off the thick twine. It wasn’t like any rope that she was familiar with.


  “The Japanese practice an art called ‘Shibari,’” Alex went on. “It originated as a way for samurais to restrain their captives, but it’s evolved to different uses nowadays. It’s more than just simply tying someone up though. Shibari is an art form. It’s a skill. The way the rope’s shapes and patterns contrast with the human body’s natural curves is dazzling. Everything plays a part. Everyone has a role. The person being tied up is the canvas. They’re the display which is begging to be shaped and molded. You can’t paint a picture without a blank slate, and that’s exactly what they are.”


  Her fingers continued to explore the piles of rope filling the shelf in front of her.


  “The rope is the paint,” he said. “It’s what makes everything possible. The artist’s vision is useless without a material that allows him to bring his ideas to life, and that’s what the rope does. It’s the ultimate tool.”


  She slipped her ring finger under the twine, surprised by the weight. It was heavy—heavy and real enough to bring plenty of fantasies to life. The real question was whose fantasies was she thinking about? She’d certainly never heard of rope being involved in anything sexual before this very moment.


  “And the rigger is the artist,” he told her. “It’s his vision that makes everything possible, but each part plays a vital role. The model, the rope, the artist: they all need each other in order to work. Everything breaks down if one of them falters.”


  “Is this the rope in the shed that you were talking about last night?” she asked.


  “No, that was regular rope,” Alex answered. “Regular rope is used on regular girls. What you’re looking at was bought in Japan. It was made by hand rather than with a machine. It’s expensive and difficult to find in high-quality. It’s special, and it’s reserved for special girls.”


  She pulled her hand back and moved down to the next shelf. What else was she supposed to do? Ask more about some Japanese practice of rope-play? She’d assumed that he was into hair pulling or something, but this was a level of perversion that even her erotic novels didn’t explore.


  Floggers, canes, whips, and riding crops: it was all here. Some were black while others were pink or white. Most were long in length while a few were relatively short. The name of the game was variety, and this shelf had a little bit of everything.


  She didn’t have a clue as to what she was looking at after moving down to the fourth and final shelf. Were those jumper cables? Okay, maybe it was time to take a step back and evaluate the situation. Perhaps she’d leapt into this world without really considering what she was doing.


  They wouldn’t be compatible even if something were to happen between the two of them. He’d just informed her of something called “Shibari,” yet she was going to seamlessly morph into his girlfriend? Or his plaything? Or whatever it was that he wanted from her? On what planet would that work? This man was used to models and girls who have been around the block a time or two, while she wouldn’t know the first thing to do with a dick if he put one in front of her.


  And what if she actually went through with something? How long would it take before it went wrong? How quickly before he reconsidered his decision to deal with someone as untried as herself, and instead returned to the friendly confinements of those women who could rock his world? It would only be a matter of time.


  The sudden burst of confidence that had been fueling her over the past few minutes was nowhere to be found. In an instant, she was a scared little girl again, confused as to why she’d convinced herself otherwise. She should’ve left. She should’ve bolted for the stairs and disappeared from this man’s life. This room was reserved for special girls, and she was the furthest thing from unique.


  Anya backed away from the closet and turned for the room’s entrance. Her interest in what was hidden behind the other two mirrored doors was gone. It didn’t matter if she ended up home, at Beth’s, or on the moon. She just needed to get away from Alex.


  A minute was all it would take. The short path out the door would lead to a long but manageable stretch through the gym. A quick jog up some stairs, a journey through his mansion and out the front door, and it would be home sweet home. Well, after she grabbed an Uber, but just getting out of this house was all she really wanted. Maybe some fresh air would do her good? Anything to help her think clearly. She wasn’t familiar with the girl who’d found herself captivated by a closet full of sex toys mere seconds ago.


  But something wasn’t allowing her to leave. A strong hand found her shoulder while she attempted to vacate the room, causing her to stop in her tracks. This was it. All those previous moments where she thought she was in trouble were mistakes, but this was the moment where her pre-dinner vision would be proven correct. Alex was about to reveal himself as the villain that she knew he truly was.


  “Don’t forget your wine,” he said.


  Her head slowly turned to him with body stuck in place. Her look of confusion was impossible to miss. “What?”


  “Don’t forget to take your wine with you,” he clarified himself. “It’s in the refrigerator. There’s money on the counter for an Uber as well.”


  What if she was wrong about everything? What if her answer to real happiness was in this room? What if it involved the very hand on her shoulder? On the outside, Alex was her dream guy. His looks, status, wealth, lifestyle: it was mesmerizing. But what if all his other traits were perfect too? What if his insides were what she really craved? His personality and sense of humor had already shown itself over their time together, so who’s to say that his sexual desires and dark fantasies wouldn’t be an ideal match for her as well? She didn’t know the first thing about what she was into sexually! So why was she acting like she did?


  She gazed into his gentle blue eyes as that warm hand left her skin. She was free, but she didn’t move. Her mind told her to run, but her heart screamed for her to stay. A potential lifetime of bliss was located in the room she still had a foot inside. She was always so quick to run away. Going against her gut instinct was the only reason that she was standing inside his house in the first place, so maybe she needed to take that approach one last time? Why not jump into the passenger seat and allow herself to be taken for a ride like Alex had described? Perhaps it was time to turn off her brain, and instead give into what her body desired.


  Anya dashed through the gym and up the stairs. Flight-or-fight was a very real thing, and her response to bolt out of his house was clearly showing where she fell on that spectrum. With a bottle of four-thousand dollar wine in hand, she called for an Uber while hustling down his long driveway, to the end of the street in her tall wedge heels. She didn’t even want to hang around his estate while waiting.


  She took one last look at everything she was leaving behind. Alex was too good for her, his lifestyle was too extravagant, and she couldn’t possibly live up to what he needed in a woman. Maybe she would regret it someday down the line, but leaving made sense to her. It was the only thing she could do.


  




  

    Chapter 8 – A Drunken Recap


  


  Anya’s problem of how she was supposed to sneak home was solved thanks to a surprisingly simple phone call. Tip-toe upstairs? Nope. Scale the side of the house up to her bedroom? Get out of here. Apparently, all she needed to do was talk to a rather sleepy girl.


  “Hello?”


  Anya pulled her phone away from her ear and took a quick peek at the screen to make sure she’d dialed the correct number. Beth answered before seven-thirty on a Saturday morning? Really? Her best friend could barely make it to school on time most days, let alone find herself awake before noon on a weekend.


  “Hey, did I wake you?” Anya asked.


  “No, what’s up?” a groggy Beth inquired.


  “Can I come over?” asked Anya.


  A brief moment of silence had Anya fairly certain that Beth was checking her alarm clock. “Now?”


  “Yeah, is that okay?” Anya once again attempted to invite herself over. “I’m like twenty minutes away, and—”


  “Sure, come on over,” Beth interrupted.


  Bingo. She could grab a change of clothes at Beth’s place before heading home. It was perfect.


  “Okay, cool,” Anya spoke up. “I’ll text you when I get there so I don’t wake up your parents.”


  “You can ring the doorbell,” Beth said. “My parents are staying at a hotel for the weekend. I guess my mom won a weekend getaway thing at work or something.”


  This felt too good to be true. Was she still dreaming in bed at Alex’s? The stars had aligned perfectly—almost too perfectly.


  One detail was missing for Beth. “How are you getting here?”


  “An Uber,” Anya answered. “I’ll be there in twenty, okay?”


  “I’ll be here,” Beth said.


  Twenty minutes later, Anya stood at Beth’s front door, and a surprisingly vibrant girl in a pair of pink pajamas was there to answer her. An enthusiastic smile was the last thing she’d expected to be greeted with. This was the same barely coherent person she’d talked to on the phone this morning?


  A look of curiosity quickly replaced Beth’s smile. “Why are you still wearing your dress? And what’s with the wine?”


  Anya brushed past her friend and let out a deep sigh of relief. The familiar confines of this house helped to calm her worries, and there wouldn’t be any more pressure or discomfort to deal with now. Beth’s parents wouldn’t even be in the picture for the entire weekend. This was the ultimate safe haven.


  “It looks like someone loves those heels too…” Beth commented after locking the door and trailing Anya into the kitchen.


  Her wedge heels still being on soon became a distant second on Anya’s list of priorities. She couldn’t believe what she was looking at. “Really?”


  But the cruelty of an iced coffee sitting on the kitchen table was short-lived, and it was all due to discovering one beautiful item in the refrigerator after she opened the door to place her wine inside. Yep, this was her happy place. Any second-guessing of her decision to leave Alex’s was swept away.


  “I love you,” Anya remarked.


  Beth took a seat at the table with a big smile. Of course, her BFF loved her. How could she not? Who else makes a Starbucks run at seven-thirty in the morning to pickup a cherry mocha crème Frappuccino?


  “First off, why are you still wearing your dress?” Beth asked as Anya sat down in a chair across the table with her drink in hand. “I mean, it looks good on you, but it doesn’t look that good…”


  Anya laughed before helping herself to a swig of her drink. She would have to answer that question sooner or later, so she decided to get it out of the way now. “I slept over at Alex’s.”


  “WHAT!?”


  “No, just hear me out,” Anya tried to calm her flustered friend. “I—”


  “You slept with him!?” Beth interrupted with a shout, her voice full of worry and disbelief. “Oh my God, Anya, you promised me that you didn’t feel obligated to do anything with him!”


  “Will you just let me talk?” she asked.


  “I can’t believe you slept with him,” Beth continued to shake her head. “I-I-I just can’t believe it.”


  “I didn’t sleep with him!” Anya declared. “God, just let me talk for a minute!”


  She knew how Beth was. It was hard to convince her of something once she had her mind made up, so it was time to plow ahead with what really took place last night. Otherwise, her friend would create a narrative that had never even happened.


  “I got drunk and passed out in one of his guest bedrooms.”


  “You got drunk?” Beth questioned. “Wait, off the wine you brought over?”


  “That definitely contributed to it,” admitted Anya.


  “You know what? Start at the beginning.” Beth requested. “After you took the limo to the restaurant.”


  “Okay, Alex was running late, so the owner of Daniel’s was waiting for me once I got there,” Anya said. “He took me up to this private room that overlooked the entire restaurant. There were all kinds of candles lit and everything.”


  Beth liked the sound of that. This Alex guy better provide the VIP treatment as far as she was concerned—especially if he was going to live up to his spot on that list of most eligible bachelors. A private room at Daniel’s was probably chump change to a man of his means.


  “He showed up looking amazing,” Anya continued. “Black shoes, black dress pants, a black sports coat, and this baby blue dress shirt that showed a little bit of chest hair. He looked so sexy.”


  Beth wasn’t sure what she was smiling at. Was it the idea of that stud dressed like some fantasy guy, or the way Anya was still fawning over him the morning after?


  “He told me that I looked great, and that pink is my color.”


  “Well, at least we know he isn’t blind,” Beth remarked with a sly smile.


  Anya rolled her eyes with a smirk before going on. “But then the conversation got kind of serious. He wanted me to explain why he bid on me.”


  “Why he bid on you?” Beth asked.


  “Yeah, why he bid on me,” repeated Anya. “He said that there was something different about me that he didn’t feel with any of the other girls in the auction, but he didn’t know what it was.”


  Beth stared across the table, slightly confused.


  “Then he talked about how routines can cause people to stop appreciating simple pleasures,” Anya said. “This was right before he ordered me a two-hundred glass of wine.”


  “Two hundred bucks!?” Beth reacted, shocked.


  “I know, right?” Anya agreed. “But the craziest part was things kind of got flirty after that.”


  It was officially time to slow down. Beth had to put the brakes on this conversation. Here we go with another example of Anya not knowing the first thing about men.


  “Things got flirty?” Beth questioned in a tone that showed just how skeptical she was of that actually happening.


  “It did!” Anya passionately declared. “He told me that I’m a good little Catholic girl, and there was this total sexual undertone to everything. I swear!”


  Alex had told her that she was a good little Catholic girl? Shit, Beth was starting to rethink things. Maybe the vibe had gotten flirty between them. The real question was why some guy approaching forty was interested in her eighteen-year-old friend in the first place. It was still strange to her. Alex could have pretty much any woman in the world, so why was he chasing Anya?


  “But then things would get less tense again,” Anya said. “We would talk about books, and music, and how he thinks I should go to veterinary school.”


  “How long have I been saying that for!?” Beth shouted.


  “I know…” Anya groaned. Her bestie had been hellbent on her working with animals since they were in middle school. “I tried to explain that I can’t afford it, but he didn’t seem to understand.”


  Beth noted, “Yeah, because he’s rich.”


  “No kidding, right?” agreed Anya. “Our conversations were so good though. He can really talk about anything. It almost caused me to not appreciate how unbelievable my Kobe steak was.”


  This time, Beth’s jaw was on the floor. Had she heard that correctly? “You had Kobe steak?”


  “You know what Kobe steak is?” Anya asked, surprised by Beth’s reaction.


  “Do I know what Kobe steak is?” Beth laughed. “My aunt swears by it. She had it at some work dinner a few years ago, and she still talks about it to this day. She acts like it’s the greatest thing ever.”


  “It’s pretty awesome,” Anya said. “It really complemented the wine too. I ended up having two glasses, and I finished it off with the best piece of banana split cheesecake that I’ve ever had.”


  Kobe steak, four hundred dollars of wine, and banana split cheesecake: Beth’s dinner couldn’t compete with that. Sushi is awesome, but it isn’t Kobe steak level awesome. Maybe her friend had really hit the jackpot?


  “Guess what he drives?”


  “It’s gotta be a sports car, right?” Beth asked.


  Anya nodded.


  “I knew it,” Beth smiled, giggling at the stereotype of older bachelors driving sports cars being proven correct yet again. “Um…let’s see here. A Mustang?”


  “Way more expensive,” Anya told her.


  “A Corvette,” Beth guessed.


  Anya pointed toward the ceiling, signaling for Beth to think higher.


  “No idea,” Beth conceded. “Tell me.”


  “A black Maserati,” Anya revealed with a big grin. “It’s the single sexiest car I’ve ever seen. He made me drive it too.”


  Beth didn’t expect to hear that. “He did?”


  “Yeah, I actually got pulled over going one hundred and seven miles per hour,” Anya said, helping herself to a quick sip of her drink.


  The blank stare coming from across the table caused Anya to reconfirm what she’d just announced. “I really did. I couldn’t believe I was going that fast either. It drives so smooth.”


  “One hundred…and…seven…miles per hour?” Beth finally managed to spit out. “Are you freakin’ kidding me!?”


  Anya shook her head with a proud smile.


  “What happened when you got pulled over?” Beth asked.


  “Alex had this gold card that he gave to the cop,” Anya said. “It got us out of everything. The cop even apologized for inconveniencing us.”


  That was the final straw for Beth. She’d been somewhat fighting herself in an attempt to be the voice of reason. Anya would openly worship the ground Alex walked on if she wasn’t reminded that he was just a man, after all. This, however, was something she couldn’t look past. In fact, it was a revelation that stirred something around inside of her.


  “That’s so hot,” Beth said.


  Anya was happy to finally have her best friend on board. “I know, right? I thought I was screwed. Like, I’m going to jail screwed; but nope, not with Alex. Can he just do whatever he wants? That’s kind of the vibe I got from being around him. He seems above the law.”


  Beth took a sip of her coffee before saying, “Maybe he is. I’m not sure if—”


  “Oh my God, how haven’t I told you this!?”


  Things were about to get good—real good. Beth was sure of it. Anya had almost screamed while interrupting her. Kobe steak, expensive wine, hitting triple digits in a Maserati: nothing had gotten a rise out of her BFF like whatever detail she was about to announce. Her jittery hands were a dead giveaway of that.


  Anya gazed directly into Beth’s brown eyes. She couldn’t have been more serious. “Guess who he dated?”


  Now we’re talking Beth’s language. This was pretty much her number one question after doing a little research on Mr. Stone. If he was really an ultra-desirable bachelor, then she wanted some names of the girls who’d given him that title.


  “Who?” Beth asked.


  “Guess,” Anya said, not willing to give it away that easily. “It’s gonna blow your mind.”


  “It’s a celebrity, right?” Beth questioned.


  “Yep, and I’ll even narrow it down for you,” Anya said. “It’s a movie star.”


  Perhaps Beth had become a little smitten too? This guy had dated a famous movie star? And he had the power to drive as fast as he wanted without getting a ticket? This sounded like her kind of man.


  “Tiffany Wilkins,” Beth guessed.


  Frappuccino almost came out of Anya’s nose. “Tiffany Wilkins? Are you kidding me?”


  “Is that not a good guess?” Beth asked. “She’s a movie star, and she’s really pretty, and—”


  “Tiffany Wilkins is a Mustang,” Anya cut her off. “We’re looking for a Maserati here. Actually, we might be looking for an Aston Martin.”


  Beth wasn’t following.


  “Aston Martin’s cost like two hundred and fifty grand,” Anya explained. “This girl would be the Aston Martin of movie stars. Think…amazing. Think…unbelievable. Think…stunning.”


  Beth looked off at the sink for a few moments, thinking long and hard for a name. One suddenly came to her. “What about Claire Owens?”


  “You’re getting warmer,” said Anya.


  Okay, she was moving in the right direction. Anya laughed at the idea of him dating Tiffany Wilkins, but Claire Owens didn’t seem like such a stretch. What kind of girl would Mr. Stone have dated? Who were the sexiest available actresses in Hollywood? Let’s see, there was…no!


  A smile washed across Anya’s face after watching Beth’s eyes bulge. That must’ve been how she looked after figuring it out for herself last night. It was funny to see her reaction from this point of view.


  “There’s no way,” a stunned Beth stated. “There’s absolutely no way.”


  “Oh, there’s a way,” Anya begged to differ.


  “We can’t possibly be talking about the same girl,” Beth said, her focus completely locked on the girl across the table.


  Anya wasn’t so sure of that. “I’m almost positive that we are.”


  “No, we can’t be,” Beth said. “He…she…they…are we?”


  “Her first name starts with an O,” Anya said with a big smile.


  Beth’s mouth dropped a little lower.


  Anya was loving this. “And her last name starts with a G.”


  “You’re-you’re telling-telling me that Alex dated…” Beth took a moment to collect herself. This was the most incredible thing she’d ever heard. She was their favorite actress! “You’re telling me that Alex dated…Olivia Gustafsson?”


  “What if I told you it gets better than that?” Anya questioned.


  Beth needed to know everything. “Tell me!”


  “Okay, so we go back to Alex’s house after dinner because he told me that he had something to give me—”


  “No, tell me about Olivia first!” a frantic Beth cut in.


  “I’m getting there,” Anya laughed. “Just listen to me for a second. We head back to his house and it’s unreal. I’m talkin’ like a mansion. It’s the most insane house ever. He ends up giving me a bottle of wine from 1943. That’s what I put in your fridge. Guess how much it costs?”


  Beth wasn’t the wine connoisseur that her friend was. She was more of a beer girl herself. “Um…eight hundred bucks?”


  “Four grand.” Anya disclosed.


  “Four grand!?” Beth yelled, blown away. “He gave you a four-thousand dollar bottle of wine!?”


  “Yep, and I drank two glasses of it while we talked around his stone fire pit last night,” Anya told her girlfriend. “Now, this is where things got a little strange, and I’m seriously not exaggerating. This isn’t some case of wishful thinking either. I swear!”


  Beth would be the judge of that.


  “Things got really sexual,” Anya said.


  “Really sexual?” Beth questioned with her eyebrows raised. “And how’s that? Because let’s be honest here, Anya. Your definition of ‘really sexual’ is a lot different from most people.”


  “He asked me what I would do if he tied me up.”


  Yeah, that qualified as “really sexual” in Beth’s world too. “He just asked you that? Out of nowhere?”


  “Out of nowhere,” Anya continued to reflect on her night. “And then he asked me what I would do if he grabbed some rope out of his shed, tied my arms behind my back, and dragged me into the house by my hair?”


  Beth’s head was about to explode. “WHAT!?”


  “Oh, it gets better,” Anya said with a grin. “He starts telling me that lots of girls like to get tied up and how submissive powerful women are, and I’m starting to panic as this point. I mean, I’m drunk, and I’m completely alone with this guy who’s showing me this side of himself that I didn’t know existed. It was a little scary.”


  For the first time in a long time, Beth was speechless. Who asks someone a question like that? Hinting at rope-play is something that comes up months or even years into a relationship. It certainly wasn’t on the menu during a first date. Who the hell does Mr. Stone think he is?


  “And then he tells me that I know a girl who loves to get tied up,” Anya said, waiting for Beth’s baffled expression to turn to shock once again. It didn’t take long either.


  “NO FUCKIN’ WAY!”


  Anya burst into laughter.


  “He tied Olivia Gustafsson up!?” Beth yelled again. “Are you serious?”


  “You want to know his exact words?” asked Anya. “He told me that he didn’t have any other choice because she was a very bad girl. And then he told me that sometimes she needed her daddy to straighten her out.”


  “HE WAS OLIVIA GUSTAFSSON’S DADDY!!!???” Beth screamed, shaking in excitement.


  “Unreal, right?” Anya commented before helping herself to some of her Frappuccino. “The craziest part was he played it off like dating Olivia wasn’t a big deal. Like she was just some regular girl or something.”


  Beth still couldn’t move past the idea of Olivia Gustafsson being into the same stuff that she was. Her favorite movie star—who just so happened to be the sexiest woman alive—was into BDSM? And she’d personally met the man who’d tied her up and acted as her daddy on Wednesday night? This was crazy.


  “But none of that compares to what happened this morning,” said Anya.


  Beth had never been listening more intently in her life. “What happened?”


  “I just wanted to get out of there for some reason,” Anya admitted. “I know it’s rude, but I honestly wanted to leave without even seeing Alex. It started to feel like I’d overstayed my welcome.”


  “Is that when you called me?” Beth asked.


  Anya shook her head and answered, “No, someone made an appearance before I had a chance to get out of there. I’m in the kitchen when suddenly the door leading down to the basement opens, and guess who’s standing there shirtless?”


  Beth immediately bit her lower lip. She liked the sound of that. “Shirtless?”


  “Yeah, it’s Alex, and he’s sweating,” Anya told her. “He’s only wearing basketball shorts, and he has a towel over his shoulder. It’s obvious that he’s been working out.”


  “How’d he look?”


  Anya couldn’t fault her friend for that question. Actually, she’d be wondering what was wrong with Beth if that wasn’t her first inquiry. “Unbelievable.”


  “How unbelievable?” Beth further probed for details.


  “He’s completely ripped,” Anya revealed. “He has big muscles, bulging veins, and super-defined abs. He’s just…wow.”


  Abs? On a man approaching forty? Beth assumed that he looked pretty good, but she hadn’t expected to find out that he was built like an athlete. Rich, handsome, and now ripped on top of everything else: that certainly explained how Alex was able to pull off dating Olivia Gustafsson. There was little question as to what her plan would be if she found herself all alone in the kitchen with a guy like this, but she wasn’t sure what Anya’s next move would be.


  “What did you do?” Beth asked.


  “He told me that he figured out why he bid on me,” said Anya. “And then he had me follow him downstairs into his basement.”


  “His basement?” Beth questioned, surprised.


  “Well, if you want to call it that,” Anya shook her head with a slight chuckle. “It’s more like a state-of-the-art gym. He even has this endless pool for resistance training.”


  Beth was becoming more enamored with this lifestyle by the second. “He has a pool in his basement!?”


  “Yeah, it’s insane,” Anya said. “He leads me through the gym and into this little hallway with three doors. There’s one on each side, and one at the very end, except the one at the end has a keyless entry system where you type in a code on the wall to unlock it.”


  “Is he James Bond?” Beth laughed.


  Anya didn’t return her girlfriend’s laugh. She didn’t even smile in her direction. The mood in the kitchen turned extremely serious as she took herself back to her morning’s events. It was still difficult for her to comprehend what had unfolded less than an hour ago.


  “He told me that I’m different.”


  “Different?” Beth questioned.


  “And that I’m special,” Anya went on. “That he’s used to a certain type of girl, and that’s why it took him so long to figure out why he’d bid on me.”


  This wasn’t making sense to Beth. Anya was her favorite person in the world, but she wasn’t so sure about her being labeled “special.” That wasn’t a word she would use to describe her best friend. Olivia Gustafsson was special. Girls like herself and Anya were just normal.


  “And then he um…” Anya’s eyes dropped to the floor. “He uh…asked me…uh…”


  “Asked you what?” Beth jumped in.


  “He asked me if I was a virgin,” Anya revealed, her eyes down on the table.


  Beth gasped.


  “But he didn’t really ask me,” Anya redacted her original statement. “He said, ‘You’re a virgin, aren’t you?’ Am I that nerdy and awkward to be around? How could he tell?”


  “You’re not that awkward,” Beth reassured her.


  “And then he said, ‘You’ve never done anything with a guy before, have you?’” Anya continued. “I don’t understand how he can read me like that. Do I make it that obvious?”


  Beth wasted no time in proclaiming, “You’re not awkward and you don’t make anything obvious. I have no idea how he could tell, to be honest. You really don’t come off as nerdy. I’m joking when I tease you for being a dork.”


  Anya just wanted to get it all out there. It felt good to finally share the bizarreness of this situation with someone. “The room basically only had a bed and a nightstand in it, and this mirrored closet with three doors. He told me to open the one furthest to the left.”


  “Did you?” Beth asked.


  “I wasn’t going to at first, but I eventually decided to do it,” Anya admitted. “The closet had four shelves with um…”


  Beth was waiting.


  “The shelves had uh…”


  “They had what?” an impatient Beth asked.


  “Toys…” Anya confessed meekly.


  Beth hadn’t expected to hear that. “Toys?”


  “Yeah, toys,” nodded Anya. “Toys that are kind of…um…sexual.”


  Beth sat up straight in her seat. Toys that were sexual? That meant sex toys, didn’t it? “Details. Now!”


  “Okay, so the top shelf had a bunch of stuff on it,” Anya started. “Blindfolds, handcuffs, collars, and even ball gags, but the wildest thing was probably this black walnut spanking paddle.”


  Beth put the brakes on their discussion. “Is this a joke?”


  “What?” Anya asked, confused.


  “You’re being serious?” Beth asked. “Alex had you look into a closet full of sex toys?”


  “Yeah, and that was just the top shelf,” Anya said.


  Two hands rubbed together in anticipation as Beth settled in. This was already so good, but it just kept getting better. “What was on the second shelf?”


  “Something called jute rope,” Anya answered. “He told me about a Japanese practice referred to as ‘Shibari.’ I guess it’s some kind of special rope for tying people up or something. The details are a little fuzzy because my head was spinning by this point.”


  Beth was already busy searching “Jute rope for BDSM” on her phone. Why couldn’t Alex have won her instead? There was little doubt that she would still be in that room if he had.


  At that, Beth stopped. The search results had come back. Oh my God, what was her friend doing here? Why was Anya sitting at her kitchen table? How could Beth possibly put into words just how big of a mistake her girlfriend had made? This form of bondage was the furthest thing from lazily tying someone’s arms together. This was beautiful: sophisticated knots, breathtaking patterns, and absolutely zero chance of being able to break free.


  Anya looked down at the phone that had just been slid across the table to her, her hand rushing to cover her bewildered mouth. The blonde woman lying face down on a carpeted floor wasn’t just tied up—she was completely immobilized. Her arms were locked behind her, and her legs were pulled back almost to her butt. It was a state of submissiveness that she didn’t know existed. How could the girl in the picture be enjoying that? She would be freaking out if that was her!


  “Is this…what-what he want-wanted to do to me?” Anya stuttered while refusing to tear her eyes away from the screen. “Beth, this-this is crazy.”


  “Crazy” was definitely a word for it. Beth would prefer to go with an adjective like “awesome,” to be honest. Or how about “unbelievable?” This was her dream.


  “You have to go back.”


  Anya glanced up, stunned by what she’d just heard. “Excuse me?”


  “You have to go back to Alex’s,” Beth repeated. “Anya, this is exactly what you want.”


  “No, it’s the furthest thing from what I want,” Anya argued. “Beth, the next shelf had a bunch of canes, and whips, and riding crops. It was bizarre. And the shelf below that had these weird things that looked like jumper cables.”


  Beth took a deep breath so that she wouldn’t scream. She couldn’t believe her friend was acting this way. “Do you understand what I would do for Tyler to be into this kind of stuff? We would still be together if he was. Actually, we would probably be engaged.”


  “Stop,” said Anya.


  “We would be though!” Beth raised her voice. “What box doesn’t Alex check off on your absurd list of requirements?”


  …


  …


  Anya silently gazing down at the floor caused Beth to speak up again. “Exactly! Anya, he’s literally your dream guy. He wants to do the same stuff with you that he did with Olivia Gustafsson. He wants to treat you like a movie star!”


  “He didn’t do any of this stuff with Olivia,” Anya told her.


  Things weren’t adding up for Beth. “Huh?”


  “Well, maybe he did,” Anya said. “He never took her down into his room in the basement though. He told me it’s reserved for special girls only, and that Olivia isn’t special.”


  “Don’t interrupt me,” Beth announced, preparing herself for what promised to be a long-winded rant. “Alex bid ten thousand dollars on you to take you out to dinner. He ends up being rich, funny, extremely successful, and treats you like a queen. You find out that he has a hidden deviant side, and that he never exposed this part of himself to Olivia Gustafsson because she wasn’t special enough in his eyes, but you are.”


  Anya opened her mouth, but the sight of Beth holding her index finger in the air promptly caused her to bite her tongue.


  “Not to mention that he’s like the hottest guy ever, he’s older, and he just so happens to be single,” Beth finished up. “I honestly thought that you would never find a boyfriend. I really did. Guys have to be perfect for you to even consider the possibility of dating them, and then one comes along who’s actually perfect, and you turn him down? What are you doing?”


  “Something is just off with him, okay?” Anya said after finally getting a chance to defend herself. “He asked about my dad and stuff. It was strange.”


  “Gary?” Beth inquired.


  “No, he wanted to know about my real dad,” Anya told her. “He gave this speech about how a father is the most important person in a girl’s life, and how women without dads usually end up struggling to find themselves.”


  Everything was coming together for Beth now. This was even better than she’d thought. “You seriously can’t put the pieces together?”


  Anya rolled her eyes at Beth once again acting like she knew everything. “There aren’t any pieces to put together.”


  Beth’s disgusted look showed just how much she disagreed with that. “Yes, there are! You’re smarter than this, Anya. Stop playing dumb. He wants to be your daddy!”


  A brief recollection of a moment drowned in drunkenness popped into Anya’s head. Wait a minute, didn’t she think the same thing for a minute last night? That Alex had described himself as a father figure—both inside and outside the bedroom. No, her memory was all over the place. That wasn’t a conversation that had taken place. It couldn’t have.


  “Think about it,” Beth groaned, flabbergasted that the girl sitting across from her couldn’t see this for herself. “The seventeenth most eligible bachelor in the world wants you.”


  “He should really be in the top ten,” Anya voiced her opinion.


  Beth wasn’t even trying to hide her laugh at this point. Anya was so in love that it was ridiculous, but she was still fighting herself for some reason. What were the odds of a better guy coming along than Mr. Stone? This unbelievable man wanted her best friend, and it was her responsibility to get Anya to come around to see that.


  “It’s not like he’s beating around the bush either,” Beth said. “He couldn’t have made it any more obvious. He wants to be your daddy.”


  “And what does that mean?” Anya asked.


  Beth wasn’t sure. She had an idea of what a daddy would be with a normal guy. It would most likely consist of rough sex, maybe a bit of spanking or hair pulling, and definitely some dirty talk between the sheets. The picture was significantly less clear when it came to a man of Alex’s stature being a daddy though. A closet packed with sex toys sounded like endless amounts of fun, but there would probably be a fair share of monetary gifts on top of what took place in the bedroom. Exotic vacations? Maybe. New cars for birthday presents? Perhaps. Unlimited shopping sprees? She liked the chances of that happening; and if it did, then she would be inviting herself along for the fun.


  “So, what happened after you looked in his closet?” inquired Beth.


  “I kind of ran out of there,” a fairly embarrassed Anya admitted. “God, I didn’t even thank him for last night. I didn’t even say goodbye!”


  Beth was still headstrong about one thing. “You should go back.”


  “I can’t,” Anya disagreed.


  “Yes, you can,” Beth dismissed her girlfriend’s concerns. “It would be amazing. How can’t you see that? Every single part of his life is incredible, so why would things be any different inside the bedroom?”


  Anya wasn’t so sure about that. She was supposed to be okay with being tied up? She’d never even kissed someone!


  “Leaving was the right decision,” she said. “I’m not particularly proud with how I went about doing it, but staying wouldn’t have worked out. I know it.”


  “Can I go over there then?” Beth joked.


  “No,” Anya answered, her tone lacking the sarcasm of her friend’s.


  Beth finished the last of her iced coffee before digging a little deeper into why she couldn’t have some fun. “Why not? Alex can be my daddy any day of the week.”


  Anya’s glare made her thoughts perfectly clear.


  “What’s his address?” Beth asked, getting a kick out of teasing Anya.


  “You’re not going over there,” Anya stated firmly, her look growing more and more serious as the scene of Beth driving over to Alex’s house played in her head. “Don’t even bring that up again.”


  Beth decided not to push things any further. How could Anya be protective over a man she’d turned down? That’s not how the real world worked. The unfortunate part was Alex would eventually move on, and Anya would be sitting here complaining about how she couldn’t find a guy who even slightly resembled the catch she could’ve had. It was so obvious that discussion was in the cards.


  “Anyway, I want to hear about your date,” Anya said.


  Oh, how the tables had turned. All it took was a simple sentence for Beth to be the one on the defensive. Suddenly, the girl who was so confident mere moments ago, now had her eyes on her floor while Anya looked on from her newly acquired position of power.


  “Um…it…uh…was…was fine,” Beth revealed in an unusually mild tone.


  Anya asked, “What did you two do?”


  “We went to dinner,” Beth said.


  “Well, how about some details?” Anya probed with a slight chuckle. “It’s not like Stephanie took you back to her house, and had you look inside a closet filled with sex toys or anything.”


  “Um…” Beth stalled for time.


  Anya’s brain was fully alert thanks to the ludicrous amount of sugar in the Frappuccino she’d just indulged in. Her ears had never been this observant. The hesitation in Beth’s voice came through without a hint of distortion, and it couldn’t have been more obvious that something was being kept from her.


  Anya was ready to get some answers. “What happened, Beth?”


  “I’m going to tell you something, but you have to promise that it never leaves this kitchen,” Beth proposed, finally looking across the table. “Understood?”


  “I didn’t think that needed to be said,” Anya nodded in agreement. “You better not tell anyone about my night either.”


  “I never would,” Beth verified. “So, dinner was great. I really pigged out on sushi too. I had like thirty smoked salmon rolls. God, they were soooooooo good.”


  Anya would be jealous if she still couldn’t taste that succulent Kobe steak from last night. Who needs sushi when you can indulge in one of the rarest types of meat on the planet?


  “I was super stuffed by the time we finally left,” Beth went on with her date recap. “I probably put on like five pounds, but Stephanie totally stuffed her face as well, so I didn’t feel too bad.”


  “What was she wearing?” Anya inquired.


  “This purple dress that showed more cleavage than I’ve ever seen in my life,” Beth smiled. “You should’ve seen some of the looks she was getting. Guys were literally drooling while they stared at her.”


  Two extremely busty gals enjoying a sushi dinner in dresses that could barely keep their amazing breasts from falling out? That must’ve been quite a sight. They probably looked more like a mother and daughter spending a night together out on the town together, but that wouldn’t stop men from foaming at the mouth from what they were seeing. Their cleavage was something out of every male’s fantasy.


  “Did she take you straight home after?” Anya asked.


  “No, we stopped by this ice cream stand to get dessert,” Beth said. “Well, um…at first.”


  Anya watched her girlfriend’s eyes move to the floor once again. What was going on? Why was Beth acting all shy and embarrassed? Something happened on her date last night that was causing her to behave this way, and she was going to get it out of her.


  “What happened, Beth?”


  “We uh…we-we…” Beth stammered, still unable to make eye contact with the girl firing questions at her. It wasn’t any fun being on the other end of this interrogation. “We may have…kind of…kissed…”


  …


  …


  …


  The lack of noise coming from Anya’s end of the table resulted in Beth finally glancing up; and when she did, she was met by the most baffled expression that she’d seen in a long time.


  “You did what?” Anya asked, completely blown away.


  “Kissed…” Beth sighed under her breath once again.


  “Apparently, my hearing isn’t working anymore, because I’m almost positive that I just heard you say that you and Stephanie kissed,” said Anya.


  “She kissed me,” Beth defended herself, her voice back to her typical energetic self. “I wasn’t the one who initiated things!”


  “You two kissed where?” a stunned Anya inquired. “On the lips?”


  Beth gazed down at the kitchen floor before admitting, “She just kissed me out of nowhere, okay? It’s not like I was giving off any signals or anything. One second we were parking outside the ice cream stand, and the next she’s leaning over into the passenger seat to kiss me. I didn’t expect it!”


  Here Anya thought that she was the one with a crazy story to tell. Beth kissed a girl? And on the lips?


  “And I might’ve kissed her back…”


  “Wait a minute,” Anya spoke up. “What did you just say?”


  “I kind of kissed her back,” Beth groaned. “We…we…we made out, okay? It’s not a big deal.”


  Not a big deal? This was a huge deal! She was totally right! She called it on Wednesday night! Stephanie made a move on Beth, but she hadn’t predicted Beth returning her advances.


  “And she felt me up a little too,” Beth nonchalantly added. “It really isn’t this huge ordeal like you’re turning it into. It was just a one-time thing.”


  “You’re so bi,” Anya said with a smirk.


  “I’m not bi,” Beth immediately protested. “I’m straight. I just got caught up in the heat of the moment.”


  Was there any doubt that Beth would be tied up in Alex’s basement right now if their situations were reversed? Where was her friend’s willpower? Kissing a girl? That may have even topped messing around with Tyler for the entire summer.


  “You know what? I want to try some of this wine,” Beth said in an effort to change the subject. “Let’s go, break it out.”


  Anya giggled, “Your palate isn’t refined enough to appreciate great wine, and I’m pretty sure Stephanie would back me up on that. She’s explored your mouth firsthand, after all.”


  Beth rolled her eyes before heading over to the refrigerator. She returned with Anya’s bottle and two blue cups to act as wine glasses. Four-thousand dollar wine? What a rip-off, but she may as well test it out as long as it’s here. When would she ever get a chance at trying something this expensive? It wasn’t like she had her hopes up though. Wine is wine as far as she was concerned.


  




  

    Chapter 9 – Bad Girls


  


  Thirteen Hours Later.


  “You should’ve at least kissed Alex.”


  Could two people have accomplished less on their Saturdays than Anya and Beth? They hadn’t even left the house! That was probably a good thing though, because these two were awfully drunk at the moment.


  “I totally would’ve kissed him,” Beth went on from the family room recliner before taking another sip of wine from her cup.


  “You would’ve blown him,” Anya added, helping herself to a swig as well.


  Beth pondered that accusation for a moment before admitting, “Yeah, you’re probably right.”


  The two laughed while Anya stared up at the ceiling from her spot sprawled along the sofa on her back. A true wine connoisseur would be devastated at the sight they were seeing. What started as a cup of Chateau Cheval Blanc each, turned into them finishing the bottle a few hours later, before they made the decision to raid Beth’s mom’s stash of booze down in the basement. They’d gone from a four thousand dollar bottle of wine to something you could pick up for twenty bucks at the local supermarket, but neither girl was about to complain. It was a rather enjoyable day of watching Netflix, gossiping, and slowly becoming more and more inebriated.


  Anya couldn’t get a particular subject off her mind. While she knew that Beth was far more promiscuous than herself, she still wasn’t sure just how crazy she would get. “You seriously would’ve stuck around at Alex’s this morning?”


  “Oh, for sure,” Beth answered without a moment of hesitation. “How many times have we gone over what my problem was with Tyler? Handcuffs and rope? That sounds like my dream date.”


  “But you’ve never been tied up before,” Anya reminded her.


  “So?” Beth huffed, rolling her eyes. “I knew that I would love iced coffees before I ever actually tasted ‘em. Sometimes you can just tell when you’re into something, and I’m positive I don’t need to be tied up to know that I would love it. Hell, I’m not even asking for that! I just want someone to slap me around a little bit.”


  “But what if you realized you didn’t like it while it was happening?” Anya looked to her friend for her opinion. “Like, what if you immediately regretted what you agreed to?”


  “That’s why you have a safe word,” Beth said. “Like in Fifty Shades of Grey.”


  That was the spark which had set fire to everything, wasn’t it? Two fifteen-year-old girls sitting in the movie theater, watching a film they definitely shouldn’t have been seeing, but it wasn’t like they’d snuck in or anything. Beth had somehow convinced her mother to take them to see it! It was the one flick that caused Beth to openly proclaim her love of BDSM, and resulted in Anya keeping her newfound enjoyment of smut close to the vest, and it took all of two hours after leaving the theater for Beth to order herself a copy of the written version of Fifty Shades of Grey off of Amazon. She couldn’t wait to delve into an unexplored world of erotic literature.


  “Oh my God, Alex could totally be your Christian Grey,” Beth said with an ear-to-ear smile. “Wait, does he own a private helicopter?”


  Anya was quick to shoot down any comparisons to Beth’s favorite movie character of all-time. “Not that I know of, but please don’t compare Alex to Christian. Alex is on a completely different level than him.”


  “And how do you know that?” Beth asked. “You’ve never even done anything with him.”


  “Because Christian is a sociopath,” Anya pointed out, this not being the first time they’d had this discussion. “I was drunk last night. Like, I stood up and could barely keep my balance. Alex absolutely could’ve taken advantage of me, and it would’ve been one hundred percent my fault. I put myself in that situation. Instead, he carried me up to bed.”


  That caught Beth’s attention. Anya hadn’t mentioned anything about this particular detail. “He carried you?”


  “Yeah, he carried me up to bed because I had a hard time standing straight,” a smiling Anya said, still staring up at the ceiling.


  “Oh my God, that’s so sweet!” Beth exclaimed. “Anya, this is what I’m talking about. How he wants to be your daddy.”


  “Do you think Christian would’ve done that?” Anya asked, moving back to the argument at hand. “He probably would’ve had a temper tantrum because he didn’t get his way. You know, he’s a real asshole.”


  “You’re allowed to be an asshole when you’re a twenty-eight-year-old billionaire with a big dick and the sexiest face in the history of humanity,” Beth defended her fictional boyfriend. “I would absolutely put up with all of his mood swings if it got me a piece of him. Listen, I know you’re Miss Goody Two-Shoes, but I’m not buying that you’ve never fantasized about a guy like Christian, and I’m not even specifically talking about Christian because I totally know you’ve fantasized about him before. I’m talking about a real guy who you want to treat you the way Christian treats Anastasia.”


  “Christian is abusive,” Anya was quick to point out.


  “But it’s sooooooooo hot,” Beth moaned. “You’ve never wanted a guy to be possessive over you? Or to be super controlling? Do you remember when Tommy Matherson yelled at me for accidentally spilling his drink at Stacy’s pool party last year? It was crazy. Like, listening to him yell made me upset, but it got me so wet.”


  Anya’s head poked out from the side of the couch to look at her girlfriend. What in the world had she just heard? “It got you wet!?”


  “It was one of the hottest moments of my life,” Beth admitted. “I hate when guys bitch and complain, but that was the first time I’ve ever had someone legitimately yell at me. You remember how pissed he was. It just did something to me that I still can’t completely comprehend. It’s totally why I love Christian and Anastasia’s relationship so much. Who wants a perfect gentleman all the time?”


  Anya knew exactly what she wanted. “I do.”


  “No, you don’t,” Beth told her firmly. “Trust me on that.”


  “Will you stop with that nonsense? Real life isn’t some BDSM novel,” Anya huffed. Her boozed-up state allowed her to entertain more of Beth’s act than usual, but she was approaching her wits’ end. “You wouldn’t stay with Christian.”


  Beth watched Anya roll back to her original position on the sofa before passionately declaring, “I absolutely would. Tyler was so nice that it made me sick at times. He would stop to check on me during sex if I was moaning too loud because he thought he was hurting me. Seriously, it was a major turn off.”


  “You should be happy that he cared about you,” Anya told her.


  “I don’t want someone who cares about me in bed,” said Beth. “I want someone who treats me like a piece of ass. Do I want that outside the bedroom? Absolutely not. I loved the way Tyler was when we were just hanging out, but it would’ve been nice if he was more of a dick at times. What’s wrong with wanting a bad boy?”


  Anya shook her head as she reflected on what Beth had just told her. What even qualified as a bad boy? Smoking cigarettes? Wearing a leather jacket? Bad boys were jerks, and the last thing she wanted was a jerk in her life.


  Anya was curious about Beth’s opinion regarding one thing, however. “Do you think Alex is a bad boy?”


  “He’s a total bad boy,” Beth said with a smile, temporarily losing herself in an alternate reality where she was some hunky millionaire’s plaything. “Good guys don’t have bedrooms dedicated to kinky sex toys. Anya, he would’ve turned your world upside down if you’d stayed there. God, I would still be tied to that bed right now if I was you…”


  A hint of regret began to creep its way into the back of Anya’s mind. Maybe she should’ve stuck around a little longer. Asking Alex a few questions about his lifestyle certainly couldn’t have hurt, but she’d just booked out of his house instead.


  “Okay, so let’s say that I did stay,” Anya created a different version of her eventful morning. “Let’s pretend for a minute that I agreed to take part in whatever Alex is into. Then what?”


  “Then you would’ve lost your virginity to the seventeenth most eligible bachelor in the world,” Beth pointed out the obvious.


  That wasn’t what Anya was referring to. “No, I mean like…what if he’d tied me up and stuff? Or what if he used those handcuffs on me or whatever? Who’s to say that I would’ve liked any of it?”


  “You’re a woman, correct?” Beth questioned.


  “I was the last time I checked,” Anya giggled before finishing the remainder of her most recent cup of wine.


  “And you like hot guys who just so happen to be successful millionaires?” Beth asked.


  “I definitely don’t dislike them,” a slightly perplexed Anya answered. “What does him being rich and good-looking have to do with anything?”


  “Because it makes him a total catch.” Beth explained. “He’s sexy, wealthy, powerful, and maybe a little mentally unstable too. I mean, he has a keyless entry code on a door in his basement which leads to a sex dungeon. That’s not exactly normal.”


  “Oh my God, it’s not a sex dungeon!” Anya disputed loudly.


  “It sounds like he has his very own version of the red room from Fifty Shades to me,” Beth stated.


  Anya quickly pointed out, “The room’s white.”


  “That’s not my point,” huffed a frustrated Beth who’d hopped out of her seat to grab a refill. She stopped by the sofa to collect Anya’s cup as well. “Let’s look at the facts: you’re a woman, he’s a super desirable man, and that means you want to submit to him.”


  Anya watched Beth drunkenly sashay into the kitchen while she did her best not to laugh from the sofa. She sometimes wondered how they were best friends. “That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said.”


  Beth’s loud voice gave her opinion from the kitchen. “No, it isn’t. In fact, it might be the most spot-on thing I’ve ever said.”


  “You want to submit to every desirable guy you see?” Anya asked.


  “No, but I definitely don’t not want to,” Beth told her. “Guys like Alex don’t exactly grow on trees either. And yeah, I’ll be honest and admit that I was a little jealous when he introduced himself in the lobby on Wednesday night. He’s every woman’s dream guy.”


  That caught Anya by surprise. “You were jealous?”


  “Everyone was jealous of you,” Beth said while re-emerging into the family room. She handed Anya another glass of cheap wine before finding her spot in the recliner once again. “And this was before we found out anything about him. You have no idea how jealous I am now. I want a daddy!”


  “You have a dad,” Anya pointed out after a quick sip. Maybe it was time to slow down? She’d turned into quite the wino over the past twenty-four hours.


  Beth wasn’t referring to her real father. “No, I want a daddy in the bedroom.”


  “I would never call Alex daddy,” Anya announced.


  …


  …


  She rolled over to find a stunned Beth staring at her. “What? I wouldn’t.”


  …


  …


  “I wouldn’t call him daddy, Beth,” Anya groaned before turning her attention to the ceiling from her back once again.


  …


  …


  “Are you seriously going to ignore me?”


  “I’m not ignoring you,” Beth finally spoke up. “I’m just at a complete loss for words.”


  “The daddy stuff is weird to me,” Anya gave her thoughts on the subject. “I’ve never called my stepdad ‘daddy,’ and I wouldn’t call my real dad that if he walked through the door right now either. It’s strange to me. It’s kind of incestuous.”


  Beth was going to give this a shot. Drunk or not, it seemed like her best chance at getting her girlfriend to see the light. “I want you to repeat after me. ‘I’m sorry for being a bad girl, Daddy.’”


  …


  …


  Now, it was Beth who was being ignored. “Say it, Anya.”


  …


  …


  The lack of cooperation caused Beth to huff, “Just say it.”


  …


  …


  “Anya, just say it!” Beth frustratedly begged. “The world isn’t going to end if you get a little naughty. Say it, and kind of whine when you do it to make it sound sexy. Guys love that. Pretend that Alex is standing here.”


  “There’s zero chance of me saying that,” Anya announced, her tone strong and defiant.


  Life really isn’t fair. Beth would be having the time of her life with Alex right now if she was in Anya’s shoes! “Stop being such a prude.”


  “I’m not a prude!” Anya disputed that claim. “I’m just not—”


  Everything came to a stop. Well, everything except one little item. How was this possible? But she was just talking with Beth!


  Anya poked her head out to check on her best friend, only to come up empty. Beth wasn’t anywhere to be found. A look back at the now missing television caused her to realize where she’d been teleported to. She couldn’t possibly come up with an explanation as to how, but she was back in Alex’s basement room.


  The sofa she’d been sprawled along had been swapped out for a bed, the television was replaced by those familiar three mirrored closet doors, and Beth had received a significant upgrade. Her girlfriend had never looked so good. Who needs an amazing D-cup when you can have rock hard abs? Toned legs? She’d take the wide shoulders she was currently gazing at over Beth’s lower body any day of the week. He was back, and this time he had a friend with him.


  Alex stood mere feet in front of her with a seemingly never-ending amount of rolled up jute rope dangling from his right hand.


  This was obviously some kind of hallucination. What other possible explanation was there for this ridiculousness? She couldn’t just blink her eyes and end up someplace else. That’s not how the real world worked!


  All she had to do was reach out and touch the rope swaying from his grasp. It was the only object in the room that was moving, after all. It was really that simple: touch the rope, prove to herself that this wasn’t real, and she would snap back to reality with Beth busy in her nagging ways. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.


  She rolled over onto her stomach and extended her arm toward the ghostly apparition. The lifelike qualities this figure possessed gave her goosebumps. The shirtless body of whatever posed as Alex lacked any movement. Even a heartbeat ceased to exist in what she was gazing at. The only thing moving was that rope, and it continued to slowly swing in his motionless hand.


  She would wake up back on the sofa at any moment. Beth would be attempting to convince her to say something ridiculous in just a few seconds. She was about to put an end to this madness.


  Her index finger reached out to touch the jute rope; and when it did, she felt the roughness of the vegetable fiber. The thick, strong twine stopped her finger dead in its tracks. Her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. This was real.


  “Hello, princess.”


  No, this wasn’t just real. This was very, very, very real.


  Her eyes slowly climbed the sculpted mound of muscle in front of her. His abs slightly shifted. His chest moved with the beat of his heart. Life had been breathed into the hunk towering above her, and his greeting was responsible for the chill shooting down her spine.


  She finally found his face to be met by that grin of his which always threw her stomach into a tailspin. There wasn’t anything wholesome running through his complex mind. His blue eyes were dark and demanding. His chiseled face peered down on her with malicious intent. There was no hiding the fact that the man staring at her was up to no good, and the closed entrance door told her that she was here for as long as he desired.


  “Pink really is your color,” he said.


  His touch on her skin caused her to momentarily lose her breath. His index finger casually ran along the razor-thin strap on her shoulder, proving just how real this was. His powerful presence hulking above caused her to feel warm and fuzzy, but nervous and unsure. Everything was happening so fast.


  “How-how-how did I-I get here?” a sputtering Anya asked. “I-I was at-at Beth’s, and then—”


  “You left,” Alex interrupted. “But then you came back. Like a good girl.”


  His finger slowly moved along her shoulder, up the length of her neck, and brushed against her ear on the way to her trembling cheek. First, he’d referred to her as “princess,” and now she was being labeled “a good girl?” Uh-oh. What if Beth was right? She wasn’t prepared for this! It was a world she didn’t belong in!


  It still didn’t add up that this wasn’t just a figment of her imagination. “But I was on Beth’s couch. We were—”


  “You’re where you belong now,” he cut her off. “You’re where you’re meant to be. That’s all that matters.”


  Her soft cheek absorbed the feel of his fingers that were on the move again. Her skin was a road paved to his liking, and the path led to the last place she’d ever expected. It was headed somewhere she wasn’t sure if she was comfortable with.


  Alex’s touch slid along her closed lips.


  She was really helpless now. She couldn’t even voice her objections to what was happening. How could she speak with his index finger on her mouth?


  “Well, I may have jumped the gun a little bit,” he announced while staring down at her calmly. “Good girls apologize. They say sorry for being bad. Isn’t that right, Anya?”


  Apologize? Was he referring to her? What did she have to say sorry about? And what had she done that was so bad?


  “You should know better than to leave the way you did,” Alex went on. “It was very rude of you.”


  But he gave her the option of leaving. What was going on? This interaction was completely contradicting everything from this morning. It was like his compassionate side had disappeared.


  “I’m—”


  She cut herself off after her lips parted for a brief moment, but she quickly discovered that she had nothing to worry about. He was allowing her to speak. The tip of his finger moved to her bottom lip so that she would be free to voice her thoughts. This was the guy she knew. This was the soft, caring, thoughtful man she’d grown infatuated with.


  “I’m sorry for leaving without saying anything,” she apologized for her decision to run out of his house. “I’m—”


  Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure who or what she was gazing up at. His face had changed again. The tender side of him was replaced by a glare. The Alex she knew had vanished.


  “What are you really sorry for, Anya?” he asked.


  “For leaving without thanking you for last night,” she said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


  “You shouldn’t have left at all,” he said.


  Her eyes squinted in confusion as she attempted to understand what was being told to her. This didn’t make any sense. “But you gave me the option. You said that nobody was making me stay.”


  The sight of Alex’s hand roughly squeezing the rope in his grasp caused her to audibly gulp. Those piercing blue eyes stared down at her while his finger calmly maintained its place on her lower lip. He wasn’t happy with what had come out of her mouth—that much was clear.


  “You were a bad girl today, Anya.”


  She closed her mouth, the feel of his finger now touching both of her lips. And she’d thought that she was in trouble last night? Being drunk in his backyard didn’t compare to being locked in some basement sex room. Her phone wasn’t anywhere in sight either. It was just her, Alex, and a closet packed with toys straight out of Beth’s wildest fantasy. She was so screwed.


  “You should be ashamed of yourself.”


  Her body shook against the bed sheets. Tears were on the verge of pouring down her cheeks. There was no escaping this angry man who was openly scolding her.


  “But I can be a nice guy,” Alex revealed as his tone swiftly changed, a playful smirk washing across his handsome face. “I guess that all really depends on you. Are you going to tell me what I want to hear?”


  What did he want to hear? Think… Think! She couldn’t mess this up. There was no telling what would happen if she answered his question incorrectly, or heaven forbid pissed him off. This was the exact reason she didn’t want anything to do with these kinds of situations!


  He wanted an apology—that much was for certain. For what, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t about to deny his request. It was the only way she could see herself getting out of trouble.


  “I’m sorry,” she expressed her remorse. “I-I-I really am.”


  His right hand moved in her direction, the harsh texture of the rope rubbing against the gentle skin of her unblemished cheek. There were countless miles between their two worlds. They didn’t truly share any real similarities besides a few unimportant pop culture interests; and while he seemed curious to explore her likes and dislikes last night around the fire pit, he didn’t appear to be particularly care about what she wanted at the moment.


  The finger on her lips and the rope against her cheek vanished as he lowered his mouth to her ear and whispered, “Here’s what’s going to happen if you continue to misbehave. I’m going to start by putting this rope to good use. It won’t be gentle. You’ll forget all about what it’s like to be comfortable and relaxed, and you’ll learn what happens when you act like a little brat.”


  She was trembling.


  “I’m sure you’ve had plenty of fantasies about your first time,” he quietly carried on speaking to her. “About some perfect gentleman showing you an unbelievable time. An experience that’s earth-shattering, mind-blowing, and unspeakable romantic. Candles, music, and rose petals covering the floor. A moment you’ll be able to tell your girlfriends about. A night that will make Beth jealous beyond words.”


  She wasn’t breathing. Her world was unraveling before her eyes.


  Alex had some final words for her while pulling back to stare down into her petrified eyes. “It won’t be anything like that. It’s going to rough. The marks and bruises left on your soft skin will serve as a reminder of what happens when behave like a spoiled little girl. I’ll have lots of fun, but you won’t be walking right for the next few days—and that’s assuming you can walk at all. So, I’m going to say this one last time, and really try hard to think because I honestly don’t want to be a bad guy. Tell me what I want to hear.”


  Everything hung in the balance. Her world would never be the same if she didn’t somehow solve this riddle. All the pieces were right in front of her, but she couldn’t figure out the puzzle’s design.


  Wait, what if that was it? What if her wasted Saturday with Beth was all for a reason? She had to at least take a shot at it.


  “I’m sorry for being a bad girl.”


  Something was off. His face lacked a reaction. He wasn’t satisfied or upset. Instead, he remained still, waiting for her to dig deeper into her untapped imagination.


  It all abruptly made sense to her. “I’m sorry for being a bad girl…Daddy.”


  His free hand moved to her face, but she didn’t bother to brace herself. Punishment was the last thing coming her way. She’d solved this mysterious code, and the reward was even better than she’d imagined.


  “That’s my little princess,” he smiled softly while massaging her cheek. His index finger moved back to her mouth before coming to a stop on her closed lips.


  Nothing had ever clicked for her like the epiphany she experienced at this very moment. Everything came together. Why she was here, what she was doing, and the status of her relationship with Alex: all of her questions were answered. There was no doubt what she was supposed to do next.


  She parted her lips and allowed the tip of Alex’s index finger to slip inside.


  Her two bottom front teeth soaked in the feel of his rough skin, while her top teeth lightly ground against his hard nail. The slightest of bites allowed her to appreciate his trust. This powerful man had put himself in a vulnerable position, but she had no intention of making him regret his decision. She was far too worked up to do something so stupid.


  Her lips slowly separated, the skin of his finger running along her front teeth as she did something deemed unimaginable just minutes ago. It was the furthest thing from routine; but yet, it was second nature at the moment. His knuckles trekking closer to her nose put her at ease. The sensation of his finger sliding deeper into her mouth caused her to question if Beth had indeed been correct all along. There was something sexy about this. The hunk towering above her with his finger disappearing between her lips brought a level of submissiveness into her world that she’d never dreamed about, let alone experienced. It was something she wasn’t in a hurry to end either.


  She faintly choked while refusing to allow his appendage to escape from her mouth. Those times she’d envisioned giving a blowjob while reading one of her erotic novels didn’t help to suppress her gag reflex, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t trying to be some blowjob queen. She was fully aware of her oral limitations, but that didn’t stop her from wanting to see if she had what it takes to put a smile on the face of the most important man alive.


  “Say it again,” he demanded.


  Was she officially a bad girl now? Maybe she had more of Beth in her than she realized? She was sucking on his finger—literally sucking—and the last thing she wanted to do was oblige his request. Following his order would involve letting him get away from between her lips, which would put a hold on her best attempts at being his fantasy girl, and that would bring an end to this surprisingly fun simulation of oral sex.


  “Don’t make me repeat myself.”


  His firm words finally caused her to look away from his gorgeous face, and reluctantly pull back to see his exposed finger glistening in front of her thanks to some quality time spent inside her mouth. Her panties were ruined thanks to the way he’d bossed her around. This no-nonsense side of him resulted in tingles prickling every inch of her skin. Maybe Beth was right. She wasn’t being yelled at, but being ordered around had gotten her all worked up.


  She looked back up at him and said, “I’m sorry for being a bad girl, Daddy.”


  “Oh my God, that’s perfect!”


  The bed was gone. So were the mirrored closet doors. Alex had vanished, and she was back in the safe confines of her friend’s family room. She slightly leaned off the sofa, taking a look at the recliner to find Beth in the comfortable chair. It was all part of her imagination. It was merely a drunken hallucination which felt so real…and so good.


  “That’s perfect!” Beth enthusiastically repeated. “Alex would lose his mind if he heard you say that!”


  It looks like what had just came out of her mouth was real. There was no imagined excitement in Beth’s voice. Her girlfriend was over the moon.


  “See, I told you that the world wouldn’t end!” Beth went on. “Isn’t it fun being naughty once in a while? Oh my God, imagine saying that while Alex has you handcuffed? It would be so hot!”


  The warmness that had flushed Anya’s cheeks had her thinking that Beth could be right. If she’d gotten flustered by a brief fantasy of submitting to Alex, then how would she react to the real thing? Would her body even be able to respond to whatever type of kinkiness he had in store for her? Could her mind keep up with the perversion? And why was she so desperate to call him daddy for real?


  “I’m going to ask you a question and I want you to be honest with me,” Beth spoke up again. “And don’t lie or I’ll know!”


  Anya didn’t like the sound of that. “Oh boy…”


  “It’s nothing crazy,” Beth commented with a sly giggle. “Okay, what’s your biggest sexual fantasy? I’m not talking about some romantic escapade either. I want to know what you think about when you’re really worked up.”


  Only in Beth’s world did this qualify as nothing crazy. Sure, go ahead and describe your kinkiest sexual fantasy—no big deal. This was wild even by Beth’s usual promiscuous standards, and she was thinking that maybe the booze had something to do with it. They’d never gotten drunk together—at least to this extent.


  “I don’t think I have any,” said Anya.


  Beth wasn’t buying that. “Oh, come on! Are you kidding me? Especially after what you saw this morning?”


  “I’m being serious,” Anya went on, not sure if the brief vision of being assaulted in Alex’s car before their date qualified as a fantasy. Did her most recent hallucination of calling Alex “Daddy” in his basement room count as one either? She wasn’t sure, but she definitely wouldn’t admit to it either way. “I honestly can’t think of anything.”


  “What about getting tied up?” Beth proposed.


  “I didn’t even know that was a thing before last night,” Anya said, shaking her head. “I mean, I wouldn’t know how to feel about something like that happening. I’d definitely never thought about it before Alex mentioned tying Olivia up.”


  “You want to know what my biggest fantasy is?” Beth asked, her excited tone only further emphasizing just how much she loved this discussion.


  Anya was doing some serious soul searching. While she knew that her answer should be no, cup after cup of wine had loosened her up in a similar fashion to last night. Beth’s biggest fantasy was bound to be something insane. It just had to be. This was a girl who’d spent last summer banging some hunky college football player, after all.


  Could she keep blaming everything on the alcohol? Perhaps Anya was finally breaking out of her puritanical shell; and while summer affairs and lesbian experiences would never be in her future, a life where she wasn’t worlds apart from her best friend was starting to look like a real possibility. She would never know unless she dove into the action head first.


  Anya braced herself as her lips parted and asked, “What’s your biggest fantasy?”


  The hesitation in Anya’s voice didn’t exist when it came to Beth’s turn to talk. She lived for this type of smut. “Okay, so Tyler always told me that I should come along with him to one of the fraternity parties on his campus once school started, but that obviously never happened because we broke up at the end of the summer.”


  She got anxiety just by putting herself in Beth’s shoes. A frat house was about the last place on Earth she would want to be. God, she could only imagine the levels of degeneracy going on during one of those bashes. Actually, on second thought, her conservative ways hadn’t changed. She didn’t even like the idea of attending a fictional college party. Her somewhat straitlaced shell remained fully intact.


  “He told me that the football team are huge partiers,” an excited Beth continued with her dream scenario. The way both her hands tightly gripped her cup showed just how badly she wanted to share her secret. “I actually met a few of them at his apartment one time. They’re all super hot.”


  Anya’s brow furrowed while her eyes remained locked on the white ceiling above her. Where was this headed? Chances are her girlfriend would make a prostitute blush with whatever was about to come out of her mouth.


  “Okay, so I’ve been at the party for a while, and I’ve definitely been drinking,” Beth went on. “Like, I didn’t even care. I was getting hammered; and then the next thing I know, I look around and lots of people had left. It’s mostly just the football team that’s remaining. Actually, it’s pretty much only the football team.”


  “Why would everyone leave?” asked Anya.


  “Because it was getting late or whatever,” Beth answered. “Does it really matter why they’d left? The important part is that they did. Anyway, I met Nick back at Tyler’s apartment once. Tyler’s a wide receiver and Nick’s the quarterback, so they work out together and stuff. Nick is so hot. Like, ridiculously hot. He has to be at least six-five, he’s super lean just like Tyler, but Nick has blonde hair and blue eyes. He’s literally gorgeous.”


  Anya didn’t necessarily hate the sound of that. Maybe Nick would’ve been more her speed instead of Mike? You can’t really go wrong with a hot college quarterback, can you?


  “He whispers in my ear that he has something to show me in the other room.”


  “What did he show you?” Anya asked.


  “He helps me out of my seat on the couch, and leads me into what turns out to be an empty bedroom,” Beth revealed with her exuberant tone turning more sultry. “I’m looking around for something out of the ordinary. Like, he brought me here to show me something, you know? But then it suddenly makes sense.”


  “What happened?”


  “I get slammed against the wall…hard,” Beth told her. “The back of my head smacks into it and everything.”


  Anya hadn’t expected to hear that. “Nick slammed you against the wall?”


  “And his hands are all over me,” Beth continued, too worked up to answer Anya’s question. “I’m trying to fight him off but he’s way too strong. There’s nothing I can do to stop him.”


  “Did you try yelling?” Anya asked, briefly pausing after she remembered that this entire situation was fictional. “In your fantasy, I mean.”


  “Yeah, but the music’s blasting so nobody can hear me. I’m trying to fight him off but it’s useless. He’s grabbing my butt, and my boobs, and everything. And he’s kissing my neck the entire time too.”


  Was the gulp on Anya’s end from nervousness or excitement? This completely make-believe story had her riled up for some inexplicable reason. She couldn’t wait to find out what happened next.


  “So, I finally kind of just let him feel me up,” Beth admitted meekly. “I mean, I know I shouldn’t, but he’s like twice the size of me. What am I supposed to do? That, and it’s not he’s ugly or anything.”


  Anya didn’t like the sound of that. “You let some guy assault you because he’s hot?”


  “What would you do?” Beth questioned. “Are you going to fight him? He has at least a hundred pounds on me, Anya! Plus, I’m in some frat house full of football players. It’s not like there’s a cop in the next room or anything.”


  “You should’ve at least tried fighting him off,” Anya said while once again forgetting this wasn’t real. She was too caught up to remember that she was listening to a fantasy. “Did you have your phone on you? You could’ve called for help.”


  “I left my phone back on the sofa,” Beth told her.


  This was why Anya didn’t put herself in vulnerable positions. Wait, what was she talking about? Had she forgotten all about the past twenty-four hours of her life? She’d pretty much been at the mercy of Alex after dinner last night. In fact, going back to his house was a much riskier situation than Beth’s fictional fantasy.


  Beth was just getting to what she always deemed as the good part. “And this is where things really start getting crazy. Remember, his body is pressing against me so I’m pinned against the wall, and his hands are everywhere. One second they’re on my butt, the next they’re rubbing my thighs, and the next they’re squeezing my boobs. But the craziest thing is what he’s whispering in my ear.”


  Anya couldn’t believe what was about to come out of her mouth. This was so unlike her. She was drunk! And she was still thinking about Alex! Those were perfectly acceptable excuses for her behavior, weren’t they? You know what? She didn’t care anymore. It was time to give in.


  “I’m not going to interrupt you again,” Anya spoke up. “Tell me exactly what happens in your fantasy, okay? I want to hear every detail.”


  The busty brunette comfortably curled up in the recliner couldn’t possibly be more thrilled. Her ear-to-ear smile reflected her excited feelings perfectly. Things were about to get really fun.


  




  

    Chapter 10 – Fantasies


  


  Deep in Beth’s Perverted Mind.


  This was the same guy she would watch play football on TV? He was always so cute in his postgame interviews, and her heart just about melted that one time he wished his mom a happy birthday after the biggest win of the season. Now, that hunky jock seemed anything but sweet.


  There wasn’t anywhere to go. Her early attempts at fighting him off were useless, and her recent decision to stop protesting might not be sending her intended message. Was he under the impression that she wanted this? She had to at least try speaking up again. Perhaps some verbal communication would be her best way to wiggle out of trouble. He obviously wasn’t interested in hearing her pleas, so she would take a different approach: she wouldn’t guilt him.


  “I can’t do this.”


  The big hand squeezing her right breast over her tank top was his response to that statement. The other hand grabbing her ass made the rest of his thoughts perfectly clear. He hadn’t appeared imposing during the party. The simplicity of his blue jeans and plain white t-shirt were about as innocent as things could get, but his current actions were anything but pure.


  “We can’t do this,” Beth readjusted her previous declaration. “I have to go.”


  His warm breath moved down to her ear and strongly told her, “You aren’t going anywhere.”


  It was time to think. Nick was twice her size. The way he’d effortlessly thrown her against the wall showed just how strong he was, and she didn’t like her chances of stacking up physically with a guy who was six-foot-five and close to two hundred and twenty pounds of muscle. It wasn’t like she was getting anywhere on the verbal end of things either. He seemed awfully set on having his way with her.


  “Tyler’s in the other room,” she said in an attempt to make him realize that his teammate’s friend with benefits should be off-limits. “We—”


  “Stop fighting what you want,” he grunted in her ear once again, his hands continuing their journey of exploring her body. “I know why you showed up dressed like this.”


  Dressed like what? What’s wrong with her jean shorts and purple tank top? It was a hot October evening, and she’d opted for a more relaxed wardrobe on a muggy night like this. Her decision to wear sandals should’ve proven that.


  The tiny hint of cleavage she had on display wasn’t meant to be provocative either. It’s just how things worked. She had big boobs, tank tops weren’t exactly sweaters, and she left her house thinking that she looked good—not slutty. Nick didn’t seem to be under the same impression though.


  And then everything took an abrupt turn for the better. Suddenly, things didn’t seem so bad. His hands vanished. Even his immensely intimidating presence was reduced to more manageable levels thanks to him stepping aside. It was like he’d finally come around to seeing just how out of control things had gotten.


  “Get where you belong,” he said.


  Things couldn’t have played out more perfect than this. She knew that Nick wasn’t a bad guy. He couldn’t have been. She cheered him on every Saturday in fall from the sofa with her dad, after all. How could a guy this talented and sexy actually be a monster? Newsflash, he couldn’t! He was probably just drunk or something, and now he was acting more like himself.


  She belonged back at the party with Tyler. Nick knew that! This was merely one giant misunderstanding that was about to be in the rearview mirror before she knew it.


  Beth took one step toward the door before something caused her to reassess the situation. That big left hand of his was back, but it wasn’t feeling her up this time. Now, it was gripping a rather sensitive part of her body.


  Nick was squeezing her neck.


  His large grip easily wrapped around the majority of her petite throat. That hand represented dominance. It screamed of authority. Another attempt at moving in the direction of the closed door resulted in her going nowhere. It was like she was stuck in quicksand.


  Her neck was being squeezed so tightly that she couldn’t speak. What was she supposed to do now? She couldn’t physically escape, any attempts at verbally maneuvering her way out of this would be futile, and now she started to see the more aggressive side of this universally beloved man. People treated Nick like a rock star, but chances are only a few had experienced him behave in such a manner.


  “I told you to get where you belong,” he said before loosening his grip on her throat, allowing her the opportunity to speak.


  “Ty-Ty-Ty-Tyler,” Beth sputtered nervously while gasping for breath. His blue eyes were the furthest thing from captivating at the moment. They were flat-out scary now. “I-I was go-going to Ty-Ty-Tyler.”


  His hand found her neck once again, and methodically moved her away from the door. She couldn’t take her eyes off his face—even as she was slowly taken for a stroll in reverse. The wall was waiting for her. The unforgiving force that the back of her body would be pinned against at any moment was undeniable. He told her to get where she belonged, but he wasn’t allowing her the freedom to follow his request. It didn’t make sense.


  Thud.


  Her body met the wall, but his arm still pressed forward. There wasn’t a hint of air finding its way into her lungs, and the force with which she was being driven backward caused her to wonder if this was how things were about to end. Would she be choked to death in some shitty fraternity house bedroom? And for reasons that she didn’t even understand?


  Both her hands clamped onto the muscular forearm that was attempting to suffocate her. The heels of her sandals were in the air, and her tippy-toes were engaged in a desperate struggle to remain planted the hardwood floor. Why was he doing this? Why was his face so angry and menacing? What had she done wrong?


  She could feel the muscles bulging in his powerful right arm. A plea for him to stop resulted in merely a trace of air escaping from between her lips. She had nothing left. Her energy, passion, and motivation to live were being drained from her soul. Beth did her best to take one last breath before conceding to the inevitable.


  Air! Beautiful, valuable, and not nearly appreciated enough air flowed into her nose and mouth! Oxygen rushed through her lungs and enriched her famished brain. Nick’s hand lingered on the outside of her throat, allowing her precious time to reevaluate her situation. She felt like a new person—like someone who’d been given a second chance at life. She knew how lucky she was to wiggle out of this seemingly dire predicament, and she wasn’t about to let herself get into that kind of trouble again.


  She took a step to the side with her eyes locked on the door. It was time to see if the gym had been paying off. All those hours spent doing squats were about to be put to the test. She needed a quick first step. She had to blow past him and rush out the door before he could react to her decision to escape. There wasn’t time to hesitate, because any indecisiveness on her part just might cost her her life.


  Bang!!!


  That was the sound of the back of Beth’s head being slammed against the wall.


  She clearly wasn’t going anywhere. What she considered quick, must have appeared as slow motion to the jock who had his hand around her throat once more. With his body to the side of hers, his mouth came down to her ear to update her on the situation.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “To-to Ty-Tyler,” she answered. He still gripped her neck, but not tightly enough that she couldn’t breathe. “You-you told me to go-go where I belong.”


  “You don’t belong to Tyler,” he told her.


  Then where was she supposed to go? She obviously belonged somewhere, and it only made sense that she rejoin the person who was the closest thing she had to a boyfriend. How couldn’t he see the logic in that?


  That deep voice of his had something very clear to inform her of. “You belong to me, slut.”


  Uh-oh. It was all starting to make sense now. Nick was the alpha male of the football team; and as such, he felt entitled to anything and everything. It just so happened that she was now number one on his want list.


  “So, get where you belong.”


  “I-I don’t know where that-that is,” she tried explaining. “Where am I supposed to go?”


  Her throat was free. There wasn’t a gripping lock, a hovering hand, or even the threat of someone impeding her breathing anymore. His touch was moving in a different direction from her windpipe. The tips of his fingers traced along her cheek as they headed north, sliding through her brown hair after reaching the top. It was in that one little moment when she realized exactly what was going on. She finally understood what it was that Nick was talking about.


  His hand pushed down on the top of her head, sending her to her knees.


  The look on his face didn’t resemble anything during her time with Tyler. It certainly didn’t remind her of her relationship with Conner either. There was something so demanding in his blue eyes. Any doubts of what was to come were erased by the way his hands went straight for the belt on his jeans. This was a guy who was used to getting his way, and his way was exactly what he expected to get.


  But she wasn’t about to play that game.


  Was she somewhat promiscuous? Sure. Was the more open than Anya? That wasn’t even debatable. It didn’t mean that she was okay with the way Nick carried himself though. He’d never asked if she wanted this. He didn’t even attempt to gauge her interest in what he was moving forward with. Real life wasn’t some erotic novel. Girls don’t just blow random guys at fraternity parties—no matter how good-looking they might be. She needed to put her foot down and make her voice heard. Nothing would happen unless she was okay with it, and Nick needed to understand that. And at this very moment, she had no intention of taking part in whatever he wanted.


  “I won’t tell anyone if you let me go,” she said.


  His belt buckle was fractions of a second from being undone when everything came to a stop. She couldn’t believe how small she felt. He looked like a giant from her spot down on her knees, and the wall to her rear made her feel like she was trapped in a cage. The reveal of a confused look on his face wasn’t what she’d expected after pulling out her last remaining ammunition. She’d anticipated him growing nervous, not curious.


  “Excuse me?” he asked.


  “I won’t tell anyone if you let me go,” she repeated. “I swear. I’ll pretend like none of this ever happened.”


  “And how do I know you’re not lying?” he asked with his hands still frozen on his belt.


  “Because I’m not!” she promised urgently. “You have my word!”


  “I’m not sure if I can trust you though…” he said, skeptical.


  He was probably terrified of the fallout that would come from something like this. She had to convince him that she was being truthful. Nick needed to be completely comfortable with allowing her to get up and walk out the door, and her words were the only thing which could bring him that kind of ease.


  “I swear on my mother’s life,” she said, gazing up at the gentler face she’d seen earlier at the party. The passionate lust in his eyes had been replaced by a more rational look. “Tyler will never even find out. I’ll walk out the door, find Tyler, and tell him that I’m ready to leave. I’ll never say a word to anyone.”


  He considered her proposal for a moment before telling her, “You could really fuck up my life if you told anyone about what happened tonight. I could get kicked off the team. I could be expelled from school. Shit, I could get arrested.”


  “But you won’t!” she guaranteed. “Your life won’t change at all, because no one will ever know what happened. I can’t make it any more clear that my lips are sealed.”


  “You could ruin any chance I have at going pro,” he said. “No team is going to draft a guy who’s been accused of sexual assault—especially to be their quarterback.”


  She needed to diffuse that notion as quickly as she could. Those kinds of ideas would only make matters worse. “Your career won’t get jeopardized at all! I promise! Because I’m going to forget all about this the second I walk out of here. Deal?”


  He was thinking things over. She could see it! She could feel it! Her gift of gab was about to save her butt big time!


  “I have a proposal for you,” Nick spoke up after pondering her offer. “I really think we can come to an agreement here too. I want you to hear me out.”


  That was a rather strange thing to say after the deal she’d offered. Wait…of course! Could it have been any more obvious? It all added up now.


  Nick was jealous of Tyler. How could she have missed that? The star quarterback of the football team had found out about one of his wide receivers having a fling with some cute high school girl, and he wasn’t cool with that. It was a simple case of over-competitiveness. Throw a bunch of high testosterone jocks together in a room, bring a few women into the picture, and obviously rivalries would come about. It was only natural.


  Maybe Nick wanted a date at some point? Or maybe he wanted what Tyler was getting? Whatever it was that he truly desired, she would string him along until she was out of danger. It was the only way she could she things working out without any trouble.


  “Okay, here’s the deal, Beth,” he started. “You seem like a real sweet girl. Tyler even mentioned that you go to Catholic school. I’m sure you thought going to some college party would be fun, and I’m positive you got all excited when you found out that the football team was coming, so being here is probably a big deal for you. It’s a lot different from the high school parties you’re used to, isn’t that right?”


  She nodded.


  “We’re nice guys here,” he went on. “We’re all about having a good time. We work hard throughout the week, and we like to let loose and party a little bit come Saturday after our game’s over. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”


  This time, she shook her head no.


  “But making someone uncomfortable is a line we don’t cross,” Nick declared while staring down at her. “There’s a moral code we adhere to. We’ve promised to not only excel on the field and in the classroom, but outside of it as well. It’s an oath we’ve all taken.”


  She knew that this was just one big misunderstanding. Of course, this hunk was a perfect gentleman—exactly as she’d seen on TV. That little smile on his handsome face was probably the precursor to an apology. He was most likely riddled with guilt over his most recent behavior, but she wouldn’t be able to hold a grudge against him. He was too perfect for that.


  He smiled calmly and told her, “That’s all bullshit.”


  Beth’s brow promptly furrowed. “What?”


  “That’s all bullshit,” he repeated, his smile turning to an arrogant grin.


  “Bullshit?” she asked. “What’s bullshit?”


  “You see, Beth, I didn’t live by the same rules as you,” he said. “No one at this party does. We’re treated differently.”


  She wasn’t following. Differently? How were they treated differently?


  His hand moved to her cheek and gave it a pompous little pinch. His confidence had been swapped out for cockiness. She began to think that maybe she finally understood what he was talking about.


  Nick didn’t waste any more time in informing her of how things worked. “This is a football school, and as a member of the football team, I’m treated in ways normal students aren’t. I don’t go to class, I don’t have to put up with bullshit regular people deal with, and I’m pretty much given free rein to do whatever I want. It’s a perk that comes along with being gifted.”


  She struggled to comprehend why she was turned on by what he’d just told her. His arrogance should be disgusting. This guy wasn’t a doctor. He didn’t make a real impact on the world. He played some dumb game where freakishly-large human beings chase after a guy running with a ball. It’s an idiotic activity when you really think about it, but that didn’t stop ninety thousand people from packing the stadium for every home game, and it certainly didn’t prevent her from spending close to four hours of her life watching it on the couch every Saturday in the fall.


  Yet, she found herself gravitating toward his smug attitude. Nick wasn’t portraying a character. It couldn’t have been more obvious that he viewed himself as God’s gift to the world, and something about that got her engine going. It was a certain confidence that Tyler lacked.


  “Let me explain what would happen if you ran out of here and went to the campus police,” he said. “Now, if some nerdy physics major had done what I just did, then he would be fucked. The campus police would go to the real police, they would open an investigation, and that guy would eventually get kicked out of school. It’s only right, don’t you think? I mean, there’s no place for guys like that in this school. Especially not in this modern society of respecting women’s rights.”


  She didn’t have to be a comedian to decipher his sarcasm.


  His insulting grin had yet to dissipate. It was like he got off on her lack of power. “Let’s pretend that I did the same thing, but you reported me this time. Beth, my name would never make it past some campus cop. People live and die with football in his city. We’re competing for a national championship this year. Do you honestly think the school would jeopardize all that because some high school slut got drunk at a party and felt uncomfortable?”


  “That’s not what happened though,” she said, glaring up at him.


  “Oh, I beg to differ,” he chuckled. “A room full of people saw some underaged girl drinking in a frat house. Then they watched her wander off into one of the bedrooms with a big smile on her face. That’s exactly how tonight played out. Some slut showed up to party, fucked the quarterback of the football team, and then got mad because he told her to get her shit and get out.”


  “You know that’s not what happened,” she repeated herself defiantly.


  “But that’s what happened when someone asks any one of those fifty guys out there,” he said. “That’s the very story that will come out of each and every one of their mouths. Beth, you’re not important. You don’t matter to anyone. I’m beloved at this school. I get stopped for pictures and autographs every time I walk around on campus. Shit, I go for a stroll whenever I’m in the mood for some new pussy. Lord knows I always come back with about fifteen new phone numbers.”


  “But—”


  “This is how things are going to work,” he interrupted. “I’m going to take this belt off, you’re going to open that pretty little mouth, and you’re going to suck my cock like the fuckin’ slut you are.”


  “Nick—”


  “Or we can do this the hard way,” he cut her off again. “And trust me, I don’t think you want that to happen.”


  Listening to the steel from his belt clink off the hardwood floor reinforced just how real her situation was. There wasn’t a way out of this. She’d just been told how things would play out, and she didn’t have any other choice but to make him happy. Otherwise, she would be in a world of hurt.


  She watched Nick’s grin grow as he unbuckled his jeans, his hands quickly finding the waistband of his boxer shorts. She’d fantasized about him before. Meeting her favorite football player at Tyler’s apartment resulted in one hell of a fun night with a little help from her vibrator, and for some inexplicable reason, she was just as turned on at this very moment—despite the absence of even a hint of romance from his end. No one had ever been this sexually aggressive with her before. No one had ever told her how things were going to be. Nick was the first guy to put her in her place and take what he wanted, and her soaked panties perfectly reflected her thoughts on his attitude.


  It didn’t come as a shock that he was bigger than Tyler. Why wouldn’t he be? The long, thick cock that had sprang out from his boxers was every bit as perfect as she’d imagined. His low-hanging balls caused her to gulp. The hint of precum leaking from the head of his manhood had her tongue-tied for one of the few times in her life. Everything about him was masculine, powerful, and dominant. Even the way he arrogantly stared down at her exuded confidence. It was like he knew that she wanted this, even if she wasn’t completely sure that she did.


  But she wasn’t given one final chance to think things over. That luxury was afforded to girls who found themselves with boys, and Nick was anything but. This was a man. This was a man who knew what he wanted, and the strong hand which had gripped the back of her head pulled her into him. She’d yet to give her consent on what was playing out. Nick couldn’t be sure if she’d agreed to participate in what was about to happen; but at this point, she was pretty sure that he didn’t care what was on her mind. The only thing he was concerned with was himself.


  And she couldn’t get enough of it.


  Her lips parted and barely managed to accept the large head of his dick inside, and it took all of two seconds to discover the exact light in which he saw her. Her throat was being pumped without any inkling of respect for her well-being. Her gags and chokes were blatantly ignored for his own pleasure. His thrusting hips joined in on the fun, creating a brutal rhythm with the hand on her head that was still unsuccessfully continuing its mission of cramming the entire length of his cock down her throat. She was being used, disrespected, and humiliated by some jock in a crappy fraternity house bedroom, and she’d never been more turned on in her life.


  “A Catholic girl, huh?” he grunted between vicious thrusts deep into her throat. It was becoming more and more difficult for her to see the action through her watery eyes. “Yeah, you’re a real good girl, alright. Who loves choking on big cock?”


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH.”


  “I asked you a question, slut,” he spoke up again at the sound of gagging as her sole response.


  Sadly, her answer most likely would’ve been “me.” The lack of respect she was showing for herself was truly embarrassing; but on the other hand, she didn’t have to worry about humiliating herself verbally. Nick’s question was actually rhetorical. He wasn’t even providing her an opportunity to answer his demeaning inquiry. He would’ve at least paused fucking her face for a few seconds if he really wanted to hear her thoughts.


  “Get those big fuckin’ tits out,” he ordered.


  She wasn’t even fighting her feelings at this point. His brief break from abusing her mouth should’ve been used to try talking her way out of this, or to perhaps make a run for the door, but the way her hands went directly for the bottom of her tank top showed just what a lost cause she really was. The speed at which she unhooked her bra was an indicator of how infatuated she was with the guy who treated her like a piece of ass.


  Drool ran from the corners of her mouth, down to her now exposed breasts. Tears continued to fall from her blurry brown eyes thanks to her gag reflex being prodded in previously unexplored ways. Beth finally came around to realizing that this was her very own version of heaven.


  “What are you?”


  “A little slut,” she immediately responded.


  Nick wrapped his hand around his towering cock, giving it a few strokes. “Guess again.”


  “Your little slut,” she answered with a sly smirk.


  “Never forget it either,” he told her before moving his dick back to her mouth. “Now, open up.”


  This was officially her happy place: down on the floor, kneeling in front of some ripped jock with a big dick, while he used her as his personal plaything. Yep, she was a happy girl, alright. She didn’t want to be called gorgeous. She was past that. The way Tyler treated her was nice and respectful, and she was ready to be used as someone’s fucktoy.


  “Whoa, no one told me the party’s in here!”


  And just like that, she was in full-blown panic mode again. Those fluffy clouds she was lounging in were long gone. The freshly cut grass she was surrounded by had turned dry and brown. If Nick cornering her the way he had was her own personal version of heaven on Earth, then this was hell.


  She wasn’t sure of his name despite seeing him earlier during the party, but the black guy approaching them was undeniably handsome. His frame was thicker and contained more muscle than Nick; and surprisingly, he wasn’t all that far behind when it came to his sexy face either. His shaved head and neatly trimmed beard definitely had something to do with that. The tight gray football team t-shirt he wore with red athletic shorts were doing a poor job of hiding his amazing body. What he was doing in the room was something she didn’t have any idea of, however.


  Nick reached out and greeted his buddy with a handshake before going the more traditional verbal route. “What’s happening, man?”


  “Nothing like what you got going on,” he laughed. “What’s this one’s name?”


  “What’s your name?” Nick asked while looking down at the girl kneeling before him with a rather panicked expression on her face.


  “Beth…” she answered meekly.


  Nick’s glare said that he wasn’t happy. “Answer the question correctly or you’re gonna get slapped right across your whore face.”


  This black hunk’s arrogant look may as well have been a copy of Nick’s. They were both so vain. Even the way he’d referred to her as “this one” was belittling. He seriously wasn’t thrown off by walking in on his teammate with his dick out? Just how often did this type of craziness take place?


  The worst part was that she knew exactly what Nick wanted to hear. Playing out some wild fantasy with the star quarterback of the football team was one thing, but doing anything in front of two guys was completely ridiculous. She wasn’t a porn star. Stuff like this didn’t even take place in the erotic novels she loved to read!


  Maybe this new guy would hit the road if she entertained his nonsense for a minute. The sooner she was back to being one-on-one with Nick, the quicker she could make him cum, and that would result in her being able to leave. It was time to return to reality.


  She let out a huff before answering, “I’m a little slut.”


  “That’s your name?” the black jock asked with a big smile. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”


  “I’m a little slut,” Beth repeated herself louder. “I’m Nick’s slut.”


  And then everything really went to shit. All it took was one simple sentence for her to discover that this was the very last place she wanted to be on planet Earth. Her fantasy had turned into a nightmare, all thanks to Nick’s next question which had been directly at his teammate.


  “You want a piece of this?”


  Once again, she hadn’t been asked for her thoughts. She didn’t really matter to either of them, did she? And as if there were any remaining doubts of her merely being the latest piece of ass to these two, those questions had been answered by the sight of this still nameless man squeezing his cock through his shorts.


  “Introduce yourself, bro.” Nick snickered. “We have manners, remember?”


  “DeAndre,” he said with a grin.


  “You see, Beth, I’ve been boys with DeAndre for a few years now, and there’s something about him you probably don’t know,” Nick said. “Why don’t you go ahead and let Beth in on what you love?”


  It was like there were two Nicks—one white and one black. They were both so entitled. It was so obvious that each of them felt as though they deserved whatever and whoever they wanted.


  DeAndre announced, “I love white girls.”


  If she could only see her father’s face now. Dad would be having a heart attack if he saw her with Nick, let alone with some black guy too! It was his ultimate nightmare!


  And then DeAndre made himself more comfortable.


  What in the world were they feeding these guys? Was having a big dick a requirement to play college football? DeAndre might’ve had a tad bit of length on Nick, but the hunky quarterback still had his buddy beat when it came to the girth department. Either way, she may as well have been staring at a couple of horses. It was ridiculous.


  The two erect dicks positioned in front of her were waiting for her to get with the program, but that wasn’t happening. Beth had officially put her foot down.


  “I’m not doing this.”


  “Excuse me?” Nick asked.


  “I’m not doing this,” she announced once more while attempting to get to her feet. “I have to go.”


  She couldn’t tell whose hand it was on her shoulder, but someone roughly pushed her back down to the floor. These two appeared even larger from her new spot parked right on her ass. But she didn’t want this! She’d changed her mind!


  DeAndre reached out and pulled her toward him by a handful of her hair, her lips instinctively parting to accept him inside. She was so out of her element. Why was she just going along with this? Messing around with Nick was kind of fun, but this was flat-out humiliating.


  He was even rougher than Nick. The vivid sounds of gagging were the only noise filling her ears. When her nose almost touched his trimmed pubic hair, it had to mean that the majority of his dick was jammed down her throat, and she could feel each and every inch of it. Part of her wanted to cry, another part wanted to puke, and the rest of her was too ashamed to feel anything. She was merely some fucktoy to two college football players now.


  And then she was granted the freedom to breathe. Glorious air rushed into her lungs as that big hand left her head and allowed her to jolt backward. Who knew that simply breathing could be so good? Sometimes you don’t appreciate the little things until they’re taken away from you.


  Well, at least she’d enjoyed herself while it lasted.


  Nick roughly grabbed her brunette hair and thrust her helpless throat onto this throbbing cock. There was a silent competition taking place right in front of her. These two studs were playing a game with her mouth, and there was nothing she could do but participate.


  Back she went to DeAndre before Nick claimed what was his once again. Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth she was passed. The names she was being called would kill her mother if she heard them. She grew uncomfortably warm inside from the way DeAndre made her stick out her tongue so that he could slap his dick on it. And then when Nick requested the same thing but firmly whacked her cheek with his rock-hard meat? Well, that was just about the funniest thing in the world to these two assholes.


  “Man, can every white girl suck dick?” DeAndre asked.


  Nick apparently thought that this was the perfect time to find out for himself. He pulled her as close as he could into him, ignoring her body’s instinctual resistance in an effort to make her swallow his entire cock. Even her hands attempting to push him away went for naught. The only thing that caused him to pull out was the gross wad of snot that rocketed out of her nose and found a nice landing spot on her upper lip. Who knows how long it would’ve continued for without that happening?


  “You call this sucking dick?” Nick laughed. “This slut can’t even deepthroat.”


  “Bro, black girls don’t give head like this,” said DeAndre.


  Nick turned to his friend, baffled. “What!? Yes, they do!”


  “No, they don’t,” DeAndre argued. “You think a black girl is gonna gag on you? Sistas don’t play that shit.”


  “You know Nia?” Nick asked, this sudden conversation allowing Beth a moment to collect herself.


  “Curly hair? Great ass?” asked DeAndre.


  “That’s her,” Nick verified. “Best head I’ve ever gotten.”


  “Get the fuck out of here!” Deandre remarked.


  “Hand to God,” Nick said before pulling Beth back to his cock. “That bitch made my dick disappear like it was nothing. It wasn’t anything like this amateur-hour shit.”


  Beth had never been more turned on in her life. Was it the fact that Nick was downplaying her performance right in front of her? Or maybe it was knowing just how many girls were after these two on a daily basis? An excitement buzzed deep in her stomach from the idea that she was getting a chunk of their ultra-valuable time. She didn’t care if they were acting in a downright disrespectful manner, seemingly getting a kick out of humiliating her, and talking about all the other ass they got while she was being forced to gag on both their cocks: Beth was done fighting herself.


  She was one happy girl.


  A sharp whistle caused all three party participants to turn their attention toward the door. The change in plans put a big smile on Nick and DeAndre’s face, while simultaneously sending a chill down the spine of the girl who knew that she should feel anything other than excited. Nick grabbing her by the bare shoulder and throwing her into the center of the room shouldn’t have been the hottest moment of her life; watching six new sexy football players surround her so that she was in the middle of a circle of jocks shouldn’t have been the newest hottest moments of her life; and having eight big dicks out for her seconds later definitely shouldn’t have been the most recent hottest moment of her life.


  She was the girl from some crazy porn scene that she would get off to. She was a piece of ass who was about to be used and abused by a room full of studs. Promiscuous girls mess around with the quarterback of the football team, but only real sluts would blow seven of his teammates at the same time, and Beth was about to live her ultimate fantasy.


  –


  Anya was flabbergasted. Laying flat on her stomach along the sofa, her chin sat on the armrest like a little girl listening to her father read a captivating children’s story aloud. Her hands even gripped the piece of furniture in an attempt to hang on for dear life. That was the single wildest five minutes of her life.


  “So, that’s about it,” Beth wrapped things up casually. “My fantasy.”


  Anya was speechless.


  “I know it’s nothing crazy, but it definitely does it for me,” Beth added before taking another sip of wine.


  Nothing crazy? Beth referred to that as nothing crazy? Was she out of her mind!? That was the craziest story ever!


  “You want to see what else is on Netflix?” Beth asked, reaching for the remote.


  Anya finally managed to find the words. “You’re insane!”


  “Insane?” Beth asked. “What?”


  “That’s your fantasy?” Anya questioned in a state of shock. She still couldn’t get over what she’d heard. “That’s your fantasy!? Beth, you got raped at a frat house by a bunch of college football players!”


  Beth quickly dismissed that accusation. That’s not what had taken place at all. “Raped isn’t the right word for it. It’s more like I got…taken advantage of.”


  “Those guys made you give them head!” Anya went on, not able to comprehend how her friend got off on this absurdity. “They trapped you in a room and forced you to do stuff against your will. You got assaulted!”


  “But I actually wanted it.”


  “No, you didn’t! You tried to get out of there!” Anya reminded her.


  “Yeah, because that’s what I’m supposed to do,” said Beth. “I’m a girl. I’m not supposed to act like a slut. That’s why the entire fantasy is so hot. Because a bunch of asshole jocks pressured me into messing around with them, and even though I fought back at first, I eventually caved because they’re too strong. I was pushed into being their fucktoy.”


  Anya wasn’t clear about something. “Wait, did you have sex with these guys too? I thought it was some crazy blowjob-fest or something?”


  “Oh, it starts as an eight-person blowbang, and it ends with all of them fucking me,” Beth revealed proudly. “And then another eight studs come in right after for round two. I just didn’t go into specific detail.”


  “BETH!”


  “It’s not real!” Beth laughed. “It’s a fantasy. What, I can’t be perverted in the land of make believe?”


  “That’s not perverted,” Anya pointed out. “That’s deranged.”


  “Oh my God, shut up!” Beth rolled her eyes with a huff. “I guarantee that you have some twisted fantasy too, so stop acting like such a good girl all the time. You got drunk and passed out at Alex’s house last night, for God’s sake! And that wasn’t some fantasy. That was real! You aren’t perfect either.”


  “Yeah, well, I don’t fantasize about guys calling me names,” Anya said. “Seriously, why would you want someone to call you a slut?”


  Beth groaned, “Because it’s hot, okay?”


  “No, it’s not,” Anya threw in her two cents. “I don’t understand how you can get off on being disrespected. And being forced into doing something sexual? Beth, that’s so wrong.”


  “You have no idea how popular that kind of stuff is,” Beth said. “It’s called nonconsent, and there are soooooo many stories in that genre. Honestly, it’s probably even better than BDSM.”


  “No, it isn’t…”


  “It is!” Beth argued for the side of her favorite kind of erotica. “Wait, how would you know?”


  Anya’s eyes immediately shot down to the floor.


  “Anya!” Beth yelled. “How would you know?”


  “Um…I may have…uh…kind of been reading that stuff too…”


  …


  …


  Anya glanced up to find her best friend staring a hole through her. That shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise though. She’d been teasing Beth for years over her fascination with erotica, all the while she was secretly reading the same exact smut. Well, maybe not the same stuff. Beth seemed to be into significantly more hardcore themes than herself.


  “You’ve been reading erotica!?” Beth reacted while almost jumping out of her seat. “Are you freakin’ kidding me!?”


  “Um…”


  Beth was just getting started. “You’ve given me so much crap over the years for doing that; meanwhile, you’re reading the same stuff! You’re such a hypocrite!”


  “Hey, I’ve never brought my Kindle to school,” said Anya. “You read that thing during study hall.”


  Beth blankly stared at the sofa, clearly not following the point being made.


  “You read porn in our Catholic school!” Anya emphasized emphatically.


  “Yeah, but no one knows that,” Beth said. “Everyone thinks I’m reading fiction novels or something. Okay, let’s get back on track. I need to know what you’re reading, now!”


  “I like romance,” Anya answered.


  Beth was waiting for the good part.


  “And…BDSM stuff,” Anya admitted, her voice rather faint. “I’ve definitely never read anything like the fantasy you told me about though. I didn’t even know they made books like that.”


  “The stuff I like makes Fifty Shades of Grey look like Bible study,” Beth said with a big smile. “That’s why I love Christian’s attitude so much. It’s also why I almost dragged Tommy into the bathroom to make out with him after he yelled at me last year. There’s something so hot about a man just acting like a man.”


  “That’s not acting like a man,” Anya disputed.


  “But it is,” Beth argued. “Do you really think guys like romance? Just look at how rock stars live. They go city to city, having no strings attached sex with their fans. That’s how men really want to behave.”


  Anya wasn’t so sure about that. “Not Alex.”


  “He showed you a closet full of BDSM toys!” Beth laughed. “All that other stuff was to make you comfortable. He couldn’t just come out and tell you that he wanted to tie you up. He had to wine and dine you first. You can’t be this naive to how the world works.”


  “I’m not naive,” Anya defended herself. “Alex is different. You would understand if you were with him like I was. We talked about everything: life, books, music, the stars…just everything. It was amazing.”


  “And what did he still want to do at the end of the day?”


  Anya rushed to stick up for her date once again. “There’s more to him than that.”


  “He still wanted to get kinky with you,” Beth answered her question for herself. “Every guy’s ultimate dream is that he can walk up to a girl and tell her he wants to have sex. That’s how men are. Unfortunately though, it’s not the way society works.”


  “Unfortunately?” Anya inquired with a shake of her head. “You really are crazy, you know that?”


  Beth was quickly getting caught up in her own fantasies again. “But what if my fantasy was true? Imagine a world where super-hot football players slam you against the wall and tell you to get down on your knees. Oh my God, it would be amazing!”


  “You’re—”


  “I’m not letting you off the hook either,” Beth interrupted. “First, I want an apology.”


  Anya asked, “For what?”


  “For all the years of making fun of me while you’re busy reading the same exact stuff,” Beth said. “Let’s go. It better be sincere too.”


  “I’m sorry…”


  That wasn’t good enough for the fairly intoxicated brunette pointing at her girlfriend from her spot in the comfortable family room recliner. “For what?”


  “For being a hypocrite…” Anya clarified dejectedly. “There… Happy?”


  “That all depends on how you answer my next question,” Beth responded. “I want to hear about your deepest, darkest, most perverted fantasy, and you better not hold back either! I’m talking about before Alex too, because I know everything is probably about him now. I want details just like I gave during my story. So, let’s hear it. It’s time to find out just how deviant my BFF really is.”


  A Trip Into Anya’s Fairly Reserved Mind.


  “All set, Anya?”


  She seriously got the dunk tank? How awesome was this? There were countless number of jobs at her school’s annual outdoor lawn fete; but by some stroke of luck, she landed the best gig of them all. Watching people getting dropped into water all-day would be pretty sweet.


  “All set, Father Baker,” Anya confirmed to her church’s priest. “I think I got the hang of resetting this thing now.”


  “Well, you let me know if you need any help, okay?” he said.


  She nodded, still a little flustered by the sight of her priest dressed in casual wear. Father Baker suddenly didn’t seem so holy thanks to his khakis and short sleeve red collared shirt. He almost felt a little relatable.


  His thick head of salt and pepper hair always looked good with his typical priest getup, but it really stood out now that he was in the real world. And who knew that he had a body like this? There were big biceps under these sleeves! This wasn’t the man she’d known for her entire life. He was always so classy and professional. There wasn’t much joking going on when he was inside the church, but running into him outside the chapel caused her to see him in a different light.


  “I remember when you were that little.”


  Her head snapped back to the surprisingly occupied spot of grass. He hadn’t left? Not only was Father Baker still standing next to her, but he’d said something as well. Unfortunately, she’d been too busy reflecting on his good looks to pay attention.


  “What was that?” she asked.


  “I remember when you were that little,” he repeated while pointing at a cute six-year-old blonde girl who was passing by their booth with her mother. “It didn’t seem like it was that long ago either.”


  “Since I was that little?” she asked with a laugh. “That felt like forever ago.”


  “Maybe to you, but it seemed like yesterday to me,” he told her. “You’ve really turned into quite the young lady, Anya.”


  Hopefully he credited her bright red cheeks to the scorching sunshine, because the warmness that had flushed her face was rather embarrassing. She couldn’t help but blush. It was such a compliment.


  “Thanks,” she smiled shyly with her eyes down on the ground.


  A strong hand on her shoulder caused her to look up; and when she did, Jesus Christ himself may as well have been staring down at her. The sunny glow around the Father’s handsome face was mesmerizing. All six-foot-one of him caused her to feel like that little girl who’d recently walked past them. Her only wish was him being anything other than a man of God at the moment, because she’d never wanted a guy more in her life.


  He returned her smile with one of his own before heading off to check on the rest of the festivities. His touch lingered. His presence stuck with her for the next ten hours. Watching people being dunked into water by their friends and family was fun, but taking it all in while sitting on cloud nine was even better. She could’ve spent the day watching paint dry and still had a heck of a time. Father Baker had referred to her as “quite the young lady.” She still couldn’t get over it!


  She’d certainly admitted to her fair share of embarrassing sins during confession over the years, and the times when he was on the other side of the screen were the worst. It wasn’t like being able to faintly see him was her biggest problem—it was them being familiar with each other’s voices! He would’ve known it was her even if there was a brick wall between them!


  She couldn’t even begin to remember how much she’d copped to over the years. One of the few things she kept private was her love of erotica, but even that ate away at her sometimes. Maybe she should’ve taken some of her friends’ approaches to confession and just blown it off entirely? It definitely would’ve made things easier.


  Whatever she was feeling at this very moment would stay private as well. Did she actually find herself growing attracted to her priest? He’d taken a vow of celibacy, for God’s sake! What’s wrong with her? Sometimes she truly wondered just what was going on in that head of hers.


  But he was so cute. Well, perhaps “cute” wasn’t the best word to describe him. He was more “charming” than anything. He was the man with all the answers. What’s more powerful than having a direct line to God? Handsome, kind, caring, and respected by everyone who came in contact with him: what wasn’t there to love?


  She could only laugh to herself as day one of the summer lawn fete came to an end. Father Baker was her newest fantasy guy? Really? She was getting flat-out stupid with some of these outlandish dream scenarios. There wouldn’t be some trophy wife or a life of bachelorhood to compete with this time. Nope, in her current delusional state, she would be clashing with God in a fight for this man’s love and attention.


  She pulled out her phone to call her mother for a ride since Beth had somehow gotten out of helping. It was a tradition the senior girls were supposed to uphold, but her best friend had a tendency to be able to talk her way out of most things. She still wasn’t sure what the big deal was. The least they could do was volunteer their time for the school’s festivities. It was only for a week.


  “How’d it go, Anya?”


  Ah, that soothing voice of her future boyfriend. Or more like the comforting tone of a man who’d caused an ungodly number of impure thoughts to bounce around in her head throughout her long day. She couldn’t keep thinking this way.


  “Good,” she answered. “No problems at all.”


  Father Baker smiled and told her, “I wasn’t expecting you to have any trouble. Are you calling your mom for a ride?”


  She nodded.


  “I can give you one.”


  “No, that’s okay,” she declined the offer. “She told me that she would pick me up when I was done.”


  “Anya, it’s not a problem,” he proposed once more. “I’ll be going by your house on my way home anyway.”


  “Are you sure?” she asked. “I don’t want to be a pain or anything.”


  He motioned for her to follow him in the direction of the parking lot, his calm demeanor causing her to melt as she joined his side. Was it his faith that gave him this aura? Something about him was indescribably soothing, and she had every intention to soak in all of this bliss.


  She hopped into his car and smiled to herself as he slid behind the wheel. The simplicity of his vehicle went along with his personality to a tee. He was an uncomplicated man; a man of God. He was so confident in his beliefs and purpose. How many people struggle to find meaning in their lives? How many spend each and every day wondering why they exist? Not Father Baker. He knew exactly what his reason was for being on this planet.


  “How’s your mom been?”


  “My mom?” she questioned. “What about her?”


  “We had a few talks about some issues that she was having with your stepfather, but I haven’t seen her in a couple weeks,” he filled her in. “How have things been at home?”


  “Fine,” she answered. “I mean, they still fight and stuff, but it’s nothing physical or anything. It’s just  a lot of arguing. The counseling seems to help though.”


  He shed some light on the situation while they pulled out of the parking lot. “Marriage can be difficult. It’s something a lot of couples struggle with, but it’s something absolutely worth fighting for. I’m happy your mom is trying her best to work through whatever problems she’s having with your stepfather. Unfortunately, it seems like most people think divorce is the easiest way out these days.”


  She caught a glimpse of his clean-shaven face with a little aid from a passing streetlight as they journeyed toward her house. He was so kind and considerate, and it was unbelievably endearing how he was truly concerned with her mom’s marriage. There was still one pressing question on her mind, however. In fact, it was something she’d been wondering for quite a while. Receiving an answer to her one major inquiry was so important that it caused her to step out of character for a brief second. In a moment of complete honesty, she asked what was really on her mind.


  “Do you ever regret not being able to have a relationship?”


  The silence filling the car cut through her like a knife. She really didn’t have any manners, did she? Father Baker had never been anything other than amazing to both her and her family; yet here she was, blurting out an absurdly rude question like some five-year-old girl without a proper understanding of social cues. Where was her filter? Why was she always such an idiot?


  “Sometimes,” he said.


  Sometimes? “Sometimes” was the last answer she’d expected to hear. Actually, “yes” would’ve been the most surprising response, but “sometimes” wasn’t too far behind.


  “Really?” she asked.


  “I imagine most people without families think about what their life would be like if things had turned out differently,” he told her. “I’ve talked to many men and women who regret decisions that have led them to a childless life.”


  “I don’t only mean having kids,” she clarified herself for some bizarre reason. Why was she still probing for answers? God, she was so rude. “I’m talking about marriage. Or even dating.”


  “That’s a choice I’ve made,” he answered. “It’s part of my faith.”


  “But what if it wasn’t?” she asked. “What if you were allowed to?”


  The following wave of silence was obviously him attempting to figure out how to explain his oath of celibacy without crossing the line. While she’d been celibate for eighteen years, she couldn’t even begin to imagine what a life without love must be like for someone in their fifties. And it wasn’t like he even had any hope of finding a partner. He wasn’t allowed to by the rules of the Catholic Church.


  Why was she so interested in his personal life? He just seemed like such a catch. A handsome, intelligent, kind, faithful, God-fearing man with the respect of an entire community was hard to top, and there would be a line of women waiting for the chance to date a guy like him if he ever became available. It wasn’t like she was excluding herself from that potential gathering of women either.


  “I probably would then,” he admitted. “If it were allowed, of course.”


  The unforeseen confessions just kept coming. She couldn’t believe how honest he was with her. He wasn’t even fighting himself! It was like he was opening up to everything that he was supposed to push down deep inside, and she was the comforting presence that allowed him to be himself.


  Some casual small talk occupied the following five minutes before they arrived in front of her house. He’d inquired about her college plans, thanked her again for volunteering her time to help with the school’s lawn fete, and asked her to tell her mother to come see him if she ever needed anything. It was more of the type of relationship you would expect from a priest and a member of his congregation.


  “Thanks for the ride, Father Baker,” she said while reaching for the door handle. “I—”


  The hand on her leg ended everything in an instant. He wasn’t touching her knee or the black cotton of her little shorts. No, his palm rested flat on the middle of her exposed thigh. His fingers were motionless. His hand remained still. It was a completely new level in their previously cordial relationship.


  “Father-Father-Father Baker?” she stammered with her attention still on the hand which was inappropriately resting on her bare skin. “Wha-wha-wha-what are you doing?”


  “I meant what I said earlier,” he told her. “You really have turned into quite the young lady.”


  The glimpse of an approaching object from the corner of her eye should’ve sent her running for the hills. She should’ve at least reacted; but for some reason, she was frozen. It was like this was too much for her mind to comprehend. She’d listened to this man deliver a homily every Sunday for as long as she could remember. He’d heard her confessions, given advice to her mother, and had been the perfect example of what a man of God should be; yet, here he was, doing something she never would’ve dreamed of.


  His hand moved under her chin and turned her head toward the driver’s seat. Suddenly, a pair of lips met her own. His kiss was so soft and gentle. Compassion encompassed each and every one of his actions. The slightly clumsy embrace was a clear sign of an inexperienced man, but his intentions resembled a guy who knew what he wanted.


  She needed to wake up and get with the program. This was a man of God. He’d sworn an oath of  celibacy, and she was causing him to break it. Kissing him back wouldn’t do anyone any good. It was time to start acting like the good Catholic girl that she saw herself as.


  “I should go,” she told him after breaking off their kiss and turning for the door. “I’m—”


  Two hands firmly gripped her neck and pulled her back to him. Over thirty years of post-pubescent lust was solely directed at her stunned mouth. A car make-out session in front of her house was something reserved for two teens in high school, but the guy on the other end of the fun had never experienced such a moment. Whether it was right or wrong, she would help this amazing man live out his missed youth. God would just have to look away for the next few minutes.


  “Whoa, wait a second!”


  –


  Anya snapped out of her story and turned her attention to the girl who’d just shouted out after an unbelievable five minutes of silence. Beth had really shut up for over three hundred straight seconds while she revealed her wildest fantasy? Someone get Guinness World Records on the phone! Beth had just done the impossible!


  “What?” Anya asked. “I was almost done.”


  “You make out with Father Baker in your fantasy!?” an astonished Beth inquired. “Are you kidding me!?”


  “Oh, like that’s crazier than your fantasy?”


  “That’s way crazier than my fantasy!” Beth exclaimed. “Anya, Father Baker’s our priest!”


  She couldn’t believe they were having his argument. “You got raped by eight football players in your fantasy! How can you possibly think that mine is wilder than yours?”


  “Once again, I didn’t get raped,” remarked Beth. “I was taken advantage of, remember?”


  “That’s—”


  “Making out with Father Baker is like a million times wilder than anything I’ve ever fantasized about,” Beth cut in. “Like, it’s not even close either.”


  Anya rolled her eyes and commented, “You’re insane.”


  “You’re so much more perverted than me,” Beth said. “College football players are supposed to be sexually aggressive. It comes with the territory. You’re getting off on the idea of seducing a priest.”


  “Hey, he comes on to me,” Anya corrected her.


  “Whatever,” said Beth. “Making out with a Catholic priest is like the most taboo thing ever. All these years of acting like I’m some kind of degenerate; meanwhile, you’re reading erotica, fantasizing about having Father Baker come on to you, and getting drunk at some millionaire’s house? Anya, you’re such a slut.”


  …


  …


  “You are!” Beth yelled, annoyed that she was now being ignored.


  “Shut up,” Anya groaned.


  “But you are!” a laughing Beth repeated. “You’re way sluttier than me.”


  …


  …


  Beth encouraged her silent friend to come around and see the light. “It’s okay to admit it. There’s nothing wrong with being promiscuous.”


  …


  …


  “You big slut,” Beth teased, loving this surprising turn of events. Who knew that her friend had a hidden wild side?


  “Are you telling me that Father Baker isn’t handsome?” Anya attempted to defend herself. “At least admit to that.”


  “Oh, he’s super handsome,” Beth agreed. “Especially for a guy his age who’s in the church. Like, he’s a stud by Catholic priest standards, but he’s still a priest. That’s the ultimate taboo, and that’s why it’s so hot to you, right? Because it’s such a no-no.”


  Anya nodded.


  Everything was coming together for Beth. “So, how about you admit to wanting Alex to be your daddy? What’s more taboo than being some older stud’s personal plaything? We aren’t supposed to be dating guys twice our age. We’re supposed to be in relationships with stupid eighteen-year-old boys, but you totally don’t have to be. You can live the life of a main character from an erotic novel! You can be Anastasia Steele!”


  “I don’t want to be Anastasia,” Anya told her girlfriend. “I really have to explain this again? I don’t like Christian the way you do. He’s too demanding and controlling, and Alex isn’t anything like that. He’s confident without being cocky. It’s so sexy.”


  Beth wasn’t so quick to agree with that. “You don’t know that though. Alex might be the most controlling guy in the world, but you’ll never know until you’re in an actual relationship with him. Like, Anastasia didn’t discover Christian’s true tendencies until they got more serious with each other. Things might be the same way with Alex.”


  “They wouldn’t be.”


  “But you don’t know that,” Beth huffed. “There might be this entire side of him you don’t know about.”


  “Yeah, there might be, but I’m sure it’s just as perfect as the side I know,” Anya said. “Hey, where are you going?”


  Beth stumbled into the kitchen once again without answering her friend this time.


  “Beth!” Anya yelled, failing to even be acknowledged. It didn’t take long before she was attempting to revive their conversation by shouting in the direction of the kitchen. “Is there a possibility that Alex might have a possessive side to him? Sure, of course there is. Is it probable? Absolutely not.”


  …


  …


  “Okay, I’ll admit that the whole basement sex room thing is a little out there,” Anya finally copped to the reality of what she’d seen. “Especially the entry code system and stuff. It doesn’t mean that he’s crazy or anything though.”


  …


  …


  “And it’s not like he even takes a lot of girls down there,” she went on. “His sex life could be totally normal for the most part.”


  …


  …


  “It could be!” Anya repeated emphatically. “You seriously need to stop acting like he’s Christian Grey Jr. or whatever. Alex is smart, talented, and super funny. He’s unbelievably unique. And he’s real! He isn’t some character!”


  …


  …


  “Doing whatever with those college guys is still a million times sluttier than me making out with Father Baker,” Anya muttered under her breath, finally conceding to Beth’s decision to tune out of this discussion. “I’m really just helping him when you think about it. It’s more a fantasy of trying to be a kind person.”


  Beth returned into the room, but not before stopping directly in front of the sofa to dramatically roll her eyes. Even Anya had to laugh at her own obviously ridiculous statement. Her fantasy wasn’t really about helping Father Baker. Sure, that might have had something to do with it, but the naughtiness of messing around with a man of God was what really did it for her.


  Beth had a few choice words for Anya after making her way back over to the recliner. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”


  Anya’s eyes squinted in confusion from her spot flat on her stomach along the sofa, with her chin positioned on the armrest. “What?”


  “I’m sorry, Daddy,” Beth said once again. “I’ve been a bad girl.”


  “What are you talking about?” Anya asked, the sight of Beth pulling out her phone not helping to clear up her confusion. “Beth?”


  The unmistakable sound of a phone ringing echoed throughout the family room as a result of speaker mode being activated. Anya couldn’t be more baffled by what was unfolding, while Beth’s look was anything but puzzled. The busty brunette in the recliner appeared to be quite pleased with herself.


  “Who are you calling?” Anya asked.


  Ring.


  “I took something that doesn’t belong to me,” a mischievous Beth revealed.


  “What in the world are you talking about?” Anya continued to search for some sort of explanation as to what was happening. “And who are you calling?”


  Ring.


  “I’ve been a very, very, very bad girl,” Beth confessed with a grin. “I think Daddy needs to punish me.”


  Nightmares. Oh, how terrifying some nightmares can be. The first real villain in Anya’s life came courtesy of Chucky, the killer doll from Child’s Play. It was a movie she now looked back on and laughed at, but that scenario had been completely reversed. A certain something had catapulted to the top of her fear list with Chucky losing his luster over the years. It was a person she’d always trusted and loved. There had never even been a hint of contempt in her heart until this very moment for the epitome of evil sitting in the recliner directly ahead of her.


  Beth held a little white card in her hand.


  Anya bolted off the sofa but tripped on her half-full cup of wine, sprawling to the hardwood floor below. Her rough fall which caused Beth to burst into laughter wasn’t her main concern. The stinging pain in her left knee didn’t matter either. The only thing she cared about was that white card—the very white card Alex had given her on Wednesday night.


  Ring.


  “Hang up!” Anya screamed.


  “Will you relax?” Beth giggled. “It’s not like anyone’s going to answer at nine-thirty on a Saturday night; but hey, we can leave your boyfriend a message…”


  “Hang up, now!!!” demanded Anya, unable to get to her feet thanks to God knows how many glasses of wine. The past twenty-hours of her life had been spent in and out of a drunken haze. “I’m gonna kill you if you don’t hang up!”


  “No one’s going to answer, but you better think of something to say when it goes to voicemail,” Beth said. “One more ring…”


  “Hello?”


  She wanted to strangle Beth. Nothing would make her day like watching those big brown eyes pop out of her best friend’s sockets while choking the life out of her. The female voice that had answered the call had to be the secretary on the other end of the personal number Alex had written down for her in case of an emergency. This, however, wasn’t an emergency. This was a nightmare.


  “Um…hi,” Beth responded. “Is Alex there?”


  If Anya could close her eyes and never wake up, then she absolutely would. This was the most horrifying moment of her life.


  “May I ask who’s speaking?”


  “My name’s Beth. I’m friends with Anya. I actually met Mr. Stone on Wednesday night.”


  “Can I help you with something?”


  Anya mutely mouthed, “Hang up!” to no avail. Beth obviously wasn’t interested in the mass amount of anxiety that she was causing her. This was so embarrassing!


  “Anya’s with me now. Can we speak to Alex?” Beth asked.


  “Is it an emergency?”


  “Um…kind of,” Beth answered after pondering the question for a few seconds. “Anya really has to talk with Alex. Actually, she needs to see him.”


  Things just kept getting worse for the girl on the floor. Why was Beth doing this to her? What had she done to deserve this? She didn’t want to talk to Alex, let alone see him again. That was the entire reason she’d ran out of his house this morning!


  “And why does she need to see him?” the woman on the phone asked.


  “She just really does,” Beth said. “Like, it’s super important. You know what? It’s definitely an emergency.”


  “Stay on the line please.”


  Everything went quiet. Nothing was coming from what they assumed was Alex’s secretary’s end, Beth wasn’t sure if she was on hold or what, and Anya was curious as to what would be the least painful way to kill herself. Word would get back to Alex—one way or another. Whether she saw him in person ever again wasn’t the real issue. Her biggest concern was him thinking that she was some clingy little girl who got off on being a tease. That wasn’t the lasting impression she wanted to leave him with.


  “Hello?” Beth spoke into the phone to see if they were being listened in on. The lack of a response caused her to turn to Anya and say, “Relax.”


  “How can you tell me to relax?” a furious Anya asked while rolling onto her back. That was about all the physical exertion you were going to get out of her tonight. What would be the point of ripping the phone out of Beth’s hand anyway? The call had already been made. “You’re a bitch, you know that?”


  “You’ll thank me someday…” Beth told her.


  “What good can possibly come from this?” Anya further questioned her girlfriend’s mindset. “Alex is going to think I’m crazy or something.”


  “He isn’t going to think that.”


  “But what if he does?” Anya asked. “Or what if he thinks I’m playing games? Beth, everything was fine the way it was.”


  Beth wasn’t buying that. “Everything was fine the way it was? How? You ran out of his house earlier!”


  “So?”


  “So?” Beth laughed while checking her phone to make sure her call was still connected. “Anya, I love you, and that’s why I’m doing this, okay? You need to trust me.”


  “This isn’t some kind of game,” Anya tried to get through to the hardheaded brunette. “This is serious. Alex is going to think that I want back in that room if I see him again.”


  “Good, that’s the point,” Beth said with a smile.


  “But I don’t want back in that room!” shouted Anya.


  “Yes, you do,” Beth argued. “You just don’t realize it yet.”


  Anya was starting to become legitimately annoyed. Was she talking to a wall? Why was she the only one who saw the problem here? “How can you just speak up for me like that? I’m so sick of you always doing this. I don’t want to see him again, and I—”


  “Alex will meet Anya at his house in half an hour. Does she need a ride?”


  “Yes, she does,” Beth answered, ignoring Anya’s continued muted pleas to hang up. “Can you send a car for her?”


  “To her home address?”


  “No, she’s at my house,” Beth said.


  “Text your address to this number, and I’ll send a car service for her.”


  Could Beth even put into words how jealous she was? Not only had Alex changed whatever plans he had for his Saturday night so that he could meet Anya at his house, but he was sending a car service for her! He was way too classy to resort to something like an Uber. This was about as desirable of a man as you could find, who’d gone out of his way to meet up with Anya once again, and he was doing it all at the drop of a hat. It was amazing!


  “Awesome, thanks so much,” Beth said into her phone.


  “You’re welcome. Is there anything else I can help you with?”


  “Nope, that’s it,” Beth said.


  “Okay, have a nice night.”


  Beth was all smiles. “You too! Thanks again!”


  Anya was anything but happy once the call ended. Here we go again. Somehow, she’d found herself as the center of attention once more. Why couldn’t she just get drunk and watch Netflix? What was the harm in that?


  “I hate you so much.”


  “Whatever,” Beth huffed. “I’m going to want an apology after this all works out, by the way.”


  “Oh, you’re not getting an apology, because nothing’s going to happen,” said Anya. “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to his house tonight.”


  “What if I go with you?”


  “Absolutely not!” Anya protested intensely.


  “Why not?” a slightly offended Beth questioned.


  “Because you’ll try to make a move on him or something,” Anya explained. “I don’t want you around him.”


  Beth’s choice to remain quiet said a million words. A decade-plus relationship came along with a few perks—like the ability to communicate without having to necessarily speak. It also wasn’t any secret that Anya had received the message loud and clear. Her passionate response to the idea of Beth joining her showed just how much she still cared about Alex.


  Maybe Beth was right? Maybe she wanted to find herself back in that white basement room? Well, at this very drunken moment, cuddling with her dream guy around the fire pit sounded pretty good; but then again, the basement didn’t seem all that bad either…


  Okay, Anya was ready to admit that perhaps she still had feelings for Alex; and yeah, she wanted to see him again. Did that make her a bad person? Or some kind of tease? Or even worse, a slut? She wasn’t sure, but she was positive of one thing: her growing excitement at what was unfolding.


  “Let’s say that I go to his house tonight. Then what?” Anya asked


  “Just let whatever happens, happen,” Beth said. “You don’t need a plan. Play it by ear.”


  Everything tonight couldn’t be played by ear. There were a few things that needed to be meticulously thought out, and maybe the most important of those involved her hygiene. She’d turned into quite the pig over the past day.


  “I have to take a quick shower.”


  “I’ll take care of your dress while you’re in there,” Beth added to the plan while carefully rising to her feet. “My mom has this stuff you spray on clothes that makes them smell like you just washed ‘em.”


  It wasn’t easy, but with a little help from Beth, Anya managed that previously impossible task of standing up. The two stumbled toward the shower, giggling as a result of Beth letting out a thunderous belch which resembled something that would make a twelve-year-old boy a legend among his friends. Neither of them should be leaving the house if they were being honest with each other. They were both in awfully rough shape.


  Anya was busy applying makeup in the mirror after her shower when Beth came back into the bathroom, armed with a pink dress and a pair of purple panties she’d found hidden in the back of her dresser from her middle school days. It was the closest they would get to clean underwear that would fit Anya’s petite frame, and her dress now radiated a fresh scent of spring. There were a few things that she wouldn’t be able to cover up, however. Her glassy, slightly bloodshot eyes weren’t going anywhere no matter how much makeup she used. The puffiness to her cheeks would stick around as well, even if she was able to conceal the redness. She’d seen better days for sure.


  The panties were a little big, but it felt nice to be in something clean; her dress smelled pretty good; her hair didn’t look too crazy considering that she was still blow drying it; and her face wasn’t bad if you accounted for the recent lifestyle she’d taken part in. This was about as good as things would get. It wasn’t like she could snap her fingers and look like she’d gotten a much needed twelve hours of sleep. How much would she have gone for at the charity auction looking like this? Fifty bucks?


  “You look great,” an always upbeat Beth said while eyeing her friend’s reflection in the mirror. “I made coffee too.”


  Anya turned off the blow dryer and took one last look at herself. She didn’t look great, but she was definitely passable. “Thanks, but I’m not really in the mood for coffee.”


  “It’s to help you sober up,” Beth told her. “I have a meal replacement bar out there too. You need to eat something.”


  She downed a cup of black coffee with plenty of cream and sugar, inhaled some kind of chocolate meal replacement bar that actually tasted pretty good, and received plenty of verbal reassurance from Beth before the doorbell rang. It was time to make things right. She owed Alex an explanation for her decision this morning, and she really needed to reconsider if that decision was in fact correct. There was no turning back now.


  And guess who was waiting for her when she answered the door?


  “Hello, Miss Stevens. How are you tonight?”


  “Good, how are you, Doug?” Anya smiled back.


  “I’m doing fine,” he answered. “Have everything you need?”


  Wedge heels? Check. Purse? Check. Not feeling like a completely drunken idiot? Half a check. She was still drunk, but getting some coffee and food into her had done wonders for her current state. At least she could kind of walk straight now.


  She took a peek back at Beth to find a comforting smile waiting for her. Twenty minutes from now she would be face-to-face with a man who wanted her in ways that she still wasn’t sure if she was comfortable with. The clock was ticking on her figuring out if she wanted him as more than a friend too.


  




  

    Chapter 11 – Date Night: Part Two


  


  Was everything she did wrong? Why did the world hate her? The three bottles of water she’d drank during the limo ride to Alex’s house was done with the intention of further sobering her up, but now her bladder was ready to burst; and even worse, the caffeine from the coffee seemed to have worn off. She felt more drunk than when she’d left Beth’s! And she had to pee so bad! What the heck!


  But she needed to stay focused. Tonight was all about apologizing. Or was it about figuring out what she really wanted from her relationship with Alex? First, she had to apologize—for sure! Nothing would come before attempting to correct her behavior from this morning, and the time to make everything right was mere moments away. Alex’s beautiful house was just outside the limousine window.


  “Is everything okay, Miss Stevens?”


  Her eyes bolted to the open limo door where Doug waited for her. How long had she been staring out the window? And how hadn’t she noticed that the limo had stopped? Unfortunately for her, it only took a few seconds to receive an answer to those questions, and it was the absolute last thing she wanted to discover.


  She was really drunk.


  The journey to the open door along the leather seats was a rather difficult one, and Doug helping her out of the vehicle wasn’t much easier. How had this happened? The coffee wore off that fast? And what about her meal replacement bar? It was like she’d never even eaten it! Those three bottles of water were useless too. Nope, there wasn’t any kind of miracle cure to be found on this Saturday night. She was drunk, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.


  The two of them made their way to the door where Doug rang the bell for her. Hopefully he thought that she was just holding onto his arm to be nice or something. Her lack of confidence wasn’t helped by the fact that she very much relied on him to remain upright.


  Only one thing in this world could clear up her intoxicated mind, and not only was it a hell of a lot stronger than a chocolate bar, but it was way hotter than a cup of black coffee. She couldn’t purchase such an item in a store either. This perfect six-foot-three specimen was the ultimate form of sobriety.


  His gray suit jacket was unbuttoned, revealing a white dress shirt and a smooth red tie underneath. That black belt went along perfectly with those matching gray dress pants and black dress shoes. Completely clean-shaven? Yeah, she liked that. Even his hair was flawless like always. Morning or night, cold or hot, in sickness or in health: he was always perfect.


  “Thank you, Doug,” Alex nodded his driver’s way before turning his attention to the reason for tonight’s get-together. “Hello, Anya.”


  She slightly swayed after Doug left her side and returned to the limousine. She could do this. She had to do this! Just act sober! It shouldn’t be that hard!


  “Hi, Alex,” she greeted him back.


  …


  …


  She gazed straight-ahead at this amazing man without a worry in the world. God, did he look good tonight, and she was really digging the lack of facial hair. He had to be one of those guys who could pull off every look.


  …


  …


  Maybe she should’ve stuck around this morning? They could’ve at least talked, right? It wasn’t like everything had to be sexual, and she definitely wanted to know what those jumper cable looking things on the bottom shelf of his closet were.


  …


  …


  “Anya?”


  Making Beth stay back at her house was awfully rude when she really thought about it too. Did she actually think that her best friend would hit on a guy that she was obviously infatuated with? Of course, she wouldn’t. Beth would never screw her over like that. She only wanted the best for her.


  “Anya?”


  Shit, she forgot to bring the empty bottle of wine with her! Lord knows it had to be worth at least a couple hundred bucks, and it was only right to return it to its proper owner. She would definitely have to make a note in her phone to remember for next time.


  “Anya…?”


  Alex was staring at her when she finally snapped to it. “Yeah?”


  “Do you want to come in?” he asked, laughing faintly. “Or are you going to stand on my front step all night?”


  She carefully stepped inside his house with a smile as he shut the door behind her. It was fifty-fifty whether or not she would fall on her ass at any moment in these heels. Why hadn’t she stopped after a couple glasses of wine? Her terrible decision to get blasted had really come back to bite her in the ass now.


  Somehow, she managed to make her way to the bathroom after excusing herself. She emptied her bladder, checked her makeup, and made her way through the kitchen and into the dining room where she quickly plopped down in one of the big wooden chairs at the oval-shaped oak table. Mission accomplished! No falling down here! Hey, she was pretty good at being a drunk.


  Alex waited in the seat directly across from her, four feet of marvelous cherry oak separating them while she collected her thoughts. Her not having a clue what to say at the moment wasn’t the end of the world, because everything would come to her once they started talking—like last night. She just needed a few minutes to get comfortable again.


  “So, what’s the emergency?”


  “Emergency?” she asked, both her face and tone of her voice surprised by his question. “What emergency?”


  “I was told that you had an emergency,” he reminded her. “Is that not what you said to my secretary?”


  Crap! Beth! How was she supposed to talk her way out of this now? “Um…well…it’s not exactly an emergency.”


  “It’s not?”


  “No…well, yeah, you could say it is,” she blathered, her fuzzy mind yet to catch up to her mouth. “Actually, yeah, it’s an emergency.”


  Alex was waiting.


  “I wanted to talk to you,” she said. “You know, because it’s an emergency.”


  He was still waiting.


  She explained, “So that’s why we—I…called you. Because of the emergency.”


  “What is it?” he asked.


  Anya wasn’t following. She felt more drunk than ever. “What’s what?”


  “I left a meeting because I received a call saying that you had an emergency,” Alex explained calmly. “Now, is there a problem or not?”


  “You weren’t in a meeting.”


  “I wasn’t?” he questioned.


  “It’s like ten o’clock on a Saturday night,” she laughed. “There’s absolutely no way you were working. Nobody works on the weekends.”


  “Why don’t you tell me where I was then?” he asked.


  “You were probably at one of those parties where all the girls look like Olivia Gustafsson,” she said, feeling surprisingly confident thanks to all the booze she’d consumed over the past twelve hours. “You know, the parties with all those slutty chicks who want your money.”


  That got a smile out of Alex.


  “Alex, we have a real emergency on our hands,” she said. “Like, code red, okay? Godzilla may as well be coming out of the ocean!”


  “Godzilla?”


  “Totally!” she proclaimed enthusiastically before swiftly changing her drunken priorities. “Wait, did you ever wonder why Godzilla’s considered a good guy?”


  “Excuse me?” he asked.


  “Why is Godzilla considered to be a good guy?” she repeated. “I mean, it doesn’t make any sense. Okay, let’s pretend that Godzilla emerges out of the ocean and walks right into downtown Manhattan. One little step is going to take out how many buildings? A ton, right? And he’s going to wipe out skyscrapers, schools, buses, and on, and on, and on. How many people will die every time he moves? Hundreds? Maybe even thousands? You can’t be a hero if you’re killing people.”


  Alex stared across the table, his face blank as he listened to whatever point his guest attempted to make.


  She went on with her rant. “The only way Godzilla can be a hero is if he stays hidden away from civilization. What good does him killing some giant three-headed bird thing do if he’s destroying an entire city in the process? It doesn’t add up to me.”


  “You realize Godzilla was originally a bad guy, right?”


  “He was?” she asked.


  “Godzilla started as a metaphor,” he explained. “He was how post-war Japan viewed the American military. He’s a product of nuclear weapon testing gone bad, raging chaos and destruction on Japanese civilians. It’s not until later films where he’s depicted as a hero.”


  “I—”


  “Now, you could chalk that change up to simple movie plots,” he cut her off. “You could say that Godzilla would grow stale if he was always a villain. It wouldn’t be too much fun watching the same story over and over again, would it? Or you could look deeper into the character. You can search for a more complex meaning.”


  She was lost again. He’d managed to flip their conversation—like always. “Like what?”


  “Like how we all have the ability to be both a hero and a villain,” said Alex. “It’s an option inside each and every one of us. Some choose to be good, others choose to be bad, while there are those who behave in both manners. It’s what makes life interesting.”


  “Interesting?” she questioned. “How does that make life interesting?”


  “Complexity is compelling,” he answered. “The mystery in the way one person behaves versus another person is fascinating. Do you know what I hate, Anya? Superhero movies.”


  “Superhero movies?” she asked.


  “They’re boring to me,” he told her. “What’s the point in even watching a superhero movie? You know what’s going to happen. The plot is incredibly predictable. The hero’s going to come across a villain, have some type of encounter which causes him to question his own strength, regroup thanks to a moment where he rediscovers his true purpose, and then defeat his enemy in an epic battle. It’s the same story every single time. You know what would be interesting? What would be entertaining to watch? If Superman didn’t do the right thing.”


  “But he’s Superman,” she spoke up. “He always does what’s right.”


  “But he doesn’t have to,” Alex said with a shake of his head. “He chooses to.”


  Chalk it up to the alcohol, but she didn’t understand this. “What’s wrong with doing the right thing?”


  “It’s not fun always being the good guy,” he revealed, his blue eyes locked on her. “It’s stale. It’s boring. Sometimes, it’s better being the villain.”


  Anya gulped.


  “Who wants to be Batman when you can be the Joker?” he asked.


  She wasn’t about to sit here and listen to her favorite superhero be badmouthed. “Are you kidding me? Everyone wants to be Batman! He’s the greatest character ever!”


  “And why’s that?”


  “First off, he’s a regular guy,” she started. “Not having some crazy set of powers makes him so much more relatable than anyone else. And who’s he when he’s not Batman? Bruce Wayne, super successful playboy in charge of Wayne Enterprises. He’s who every man wants to be. Actually, you’re a lot like him.”


  “You think I’m like Bruce Wayne?” he asked, a sly smirk covering his handsome face.


  “You’re totally like Bruce Wayne,” she said. “The parties you go to are probably just like the ones in the Batman movies too. Were you out fighting crime tonight, Alex?” she teased. “Does your Maserati morph into the Batmobile?”


  “I don’t have the morals to be Batman.”


  She could only roll her eyes after hearing that. “Okay, Mr. Badass. Alex, I hate to hurt your feelings, but you’re the furthest thing from a villain.”


  “Do you remember what I told you while we were driving home after dinner yesterday?” he inquired. “About how the world needs different types of personalities? Batman needs the Joker, just like the Joker needs Batman. Why doesn’t Batman just kill the Joker? It would solve so many of his problems, wouldn’t it? He won’t because his no-kill policy is a way to prove to himself that he’s a good person. Killing the Joker would be best for everyone, but Batman selfishly places his personal morals over the well-being of an entire city.”


  They were still discussing a comic book movie, right? Her inebriated mind struggled to keep up with all of this. There was one thing that especially didn’t add up for her, however.


  “Wait, I thought you didn’t watch movies?”


  “I see a couple here and there,” he told her before getting back on track. “Now, the Joker wouldn’t kill Batman if he had the chance to either. He’s needs Batman in his life. He wants to see Batman change. He’s obsessed with watching him fall from the moral high ground he stands on. The Joker’s entire purpose is to prove that Batman can succumb to the world of evil he’s surrounded by. They’re the perfect foil to each other. They’re two people who are completely different, yet need one another in order to exist.”


  And then it hit her like a ton of bricks. They weren’t really discussing movies. Sure, the names and locations resembled those of her favorite summer blockbusters, but his entire speech was a metaphor to something bigger. He was talking about real life.


  Alex was referring to their relationship.


  She was Batman. She was the girl obsessed with doing what was right and morally sound. Even something as harmless as drinking alcohol always caused her guilt. Some people can just turn a blind eye to what’s considered wrong, but she wasn’t one of them. Her world was full of sunshine and rainbows because she’d never gone outside into the rain. She’d yet to put herself in a vulnerable position. Until now, that is.


  Alex couldn’t actually be the Joker though, could he? She refused to entertain the possibility of him being evil. But if she was truly good, then he had to be her foil; and by proxy, that made him the bad guy. He was the man keen on tainting what he saw as pure and innocent. Was his mission to get her to fall from grace? Did he need her in his life in order to corrupt her? Was he really depicting their relationship through some goofy comic book movie?


  “I’m going to ask you a question, Anya, and I want you to be honest with me.”


  Her nerves kicked into high gear as she prepared herself for anything.


  “I received a call in the middle of a meeting with a very important client,” he said. “My secretary never calls me during meetings unless it’s something extremely serious. Now, I was told that the girl I went to dinner with last night had an emergency. That was the exact word my secretary used: “emergency.” So, I sent a car for you and left my meeting early thinking something’s wrong. I’m concerned with what I might be walking into, but what’s waiting at my door when that emergency finally arrives?”


  “Um…”


  “A girl who’s drunk for the second night in a row,” he answered for her.


  “I’m not drunk,” she immediately protested his accusation.


  His eyebrows perked up, reflecting just how much he wasn’t believing that. “Oh, is that right? You’re not drunk?”


  “Nope,” she shook her head.


  “You just like wearing the same dress every day?”


  “I like how it looks on me. That’s why I’m still wearing it,” she lied. “You said it yourself that I look good in pink.”


  “You look great in pink,” he confirmed.


  She couldn’t hide her smile after hearing that. “So, is it a problem if I wear the same dress two days in a row?”


  “You didn’t change because I’m guessing you never went home,” he gave his thoughts. “And judging by your eyes, I’m going to take a shot in the dark and say you’ve been drinking for the majority of the day.”


  “Alex, I haven’t been drinking,” she fibbed once again. “Honestly.”


  His eyes squinted, clearly showing that he didn’t believe her dishonesty. “I don’t like when you lie to me.”


  “What do you think I did then, huh?” Anya asked. “That I spent all day laying around, getting drunk in the same dress I wore yesterday? I’m not some bum, you know? In fact, I had a very productive day.”


  “You’re a terrible liar,” he said.


  She continued to forge the truth for some reason. Admitting to actually being drunk seemed like the worst thing in the world—especially after how hard she’d worked to convince him of her sobriety. “I’m not a liar. I haven’t had anything to drink since last night.”


  “You stumbled into my house.”


  “Because of these wedge heels,” she countered. “I love ‘em, but they aren’t the easiest to walk in. Try walking in them if you don’t believe me.”


  “Do you want to know what happens when girls lie to me?” he asked.


  “Alex, I—”


  “They get punished,” he cut her off.


  Uh-oh. Now she remembered why she didn’t want to come back to this house. It was time to try to change the conversation.


  “I want to apologize for running out this morning like I did,” she told him. “It was rude of me.”


  “Some of them get handcuffed.”


  “It was really rude of me,” she attempted to move on from what was unfolding in front of her. “I should’ve thanked you for dinner.”


  “Others get choked,” he added.


  “And I really want to thank you for everything you did for me,” she pretended to ignore Alex’s words, her heart pounding out of her chest. “For dinner, and the wine, and letting me drive your car.”


  He went on as if she hadn’t even spoke. “And a few girls get the rope.”


  She had to keep trying. One of her statements would eventually snap him out of it. He wasn’t acting like himself. “Thank you for everything last night, and—”


  “Olivia was a little slut when I met her,” he interrupted.


  Her jaw dropped.


  “Some guys love that,” Alex said. “You know, girls who are up for everything from day one, but that isn’t fun for me. It’s that boredom that comes with routines which we’ve discussed before. Anyone can find a bad girl and watch her act like a slut. No, Anya, I want to find a good girl and turn her bad.”


  Her breaths grew labored. Her heart thudded intensively. Her calm, simple world was unraveling right before her eyes.


  “But it can’t be some facade,” he continued. “It has to be real. I need a girl who’s pure, and naive, and completely unaware of just how innocent she really is. That isn’t exactly an easy combination of traits to find in a woman nowadays.”


  There was no more wondering if Alex was referring to her, because this was about as clear as things could get. She was the naive person who continued to put herself in awful situations without a worry in the world, she was the one who was the furthest thing from a slut you could find, and she was the girl he wanted to turn bad. It couldn’t have been more obvious. Her inability to look him in the eyes only reinforced just how out of her element she truly was.


  “And then that very girl came into my life on Wednesday, but I’ve been so jaded by what I’ve experienced over the years, that it took me until last night to realize what I had in front of me,” he said. “You’re what I want. Anya, you’re what I need.”


  “No, I’m not,” she whispered an unconvincing refutation.


  “Look at me.”


  Her eyes remained locked on the table below.


  “Look at me, Anya,” Alex repeated.


  “I don’t want to…” she sighed, her voice faint and lacking confidence.


  She finally conceded to the inevitable after catching a glimpse of him moving out of his seat and heading in her direction. He would get his way eventually. It was bound to happen.


  “Look at me,” he demanded for a third time, now standing directly to her side.


  Looking at him was always so easy. In fact, it was about the simplest task in the world. How many times had she zoned out while staring at his chiseled face or amazing body? Moving her attention to anywhere other than the oak table seemed like the most difficult task in the world at the moment, however.


  She wanted to scream. A strong arm roughly tugging her out of her seat was a clear sign of things to come. Being scooped up into Alex’s hold for the second night in a row had her thinking that a trip to the basement was in her future. Beth was so wrong about coming back here. The answers to her questions wouldn’t be explained by rushing back to Alex; they would be solved by taking time to think.


  What she really needed was to sober up and reflect on what she was doing with her life. She should’ve known that nothing good would come from drunkenly stumbling into the house of some sexually-deviant man.


  She still couldn’t look at him as he grabbed her purse and carried her through the dining room toward the kitchen. Under normal circumstances, she could fall asleep in his strong grasp, and sleep was the one thing that she desperately needed. She was rapidly crashing from her alcohol and coffee high; but there was panic at the forefront of her mind, keeping her awake.


  “I have-have to go,” she told him while attempting to wiggling out of his arms.


  Alex didn’t have to say a word. He merely locked his hold in even tighter. That simple decision told her that she wasn’t going anywhere.


  Seeing the basement door caused her to squirm before they passed it and made their way into the kitchen. This didn’t add up. Why wasn’t he taking her downstairs? Don’t get her wrong, the last thing she wanted to do was head down those steps, but she was under the impression that he was finally going to get what he wanted from her tonight.


  “Where are we going?” she asked.


  He ignored her, and instead asked a question of his own. “Why did you come here?”


  Being carried through the hallway wasn’t helping her to think clearly. Why had she come here again? Oh, that’s right: Beth! But she’d agreed to this terrible decision as well. The unfortunate part was tonight hadn’t played out even in the slightest way that she’d anticipated. Instead of closure, she was left with more questions than ever.


  “I was going to…uh…” Anya attempted to recall why she’d ended up at his house this evening. “Um…apologize!”


  “So, that was the big emergency, huh?” he chuckled, moving one step up the stairs with her in his hold. “I thought your generation was all about texting?”


  “Apologizing in person seemed like the right thing to do,” she said.


  They continued to ascend stairs as he nodded in agreement. “That’s very courteous of you, Anya.”


  “I just…um…wanted to say sorry again for this morning,” she expressed her regret once more. “Where are we going though?”


  “Where do you think we’re going?” he asked.


  “Well, I thought you were going to take me down into the basement,” she said, starting to open up to the idea of something potentially naughty happening. It was like she melted every time he effortlessly carried her in his arms. “This definitely isn’t the way to the Batcave though.”


  “No, it definitely isn’t,” he agreed with a laugh, halfway up the winding staircase now. “You know, I’m not always such a good guy. I still try to do the right thing, even if I’ve done some stuff in my past that I’m not necessarily proud of.”


  “Like what?”


  “Excuse me?” he asked.


  “What have you done in your past that you’re not proud of?” she clarified her question.


  The seconds ticked by as they cleared the last of the stairs in silence. Why wasn’t he answering her? They weren’t at the point where she could ask about some personal stuff? She’d slept in his house! She’d gotten drunk in his backyard! It wasn’t like she was out of line for inquiring about his past.


  “Alex.”


  He opened the same door from last night, and carried her into the unlit room, to the bed that she was oh-so familiar with.


  “Alex, what have you done in your past that you’re not proud of?” she tried again.


  He placed her down on the soft mattress, and covered her with the pile of blankets she’d left messy and crumpled from this morning. Once again, her question went unanswered. She refused to go to sleep this way. She needed him to open up to her.


  “Why won’t you answer me?” she asked.


  “Because it doesn’t concern you,” he finally spoke up.


  The moonlight pouring in through the windows was the only source of illumination in the dark bedroom. Something about the way the light shined on the planes of his face caused her to connect with him. This went deeper than a simple misunderstanding. He’d experienced a moment in his life where everything had gone terribly wrong, and she needed to help him move past it.


  “Alex, you can talk to me,” she said to him. “About anything.”


  He stared down at her, his mouth smiling slightly.


  “I’m serious!” she emphasized. “Just tell me what happened.”


  “This is why I like you so much.”


  Her brow immediately furrowed at his rather confusing comment. “What?”


  “This is why I like you so much,” he repeated, retrieving her phone from her purse and tossing it next to her hand. “You should let your parents know that you won’t be coming home tonight.”


  She mustered the last of her remaining strength to vehemently shake her head and declare, “My parents don’t matter tonight. Alex, I can help you. We can work through whatever problems you had in your past that are still haunting you, but you have to tell me about them. I want to be here for you.”


  “Go to sleep, Anya.”


  “No, I want to help!” she shouted while attempting to sit up. The immediate head rush she felt after that sudden movement caused her to quickly lay back down on her pillow. “Please!”


  “Make sure that you text one of your parents,” he told her while pointing at her phone. “They’ll be worried about you, otherwise.”


  Why couldn’t she get through to him? Could anyone break down the wall he’d built up around himself? He was so distant. He’d been so generous and sweet to her over the past twenty-four hours, yet he was extremely cold and closed off when it came to his end.


  She just wanted to discover his past. She had to reveal the reason he’d ended up this way. How could a man scoff at dating the most sought-after movie star on the planet? There was an explanation for why he saw things through his confusing eyes, and she was going to get some answers whether or not he was okay with it. It was time for him to accept that she knew best.


  “Why do you like me so much?” she asked.


  He stopped just in front of the open door with his back to the bed, a silhouetted shadow. She didn’t want him to walk out of the room. She didn’t want him to ever leave. Why couldn’t they watch the sunrise after talking about anything and everything for the entire night? Why wouldn’t he just open up to her?


  “You said, ‘This is why I like you so much,’” she said, still clinging to the idea of keeping him around a little longer. “Why is that?”


  “Because you believe that you can make a difference.”


  “I can though!” she told him.


  “No, you can’t,” he said, still facing away from her. “Life doesn’t work like that.”


  She had to think! She had to come up with something! This was the worst possible time to draw a blank, and she was on the verge of losing him with the most recent step he’d just taken in the direction of the hallway. Why couldn’t she—bingo! This was exactly what she needed!


  “You said that I was special.”


  Alex stopped.


  “Those were your exact words,” she went on. “You said that I was special, but I just didn’t know it yet.”


  A deafening silence swept through the room. Yes, she had him! He couldn’t downplay his very own words!


  “You are special,” he said in his usual authoritative tone.


  “Then why won’t you let me help you?” she questioned. “Just let me listen. I promise you’ll feel so much better if you get everything off your chest. Don’t I know what’s best for you if I’m special?”


  “You’re an eighteen-year-old girl,” he reminded her. “You don’t even know what’s best for yourself.”


  “Why do you think you’re some bad guy?” she went right for it. “You look at yourself as—”


  “Good night, Anya,” he cut her off.


  “No, Alex, I—”


  “Go to bed,” he interrupted again, this time shutting the door behind him as he left the room.


  What now? He really expected her to just go to bed with all of this on her mind? What if he was hurting inside? Or what if he couldn’t move past something that happened decades ago? After all he’d done for her, the least she could do was listen, but he wouldn’t allow her that luxury.


  The only thing she could do was drift off to sleep with her thoughts.


  




  

    Chapter 12 – A Verbal Contract


  


  Sunday Morning. 10:22 AM.


  Was this her new routine? Rolling out of bed with a hangover at some millionaire playboy’s house should be a once in a lifetime way to wake up; but for the second morning in a row, Anya did just that. Except there wasn’t a light pounding this time. Nope, this time, her head was throbbing.


  So, she finally knew the price to pay for getting hammered on cheap wine. God, her brain was on the verge of exploding. She would never drink again as long as she lived, unless it was another four thousand dollar bottle of wine—then she might indulge in a glass or two. She’d turned into quite the snobby socialite in just a few days time, after all.


  Not really. She wasn’t a Kardashian, she didn’t need wine which cost more than Beth’s car, and these daily morning epiphanies in one of Alex’s many extra bedrooms only filled her with regret. Why did it take her sobering up to realize that she behaved like a clown whenever she got drunk? Had she seriously tried to be Alex’s therapist last night? Really? She didn’t even know what she wanted! But now she would counsel a guy twenty years her senior? What was she thinking?


  The one thing that had changed was her view of Alex. Or more specifically, the way she saw him in her life. He didn’t take advantage of her last night despite showing up at his doorstep drunk—and more than willing to visit the basement. He was a guy she could trust. He was a man she could count on when she really needed him. He was someone way too good for her.


  But he didn’t realize that.


  She rolled out of bed and made the familiar trek down the hallway to her dream bathroom. It was time to come up with a game plan. Part of her wanted to make some kind of move on him, another part was terrified of doing just that, and perhaps an even larger part yearned to be in the comfort of her own bedroom. Her life was bound to turn into one big repetitive cycle if she didn’t get her act together.


  Okay, she would hang around until Alex woke up, and then address him. Nothing good would come from delaying the inevitable. What would result from having an open and honest discussion with him was still a mystery, but she was ready to give it a shot anyway.


  She finished her business in the bathroom and headed downstairs to the kitchen. The next order of business was to get something inside her rumbling stomach, but she didn’t like her chances of finding her favorite junk food cereal inside one of Alex’s shelves. Chances are she would have to settle for some kind of ultra-healthy kale smoothie.


  “Good morning, Anya.”


  The vivid recollections of a half-naked Alex swiftly faded from her memory. Who knew that it was possible to see something even hotter than a gorgeous thirty-eight-year-old man with a sculpted body? What she’d deemed sexy yesterday morning, was now a distant second on her list of fantasies. She’d never been more turned on in her life.


  He was cooking at the stove.


  “There’s something for you in the dining room,” he said, his back still turned to her.


  She curiously headed into the dining room, still sporting her pink dress. He cooked now too? What couldn’t this perfect man do; and even more importantly, what was waiting for her?


  A big bowl of fruit salad sat on the middle of the table, with a smaller bowl and a fork next to the enticing dish clearly laid out for her. Watermelon, pineapple, kiwi, bananas, oranges, grapes: all of her favorite fruits were here. God, did this look good. There was even a glass of ice water for her. It was just what she needed after a day of almost no real food.


  She scooped herself a heaping dish before the sound of footsteps caused her to turn and observe the man joining her with two plates in his hands. Could she make an exception for the black athletic shorts and plain white t-shirt that he was wearing? His current look certainly couldn’t compete with his exposed torso from yesterday, but she could look past his fashion decision considering what he’d set down in front of her.


  “How ya feeling?” he
asked gleefully, taking a seat across from her with his own plate of scrambled eggs.


  A huge plate of scrambled eggs, a big bowl of fruit salad, and a glass of water were the ideal cure for her ungodly headache. And it as all homemade, on top of everything! How could this be any more perfect?


  “Um…okay,” she answered before digging into her breakfast. “My head kinda hurts though.”


  “But you weren’t drinking yesterday, right?” he laughed sarcastically.


  Her eyes hit the table with a playful grin. It looks like she was busted. “That obvious?”


  “Yeah, you could say that,” he chuckled. “You’re also a terrible liar.”


  “Okay, I’m gonna come clean,” she said in between delicious bites of fruitiness. “I got drunk with Beth yesterday, and she called your secretary.”


  Alex listened, steam from his eggs rising in front of his freshly shaven face.


  She was admitting to everything now. “I came over here for a few reasons. First, I wanted to apologize for how I reacted yesterday morning.”


  “There’s nothing to apologize about.”


  “But there is,” she argued. “I really shouldn’t have run out on you like that. I mean, you were so nice and generous, and it was extremely rude to leave without even saying goodbye after all the stuff you did for me.”


  “It was a lot for you to take in,” he said.


  “That’s not an excuse,” she went on. “Second, I wanted to find out where we stand in our relationship.”


  “Where we stand in our relationship?”


  “Yeah, where we stand in our relationship,” she nodded to verify her most recent statement. “Like, what are we?”


  “I’m not sure if I’m following,” he told her.


  She was just going to say it. Dragging this out wouldn’t do any good. “Are we boyfriend and girlfriend?”


  His eyes squinted, still staring across the table without touching his breakfast.


  “Or some kind of friends with benefits?” she asked. “Like, Beth had a friends with benefits thing with this college football player over the summer; but if I’m being completely honest, I don’t think I want that. I mean, don’t get me wrong, some people love it, but I’m more of a relationship girl. At least I think I am.”


  “Anya—”


  “Or is this a one-time thing?” she cut in. “I’m not sure if I would be comfortable with that either. I know you’re super kinky and everything, but I don’t even know what I’m into.”


  “Anya—”


  She verbally plowed right over him yet again with a mouthful of fruit. “I don’t want to be pushy or anything, but it’s just confusing to me, you know? I don’t have any experience with this type of stuff.”


  “Are you going to let me talk?”


  “Sorry,” she apologized with a bashful redness to her embarrassed cheeks. “Go ahead.”


  He downed a forkful of eggs before revealing the status of their relationship. “We aren’t anything.”


  Her stomach dropped.


  “Here’s what we are in each other’s lives,” he filled her in. “I’m an older rich guy who likes to get a little rough in bed, and you’re some cute eighteen-year-old girl who doesn’t know the first thing about what does it for her sexually.”


  Could her stomach drop any further? It may as well have smashed through the floor and landed in the basement. That’s all she was to him? Just some girl?


  “That’s all we are,” he said. “Now, we can be more than that, but it’s going to take time before that happens. Understand?”


  Her stomach slowly ascended out of the depths of the basement, wiggled through the hole in the floor, and found its rightful place back inside her body. Yes, that’s exactly what she wanted! To be more than just some booty call! Wait, was she officially admitting to wanting to go into that basement room with him? It sure sounded that way, didn’t it?


  “So, what happens next? Do I sign a contract or something?” she inquired, timid and extremely out of her element.


  His fork paused midway to his face, an indisputable look of confusion covering his face. “A contract?”


  “Yeah, you know, a BDSM contract,” she nodded.


  He brought his eggs to his mouth and methodically chewed his breakfast, his blue eyes studying his nervous guest as he went about enjoying his meal.


  “That’s what I have to sign, right?” she asked.


  “You saw that movie, didn’t you?”


  “Fifty Shades?” she questioned. “Wait, are you telling me you saw it too?”


  A slight smile engulfed his handsome face as he disclosed, “I may have.”


  The staggering tension of the moment completely evaporated in a single second. He’d seen Fifty Shades of Grey? Really!? He had to pick up on how many similarities he shared with Christian Grey. Or maybe he was laughing at what a poor version Christian was of himself? Either way, she couldn’t believe that he’d watched it.


  She couldn’t help but tease him. That was the last movie she’d ever expected him to have seen. “Did you go see it at the movies with all the other soccer moms?”


  “You know it,” he nodded with a smirk. “I pulled up in my minivan and everything.”


  “You have no idea how well you would get along with Beth,” she commented. “Like, she’s the male version of you—only super less successful. But seriously, I don’t have to sign a contract? I thought that’s what happens.”


  “BDSM contracts absolutely exist,” he told her. “You, however, won’t be signing one.”


  “I won’t be?”


  “No, you won’t be,” he continued. “Written contracts are for business in my world. Now, when it comes to my personal life, I like to handle things verbally.”


  “So, we talk out a contract?” she guessed.


  “It’s not a contract,” he corrected her. “Contracts imply that you’re obligated to go through with something whether you want to or not. That’s not how I do things.”


  She could finish her breakfast later. Nothing had ever captured her attention like this current moment. He was finally bringing her into his world.


  “There’s this misunderstanding that submissives are at the mercy of their dominants,” he explained. “That’s wrong. Lots of girls like to be controlled, dominated, and some even like to be beat.”


  Anya gulped.


  “And while one girl likes to be slapped across the face as hard as you can hit her, another loves ice cubes being ran across her nipples,” he carried on. “It’s the complexity which we’ve discussed many times before. Think of submissives as dogs. Dogs are faithful. They’re trusting. A dog will eat anything you put in front of them because they believe their owner has their best interest in mind, but they won’t unquestionably pledge their loyalty to just anyone. If you abuse your dog, they’ll grow weary of you. You’ll lose their respect. The relationship turns into one of power, instead of one of trust and love.”


  That actually made sense to her.


  “But some dogs like to be roughed up a bit,” Alex said, his sly smile impossible to miss. “They enjoy being slapped around. Some even try to rile up their owners so they’ll give ‘em a whack. Meanwhile, other dogs will run away and whine at the sight of their master even being upset with them. And then some people incorrectly think that the submissive is somehow in control of what plays out. Yes, submissives can explain their likes, limits, and so forth; but it’s up to the dominant to be able to read their sub, and what good is a contract if you don’t have that trust?”


  “It probably isn’t any good,” Anya said.


  “It sure isn’t,” he agreed. “Signing some goofy contract won’t mean anything when a dom is ignoring his sub’s safe word. So, this is really what it comes down to, Anya. You know what I want.”


  Oh boy, did she ever.


  “And you need to decide if you can trust someone you barely know,” Alex summed up their situation.


  She hadn’t really thought about it that bluntly before. That was a rather cut-and-dried way of wording things, wasn’t it? The Anya of old would run out of his house again. The Anya of old wouldn’t even entertain the idea of taking part in what he’d just laid out in front of her. The Anya of old was dead.


  “I want to go down into your room.”


  “Are you sure about that?” he questioned. “I want you to really think about it.”


  Thinking was all she’d done since the charity auction on Wednesday night. The only thing she wanted was to turn off her brain and follow what her body was screaming for her to concede to, and that was giving herself to the most amazing man she’d ever met. Today, she would act less like herself, and more like Beth.


  “I’m sure,” she confirmed.


  “Okay, the first thing I want you to do is pick a safe word,” he began with his requirements. “It has to be something that you would never say unless you needed everything to come to an immediate stop.”


  “Um…what would I never say?” she thought aloud. “Um…”


  “What about cherry mocha crème Frappuccino?” he proposed.


  She giggled at the wiseass sitting across from her, not able to put into words how much she loved that he still remembered her favorite drink. “I can’t promise that those words won’t come out of my mouth…”


  “Just keep it simple,” he encouraged. “One or two syllables.”


  It suddenly came to her. “What about olive?”


  “Olive?” he asked.


  “Yeah, olive,” she nodded to confirm her choice. “You know, like the vegetable.”


  “Olives are fruits.”


  “No, they aren’t,” she argued. “Olives are vegetables.”


  “Do you want to bet?” he asked.


  She took a long look at his confident face. Did she want to bet? Absolutely, she did. On what planet were olives considered a fruit? On the other hand, he did seem to know just about everything. She didn’t like the odds of him being wrong.


  But she couldn’t pass up this chance. Olives are totally vegetables. Everyone knows that.


  “Sure, you’re on,” a suddenly assure of herself Anya spoke up. “What’s the bet?”


  “I’ll buy you a car if you’re right.”


  Her jaw dropped. Did he really just say that? A car? A freakin’ car!?


  “And you can pick it out,” he continued. “Any car you want.”


  “You’ll buy me a Maserati?” she asked. “A pink one?”


  Alex laughed while finishing the last of his eggs. “You want a pink Maserati?”


  She was lost in a dream. How shocked would the rest of her classmates be if she pulled up to school in a Maserati? Especially a pink one? And how much does a vehicle like that cost? Probably a fortune, and she was about to be the proud owner of her very own exotic sports car.


  “So, you’ll buy me a pink Maserati if I’m right, correct?” she checked on the rules one last time. “Deal. I totally accept that.”


  “That’s not how bets work, Anya.”


  Great, here comes the catch. She knew this was too good to be true. Who just offers someone a car?


  “I’m going to want something if you lose,” he added.


  Duh, of course. That’s the overall concept of a wager, after all. Her only question was what could possibly be the equivalent of winning a six-figure sports car?


  “Um…wha-what would you want?” she inquired cautiously, her nerves beginning to act up again.


  Those blue eyes of his locked on her like they had a tendency to do. It was almost as if he could see inside her—to her rumbling stomach and pounding heart. Nothing he did was rushed. Everything was thought out and meticulously calculated. It was intimidating.


  “I want to dress you.”


  “Dress-dress-dress me?” she stammered.


  “Yes, dress you,” he repeated calmly. “Do we have a deal?”


  Why was she hesitant to agree to a deal where she either received a car, or was dressed to Alex’s liking? It was a win-win, but something prevented her from accepting his proposal. She had a feeling that his choice in attire would be awfully different from the amazing pink dress she’d yet to take off from Friday evening.


  Only an idiot would pass up the chance at a Maserati though. She was done being so pessimistic all the time. From this moment forward, she would start seeing all the amazing potential around her, and that started with her very own piece of Italian luxury.


  “Deal,” she accepted.


  Alex unlocked his phone and slid it across the table to the girl who immediately found the search engine. He watched the look on her face change from one of excitement, to one of confusion, to finally one of disbelief. She couldn’t believe what she was reading.


  “This is wrong.”


  “Excuse me?” he asked.


  She looked up from his phone and repeated, “This is wrong. It says that olives are small fruits that grow on olive trees. That they belong to a group of fruits called drupes, or stone fruits.”


  “And?”


  “And that’s wrong,” she declared once again. “I need to check it on my phone.”


  “Do we have different versions of Google?” he chuckled while she left the table and hustled upstairs to retrieve her purse. It wasn’t long before she’d retaken her spot at the table, this time researching just what the hell an olive really was on her own smartphone.


  She went about mumbling under her breath while clinging to her last bit of hope that all of these websites were wrong. And then she found it! Well, kind of.


  “In culinary terms; however, olives are like select other fruits, and are treated as a vegetable,” she read off her phone. “See! They’re vegetables.”


  “They’re treated as vegetables,” he emphasized. “They’re fruits though. You just said it yourself.”


  “Tomayto, tomahto…” she groaned under her breath.


  “Another fruit,” he chimed in with a grin. “Your outfit is upstairs on my bed.”


  Her eyes shot up from her phone at that surprising reveal. He already had an outfit laid out for her? How?


  “But how did you—”


  “Go get dressed, Anya,” he interjected. “And then come find me after you do.”


  “Where?” she asked.


  “You’re a smart girl,” he told her. “I’m sure you know where I’ll be.”


  




  

    Chapter 13 – Fun and Games


  


  Ten Minutes Later.


  Forget about the upstairs bathroom. It wasn’t even that amazing when she really thought about it. Okay, it was still amazing, but it paled in comparison to the room just down the hall from the bed she’d slept in over the past two days. This was her new dream.


  A massive oriental rug full of reds, greens, and whites covered the majority of Alex’s bedroom hardwood floor. Large windows allowed in plenty of sunlight, and a fireplace instead of a television caused her to feel right at home. The beige walls went along ideally with the similar colored sheets on the king size bed, its charm only enhanced by four towering wooden Gothic style poles.


  How many of her own bedrooms could she fit inside this one? Three, at least. Everything was so clean and spacious. It possessed that classic look without appearing dated. Well, maybe she should slow down a little bit, because there were a few things very out of place in this bedroom that belonged on the front page of a Better Homes and Gardens magazine.


  Was there any doubt that it was for her? Wearing something like this was only imaginable when she dreamt of a romantic honeymoon with her fictional husband, but this wasn’t her honeymoon, and Alex certainly didn’t go by “Hubby.” She had to remember that today was about stepping outside of herself. She was the new and improved Anya, and this version of her was up for getting a little crazy.


  At least that’s what she was telling herself.


  And now here she was, back in her dream bathroom (yes, it was still her dream bathroom), staring into the mirror with her mouth hanging agape. She was still looking at herself, right? It definitely didn’t resemble a manner in which she’d seen her own reflection before.


  The lace-up corset barely covering her body was obviously pink. Alex’s color of choice had become fairly obviously by this point. Floral lace hid her most private of parts, while exposing plenty of her less provocative areas. The crisscross laces running up the center of the see-through nylon covering her stomach caused her to do a double take, but that didn’t compare to the little pink panties that attached to the rest of her outfit with some help from a pair of sexy garters. The thin straps running over her shoulders only accentuated just how promiscuous she looked, and the little bit of cleavage she possessed was on full display, bringing the lingerie together perfectly.


  And if her cleavage wouldn’t do it, then the thong backside would surely finish the job.


  Even the back of her outfit was see-through nylon. It didn’t feel like she was wearing anything at all! And what about these pink five-inch stiletto heels? It was almost too much.


  She felt uncomfortable, exposed, and like a sex symbol with a line of men waiting for a chance to date her. All it took was a quick glance in the bathroom mirror to send her confidence soaring. She may have appeared out of place, but she looked damn good for being a foreigner to this environment.


  She headed downstairs carefully, trying her best not to trip in her ridiculously tall high heels. Sure, they were a little over the top, but she just felt so sexy in them. Her ever lingering nervousness started to find its way back into the pit of her stomach, however. This was no misunderstanding what was about to happen.


  A trek through the hallway and past the kitchen resulted in her finding the basement door left open for her. Slowly, she made her way down into his personal gym, her arms shaking as she used the wooden railing for help. Step by step she grew closer to her target. Everything was about to change. No longer would she be out of the loop when it came to Beth’s life. Nights of fantasizing about the touch of a man would be in the past. Things were about to be very real in a moment.


  She noticed the door to his special room open as she approached it. Moments later, she was all alone. The only other person in sight was her seductive, yet extremely inappropriate reflection in the closet mirrors. She still couldn’t get over what she was wearing.


  Where was Alex? She’d come to the right place, hadn’t she? The doors were left open and her heart told her to make her way back downstairs, but a certain spectacular man was missing from the picture.


  She abruptly turned to the door.


  There he was. There was the entire reason she was dressed like a lingerie model on a fashion show runway. She hadn’t heard him enter the room, but she could feel him. His presence resembled that of a cool wind sweeping up her spine, causing her to submit the entirety of her attention to his every movement. It was impossible to miss him shutting and locking the door behind him, before he turned his focus to her.


  Those icy blue eyes thoroughly studied every curve and dip of her body, but his legs were already moving, carrying him past her after only a few seconds. What had she expected? For his jaw to drop? He’d seen Olivia Gustafsson naked, after all. It wasn’t like she would blow his mind.


  “I have awfully good taste, don’t I?” he asked.


  She smiled while her own eyes hit the floor, her cheeks undoubtedly blushing. There certainly wasn’t any arguing the fact that he had amazing taste in clothes. Heck, he had unbelievable taste in everything. Just look at his house!


  “Take a seat on the bed,” he directed while opening the one closet door that she was very familiar with.


  What would he return with? The spanking paddle? Or how about the whip? Whatever it was that he decided on, she just needed to relax and let him take control. Things would definitely play out best that way.


  He turned and approached the bed, observing her as she sat on the very end of the mattress with her heels planted on the hardwood floor. What was in his hand? It was clearly black, but—


  Well, she certainly wouldn’t be able to figure out what that mystery item was now, because she was currently flying through the air.


  Two big hands had picked her up under her naked armpits and launched her backward. She softly landed on her new spot at the head of the bed—her butt sitting on the soft mattress—while her back rested against the pillows which were propped up along the iron headboard. Her heart was racing again. Her mind was spinning. The cool metal pressed against the rear of her head had her questioning everything. Was this how things were going to unfold? With him treating her like a rag doll?


  “That’s better,” he said with a grin, collecting that still yet to be identified black item before walking around the bed in her direction.


  She could reach out and touch him with her right hand. He was that close to her; but at the same time, he was miles away. His world was so foreign to her.


  The reveal of a black blindfold hanging from his grasp was something she couldn’t relate to. The way he’d effortlessly picked her up and thrown her was a reminder of how inexperienced she really was. She didn’t have the slightest clue of what was coming next.


  “Now, Anya, what’s your safe word?”


  Come to think of it, maybe she didn’t want to be blindfolded. She wouldn’t even be able to see what he had planned for her. Yeah, that was something she wasn’t comfortable with.


  “Anya, what’s your safe word?” he repeated.


  But would refusing to be blinded put a stop to the action before it got underway? Was she allowed to say no to certain things, but yes to others? And why did she feel like she was about to throw up? She was so mentally ill-equipped to handle this.


  She snapped out of her daze to find Alex staring down at her. His black shorts and white t-shirt didn’t exactly reflect an authority figure, but he was anything but a pushover. It was all in his eyes—warm yet demanding. Icy yet reassuring. It was that constant mix of emotions that kept her on her toes.


  “I don’t think I can do this.”


  “You can’t do what?” he asked, the calm tone to his voice steady as always.


  “This,” she said with her eyes bolting throughout the room. Those closed closet mirrors reflected her very panicked expression to what was happening all around her. “I-I-I made a mistake.”


  “What word do you say if you want to end this?” he asked.


  “Ol-Ol-Ol-Olive,” she sputtered.


  “Olive,” he repeated coolly. “One simple word and everything’s over. So, would you like to use that word?”


  “I-I-I—”


  “Here’s how I see things,” he cut off her stuttering attempt to answer. “You think too much.”


  She opened her mouth, but he was already revealing the rest of his thoughts.


  “Remember what we discussed Friday night? Your entire life is an excuse as to why you don’t want to be uncomfortable. Everything from your lack of ambition in school, to your nonexistent dating history, to how you always drink the same exact coffee day after day: you’re afraid of change.”


  “No, I—”


  He went right on with the remainder of how he saw things, disregarding her attempt to jump in. “Living in a little bubble allows you to feel safe and warm, but it prevents you from experiencing the world that surrounds you. You don’t like the idea of being blindfolded, do you?”


  She slowly shook her head no.


  “Of course, you don’t,” he said. “You’re at a disadvantage when you can’t see. It causes you to be unaware of what’s about to happen. It puts you in an environment you’re not used to.”


  She didn’t know what to say. Doesn’t everyone feel that way? Who enjoys being exposed?


  “I’m going to make you feel vulnerable, Anya. You’re going to experience emotions and sensations that are very foreign to you. Life isn’t about feeling good all the time. Hamburger causes us to appreciate Kobe steak, some cheap booze from the supermarket makes us realize just how good the wine you drank over the past couple of days is, and you can’t properly enjoy pleasure if you don’t first understand pain.”


  She couldn’t even open her mouth. Pain? He hadn’t said anything about pain!


  “There’s more to pain than simply hitting someone though,” Alex told her. “It’s not all about cuts and bruises, you know? Pain can come from longing for something. It can come from being taken to the brink of euphoria, only for that bliss to be cruelly pulled away. It can come from the agony of being forced to wait in suspense. Pain can be as simple as being slapped across the face, and as complex as psychological torment. Pain is the single most intricate emotion that a human being can possibly experience.”


  “I-I-I think I want to go,” she said, her focus shooting to the locked bedroom door.


  “What’s been the most painful moment of your life?” he questioned.


  Her head jolted back to Alex. How could he ask her something so personal? “I uh…I…”


  “Is it the death of a loved one?” he proposed. “Or what about something involving your father? Or perhaps it’s an embarrassing moment that you still replay in your head after all these years? You see, Anya, the answer doesn’t matter. It’s not what’s important. What’s vital is that you learn to welcome these feelings. You need to understand that pain is something that’s to be cherished; because without it, you can’t properly appreciate pleasure.”


  She should go. She had the power to end this in a split second. All she needed to do was open her mouth and tell him it was over.


  He asked, “Now, what’s your safe word?”


  “Olive,” she answered.


  The blindfold moved to her face with two words resonating in her head. The way he’d calmly made his declaration while taking her to a world of darkness had given her goosebumps. He only said two words, but he may as well have recited a novel.


  “Good girl.”


  She reflected on what she’d just been told as he tied her blindfold in place. She really was a good girl, wasn’t she? She was opening herself to new experiences. She was pushing her boundaries. She was fighting each and every speck of common sense that she had left in her quivering body, all because Alex had an unbelievable ability to read her like a book.


  The feel of his touch brushing against her hair vanished. His presence disappeared from the bed. It was just her, a black blindfold, and an overwhelming amount of nightfall.


  “It’s amazing what the human body is capable of.”


  His voice sounded from the mirrored closet doors. He may have left her side, but there wasn’t anywhere far for him to go in this medium-size room. It certainly wasn’t as big as his master bedroom.


  “We really are amazing creatures,” his voice declared from across the room. “Look at the human brain, for instance. It consists of lobes which each have their very own functions. Visual information is processed in the occipital lobe, and touch sensations are processed in the parietal lobe; while sound and smells are both sent to the temporal lobe; yet sounds are processed through the auditory cortex, while smells are processed in the olfactory cortex. Our brains are built to help us understand what we taste, smell, touch, hear, and see. The human brain is only the size of two of your fists put together. It merely weighs three pounds. It’s small, underappreciated, and fantastically complex, but do you want to know the most amazing part about it?”


  “What’s the most amazing part?” she asked sheepishly, still visually unaware of what was happening around her.


  “It has the ability to rewire itself,” he told her. “Imagine that someone is blind from birth. Instead of receiving sight instruction to the visual cortex, that part receives sound and touch information. The brain is a riveting machine which runs at maximize capacity. Now, in your case, you haven’t been blinded by birth. You’ve relied on your eyes throughout your life just like the rest of us; however, once your sight is taken away, a sequence of events within the brain allows for your other senses to take over for your now unoccupied visionary role. In other words, it heightens your senses.”


  “It heightens my senses?” she asked.


  His voice made its way closer to the bed. “Your hearing improves. Your sense of touch is intensified. Your taste buds deepen. All of your other senses increase due to your lack of sight.”


  And then she experienced exactly what he’d described to her. Her right arm was forcefully yanked to the side, cold steel locking around her wrist before snapping shut. She attempted to wiggle her hand loose to no avail. She didn’t need her eyes to know that she’d just been handcuffed to the iron headboard behind her.


  Thunderous footsteps echoed off the hardwood floor as she braced herself for the inevitable. He was coming back to complete the rest of his job, and her left arm being stretched opposite of her right arm confirmed exactly what she’d expected. More steel wrapped around her wrist, each of her hands now handcuffed to the edges of the bed frame. All she could do was pray that her gut instinct was right. If not, then she wouldn’t be in any position to fight back.


  Then she felt him leave her again. Maybe he was right about the rest of her senses being enhanced? Perhaps losing her eyes had resulted in the ability to perceive her surroundings without having to actually see? Her body noticed him vanish; her ears listened to his footsteps carry him away; and her soul no longer felt complete. A giant part of her was empty without his voice or touch in her life.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  What in the world was that? A peculiar buzzing noise was introduced to the room, but she didn’t have a clue as to what it could be. Well, that wasn’t entirely true, because she could make an educated guess at what she was hearing. That didn’t mean she was right though. It was just the perverted part of her brain at work.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  That constant buzzing came nearer. Her body instinctively squirmed on the bed, not yet adjusted to her newfound inability to wiggle away. She was stuck on this bed until Alex decided otherwise.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  Her right leg suddenly jumped off the bed sheets. A powerful vibration pressed against her foot, grazing along the pink straps of her high heel. The source of the vibrations wasn’t hard, but it wasn’t soft either. “Firm” would be a better way to describe it. It almost felt rubbery.


  Casually, the pulsation worked its way along her naked shin, heading north at a painstakingly slow inch at a time. Her squirming leg had no effect on whatever this thing was. Whenever she attempted to pull away, the vibration immediately found her skin once again.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  Why did she continue to think it was that? Just how twisted was her mind anyway? The noise, the vibration, the tingles it gave her: it could be anything. Yep, it could be anything alright. Anything at all…


  Hummmmmmmm.


  Her kneecap was the latest part of her body to be grazed by the still yet to be identified sensation, but then things headed in a different direction. The mysterious object changed course for the inside of her thigh. Curiosity took a turn for panic as the powerful pulsation crept closer and closer to her most sensitive of areas. Was there any more fighting what was really crawling up the inner part of her leg? She couldn’t play dumb forever.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  She just wanted to reach out and touch something. She was desperate to see. Her two most important senses had been eliminated, and her anxiety was fast-approaching an all-time high. This wasn’t her. Good girls don’t behave in this manner. She was handcuffed to a bed in lingerie, meanwhile a freakin’ vibrator which sounded and felt about ten times as powerful as the one in her nightstand drawer, was only three inches from her vagina! What was she doing?


  “Ol—”


  The buzzing abruptly came to a halt.


  Anya had caught herself before the word “Olive” fully came out of her mouth. She was doing it again! She was running at the first hint of hardship. She was succumbing to the slightest bit of oppression—exactly like Alex said she always did.


  She bit her lower lip to prevent herself from further speaking. Uncomfortable wasn’t the right word for what she felt. Humiliated was probably too strong of a description though. Embarrassed? Yeah, embarrassed summed up her mood perfectly. The idea of Alex even hearing her moan was mortifying. What if he laughed at her? Or what if she sounded stupid? Like always, her mind raced a mile a minute with anything and everything that could go wrong.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  Her teeth clenched firmer into her bottom lip in an attempt to silence the moans that begged to be released from deep in her throat. The vibrations faintly skimmed against the thin panty material which protected her vagina from the world, before moving north along the nylon of her lace-up corset. How was she supposed to control herself? Even the lightest of touches in that rather private spot had caused her entire body to heat up. That warmth gradually dissipated as the pulsation moved over her breasts, softly tracing along the length of her collarbone.


  “Tell me what you want.”


  Hummmmmmmm.


  The arrival of his warm breath in her right ear had her on the verge of screaming. Everything was becoming significantly more personal now. While a buzzing toy may have been his weapon of choice, the hot air tickling her inner ear originated deep in his lungs, and that was more than intimate enough to cause her heart to pound.


  “Tell me what you want,” he repeated, moving the pulsating head of what had to be the world’s most expensive vibrator down to her breasts. This thing put her own personal sex toy to shame. It was so powerful! “Stop fighting yourself.”


  “I’m-I’m-I’m not fight-fighting my-myself,” she said, her frantic breaths summing up her current mindset.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  The well-traveled path along her stomach was revisited; however, this time, in a southerly direction as he moved closer to her belly button that was covered by her provocative lingerie. Was there any doubt where he was headed? That vigorous vibration seemed rather determined to return to the last place she was comfortable with.


  “Relax,” he whispered to her.


  His calm tone didn’t help. Her wiggling legs unsuccessfully sought their freedom. She just wanted out of this room.


  Why wasn’t she using her safe word? Heck, why wasn’t she screaming it at the top of her lungs? It would put an end to all of this, but that’s what scared her, didn’t it? How many more chances would she get? Could she run away again, only to return to Alex’s life on her own time once more? It certainly didn’t seem likely.


  Her beating heart came to a sudden stop. This couldn’t possibly be happening. She’d hallucinated this yesterday with Beth, but now it was actually unfolding right before her eyes—or rather her lack of eyes. Blind or not, there was no mistaking what was pressed up against her mouth.


  Alex’s finger rested on her closed lips.


  Every part of her quivered. Her legs, arms, shoulders: everything was equally terrified. If she did indeed possess some kind of crazy ability to fantasize about things that would eventually unfold later in her life, then what about her nightmare before their date on Friday night? What did Alex driving to an empty park to assault her mean? And was that in her future?


  Oh my God, what if her safe word didn’t matter? What if it was just some kind of facade to make her comfortable enough to go along with his plan? What if the vibrator buzzing against her lower abdomen couldn’t be stopped by saying “olive?” And why was she getting those tingles in her stomach again? She shouldn’t like this!


  Hummmmmmmm.


  “Relax, princess.”


  The similarities were undeniable. It was like she was living Groundhog Day. He even referred to her by the same pet names from her dreams!


  “Tell me what you want,” he breathed into her ear. “Say it.”


  “Al-Al-Alex, I—”


  “Say it,” he interjected with the humming vibrator pressed against the very top hem of her panties. “You don’t want to be a bad girl, do you, Anya?”


  Dream or not, she’d experienced this before. It was all so familiar to her. His words, his cadence, even the temperature of his breath: she knew what he wanted. The only question was if she was ready to give it to him or not.


  “I-I want—” she cut herself off. Would there be any coming back after crossing this line? And did she truly desire what she was about to say? Her pressing urge to find out didn’t help her to think any clearer.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  This wasn’t something good girls asked for. It wasn’t something she even liked admitting to while gossiping with Beth in one of their bedrooms either. She preferred a world where she could pretend that this particular pleasure didn’t exist. She was a classy young lady, and girls such as herself don’t partake in immoral acts involving the exact words which were about to escape from her mouth.


  “I want to-to-to—”


  She couldn’t say it.


  His finger left her lips before his hand lightly gripped her neck. Even the most delicate of squeezes reaffirmed just how strong he was. His touch was a reminder of what he was capable of. It was fairly obvious that he wanted an answer.


  His bottom lip grazed against her earlobe as his clutch tightened on her throat. That running vibrator continued to buzz against her lower abdomen, but she had new priorities now—like the constricting grip on her neck. She wasn’t Beth! She didn’t fantasize about stuff like this!


  “You’re going to tell me what I want to hear,” he breathed into her ear.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  “Say it,” he said.


  Hummmmmmmm.


  He squeezed even tighter and calmly demanded, “Say it.”


  She couldn’t think straight while being choked like this. Her body couldn’t register what it felt, and her mind couldn’t find the words to get herself out of this predicament. She was down to her last resort: acting on her true and raw instincts. Political correctness had been thrown out the window. Proper manners were nowhere to be found. It was just her, and what she wanted more than anything in the world at the moment, and she was finally going to get it.


  “I want to cum!”


  The vibrations lowered as her eyes promptly rolled back in her head under the blindfold. The razor-thin fabric covering her vagina didn’t do much to prevent her from experiencing every bit of power and pressure courtesy of this toy, and that strong hand on her throat had her on the edge of euphoria before she even knew what had hit her. She was seconds away from going off like never before if he solely focused on her swollen clit. She’d just about reached her limit.


  “What was that, princess?” he asked.


  “I-I want to-to cum,” a heavily breathing Anya declared. “So bad.”


  He whispered into her ear, “Like a good girl.”


  “Like a good girl,” she repeated with a smile, tingles shooting up and down the length of her body. “I want to cum like a good girl!”


  He was right about her other senses being heightened. His lack of cologne was impossible to miss, the more balmy than usual temperature in the room resulted in a bead of sweat to form on the forehead of her shaking body, and she’d certainly never experienced anything like the warmth building deep in the pit of her stomach. It was the unmistakable fervor of an oncoming orgasm, and the last thing she was about to do was fight herself. No, she planned on enjoying each and every second of this ecstasy.


  That heat shot throughout her body—moving to her inner thighs—and bursting along her being until it tingled her toes. Her torso had been thrown in a furnace as her mind drifted elsewhere. She needed more of this in her life. Standing on top of the world was a position she could grow accustomed to.


  He clenched firmer on her neck while her shaking grew more violent. The lack of steady air flowing into her lungs caused her to lock in even more intently on her every emotion. Her inability to see resulted in her soul fully appreciating the indescribable bliss which enraptured it. All it took was the work of this amazing man for the rest of her body to focus in on the earth-shattering climax that was in full swing, and her fuzzy mind cleared just long enough to realize that this was heaven. Anya finally understood her purpose.


  The buzzing abruptly ended.


  Those tingles lingered for what felt like an entirety as she slowly descended from the throne she was seated on. Everything was warm and safe. She’d managed to push aside any fears of embarrassment in exchange for sexual happiness, and she was one happy girl with her decision. How taboo was a vibrator anyway? And being choked a little bit while it hummed on her clit? It wasn’t that big of a deal. Especially considering her panties were still on. She wasn’t even naked!


  Her enhanced hearing picked up on the sound of Alex moving down toward her feet. Her increased ability to feel the slightest bit of movement resulted in her realizing that she was no longer alone on the mattress. Someone had made his way to the end of the bed, and she didn’t need a heightened sense of touch to figure out what had just pressed against her skin.


  Alex was showering her foot with kisses.


  Her heel remained on as he worshiped every inch of her right foot not covered by pink straps. Could she openly moan now? She’d done so well to suppress herself verbally just moments ago, and while she’d eventually cried out in pleasure after things had come to a head, the touch of his lips on her soft skin was significantly more intimate than some toy. It was so personal that her mouth struggled not to suppress exactly what she felt.


  His lips moved along to her shin, following a path previously blazed by the buzzing silicone head that was responsible for the most overwhelming orgasm of her life. Every second represented another inch of her body being worshipped. Each breath resulted in a new part of her skin being touched for the first time. It was an onslaught of oral affection.


  Her leg was promptly folded to her chest after his mouth reached her kneecap. No vibrator had ever explored this territory before—neither his nor hers. He was kissing the back of her leg? And was that his warm tongue dragging along her smooth skin? She didn’t know what he was up to, but she wasn’t about to put an end to it.


  And then she fell in love.


  The touch of his mouth wandering along the back of her knee had her seriously questioning if she was about to go off again. Where had this sensitivity come from? And in the rear of her knee of all places? There was little doubt where her own vibrator would be exploring during her next naughty session alone in her bedroom; but at this very moment, the last thing she needed was a sex toy. No, she had the real thing taking care of her now.


  Who cared if she moaned a little? So what if she wanted to enjoy herself? It was time to stop thinking so much like a lady, and to start behaving like a woman.


  He regrettably left her knee, allowing her leg to softly land back down on the bed, only to journey north along her inner thigh. Some kisses were soft, others were sloppy, and a few even involved plenty of tongue, but they were all equally as memorizing. God, she could have laid here forever and soaked this all in. And to think this was the first time she’d ever been kissed!


  His lips landed on her corset, slowing working their way up her scarcely covered tummy. Those tender smooches grew deeper and more passionate after arriving at the little cleavage she had pushed up and exposed. She was heating up again. The entirety of her body had been thrown into a volcano of raw emotions. The moans that poured from her mouth were real and dripping with intensity, revealing just how desperate she was for this level of intimacy in her life.


  Alex’s mouth moved along her chest before his tongue slid the length of her neck. Her body squirmed once more, but for all the right reasons this time. She could sense his weight hovering over her petite frame. She needed his lips to touch hers. Her feet, that incredible spot behind her knee, her stomach, and even her neck palled in comparison to what a real kiss would do. This was exactly how she saw her first kiss unfolding: with someone who she truly longed for.


  But she didn’t get a taste of that much-anticipated ecstasy. Instead, his mouth headed for her ear as she readied herself for that deep voice she was oh-so familiar with. It was a tone that sent chills down her spine. It was a cadence which demanded she challenge herself. It was inflection that always kept her on her toes; and like always, Alex certainly didn’t disappoint.


  “Daddy’s girl wants to cum again, doesn’t she?”


  She was daddy’s girl now? What happened to her being a princess? And more importantly, why was she complaining? She would gladly accept any and all pet names he had for her, and she could definitely come around to being his little girl. It wasn’t like she hadn’t dreamt this before—at least to a certain extent.


  “I want to cum again,” she childishly whined, her fluttering eyelashes hidden deep beneath her black blindfold. “Please.”


  “I’m going to need something from you first,” he said in a whisper.


  The playfulness was sucked out of the room in a heartbeat. Why did this keep happening? Why couldn’t she stay in the moment? It was like every time she cleared that mental hurdle in her head and finally opened herself to what was happening, something popped up which resulted in her taking a step back.


  “Wha-wha-what do-do you ne-need from me?” she stammered, nervousness seeping back into her system.


  The heat rushing from his mouth had her questioning where things were heading. Everything felt hot. Even the mild temperature in the room had suddenly been replaced by that of a tropical climate. Was she sweating like a pig? She had to be. She could feel it!


  One second, two seconds, three seconds…


  Silence engulfed her world while his breath continued to fill her ear.


  Four seconds, five seconds, six seconds…


  Why wasn’t he speaking? And why had these handful of seconds felt like an eternity? God, why couldn’t she stop asking so many questions!?


  Seven seconds, eight seconds, nine seconds…


  Maybe he would exhale into her ear forever. Hey, on the bright side, that meant she would be tied to this bed for the rest of her life, and that definitely wasn’t the worst thing in the world. She had a certain best friend who would gladly trade places with her if she didn’t appreciate her situation.


  How much time had passed? Thirty? Forty seconds at this point? Perhaps she had it all wrong. What if instead of waiting on him to reveal what he wanted, it was up to her to figure it out? It wasn’t like she didn’t have a clue as to what he wanted to hear either. All she had to do was think back to her fantasy from yesterday. Actually, she only had to recall his most recent statement. The answer was everywhere.


  She knew exactly what he wanted to hear.


  “I want to cum again…Daddy.”


  “You only have one daddy from now on,” he announced, his words oozing of power and dominance. “Understood?”


  “Mmm-hmm,” she answered.


  “Tell me you understand,” demanded Alex.


  “I understand, Daddy,” she nodded.


  Maybe Beth was right about Alex having a bit of a controlling side. The authority in his voice wasn’t one of a man who begged and pleaded. He gave orders, and whether she realized it or not, being spoken to in this manner drove her crazy.


  “Who do you answer to?” he asked with his lips moving down to her neck.


  “You,” she said with a big smile, overjoyed that his physical affection was back.


  “And who’s the only person you make happy?” Alex questioned.


  Her chest being covered in kisses was one thing, but the arrival of his hands on her body was what had her insides running on overdrive. His strong grip squeezed her left breast, putting the finishing touches on her now completely soaked panties. Every word, every action, every little movement on his part: it was the epitome of masculinity.


  “You, Daddy,” Anya replied. “I only make you happy.”


  “Always remember that,” he said in between kisses on her covered stomach. “Otherwise, Daddy might not be so nice.”


  Not so nice? How could Daddy be anything other than nice? Oh my God, look at how quickly she’d caught on to calling him Daddy! It felt so natural!


  “Wait!” she called out.


  He didn’t stop.


  “Alex, stop!” she tried again, her mood completely changed. “Now!”


  The busy fingers unclipping her corset from her panties came to an abrupt halt. Yes, she’d used something other than her safe word; and yes, she’d referred to him by his real name, but this was crossing the line. What happened to the vibrator?


  “Someone’s looking for trouble…”


  “I’m not looking for trouble,” she immediately argued. “I just…want…to keep my outfit on.”


  She was left with only one choice as his hands resumed going about their mission. While she wasn’t ready for the fun to stop, she definitely wanted to have some kind of a say in what happened. At no point would she be ready for this.


  She wiggled her right foot in an attempt to find his body above her. Was that his shoulder? Or his chest? It really didn’t matter, did it? The only thing she was concerned about was finding a part of him, and she’d done just that. It was time to clear a few things up.


  “Stop,” she ordered while lightly pushing him off of her with her heel.


  A big hand wrapped around her shin, and roughly buried her leg into the bed sheets.


  Her left heel roughly kicked up, her actions fueled directly from the sense of desolation that she was currently experiencing. Why wasn’t he listening to her? She’d just told him that she wanted to keep her outfit on, but it was like he didn’t care.


  A second hand grabbed the shin of her flailing foot, and slammed it into the mattress below. Arms stretched out and handcuffed to the bed frame, legs pinned against the sheets, and the idea that maybe her safe word wouldn’t get her out of this situation if she really needed it to: she was starting to seriously wonder about her safety. And she couldn’t even see what was happening around her!


  “Do we need to lock these feet in place?” he asked while pressing the majority of his weight down on her dainty shins. “I have a few toys that would do the job…”


  “No!” she shouted. “I just…don’t…want—”


  She could feel his body closing in on hers again as his mouth moved to her skin once more. There weren’t any kisses this time, however. Affection was replaced in the name of speed; and before she knew it, her legs were freed, and his breath was back in her ear.


  “You’re going to give Daddy what he wants, aren’t you, you little brat?”


  “I-I-I,” she stammered, her mouth growing dry. What had she gotten herself into? “I uh…”


  “I like girls with a little fight in ‘em,” he whispered to her. “It makes things more fun.”


  “Alex, I—”


  “Quiet,” he cut her off.


  “No, Alex—”


  The lightest of slaps across her face caused her to instantly shut up. Did that even qualify as a slap? His hand had barely grazed her cheek, but understanding what he was capable of was eye-opening. He was okay with hitting her. With hitting her! What would he do if she really stepped out of line?


  He slid down along her body, his hands returning to their task of disconnecting her corset from her panties. Feeling her underwear slowly pulled down was the single most horrifying moment of her life. There was so many things wrong with what was happening. She hadn’t shaved in close to a week. And she’d yet to ever kiss someone on the lips! Now she was about to have a man looking at her completely exposed vagina? That certainly qualified as skipping a few basic steps, didn’t it?


  Being brought to orgasm by a vibrator while dressed in a sexy outfit was one thing, but actually being naked was another. There was no way a goddess like Olivia Gustafsson would ever allow herself to have pubic hair. Alex was going to laugh at her unkempt ways—no matter how moderate they may truly be.


  Her pink panties continued to descend, his mouth leaving a trail of kisses on her legs as he went. Thigh to thigh he jumped, his moist lips not discriminating against any part of her youthful skin. His attention lowered to her shins before finding her calves, and then it was her feet being worshipped again. This also meant that he was at the end of the rope. Her feet were moved together so that her panties could be slid off, exposing her most private of areas to his eyes. She was completely exposed to the world around her.


  She would deal with twenty school auctions if it meant she could put on a pair of underwear. She would sit through a million dinners with strange men if she could somehow be back on Beth’s family room sofa. She would do just about anything to get herself out of this nightmare of a situation; but for some reason still unknown to her, she refused to use the one word that would grant her that very freedom. Part of her was too scared of what would unfold if she did.


  She instinctively attempted to pull her hands free as his mouth worked its way back up her legs. He was coming. He was coming for her and she couldn’t stop him!


  The guttural moan which poured from her lips was unlike any noise she’d ever heard herself make before. Everything was so primal. The way his tongue slithered along the insides of her upper thighs had her legs twisting and turning in anticipation. Even the feel of his clean-shaven face on her skin resulted in her wanting more; but at the same time, she was still desperate for this to end—she just refused to be the one to speak up.


  Could her skin possibly be warmer? She was so close. Every inch of her shivered as she struggled to control her hectic breaths. She’d asked her fair share of questions to Beth about sex, but this one topic had never been discussed. Maybe her girlfriend didn’t have much experience on the subject? Regardless, Anya had a feeling that she would be well-versed on the matter in about five seconds.


  She shrieked faintly at the foreign sensation of his tongue grazing over her anus, before her vaginal lips received their first taste of oral heaven. Her panic swiftly subsided. The chaotic world she was caught up in faded away. What was her best friend’s name again? It started with a B, didn’t it? Or maybe it was something with a C? It wasn’t exactly easy to think about anything else at the moment.


  His strong hands wandered along her tummy while his warm, wet, soft tongue explored everything other than her clit. He was teasing her. She needed to reach out and touch him. Her fingers were desperate to interlock in his thick head of dark hair. All she wanted was to pull him up slightly to feel what it was like to have something other than fingers or a vibrator on her clitoris, and those eight thousand nerve endings were more than ready for their opportunity with Alex’s mouth.


  Her tender breasts still hidden underneath her lingerie were next in line to receive the attention of his hands. She was so small in his grasp. His strength had the ability to make her feel like a child in his hold, but his delicate side caused her to question if she was royalty. This wasn’t the way she’d expected to be treated. Ropes and collars painted quite the ominous picture, but that mouth of his had shown her nothing but sweet and delicate love.


  And then she discovered heaven on earth.


  Alex’s tongue flowed over her clit, her shaking legs squirming to the sides of the hunk taking her to heavenly places for the very first time. Vibrations fluttered throughout her labia from each and every exhale of warm air from his perfect mouth. She couldn’t be more wet. The ability to somehow turn her on further wouldn’t be possible. Everything was perfect except the distance she felt from him physically, but like a long-time couple who could read each other’s every need, one of his fingers swiftly moved up to her mouth.


  Index finger, middle finger, ring finger: it didn’t matter. It could’ve been his thumb for all she cared. She now had part of his hand to suck on while his magical mouth went about its business, and you wouldn’t find a happier girl in the world.


  It was more than a mere physical connection though. Yes, it felt amazing; and yes, she never wanted to go back to a vibrator after having the real thing. There was no denying the fact that she couldn’t buy her very own Mr. Stone on Amazon and have him delivered in two days with free shipping, but it was his desire to take her to these joyous peaks that really did it for her. Everything was about her. The horror stories from her classmates of sexually aggressive boyfriends who put their own passions first didn’t apply on this bed. Alex was all about her pleasure.


  She wasn’t holding back any longer verbally. Moans, groans, and flat-out cries filled the room thanks to the building heat inside her stomach. Her head was on the verge of exploding from his unannounced decision to suck her clit while simultaneously licking it. A period of his tongue moving up and down, an intense session of him solely working side to side, and even a brief teasing circling around her love button: she thoroughly enjoyed a little bit of everything. It really summed up the past two days of her life. New experiences and new pleasures had become her new normal.


  A more intense heat than the one from her prior eruption slowly began to spread throughout her being. Deep, sharp tingles pricked her skin, causing the hairs on her arms and legs to stand up straight. Even her teeth clamping down on his finger as her body squirmed didn’t deter him from continuing. A million cherry mocha crème Frappuccinos couldn’t replicate the immense feeling of euphoria engulfing her body from head to toe, but then that slice of heaven was ripped away from her. Which circle of hell was this? Would being brought to the brink of orgasm, only to have that pleasure cruelly taken away, fit between gluttony and greed? Probably not, but she was placing it there anyway. She was so close to cumming!


  “I can travel anywhere: America, Europe, Africa, and Australia—but I always stay in the corner no matter where I go.”


  She didn’t know where to start. What in the world had he just said to her? And what happened to that orgasm she was so close to having? “Um…what?”


  His mouth left her throbbing clit, and moved back to her ear at the sound of whatever it was he’d spoken to her. “What am I?”


  “I…um…don’t understand what this has to do with anything,” she struggled to say while trying to control herself. Her mind was still reeling from the wild ride it’d just been taken on. “What does that mean?”


  His touch descended along her body until he reached her aching pussy. That exhilarating feeling was back, except this time instead of his mouth, it was his hand doing the work. A trio of fingers casually rubbing her vagina had her stirring again. It was the unknown that drove her crazy. There was no telling what her mystery man had planned next.


  “Think,” he said.


  “Think-think about wha-wha-what?” she asked, her words laboring. The last thing she could do was think straight with him touching her this way. “What are-are you talk-talking about?”


  “Think,” he repeated.


  Okay, she had to think. About what, she wasn’t sure, but he clearly wanted her to figure out what he’d said to her. It wasn’t the easiest task in the world with him continuing to stimulate her vagina, but she would attempt to clear her fuzzy mind and solve this riddle.


  Wait, was that it? Had he told her a riddle? During oral sex?


  “You-you know, you aren’t-aren’t real-really the Joker,” she chuckled with her back against the pillows, and her brain attempting to focus on anything other than her next orgasm.


  “I believe this would make me the Riddler, dummy,” he teased.


  She rolled her eyes under her blindfold and went to work, the gradual rhythm of his hand yet to subside while his warm breath filled her ear. What stays in the corner no matter where it goes? And it has the ability to travel anywhere as well. He’d named four different continents, after all.


  “Oh yeah, you have thirty seconds, by the way,” he informed her, his hand coming to a stop.


  Her mood took a sudden serious turn. There was a time limit now? “What happens if I don’t figure it out in thirty seconds?”


  “Then you’ll be headed upstairs to finish the rest of your breakfast,” he whispered. “The clock starts now.”


  Oh my God, not only were his fingers moving again, but now they touching her at a rapid pace! And he wasn’t shying away from her clit either! How was she supposed to figure out a riddle while having her pussy rubbed? And his face was right next to hers as his mouth hovered beside her ear. She couldn’t even recall her name at the moment, let alone solve some goofy puzzle!


  Think! It travels anywhere and always stays in the corner. Why couldn’t she work this out? How many things could it actually be?


  “You taste sweet,” he said into her ear.


  That wasn’t fair! Dirty talk shouldn’t be allowed! How was she supposed to focus now?


  “Like strawberries,” he added, his middle finger circling her clit.


  She hadn’t shaved in a week, didn’t have the opportunity to shower this morning, but she tasted sweet? That was the single biggest sense of relief she’d ever felt. Thank God! But back to more pressing matters. She would be on a one-way trip back upstairs if she didn’t get to thinking.


  All of her personal pleasures were pushed aside so that her mind could operate at full capacity—or the closest she could get to that in this sexed-up state. Stays in the corner no matter where it goes…stays in the corner no matter where it goes…stays in the corner no matter where it goes… The answer had to be right in front of her.


  She had it!


  “You’re a stamp!” she declared with an ear-to-ear smile.


  “What a smart girl,” he praised her. “One down, two to go.”


  Two to go? She still had a pair of riddles to solve? That wasn’t good news. She could barely function with him touching her like this as-is, and that was before the revelation of a duo of puzzles that still needed to be figured out.


  “Now, the stakes are a little higher this time around,” Alex explained. “There won’t be any trip upstairs to finish breakfast if you don’t come up with the answer before the thirty-second time limit.”


  “What happens if I don’t get it?” she asked, collecting herself thanks to her pussy being given a chance to rest.


  “You know, Anya, there are still two closest doors you haven’t opened, and there are plenty of toys behind those mirrors. Well, toys might not be the best word for them. They’re more like devices. Or gadgets. They’re a little more complex than handcuffs and blindfolds.”


  “They-they-they are?” she inquired with a stutter.


  “They are,” he confirmed smoothly. “Let’s just say that it might be a little much for you. It’d probably be best if we didn’t find out, don’t you think?”


  She wasn’t about to argue that. Who knew what was hidden behind those doors? Devices and gadgets? That sounded scary.


  “A man is trapped in a room with two doors as exits,” Alex began. “A room constructed from magnifying glass is connected to the first door, where the scorching hot sun immediately fries anything that enters. Behind door number two awaits a vile serial killer armed with an array of weapons. How does the man escape? Your thirty seconds starts now.”


  She took a deep breath in an attempt to clear her head, her efforts short-lived thanks to Alex’s hand finding her pussy once again. She could do this. All it took was a little discipline to focus on the task at hand. So what if Alex had her heating up in an instant? She’d solved one puzzle already, and it was time to prove not only her worth sexually, but mentally. Plus, she really didn’t want to find out what was hidden behind those other doors.


  His deep voice was back in her ear before she knew it. “Nipple play stimulates the same nerve cortex that’s activated by genital play.”


  It did? That didn’t seem possible. How could playing with her nipples bring the same amazing sensation as his fingers rubbing her clit? And how—


  She caught herself before she spent the next thirty seconds lost in a fantasy. He was attempting to distract her again; but just like last time, she would beat him. She just had to use her brain.


  “Nipples never receive the attention they deserve,” he said. “They’re so delicate and sensitive. Something as simple as a clothespin can bring a woman to her knees, while more intricate contraptions can cause her to forget her name. Do you want to hear about one of my favorite toys?”


  No, she didn’t. The only thing she cared about was solving this riddle. How could a man escape when both doors led to certain doom? Door number one would result in immediately being burned to death, while door number two sounded like a scene out of a horror movie. Crap, her mind was curious as to what his favorite toy could be. She needed to focus!


  “Bull nose nipple clamps,” he revealed quietly. “Anyone can take having rubber clamps on their nipples, but it’s those pesky screws sticking out of the sides that really elevate things to a more serious level. It’s those screws that see just how much pressure you can take. That’s when things can get really fun.”


  Clamps with screws that control the pressure on her nipples? The thought of that caused her insides to quiver. Or was that from Alex’s fingers that were still playing with her pussy? Or maybe it was his warm breath which had yet to leave her ear? She wasn’t positive what was responsible for causing her head to spin, but unless she wanted to find herself in a situation where she’d bitten off way more than she could chew, then she needed to get to thinking.


  Was there a way to get out of a room when the scorching hot sun immediately fried anything that enters? It didn’t seem likely. What about door number two then? A serial killer armed with an array of weapons didn’t sound too promising either, but that would probably be her best bet. The question now was how would she get past that kind of villain? Would she—


  She was on the verge of cumming again.


  Were his fingers magical? Why did everything he touch feel so good? She had to clear her head and get to work on solving his riddle, but all her mind could focus on was how amazing this felt. She was desperate to experience another orgasm.


  They had to be approaching the thirty-second time limit; and if Alex was true to his word, then she was about to receive a crash course in the world of BDSM, and she absolutely wasn’t ready for that. She was still adjusting to being blindfolded, for God’s sake! She wouldn’t be able to handle something as twisted as sex gadgets!


  Wait, something didn’t add up here. Duh! How stupid was she? How could she avoid being fried by the scorching hot sun? By staying out of the sun, of course!


  “The man waits until nightfall before opening door number one!”


  “It looks like that private school education is really paying off,” Alex commented with a chuckle, his hand leaving her pussy and tracing upward along her body. “One left, Anya, and I saved the best for last.”


  A look of determination swept across her half-covered face. Queen of the riddles? Yep, that was her. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t solve, and she was more than ready to finish this little quiz a perfect three-for-three.


  “The rules are a little different on this one,” he said. “You see, if you don’t solve it before time’s up, then you’ll be on your way home.”


  Uh-oh. An incorrect answer would not only bring everything to an end, but she would be headed home on top of it. This was serious. She really needed to focus.


  Alex let out a long exhale into her ear before starting. “I’m polite and innocent. Some people might label me as naive, but they’re just confused by my youthful energy. It’s something you don’t understand until you get to know me.”


  Anya smiled.


  “I’m smart, and funny, and dangerously cute,” he went on, his hand finding her throat and giving it a light squeeze. “But don’t be fooled by my sweet outer shell, because I’m a little brat at heart.”


  This time, she bit her lower lip.


  His hand clenched tighter on her neck, sending the back of her head against the iron headboard. He wasn’t playing around anymore. “I’m missing someone who brings stability to my life. I’m lacking a man who holds me accountable for my actions. You look at me and see a typical eighteen-year-old girl, but I’m in desperate need of a daddy. Your thirty seconds starts now.”


  “How am I supposed to figure that out with such a vague description?” she grinned while instinctively attempting to push her neck further into his hand. She didn’t realize it; but subconsciously, she was begging to be choked. “I mean, this girl sounds like a world of trouble.”


  The moisture from Alex’s lips traced along her ear as his warm breath whispered to her, “Oh, she’s trouble, alright. She has no fuckin’ clue how much trouble she is.”


  “Hmm…” she playfully thought aloud. His other hand touching any part of her body might be all it took to send her over the edge, because the one gripping her throat was doing an awfully fine job of making her feel like the little brat he’d labeled her as. “Is she super funny?”


  “I’d call her more of a wiseass,” Alex said. “Especially after she gets a few drinks in her.”


  “Does she look amazing in pink?” she continued asking questions with that familiar smirk. Each passing second resulted in less and less oxygen making its way into her lungs.


  “She looks alright in pink,” he answered, his suddenly dull voice full of sarcasm.


  She rolled her eyes again under her blindfold again.


  “And I’m pretty sure that she has a thing for being choked,” he stated, a faint thud sounding throughout the basement room after he pushed her head back into the headboard by her throat once more. “That’s just a guess though.”


  He was pretty sure that she had a thing for being choked? How about it being her new favorite activity? There was nothing personal about handcuffs and blindfolds. Sure, they added to the atmosphere, but his hand was what really did it for her. It was that raw, natural, aggressive male energy. It was the vast amount of testosterone running throughout his blood. It was all about that rough, weathered, masculine hand on her neck.


  She was fairly certain that the police would find her lifeless body with a big smile on her face if he in fact choked her to death. The only way of seeing that come to fruition was answering his puzzle to avoid being sent home, and she wasn’t going to mess around any longer with the possibility of missing out on what he had planned next. It was time to solve his third and final riddle.


  “It’s me,” she proclaimed.


  Her lungs intuitively gasped for breath as a result of his hand vanishing from her throat. Maybe she shouldn’t have answered him. The only thing to come from solving his riddle was no longer being strangled, and she was currently suffering from a major case of buyer’s remorse.


  Her attentive ears locked in on the sound of his footsteps moving across the room. She may as well have been listening to her next orgasm walk away. All she desired was one hand on her throat, another rubbing her clit, and that dominant voice describing all the dirty things he wanted to do to her; but the one man capable of providing all of that, wasn’t anywhere to be found. She couldn’t even sense him now. It was like he’d disappeared.


  Or not.


  Feeling him joining her up on the bed brought excitement, but the touch of his hand on her leg came along with some nervous energy as well. There was no way of knowing what to expect. Would that amazing vibrator make another appearance? Or would it be all hands and mouth this time? A million different scenarios rifled through her head, but his lips working their way up her right leg caused her to realize that the latter was most likely in her future. That perfect mouth of his was being put back to good use.


  Slowly and almost methodically, his lips continued their journey up her body, but with calculated teases along the way. His decision to stop and breathe into the side of her knee only reminded her just how much she missed that unexpected affection from earlier. Her body shuddered from the way he silently hovered over her pussy before proceeding to cover her stomach in kisses. He was coming back, and the only thing she desired more than feeling his strong grip on her throat again, was a kiss.


  Snip.


  Her right shoulder turned desolate. Something was off. And what was that clipping noise? It couldn’t have been what she thought it was, could it?


  Snip.


  Now, it was left shoulder that had been introduced to a barren world of loneliness. Anya was quickly putting the pieces together as to what just happened. Clipping sounds, the feeling of her shoulder straps disappearing, and now the loud thud of something hitting the floor: it was all adding up.


  Alex had cut both of her corset’s shoulder straps with a pair of scissors.


  Apparently, he couldn’t be bothered with the seemingly minor inconvenience of unlocking her handcuffs in order to remove her outfit, because he’d completely ruined this amazing piece of lingerie. That probably wasn’t a big deal to him though. She was still looking at things from her lower-class perspective. Hundred dollar corsets were a dime a dozen to a man in his position, and if he wanted to replace it, then he would buy ten more. It was a sense of privilege that she would never fully understand.


  Her breasts were soon exposed to the room’s mild climate as the remainder of her outfit was gradually lowered. Her current situation wasn’t too far behind the petrifying moment when he’d removed her panties, revealing her less-than-meticulously maintained vagina. In fact, it might be neck and neck with anything she’d experienced over the past two days. She just couldn’t stop thinking about all the other girls he’d been with over the course of his life.


  Exotic models, gym girls, college cuties, and who could forget about Olivia Gustafsson? What type of woman hadn’t this ultra-desirable man experienced? She certainly couldn’t stack up against some Instagram model with millions of followers, and don’t even get her started on Olivia’s unbelievable boobs. Her favorite movie star’s entire body was flawless!


  Her little breasts wouldn’t impress anyone, and all those months of putting off ab exercises had really come back to haunt her. She shouldn’t have been drinking Frappuccinos at all! She should’ve been eating completely healthy and living at the gym! How amazing would her physique be if she’d put some effort into maintaining it? And how much better would she look after some private time with her razor in the bathroom? It just wasn’t conceivable how a guy like Alex could want her.


  All of her insecurities came to the forefront as his lips found her neck once again. What if she smelled bad? What if he had lied about her taste? What if her breasts weren’t big enough, or her stomach wasn’t as toned as he was used to? Her biggest fear had yet to alter despite the constantly changing situation. Regardless of what he introduced to her life, she was terrified of disappointing him.


  With her jittery legs just inches apart from one another, the stud hovering over her body continued to work his way south. His warm mouth finally touched down on her tender breast before locking on her erect nipple. Sensations burst throughout her body—from her tingling toes to her boiling forehead. Was she naked or covered by a thick wool blanket? Everything had turned hot and fuzzy, and her mind unraveled into a messy puddle of nerve endings. It was like every little feeling had been amplified tenfold.


  A big hand gently massaged her left breast while the suckling on her right nipple carried on. Her wiggling fingers desperately yearned for something to squeeze. The nylon fabric of his shorts tickled and teased against her naked thighs, and her writhing body swiftly succumbed to his heavy weight descending further on her petite frame. It was uncomfortable, exposing, and unbelievably vulnerable, yet she needed more.


  His attention shifted to her left nipple while his hand went about its task of fondling that same breast. Maybe all of this affection had warmed her up to the idea of being susceptible to unfamiliar sexual situations? If he was treating her like a queen, then he probably saw her as such, so perhaps it was time to overcome her evergrowing self-doubt.


  But then all of her worries came rushing back.


  The gentle—but more importantly real affection he’d showed her—vanished. His seductive touch disappeared. Those irreplaceable lips were gone, and she was fairly certain what was attempting to succeed his perfect mouth. It was significantly less clear whether she was ready for it or not.


  The rubber from the clamps he’d described earlier grazed against her hard, wet nipple. Spit trickled down her breast while the grippy elastic continued to tease her. She wasn’t prepared for this. How could she possibly open herself up to her surroundings when a clamp brushed against her nipple? Her body could barely handle his mouth! Now she was on the verge of having some kinky sex toy being used on her?


  She tensed up again. Her hands unsuccessfully attempted to free themselves while her legs failed in their effort to push up on whatever part of Alex’s body that was on top of her. The urge to use her eyes kicked in. What if these clamps hurt? What if they seriously injured her? What was she still doing here?


  “Relax.”


  She was so sick of hearing that! Who the hell was he to tell her to relax? He wasn’t the one naked and tied up to a bed, and he definitely didn’t have to live up to the ridiculous expectations of gorgeous movie stars. He didn’t know the first thing about what she was going through!


  The rubber tip traced around her light pink areola in a circular motion, her upper body coiling to the left. There were plenty of things she could do at the moment, but relaxing certainly wasn’t one of them. Panic? Absolutely. Relax? Not a chance. Any progress she’d made in loosening up over the past twenty minutes had been wiped out in a single moment of regret. She wasn’t some character in one of her BDSM novels. This was reality—her reality.


  His free hand moved to her neck, pressing the back of her head against the iron headboard to prevent her body from twisting and turning. Her nipple being teased while her throat was lightly choked should’ve been the stuff of her fantasies, but it was straight out of a nightmare instead. She didn’t want anything to do with this anymore.


  “We’re going to have to work on your listening skills,” he commented before firmly pushing forward, momentarily halting the flow of oxygen to her lungs.


  All she had to do was say the word “olive,” but once again for some reason unbeknownst to her, she couldn’t. A simple combination of five letters would be all it took to end this. She could be back at Beth’s or even in the safety of her own bed within the hour, but her mouth refused to get on the same page as her brain for some reason.


  Was part of her getting off on being dominated? Or even humiliated? Each and every introduction of some new kink in Alex’s sex life made her more uncomfortable than the last, but she refused to bring things to an end. She didn’t want a vibrator used on her, having her lingerie snipped off was mortifying, and experiencing his mouth on her unkempt pussy was about as scary as things could get, but she’d gone along with all of it like a good girl obeying her daddy.


  It was deeper than the fear of never being able to see him again, and she knew better than to think that he would be mad if she did indeed bring their fun to a close. A tiny part of her—buried somewhere far down in her being—may have enjoyed this position of vulnerability. Alex was right about something he’d said during dinner on Friday night: nobody in her life pushed her. Nobody put her in uncomfortable positions. Alex was the first person to ever take her out of her element; and while her mind was still fighting itself on whether or not she liked that, her body was much less conflicted on that very matter.


  Naked, handcuffed, and with a big hand choking her fragile throat: she wasn’t exactly in the most elegant of positions. What in the world would those clamps feel like on her nipples? And what if he twisted the screws to tighten them? If she thought that everything she’d already gone through was demeaning, then she couldn’t imagine experiencing something like that. Would it be possible for her to be more wet? She had a feeling that she was about to find out.


  “I’m sorry,” she apologized, her voice sounding faint and weak due to the lack of air making its way into her mouth.


  “You’re sorry for what?” Alex asked, relaxing his hand.


  The immediate rush of oxygen caused her mind to finally process the situation clearly. Her problem wasn’t with what she was at odds with, it was if she could come to terms with accepting it. The way he treated her like royalty did all kinds of things to her. The fancy dinners, expensive presents, and unbelievable wine were straight out of her dreams, and the incredible conversations they’d shared over the past sixty hours was perhaps her favorite gift of all. There was only one Alex as far as she was concerned.


  But on the other hand, maybe she liked knowing about all those other girls. She didn’t want some average Joe, did she? Her entire dating dilemma consisted of not being able to find a spectacular man, and a guy like Alex would obviously come along with an extensive history of beautiful women.


  She wouldn’t want a man who didn’t have a line of knockouts vying for his attention, and that meant insecurities would be a part of being in his life. The constant voice in her head reminding her that she wasn’t pretty or interesting enough wouldn’t go away anytime soon; and while that brought a certain level of discomfort to her world, it also stirred around a heaping pile of unexplainable feelings. What if she could outdo Olivia Gustafsson? What if she could make him happier than the sexiest movie star in the world? Or what if she couldn’t? Did the idea of not being able to compete with Olivia excite her too? She was a mess of emotions.


  She was sure about one thing, however.


  “I’m sorry for not listening,” she clarified herself.


  His strong grip left her throat, the rubbery sensation teasing her right breast picking up again. She could feel the cold metal chain which connected the two clamps run down along her bare stomach; and while she couldn’t see it, she could sense the other clamp laying on the bed sheets to the side of her leg. It wasn’t her intention to be a brat. She wasn’t even trying to fight back. She simply couldn’t find any level of comfort in this situation no matter how hard she tried. Everything Alex did brought her weaknesses to the forefront.


  The warm mouth she missed so much made another appearance in her ear, as the firm tips from the clamps gently pinched down on each side of her hard nipple. It was just enough pressure to constantly remind her of what was happening. She’d yet to even kiss someone, the next time she saw a penis in person with her own two eyes would be the first, and yet here she was with some BDSM toy causing the slightest hint of pain in her right breast. A steady stream of fairly dim shivers radiated from her erect and still wet nipple. It was one more step in her never before explored journey of sexual promiscuity.


  “Why do you think I’m going to hurt you?” he whispered, the weight of his body moving off her legs—shifting to the right side of her—still on the bed.


  “Be-because you men-mentioned pain,” she stuttered nervously, her heart beginning to race once more.


  “I would never hurt you,” he said. “You shouldn’t be here if you think I would.”


  “I don’t think you would hurt me,” she rushed to correct herself. “I’m just…a little…scared.”


  “I want you to relax.”


  He was seriously telling her to relax again? That was an absolute impossibility given the circumstances. How couldn’t he see that?


  A sharp pain burst throughout the entirety of her body in a single moment. The electricity originating in her nipple spread to every inch of her being as her hands attempted to break free from the handcuffs chaining her to the bed. Her heels dug into the soft mattress below. Her shoulders joined her writhing back to no avail, the reality of the situation finally setting in for her.


  He’d tightened the clamp on her nipple.


  There wasn’t anywhere to go. The only way she would get out of trouble was to use her safe word, and that pesky five letter fruit was long overdue to make an appearance. She was finally going to put an end to everything.


  But Alex’s voice sounded before she had a chance to speak up. “The pain is all in your head.”


  No, it wasn’t. In fact, it was in every part of her body. Her toes were on fire, her legs shook, her eyes felt like they were about to pop out of their sockets, but it was her right nipple which was really experiencing the majority of the discomfort. She would cut it off if it alleviated her agony. It hurt that badly.


  “Do you know what World War II medics used to treat wounded soldiers after they ran out of morphine?” he asked.


  Did the stories ever end? Why did he have a tale for every scenario? He wasn’t watching her squirm around on the bed? He didn’t hear the muffled cries that escaped from her closed lips? She couldn’t care less what medics used in war over seventy years ago, because the pain she faced at this very moment was undeniably real. It was the only thing her scrambled mind could focus on.


  “A simple saline solution,” he revealed to the girl who’d yet to answer him. “And it either subsided or completely eliminated the pain in the majority of the cases. The pain levels in those soldiers weren’t reduced by a real drug. It was their minds that eradicated their suffering.”


  Saline, morphine, or a blowtorch: she’d be up for just about anything putting an end to her misery. She couldn’t even muster the strength to use her safe word. She just wanted to die.


  “I’m going to tighten it further, Anya.”


  She could only squirm and defiantly shake her head in protest of his latest declaration. Any tighter and her nipple would be cut in half. Her pain threshold had been reached.


  “And you’re going to mentally overcome your discomfort,” he breathed into her ear. “Your body is designed for childbirth. You deal with menstrual pain every month. This isn’t something you can’t handle.”


  But it was something she couldn’t handle. She didn’t enjoy being out of her element, let alone dealing with legitimate pain. Why was he doing this to her?


  “It doesn’t hurt,” he told her. “Say it.”


  Except it did hurt—a lot.


  “Say it,” he demanded, the tone of his voice growing firmer.


  Her body was beginning to adjust to the misery, but the torment that her poor nipple was experiencing had yet to abate. Dozens of needles may as well have been jabbed directly into the center of her areola. Okay, she could do this. She just needed to forget about the physical torture. If everything she’d felt was indeed in her head like Alex had told her, then she was strong enough to handle it.


  “It-it does-doesn’t hurt,” she sputtered, calming her shaking and nervous arms. Tense silence swiftly replaced the frantic rattling of steel handcuffs clinging against the iron headboard.


  His deep voice announced, “The pain is in my head.”


  “The pain is-is in my head,” she echoed his words.


  “Pain allows you to appreciate pleasure that much more, remember?” he said. “You can control just how much pain you want to experience. Everything you feel is psychological no matter how tightly I twist this clamp.”


  Alex continued to talk like she possessed superhuman abilities. It was one thing to do her best to adjust to the discomfort, but it was another to pretend that she could somehow control it. Her agony still lingered regardless of how hard she tried to block it out. What if she did have some kind of command over what she felt though? She’d never really attempted to see if he was correct, had she?


  “What do you want me to do?” Alex asked quietly.


  Was she really going to say it? The more important question would be what had gotten into her all of a sudden? She was starting to buy into his bizarre logic. If he told her that she possessed the power to control the levels of pain she experienced, then she believed him.


  She took a deep breath, her eyes still hidden deep behind her black blindfold. There was no coming back from this. “I want you to make it tighter.”


  “And you’re going to what?” he asked.


  “I’m going to control the pain,” she answered, bracing herself for what was about to come. “I’m going to control it.”


  “Good girl,” he praised her response. “On three, princess. One…two…three.”


  Her body twisted while her hands intuitively sought their freedom. Her grinding teeth perfectly reflected her scattered mind. She couldn’t reduce this excruciating agony. Hell, she couldn’t even keep her limbs from shaking. She was crazy to have thought otherwise.


  “It’s all in your head,” he comforted her tenderly, brushing her hair out of her face as he spoke. “We both know that, don’t we, Anya? It only hurts because you’re allowing it to.”


  She did her best to clear her head in an effort to calm herself, but the overwhelming amount of pain shooting throughout her body was all-consuming. She could barely recall her name, let alone attempt to control her agony. Maybe everything Alex had told her over the past few days was right though? Why did she always give up so easily? Why did she cave at the first sign of being taken out of her comfort zone? It was like she didn’t have any fight in her.


  Cherry mocha crème Frappuccinos, exotic wine, a shirtless and sweaty Henry Cavill: she dug deep for anything that could take her mind off what her body was going through. This wasn’t about distracting herself though, was it? Alex talked about controlling the pain mentally. She had to accept what was she feeling. She needed to embrace it.


  “That’s my girl,” Alex whispered at the sight of her gradually relaxing. Her quivering arms and writhing legs had quickly become a thing of the past. “It’s not so bad, is it?”


  She was doing it! Everything was in her head. Her nipple didn’t actually hurt—it was merely her mind telling her it did. The sharp sensations shooting throughout her body were only there because she allowed them to be. She was strong enough to win this game.


  “And what happens when we embrace pain?” Alex asked, turning the screw on the clamp even tighter.


  This was all a simple discomfort. True agony came from complex problems, not something as trivial as having her nipple played with. It was an uncomplicated experience because she’d decided to make it such. Her mind was strong. Her body was capable. She’d finally reached the much sought-after degree of enlightenment which Alex had described.


  “It makes pleasure even better,” she answered.


  And then she received an introduction into that very world of bliss. Instead of experiencing relief at the first hint of him loosening the clamp still tightly entrenched on her nipple, she was swarmed by a beautiful rain shower. Pain no longer existed in this vibrant paradise that engulfed her being. Everything was simple, loving, and filled with joy.


  Why had she doubted him? When had he ever steered her wrong? Every part of her was alive. The pricks and shivers from before had been replaced by sunshine. She was bathing in a pool of warm butter. Every turn of his hand sent her a step closer to heaven, and the world’s most perfect man just so happened to be waiting there with open arms. Who else understood her this way? What other guy could get her to open up like this? How clumsy would her first time have been with someone her own age?


  A euphoric wave swept over her body after that powerful rubber clamp popped off her throbbing nipple. Fifty blindfolds couldn’t enhance her senses the way that little piece of elastic had. It wasn’t her surroundings that she was more familiar with this time though—it was herself. Every touch, every movement, every beat of her heart: it was all so much more vivid. Everything had been enhanced.


  Alex’s soft kiss on her neck resembled a million different mouths worshiping every single inch of her naked skin. His warm breath moving down to her shoulder playfully tickled, before another kiss put her right back on cloud nine. There was little doubt where his affection was headed. Was it just another example of her new intensified reality, or was she this locked-in on his plan? She’d never been this alert of her surroundings before.


  His mouth touched down on her breast, slowly descending to her raw and still erect nipple. Smooch, after smooch, after smooch brought him closer to his target. The last thing she needed was her eyes to know what was moments away from unfolding.


  Vibrators? Who needed vibrators anymore? And the way her fingers always went directly for her clit when she was really turned on? Yeah, that was a thing of the past. Apparently, there was an entire world full of ways to orgasm, and she was being introduced to something she’d never even dreamed about.


  The mouth wrapped around her nipple may as well have been locked on her clit, because it was having an awfully similar effect to her prior eruption. That intense heat was back. Wave after wave of energy electrified her skin, bringing her closer to the unknown. She could really get off this way? From her nipple being tenderly suckled? But it was more than that. The fierce levels of pleasure that she was currently experiencing had everything to do with the pain which had been brought into her life mere moments ago. It enabled her to truly appreciate what she was feeling.


  Her legs fidgeted while her hands pulled as far away from the headboard as the handcuffs would allow. Everything was a shaking, squirming mess—ready to explode. Whatever it was coming to a head inside of her could burst through her stomach for all she cared. Her body was an alarm clock that had been blaring for hours, and that heat only continued to build, and build, and build.


  His lips firmly clamped onto her nipple, taking it with him as he pulled away, causing her back to separate from the pillows behind her. Everything turned white underneath her curtain of darkness. All of her problems and concerns ceased to exist in the heavenly cloud she’d been immersed in. She couldn’t even recall what pain felt like. Her life simply consisted of an overwhelming bliss which consumed her soul; and judging by what she felt, this paradise wasn’t going away anytime soon.


  Well, she was wrong.


  A hand clenched her throat, firmly pressing the back of her head against the iron to her rear. The combination of her nipple being sucked while Alex roughly choked her neck had her feeling all kinds of things for the very first time in her young life. This wasn’t heaven. Heaven showed itself as a vibrator focused solely on her clit. Heaven came as a pair of wet lips slithering along her naked body. What she was feeling didn’t remotely resemble heaven, because she was well past that stage in her position of extreme vulnerability.


  The last stronghold of resistance holding out somewhere deep inside her body finally conceded to her true desires. She wanted a man, she craved someone who knew what was best for her, and she absolutely required to be kept on her toes—that much was obvious from the moment she’d stepped foot inside this room. Average just wouldn’t cut it any longer. She needed spectacular in her life, and spectacular was the only word that properly described Alex.


  Cumming from intense vibrations was one thing, but truly submitting to her environment was a life-altering act of compliance. Pain allowed her to wholeheartedly appreciate the moisture of his lips. Her prior discomfort caused her to welcome his mouth on her tender nipple, and it was the reason she was silently demanding that his hand grasp her throat even tighter. She wanted to be the girl that he explored new boundaries with. Every kink, every fantasy, every moment at work when his mind drifted: it was all going to be about her. He wouldn’t even remember Olivia Gustafsson’s face after he got done with her.


  She let herself go to the man who controlled each and every breath escaping from her quivering lips, her gasps replaced by deafening screeches. A vast whiteness consumed her soul. Everything was hot—almost uncomfortably hot—but her mind was too flustered to realize that. It wasn’t like she could do anything about it even if she did. She was simply along for the ride.


  She took one last breath before Alex’s hand drove her head further back into the iron. She would gladly suffocate in his hold. If Daddy wanted to be rough, then she would be his little plaything; if he wanted to be sweet and romantic, then she would be his perfect princess; and if this amazing man wanted to choke her until she passed out, then she would lay here with a big smile on her face while he did just that.


  A powerful inner explosion sent her body lunging forward, but her head didn’t move an inch thanks to Alex’s strong hold refusing to sway. All it took was a mouth, a hand, and her definition of the perfect man to cause her to clearly see her reason for existing. She was put on this planet to be Alex’s toy. She was made to be tied up in this very bed. She woke up every morning with one simple purpose; and in turn, Daddy would make sure that she was a very happy girl.


  Wave after wave of pleasure continued to consume her shaking frame. Any attempt to breathe resulted in the realization that no oxygen was making its way into her lungs whatsoever, and those waves only strengthened at the real possibility of her being choked out while experiencing the most intense orgasm of her life. She never wanted to leave this bed. She didn’t even want to leave this room. Alex could keep her chained up for the rest of her life as far as she was concerned.


  His hand relaxed its grip, and his mouth moved away from her nipple as she lastly came down from her high after what felt like an eternity. What she’d just experienced didn’t compare to a vibrator, erotica, or even those really crazy times when she opted for hardcore porn as an aid. She didn’t see the world as black and white anymore. From behind her blindfold, her eyes were swarmed by colors. Her lesser relied upon senses picked up on Alex’s calm and steady heart rate through his hand which now rested on her bare shoulder. She could envision exactly what the spit dripping off her breast and running down along her tummy looked like. This simple room had turned into the most complex place on the planet.


  The juices coating her inner thighs were a sensual reminder of what she’d just been through. And to think she’d been worried about pain this entire time. Pain? Her biggest problem now consisted of trying to decide what felt more amazing. Was it that lingering warmth in her stomach? Or what about the deep dampness that surrounded her raw nipple? It could be that buzzing still circulating throughout her groggy mind too? Hell, it could be anything.


  Suddenly, her right hand was free.


  How had this situation come about? And what happened to his hand that was just on her shoulder mere moments ago? Maybe the situation had progressed without her even realizing? The one thing her other senses didn’t help with was her infirm grasp of time, and she may have zoned out while busy reflecting on the two greatest orgasms of her life. It was definitely a possibility.


  And then her left hand dropped down to the bed as well.


  “I’m proud of you.”


  She couldn’t help but smile. He was proud of her for what? For cumming twice all thanks to his magical touch? But then again, the answer didn’t really matter, did it? The only thing she cared about was him being proud of her for something.


  “You were a very good girl,” he told her. “Especially for your first time.”


  “Thank you,” she replied before biting her lower lip. She would do anything just to hear him speak to her this way. She was his good girl! It was so sexy!


  “Now, Anya, I want you to come toward the sound of my voice.”


  That powerful cadence of his came from straight-ahead. She didn’t need her eyes to know that he stood at the edge of the bed, but she did have a few questions about what was unfolding. Did these handcuffs have to remain on her wrists? Dangling the way they were was pretty inconvenient. And what about her blindfold? Could that come off too? God, she was dying to see him. He was shirtless, after all!


  She hopped to her knees—still slightly wobbly—and crawled in the direction of Alex. There wasn’t anything sexy about her movements either. Her motions were ones of necessity. Six feet away from him was six feet too far. She needed his touch, his lips, and his strength back in her life. Anya was desperate to be back in his hold, but something prevented her from doing just that. It was a rather strange something, as well.


  His palm was pressed flat against her forehead.


  She’d been stopped in her tracks before reaching her intended target. On her hands and knees, blindfolded, and with two handcuffs hanging from her wrists wasn’t a position she ever would’ve imagined finding herself in, but this entire situation wasn’t exactly normal either. Her wildest fantasy before today involved making out with Father Baker, for God’s sake!


  “On your stomach,” demanded Alex.


  She immediately fell flat on her belly, her arms running along her sides. Now what? What was on his mind?


  Her right arm was roughly yanked behind her back, her left arm following suit before the sound of clinking steel caught the attention of her curious ears. It was only moments later when she attempted to separate her hands that she fully understood what had happened. Strangely, this might’ve been an even more compromising position than being chained to the bed. At least she had been sitting up then. Now, she wasn’t going anywhere.


  Her handcuffs had been locked together. Maybe she’d be able to roll over if she attempted to, but it wasn’t like she was going anywhere with her arms trapped behind her back. Escaping was the last thing on her mind at the moment, however. Her biggest nightmare now involved leaving this room.


  “Keep coming to my voice,” he said.


  She was a worm in the middle of a massive field of grass. Her helpless body wiggled forward at a snail’s pace, not making much progress thanks to her rather tied up position. The desperation to fulfill his request only grew with every inch she crawled north. There had to be something special waiting for her when she reached the rendezvous, and she didn’t plan on waiting any longer to find out. It was time to see what Alex had in store for her next.


  Her shoulders alternated lunging forward while her chin bounced off the mattress with each and every thrust toward her target. Was she on the world’s longest bed, or was her progress just that futile? Where were those strong hands to carry her to the finish line? What about those amazing lips which could energize her during her most exhausted moments? And what happened to that powerful voice that always sent a chill down her spine?


  “Is my baby girl ready to have some real fun?”


  Oh, there it was.


  She’d come to a stop the moment “Is” was whispered into her right ear. Was she ready for some real fun? Um…how about she was born for it? It was the only thing she wanted in life! Was that not obvious enough by her literally crawling to him? And if two earth-shattering orgasms didn’t qualify as real fun, then what did?


  “I asked you a question, princess,” he spoke once more.


  “I’m ready,” she answered with an anxious smile.


  “You’re ready for what?” he asked.


  To be honest, she didn’t exactly have an answer to that inquiry. She didn’t like the chances of her not being up for whatever he had in mind though. Maybe it’d be best to reveal her stance in the most candid way possible.


  “I’m ready for whatever you want,” she admitted while flat on her stomach, eagerly awaiting anything other than his warm breath in her ear.


  She waited in darkness as the presence of his mouth vanished from the side of her head. Perhaps she’d become a little too overconfident? Was she really up for whatever? What about all that rope hidden inside the closet? There was that toy he’d referenced earlier that would keep her wandering legs and feet in place, as well. Actually, on second thought, maybe she wasn’t up for everything.


  She recognized that feel on her lips. With her chin down in the sheets, a familiar touch grazed along her mouth, snapping her wandering mind right back into the action. She opened her mouth without much thought to accept his finger inside. She could stay in this very spot for the rest of her life. She never wanted to leave him.


  But that fantasy was short-lived, because his finger slipped out of her mouth, resulting in her instinctively moving forward in an attempt to regain her hold on his desperately missed appendage. Were these handcuffs really necessary? Sure, they turned her into a helpless little playtoy for the man of her dreams; and yes, what kinky BDSM scenario didn’t involve some cold steel? Everything else about them really sucked though. And she wouldn’t lose any sleep over throwing this blindfold in the garbage either. She just wanted to be able to reach out and touch him. She needed to see him too! God, it was so frustrating!


  Finally, it was back! Her young, pouty lips savored every second of his touch, except something was different this time. What was gently gliding across the length of her closed mouth lacked the recognizable feel of his finger. It was firm, yet soft at the same time. Silence filled the room as this mysterious object continued to rub against her curious lips, and her puzzlement only grew after slightly opening her mouth to try to find out what was going on.


  She didn’t need experience to know that fingers don’t contain a slightly sweet taste. They certainly weren’t this big either. The realization that perhaps she wasn’t dealing with a finger or two had finally presented itself as a very likely scenario. What if this was some kind of crazy toy or something? But it felt so real! It seemed lifelike!


  Her mouth opened further to slowly accepted whatever this was inside. That slightly sweet taste lingered, but it didn’t overpower. In fact, it helped create a fairly comfortable setting. The aroma was the most distinct trait, however. It was a somewhat musky, but undeniably masculine smell. It was the very thing she identified most with Alex: the scent of a perfect man.


  Deeper and deeper her mouth descended until something brought an immediate end to her curious adventure. A pair of unknown ridges—one on the top and one on the bottom—gave way to an unmistakable change in landscape. This couldn’t be a toy. It was too fleshy and realistic to be some kind of prop. What if it was…no!


  Anya cautiously withdrew, allowing her brain one last opportunity to solve the puzzle of what this foreign object was. It was time to stop playing dumb. She knew what had just happened, didn’t she? She wasn’t some little kid. She was an eighteen-year-old girl, and she’d just taken a big step into the world of womanhood.


  The seconds ticked by as she mutely waited on the bed. Her mind was a mess of conflicted thoughts, her ever-present Catholic guilt at the forefront of her concerns. Did that qualify as her first blowjob? She didn’t need her blindfold removed to figure out that the head of Alex’s dick had just been inside her mouth. The big, meaty, and most importantly real object that had slipped between her lips, just so happened to be the most sensitive part of her fantasy man, and she couldn’t believe how badly she craved its return.


  She experienced a connection in those brief moments of oral exploration. A bond had been formed by accepting him in such a manner. It only took a handful of seconds for her to go from a little girl who questioned her capability to satisfy a guy of Alex’s stature, to a grown woman who was confident in her ability to please a man—at least that’s what she was telling herself. Who was she kidding? She still didn’t know what the hell she was doing! Barely surveying Alex’s manhood hadn’t exactly turned her into a seasoned professional in the blink of an eye.


  She wasn’t Beth, she wasn’t some sultry seductress from a steamy erotic novel, and she definitely wasn’t one of her more promiscuous classmates. Anya was still the fairly naive girl she’d always been, except a growing confidence was fueling her recently discovered naughty side. Her body’s instinctive decision to wiggle forward only reinforced that. She wanted him back in her mouth. Scratch that, she needed him back in her mouth. Everything about what had just happened was so natural. It was so right. It was so perfect.


  Was she close to falling off the bed? Had this mattress been extended by ten feet without her knowing? It was like she was crawling forever. Or maybe she’d just made that little progress in her search for the last part of him she’d expected to taste today? Would someone get these stupid handcuffs off of her so that she could grab her man?


  That sweetness she craved to taste again was precum, wasn’t it? Pre-seminal fluid had made its way into some of her more dirty erotica, and the idea of making him ooze sent shock waves throughout her still inching forward body. He was so excited that he was leaking? Because of her!? Maybe she really did do something for him that Olivia Gustafsson couldn’t.


  She froze the second her chin felt air, signaling an end to her journey. Any further and she would fall off the bed and faceplant onto the hardwood below. Where was he? Why had he run off right when she started to discover herself? She liked having his cock in her mouth! She still couldn’t get over that! Maybe she really was a bad girl?


  “What do you want, Anya?”


  He had a tendency to ask her that very question in the exact right moments. This wasn’t the time nor the place to be holier-than-thou. All of her worries had faded into the background—of what people would think of her, or even what she thought of herself—and her own personal desires had stepped into the limelight. She was ready to act on her most primal of urges.


  “I want to suck your cock,” she announced boldly with a wicked grin on her face.


  His fingers moved several strands of brown hair out of her face before he told her, “That’s something bad girls do.”


  The spot on the bed sheets directly under her pussy must’ve been soaked, because she couldn’t possibly be more turned on than she was at this very second. That’s exactly what she wanted to be: a bad girl! What was fun about being good anyway? She didn’t have any wild tales of sleeping with college football players like Beth. She’d certainly never traveled Europe like Isabella Marcona either. Why? Because while she was so concerned about being a perfect Catholic girl, her friends and classmates were off exploring the real world, and it turns out there was a lot of fun to be had if you allowed yourself to partake in it.


  “Are you a bad girl, Anya?” he asked as his finger descended her nose, touching her mouth where he pulled her lower lip down with him.


  Her lip regrettably snapped back into place after his touch retreated. The urge for her mouth to be open because a certain something was forcing it had almost become overwhelming at this point. She needed the real thing again.


  “I’m a bad girl,” she answered, tentatively exploring her surrounding space in search for the answer to her problems. Where was he!?


  “Daddy doesn’t like bad girls,” he said from above.


  Uh-oh. Shit! But the bad girl thing was so hot! Was she supposed to be a good girl instead? Was that the game they were playing? Why did this all have to be so confusing?


  “I thought I bought a good Catholic girl on Wednesday,” his deep voice said.


  She would prance around in pink dresses with her hair in pigtails if that’s what he needed. What if she’d blown it? What if Alex actually wanted her to refuse to participate in this debauchery? That would’ve been the ultimate good girl thing to do, wouldn’t it? Admitting to craving cock wasn’t exactly the spitting image of purity.


  “I’m a…good girl,” she announced carefully.


  The hesitation in her voice could be credited to her indecision of whether she was playing the right role. Who was she kidding? She didn’t know what she was doing. Did she want to be good or bad? Did Alex actually desire a good girl, or was this all part of his kinky side? There were so many unanswered questions rifling around in her head.


  “Are you?” Alex asked. “Or are you a little fuckin’ slut?”


  Anya gulped.


  “You like being a bad girl, don’t you?” he further questioned.


  “I—”


  “Look at you, all tied up,” he interrupted with an almost arrogant chuckle. “Why don’t you reach out and shake my hand?”


  She didn’t like her chances of being able to pull of that feat with her arms locked behind her back.


  “How many fingers am I holding up?” he asked.


  Once again, she was helpless. Her blindfold prevented her from seeing anything in the room—assuming that he was even holding up any fingers for her at all. It was as if she was being taunted.


  “Good girls don’t find themselves in this type of position,” he informed her. “No, Anya, you’re a bad girl at heart. You just needed someone to bring it out in you.”


  She was a bad girl at heart? Really? Maybe he was right though? She’d certainly opened up to what had unfolded before her in a major way. What seemed like ages ago she’d yet to kiss someone, and now she desperately craved Alex’s most private of parts inside her mouth again. That definitely sounded like a bad girl to her.


  “I haven’t exactly made myself clear,” Alex announced to his sole audience member. “This is how things are going to work from this moment forward. Anya, the rest of the world will continue to experience the amazing woman that you truly are. Your beautiful smile, your cute giggle, and your warm personality will be traits your classmates, parents, and anyone who’s lucky enough to cross your path will undoubtedly become smitten by. The way you put others first isn’t going to change. You’ll continue to be the unbelievable girl you are.”


  She was blown away. That was the single sweetest collection of things anyone had ever said to her. How many compliments had just come out of his mouth?


  Alex leaned down into her ear, the tip of his thumb pressing against her lips for a brief moment before she parted them to accept it inside. He had something to admit to his young date. “I’m not a good sharer.”


  Red flags should be popping up everywhere. Not only was he not a good sharer, but he was self-aware enough to know it. While he’d admitted this to her earlier, it wasn’t anywhere near as firm and demanding as this very moment. The most surprising part of his admission was her growing excitement at what she’d just heard. She could take a pretty accurate guess at what he didn’t want to share. Or rather, who he didn’t want to share.


  “Only one person gets this side of you,” he declared directly into her ear, strict and tough.


  Her time in the bedroom had been a mere warm-up to what her body was experiencing. Was there any coming back from this? The exotic gifts, expensive cars, and huge mansions didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. She could live without the amazing conversations and mind-blowing orgasms if she had to as well. It was the realization that she was coveted which caused everything to heat up. She was being claimed.


  “Who’s the only person you dress sexy for?” he asked before sliding his thumb out of her mouth to allow her to answer.


  “You,” she immediately responded.


  “Tell me who you’re a bad girl for.”


  “You, Daddy,” she answered, having a hard time hiding her smile. “I’m a bad girl for you.”


  The passing seconds felt like minutes as she waited for his next words. Everything he’d said to her was done with such force and conviction. He wasn’t interested in sharing her, he certainly didn’t want her dressing sexy for someone else, and he sure as hell wouldn’t allow her to be bad for anyone but him. Fantasies of attending upscale parties and traveling the world with her dream guy had been swapped out for far more realistic scenarios. She had a man in her life who craved her now. His tone had made it clear that he possessed a jealous side that would be best remained hidden, but the playful part of her was far more interested in pushing things a bit. Maybe all the fun she needed was located in this very room; and if that was indeed the case, then she couldn’t help but wonder if she was truly a bit of a brat like he had a tendency to mention. There was only one way to find out.


  “Well, I’m your bad girl most of the time,” she announced with a sly grin. “Unless I run into a really cute guy or something.”


  A faint, but deep growl resonated in her right ear.


  “Beth used to hang out with this super-hot college football player,” continued Anya. She would kill to see the look on his face while she went on with her act. Being a brat was fun! “I can’t promise that I wouldn’t do something with a guy like that. Let’s not act like you’re an athlete or anything, Alex.”


  That got another grunt out of him, but it was even more intense this time. She couldn’t believe what she was doing! Handcuffed, blindfolded, and still teasing the man she was at the complete mercy of. Was she dumb or just that trusting? She wasn’t sure, but she was loving it.


  She just couldn’t help but push her luck. “Who’s to say I don’t run into some really hot guy when I go to college in the fall? I mean, do you actually expect me to turn someone like that down? We’re talking about a college guy here, Alex! And a football player, on top of it!”


  A mischievous smirk swiftly swept across her face. She was really asking for it now. “My mom always tells me that I should date an educated man. They’re supposed to make for the best boyfriends and husbands. Oh wait, you wouldn’t know anything about being educated, would you?”


  The touch of his fingers methodically sliding along her right cheek caused her to freeze. Part of her wanted to get slapped. No, that wasn’t enough anymore. Now, she was dying to get cracked. Why was she like this? Why did she get off on the idea of being physically dominated one minute, and then tense up when actually visualizing it the next? Could her conflicted mind just settle down for two minutes so she could enjoy herself? Did she want to be hit or not? She couldn’t decide!


  His fingers pressed deeper into her soft skin while they continued their trek closer to her nose. How would she react to being hit for real? That slap from earlier was nothing. It was the type of playful whack you give to a dog while getting them riled up. What she envisioned was something significantly rougher than a lighthearted hit, but that was biting off way more than she could chew, wasn’t it?


  The wildness to her fantasies had certainly been accelerated. She was starting to sound like Beth with some of the stuff she wished for. If she couldn’t decide what it was that she desired, then maybe it’d be best to leave the decisions up to the one man who never seemed to have a hard time making up his mind; but then again, perhaps it’d be fun to tease him a little more.


  “Maybe that’s why Olivia dumped you. Because you couldn’t keep up with her intellectually.”


  His hand froze and so did her heart. Where had that come from? She was supposed to be a brat, not a bitch. Could it be any more obvious that she was in over her head? Who did she think she was? She couldn’t pull something like this off! Her only hope was that Alex didn’t hit her so hard that he knocked her out, because Lord knows she deserved it after that comment.


  A light pain consumed the right side of her face from his fingers gently pinching her cheek. Not only was what she’d said mean, but it was flat-out wrong. Alex couldn’t keep up with Olivia intellectually? That was ridiculous. Of course, he could! Half the stuff he said went flying over her own head, for God’s sake!


  There was just something about being in this position that she couldn’t get enough of. The intensity of the unknown that surrounded each and every decision she made was captivating. There was an excitement in being uncomfortable. What did Alex always tell her? That routines were boring. Where was the challenge in sitting down to read a book or watch a movie? There wasn’t anything trying about going to church like she always did on Sunday mornings either. Down in his basement room was the only way that she could be properly pushed and tested. It was the key to discovering who she really was.


  “Is someone trying to get smacked?” he asked.


  That familiar warmth consumed her body once again. Was she begging to be hit? It was certainly starting to feel that way. There wasn’t any other explanation for her behavior.


  “Because I’m not going to do that,” he added.


  He wasn’t? Why not? Or was that actually a good thing? Maybe it’d be best if she just got whacked so she could experience it. At least that way she would know what she was dealing with.


  “And do you want to know why?” he asked, his fingers pinching her cheek even firmer. “Because you’re going to have to earn that.”


  She almost couldn’t comprehend how far Alex was inside her head. Was he reading her mind? It was like he had a ringside seat to the inner conflict which were her personal desires. She didn’t know if she wanted to be hit, how hard, and whether by surprise or not; but apparently the guy standing in front of her was significantly less indecisive about his stance on how to approach that very situation.


  He viewed hitting her as something she needed to earn? Really? What if that was a sign of her true desires? Alex always knew what was best for her, and if he viewed a smack across the face as a reward, then she must’ve felt the same way—even if she didn’t know it yet.


  “What am I going to have to do to earn it?” she asked, biting her lower lip after those promiscuous words escaped from her mouth. She couldn’t believe the way she was acting. She was being so bad!


  No verbal orders were needed to make his intentions perfectly clear. The big piece of meat pressing against her now parted lips was quite the demand. What was more obvious? His request, or her desire to accept him back inside her mouth?


  The hard feel of his manhood sliding against her soft tongue was the ideal contrast. His experienced cock inside her young mouth was a match made in heaven. His calloused hands gripped her adolescent hair, reminding her that everything was right with the world. They were perfect together.


  People would look at them and protest what they shared. She could already hear the complaints from strangers mumbling in the distance: “He’s too old.” “She’s too young.” “It’s about the money.” Her parents wouldn’t understand either. They would assume that she was going through some kind of rebellious phase. Mom would blame everything from Hollywood to her hormones, while her stepdad would credit it to the decline of western civilization that he was always bitching about. The girls at school would ridicule her in similar fashion to Isabella Marcona. Her social media would be flooded with hateful comments. Everywhere she went, everyone she spoke with, and every set of eyes that glanced in her direction would all be negative.


  But she couldn’t care less.


  Each and every one of her worries vanished with the slightest of pumps inside her mouth. His fingers intertwined with her brown locks to hold her in place, his increasingly aggressive tempo reflecting just how turned on he was. Those gentle thrusts morphed into rough pumps, and you wouldn’t find a happier girl on the planet than the one handcuffed and blindfolded in this very room. Even the feel of her gag reflex being touched for the first time didn’t matter. He could choke her all he wanted. She would never complain.


  She had always credited masculinity to a combination of looks and demeanor. The way a man carried himself was important, and his appearance needed to reflect a certain energy as well. Pretty boys never did anything for her. What kind of man constantly checked the mirror to make sure that his styled hair was still flawless? And guys who shaved their chests? No thanks. Body hair was sexy. It wasn’t until this very moment when she discovered something else that needed to be linked with manliness though.


  The feel of a hard cock using her mouth.


  Alex was the opposite of every boy she’d wasted her time thinking about over the years. He didn’t remotely resemble the vast majority of men in her life either. Common sense said that he would check to make sure that she was ready to accept him inside her mouth. She was blindfolded, after all! And the courteous thing to do would be to go nice and gentle since this was her first time, right? Guess again.


  Her throat was being used like some girl who’d spent the past decade giving head. A heavy pair of balls slammed into her chin every time his hidden hips thrust toward her face, swiftly welcoming her to his world of rough sex. She’d always pictured her first time with a dick in her mouth taking place in a boyfriend’s parents’ house while his mom and dad were at the movies. Now, she couldn’t imagine it happening anywhere other than in a handsome millionaire’s private basement sex room.


  There was an indescribable energy in what was taking place. For the first time in her young life, she knew what it felt like to be a woman. She could relate to the experience of a man lusting after a beautiful girl. A certain power came along with the feeling of having a stud grab her by the hair and roughly fuck her throat. Alex may have respected her mind, valued her company, and loved her sense of humor; but at this very moment, he was treating her like a piece of ass. She couldn’t believe that she was about to say this, but maybe Beth was onto something when it came to her outlandish fantasy. This was the single hottest experience of her life.


  The tears escaping from her blindfold and running down her cheeks only added to what had to be a mess on the bed sheets. How much saliva had poured out of her mouth? How many thick wads of spit had fallen to the mattress below? Even her nose was running. Every part of her was a mess.


  “Good girl,” he grunted.


  His groans made her want to take him deeper, and his latest remark resulted in an attempt to swallow him whole. Could she expand her tight throat if she really tried? What if she was the best he’d ever experienced? Had Olivia Gustafsson ever deepthroated him? Wait, she didn’t have a clue as to how much of his cock she was even taking, did she? She couldn’t see a thing. It wasn’t like she could feel his penis with her hands either. What if she had barely taken any of it? What if she was terrible and he was just being nice? What if this was the last time she would ever have his perfect dick between her lips?


  What followed put an end to all of her doubts. It was almost hard to believe too. Everything about Alex was so strong and dominant. Weakness wasn’t a trait that this amazing man possessed; and to be completely honest, she wasn’t sure if this qualified as a vulnerability or not. In a strange way, it almost made him human.


  She heard him whimper.


  Even the loud sounds of her throat being roughly fucked couldn’t prevent her ears from locking in on his faint moan. It was a brief change in their power structure. In that one moment, she knew what it was like to have control over a man who presented himself as untamable. She grasped the idea of being able to sexually debilitate someone twice her size. She could bring a man to her knees with something as basic as her mouth.


  Anya was embracing a world where other women didn’t exist. Well, not literally. While she would be surrounded by girls who were hellbent on stealing Alex from her, this incredible man would never even think of straying. His work would suffer due to his mind constantly wandering. His days of dating A-list movie stars would be in the past. He might even start skipping a workout here or there because he would just have to spend every waking moment of his free time with her. She was determined to be the only woman on his mind.


  Ferocious growls promptly replaced his momentary moan. Once again, she was in her proper place. Sitting high on a golden throne wasn’t where she desired to be. She would gladly accept being spoiled outside the bedroom, but it was a much different story when things shifted inside this room. Actually, she was more than happy to bring a part of Beth’s fantasy into her own life.


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH.”


  He was relentless. How long could he continue this feverish pace? And even more importantly, could she go another minute without screaming? She wanted to yell. She needed to climb the nearest mountaintop and loudly notify the world of her immense joy. Having Alex attend to her sexual desires was fantastic, but it didn’t rival being on the giving end of things.


  Her mind struggled to keep up with the situation, but that wasn’t the worst problem to have. Her environment wasn’t necessarily demanding she be of sound mind. Arms locked behind her back, eyes blindfolded, and her head being held up by a man who could effortlessly throw her around the room: who wouldn’t be able to pull this off? Her mouth was being used like a pussy—at least she thought so. It wasn’t like she had any previous sexual experiences to compare this mouth fucking to.


  This was still the warm up to the main event, wasn’t it? Would he even be able to fit inside her when the time came? She would worry about that later; because right now, it felt like this stud’s cock was attempting to reach her stomach.


  She violently coughed, mucus exploding from both her nose and mouth. A chill shot down her spine thanks to the slime dripping off her chin after he pulled out from her mouth. The soreness to her throat was a friendly reminder of her first time with a real man. The only thing she cared about was getting that feeling back.


  What would Beth think if she looked in on the action right now? How proud would her best friend be? How jealous would this make all those women from Daniel’s? The same ones who’d shot her envious looks as she strutted toward the exit with Alex at her side on Friday night.


  Did Olivia go to bed kicking herself every night? She should be. That Swedish bombshell had seriously put her own career ahead of Alex? What was wrong with her? No amount of money, fame, or attention could possibly replicate this sense of submission. The NFL quarterback who’d been rumored to be dating her favorite movie star would never be able to bring a fraction of the intensity to her life that Alex could either. What would a professional football player know about space? Could he turn a discussion about Batman into an analogy regarding their relationship? Yeah, she didn’t think so.


  Her confidence grew with each passing minute. Had Olivia ever dressed up like a Catholic schoolgirl for him? Had she ever smeared whipped cream all over his abs, only to lick it off an inch at a time? The list of naughty deeds on her mind was beginning to pile up. She would rock this man’s world. She would blow his mind. She would be the most amazing plaything ever.


  And then Anya realized what she was doing.


  The hands in her hair were gone. No one was supporting her as her messy chin now grazed the bed sheets, her head cocked slightly to the left so she at least had some elevation off the mattress. How long had her mouth instinctively been bobbing forward like this? She seriously hadn’t noticed what she’d been up to while playing out a crazy fantasy in her mind of somehow becoming more desirable than Olivia Gustafsson?


  She wasn’t being dominated any longer, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t submitting. Sucking on Alex’s cock like this had become second nature to her rather quickly. That intoxicating piece of meat hovered in front of her, her body wiggling forward in an effort to draw out another one of those greatly sought-after whimpers. The inability to see his face while she gave her first unaided blowjob only added to the pressure. The silence from above prevented her from being able to grasp his reaction.


  No teeth…no teeth…no teeth—it was the only thing on her mind. This couldn’t possibly feel good for him. She was barely taking more than the head of his dick without the forceful help of his hands and hips. He was just too big! And she couldn’t get any leverage from her rather helpless position on the bed.


  She pulled back, allowing his manhood to fall from her lips. Oh, how far she’d come. Twenty-four hours ago she’d run away from this very room, and now she couldn’t believe what was about to come out of her mouth. Would this qualify her as a bad girl? She kind of enjoyed being a good girl though; but then again, being a brat was really fun. Who cares? She could be anything she wanted!


  Her voice changed to that of a little girl on her best behavior. She was a teen at the mall, asking her father for an expensive pair of jeans that Mom would never dream of buying for her. She was a cutie using her charm and sex appeal to get a free Popsicle from the ice cream man despite not having any money. She could turn on the charisma when she needed to. When had she never gotten her way in the past?


  “Fuck my face…please.”


  Was she the first virgin in the history of humanity to speak those words? Did completely inexperienced eighteen-year-old Catholic girls ask for a good mouth fucking? Alex had this incredible ability to bring out all of her wildest fantasies. He could take a girl who previously imagined a make out session in a car with her priest as crazy, and have her request something that would make a hooker blush. Even Beth would be taken aback from her demand.


  It didn’t take long before that deep voice was back in her ear. “What was that?”


  Good, bad, nice, naughty: her attitude was a mixture of everything. The same girl who’d almost used her safe word a half dozen times during nipple play, was about to reaffirm her very mischievous request with a big grin on her face. Was it time to accept that she was a brat at heart? While she might not have the sexual capabilities to compete with Alex’s extensive history of women, there was little denying that she would be the most eager to please. How many girls had ever begged him to use their mouth? Had Olivia fulfilled each and every one of his deepest and darkest fantasies? She didn’t think so. It took a spectacular woman to satisfy a spectacular man, and down in this basement room, she had started to feel pretty confident with herself.


  “I said that I would like you to fuck my face please,” she repeated, smiling in anticipation of what was to come. The urge to add an additional word was too exciting to pass up on. She was being really naughty now. “Daddy.”


  Why weren’t his hands firmly holding her head in place? Where were those strong hips to pump into her mouth? A particular hard cock being jammed down her throat should be causing tears to pour down her face as well. None of that happened. Instead of his fingers in her hair, they were busy adjusting her blindfold.


  And then she realized that he wasn’t fixing her blindfold. He was removing it.


  The no longer dark world was so colorful and vibrant. The white walls resembled fresh snow, but she wouldn’t notice that until later. No, a check of her surroundings wasn’t on the menu anytime soon. Her eyes were far too preoccupied with something else to soak in the beauty around her.


  On what planet had she actually credited herself with potentially deepthroating this thing? How could Alex even think straight when it was fully erect? Wouldn’t all the blood in his body have to gravitate to this one rather large appendage? It only made sense when she really thought about it though. Why wouldn’t this part of him be sensational as well?


  Hard, long, thick meat rested mere inches from her mouth, the swollen head containing a shiny glisten thanks to her saliva. The veins running along his intimidating manhood appeared to pulsate. His cock twitched as it continued to point directly at his prey. Those two big balls which had repeated bashed into her chin earlier hung low, adding to the allure of manliness engulfing her eyes.


  This was the exact dick she’d visualized hundreds of times alone in her bedroom. Those heated sessions alone with her Kindle, the wild times she’d checked out hardcore porn, and all the many nights she allowed her imagination to do the work: Alex had been the star of show—she just didn’t know it at the time.


  How many inches was this treasure? It appeared endless, going on for days until finally meeting its end at a recently trimmed patch of pubic hair. The Adonis belt her eyes journeyed to next almost didn’t appear real—despite her fawning over it in the kitchen yesterday. Those two shallow grooves started at each of his hip bones, sculpting a path to the towering erection which twitched once again in front of her face. He was almost too perfect to comprehend.


  Her attention trekked north to meet those spectacular abs, now covered by a layer of sweat as a result of their fun. All of his muscles were enhanced. His pecs popped, his biceps bulged, and his strong shoulders were somehow weakening her knees even more than usual. He was a masterpiece of masculinity. He was the only thing she needed in her life.


  A pair of blue eyes greeted her after arriving at his handsome face—wicked as always. There wasn’t a single pure thought in those pools of sparkling ocean water. Explanations about the wonders of space weren’t in the stars today. Discussions over their favorite novels would be a topic that might make an appearance hours down the road over lunch; because currently, this gorgeous man was up to no good.


  His big hand wrapped around his fat cock, lifting it slightly as his groin moved in her direction. Was she being teased? It sure the hell felt like it. Why else would he drag this moment out in the manner he was? She needed him back inside her mouth. Her recently freed eyes were desperate to see the expression on his face while she attempted to bring pleasure to the one guy who deserved it more than anyone in the world. It was like everything was moving in slow motion!


  She wasn’t sure if he was hinting at what he wanted or not, but she was running on pure instincts at the moment. Her primal desires called the shots when it came to her most recent act of aggression. She decided to skip past the part of waiting for Alex to hand down an order. Was being bossed around hot? Absolutely. She would be fully on board the next time he had a verbal demand for her—emphasis on “next time.” Because this time, she was in charge.


  She desperately lunged at his balls, lapping and licking at every inch her tongue had the privilege of reaching. Her nose remained buried in his groin as she went about her lust-filled ways. That masculine aroma was impossible to miss. The popping sound she heard after releasing her strong suction on his testicles caused her to giggle. Those balls represented her endgame. They were what held her ultimate goal.


  The responsibility of making this man cum was a rather daunting task, and the building self-imposed pressure caused her to question her own confidence which had only recently peaked. What if she couldn’t do it? What if she lacked the ability to drain the heavy pair of balls her mouth continued to worship? She had to remember that everything wasn’t about her. This entire experience would be a waste if she couldn’t fulfill her end of the deal. She’d already experienced two mind-blowing orgasms, after all! It was only fair that she did her part.


  The heavy feel of a meaty object being placed on her face caused her eyes to glance skyward, her mouth going about its mission of making Alex happy. Was this the epitome of submission? Was this how her dream guy viewed her?


  The angle of his manhood resembled that of a flight of stairs. His thumb aided in pressing his cock against her face, his girth partially obstructing her view of the action. That thick piece of meat effortlessly covered her nose, ran past her eyes and forehead, and came to an end in her chaotic brown hair, once again announcing the order of things in this bedroom.


  A million words were exchanged in the silence. Her brief moment of aggressiveness had been swiftly corrected by the most simplistic of actions. Her young skin soaked in the essence of his hard cock. The way her lips never broke their adoration of his balls perfectly reflected her thoughts of what was unfolding before her. This was the exact level of obedience that she desperately craved in her life.


  Was his manhood just removed from her face, or had someone ripped a blanket away from her on a frigid winter night? Everything became cold and vacant as she observed his hand slowly stroking the very thing she yearned back between her lips. His balls weren’t enough anymore. She craved for part of him to be touching her as well. She lusted for him to reestablish his position of power. It was no secret that he was the authoritative figure in her life now, but that didn’t stop her from wanting him to show that—constantly.


  “Good girl.”


  That simple compliment filled her body with energy. Those sexy words caused her to go at his big balls that much harder, her mouth attempting to swallow one of them whole. Her eyes remained locked on the way his hand slid the length of his thick cock above her. Her ears filled with the sounds of spit aiding his masturbatory mission. She couldn’t get enough of this.


  “Who’s Daddy’s little slut?”


  “Meee,” she immediately answered, too preoccupied with her current task to even take his balls out of her mouth. She couldn’t care less that her words had been slurred. “I’mmm yo litt slut.”


  “Didn’t anyone teach you not to talk with your mouth full?” Alex asked, grinning while his cock continued to cast an intimidating shadow down on the young girl below him. “Maybe I’ll have to sit down with your parents to discuss your manners.”


  She attempted to suck the life out of his balls. How hot would that be? Her stepdad would be so rattled by finding himself in Alex’s presence. And her mom? Oh my God, Mom would be fawning over this man. Had she ever seen her mother enamored before? She sure would be after meeting Alex.


  What if he told her parents everything? What if he openly confessed his obsession with her? What if he announced his intention of taking her for his own? “I know she’s your daughter, Gary and Linda, but she’s mine now.” Jesus, how hot would that be to hear?


  Her imagination was really running wild now. “What if he openly confessed his obsession with her?” Where was that coming from? He’d never admitted to being obsessed with her. And was she actually turned on by the idea of him essentially ripping her away from her parents because he refused to share her with the rest of the world? Just how deviant had her fantasies become?


  Those heavy balls were unfairly removed from her mouth, joining his cock in a position of mock and torture. His now motionless hand remained wrapped around his manhood as her mouth salivated at the sight just out of her reach. How could she get him back? What would it take for him to rightfully be back between her lips?


  And then like the perfect man he was, Alex solved all of her problems without her even having to lift a finger.


  “Open up, slut.”


  The names he would call her were always playful in nature. They were done tongue-in-cheek. Something about his most recent declaration felt a little different, however. There was a more serious tone to his words, and the flirtatious grin she was so used to seeing had been replaced by a glare full of lust and dominance.


  What if this was the turning point in their relationship? What if he finally viewed her as something more than a naive eighteen-year-old who was in over her head? She didn’t want to be some innocent little angel who was more talk than action. She wanted to be the naughty girl out of his wildest fantasies, and step one in becoming that was embracing her new role—as Alex’s slut.


  His dick was back between her lips before she knew it. It took all of two seconds for him to stuff her mouth full of cock after she followed his request like a good girl. If Daddy wanted her to open up, then she would open up, and it didn’t take long for her to reap the rewards for being a good listener.


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH.”


  Now, this was a mouth fucking. Their oral fun from earlier was a simple warm up compared to the aggressiveness in which he was currently using her throat. Tears freely poured from her eyes now that her blindfold was no longer in the way, saliva spilling from her mouth as his hips ruthlessly pumped forward.


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUHHHHHHHHHHH.”


  Half of his rock-hard cock plunged down her throat, fully activating her gag reflex. The thick wads of spit which had shot out from the sides of her mouth had her questioning if she was about to puke. This was only half his dick? This!? And she seriously thought she’d deepthroated him earlier? Was she crazy?


  Her watery brown eyes did their best to glance upward while Alex continued this introductory class into the world of kink. Why wasn’t he smiling? Where was that blissful look she craved so badly? Was she enjoying this more than him? While his face lacked the pleasurable reaction she’d expected to find, her own body was anything but stoic. It was like every wicked deed he brought into her world was better than the last.


  “Does my little princess want more?” he asked.


  Her attempt to answer his simple question was met with a bit of a struggle. It wasn’t exactly easy to speak while a cock impaled her throat, but something told her that Alex got off on her current circumstances. She would be lying if she didn’t admit to loving it either.


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH.”


  “I didn’t catch that,” he told her with that cocky smirk which drove her crazy. “Would you mind repeating yourself, sweetheart?”


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH.”


  Well, at least she repeated herself, right? No one could fault her for not listening. She’d really tried her hardest to answer his question too, but he didn’t let up with the intensity of his movements. He—


  He abruptly stopped.


  Her chin was covered in slime, much like the bed sheets below her. A trail of spit hung in the air as he pulled away from her mouth; the saliva running from her lower lip, all the way to the head of his cock. Did she have a say in anything that happened? Could she make a request? It wasn’t like she was asking for a lot. She would settle for the ability to demand just one thing!


  What if Alex was her soulmate? Would that explain how this continued to happen? She didn’t even have this kind of chemistry with Beth. Somehow, someway, he could read her mind. He always knew exactly what she was yearning for. It was remarkable.


  A hand grabbed her by the shoulder and flipped her onto her back. With her arms now locked underneath her, her head dangled off the end of the bed, and her mouth immediately opened with the knowledge of what was to come. She desired to be a princess in his eyes. She was cute, funny, and capable of holding a conversation with the man she admired more than life itself, but she was also a series of holes to be used and abused. In other words, she was the total package.


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH-GUH.”


  The blood rushing to her head while the mouth fucking resumed only added to the wildness. Was this similar to being high on drugs? The intensity was unmatchable. The energy was indescribable.


  “GUH-GUH-GUH-GUHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!”


  Her closed eyes had prevented her from tracking Alex’s latest movement. His dick plunged deeper down her throat as he leaned forward, a trio of fingers quick to find her wet pussy. That magically hand had her twitching and squirming as her excitement grew. It wasn’t just a deep heat this time though. There was an alien sense of absolute submission accompanying that familiar warmth. It was a feeling of satisfaction that came along with knowing she provided pleasure. It wasn’t just her own orgasm that she was focused on—it was his.


  Her constant choking and gagging may as well have been a relaxing first-class flight at thirty-two thousand feet. The volcanic wave ascending her body resembled that of a day at the spa. The obvious chaos she was surrounded by had taken a back seat to how incredible all of this felt. She was living in a brand new world of emotion. It was something that would take her a long time to become accustomed to.


  She violently coughed, her gag reflex unable to ignore Alex’s furthest journey down her throat. That undeniable sensation of discomfort combined with the joy his fingers had brought to her clit, resulted in her going off for a third time this morning. Orgasming while a big cock violated her mouth was her purpose in life. She’d been put on this planet to be Alex’s personal plaything. It wasn’t arguable any longer. She was sure of it.


  The cool steel from the handcuffs pressed against the naked skin of her lower back, presenting the perfect contrast to the sweltering temperatures that had engulfed her body. She was an oven with ice cubes being dropped inside. Little pockets of chills popped up all over her unblemished skin. Her lower back, her right foot, her left eye: there was no understanding these frigid spots. The random smudges of icy snow caused the lava crawling along the rest of her body to boil that much more. All of her senses were enhanced. A never-ending number of blissful waves washed over her being. It was the closest to enlightenment that she’d ever been.


  Powerful aftershocks continued over the following ninety seconds, her trembling frame struggling to breathe despite her mouth being clear of any obstacles. A long line of spit ran vertically along her face thanks to Alex removing his cock from between her lips. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel it. It was a friendly reminder of her new life. It was a feeling that couldn’t be replicated from Netflix or indulging in a good book. It was a sense of obedience that she was swiftly growing to embrace.


  A hand on her shoulder effortlessly rolled onto her stomach once again while her nightmare unfolded. They were done already? But he could use her mouth for hours if he wanted to!


  A sense of confusion came along with the ability to wiggle and move her now liberated hands. The feeling of cold steel lingered despite her handcuffs being tossed off to the side of the bed. Why couldn’t she remain locked up forever? There wasn’t anything wrong with enjoying being submissive, was there? She no longer wanted a say in anything that happened. She didn’t even want her safe word to exist. The only thing she desired was for Alex to possess complete control of her body.


  Stomp… Stomp… Stomp…


  She watched him walk over to the mirrored closet door she’d explored twenty-four hours earlier. Was it time for another toy? What about that jute rope? That had to be in her future, and she was really loving the idea of being restrained with a little help from some Japanese luxury. Her mind couldn’t stop racing with kinky fantasies!


  “Get up on the bed, princess.”


  Whatever was in his hand definitely wasn’t rope. Her eyes followed the imaginary line that carried from his finger to the soft pillows at the head of the bed, her body quick to follow his order. She wouldn’t dare make him ask again.


  She waited anxiously as he continued closer to the bed, her back lying flat on the mattress with her head resting on the bundle of comfortable pink pillows. His physique appeared even more muscular after watching it operate in motion. No wonder he possessed the ability to throw her around with ease. Even his thighs were ripped!


  The revelation of what was in his hand came as a bit of a surprise after he joined her up on the bed. This certainly wasn’t a wild toy. It wasn’t anything kinky either. In fact, it was the most logical thing she’d seen all day.


  “You’re…um…not going to tie me up?” she asked.


  “Do you think you’re ready to be tied up?”


  “You did it earlier,” she pointed out.


  He calmly unscrewed the top off the bottle of lube he’d brought with him. There was no more wondering if they shared some type of connection with each other. He was deep inside her head. It was like he had this ability to know exactly what she was thinking, and she was somehow able to read his face like a book.


  She wasn’t going to be tied up—his slight grin told her so. Oral sex and nipple play were activities you can push the limits with right off the bat, but actual sex was a different story. It would’ve been too much to be restrained while losing her virginity.


  Besides, didn’t she have more pressing matters to worry about? Specifically, the lube that Alex had just rubbed into his towering erection. She should’ve been far more concerned with how that thing was supposed to fit inside her. The logistics weren’t quite adding up.


  The bottle turned its attention to her sopping wet pussy while her anxiety came rushing back. Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure about this. What if he couldn’t fit? Or even worse, what if he injured her? Would she be one of those girls who were scarred for life from a traumatic first experience? There were so many things that could go wrong.


  “Relax.”


  Alex didn’t actually open his mouth. Those perfect lips of his had never parted, but she heard his voice regardless. His tranquil expression told her to calm down. It informed her that she didn’t have anything to worry about. She was in good hands.


  Her timid legs were pushed apart before she felt the weight of his body descend on her petite frame. Turmoil rapidly filled her panicked mind. Relax? How the hell was she supposed to relax? Alex wasn’t the one about to lose his virginity. Nobody was on the verge of penetrating him with something that couldn’t conceivable fit inside a human being. She needed someone half his size first. She would’ve been better off with a nervous high school boyfriend who didn’t know what he was doing. She couldn’t do this!


  Gazing up into those sparkling blue eyes snapped her back to reality. The ball was still in her court. All it took was one simple word for this to be over. She’d already cum three times, after all. Was going through with this just being greedy? Was she pushing her luck?


  “Relax.”


  This time, it wasn’t her imagination. That single word had been sung to her by a heavenly chorus of angels. Feeling Alex’s big cock head rubbing against her dripping pussy lips should’ve been setting off alarm bells. His significantly heavier body hovering just inches over hers was a sign of how close this was to actually happening. All the warning signs were there that she wasn’t ready. Her pounding heart, shaky arms, and dry mouth all screamed at her to use her safe word. There was still time to get out of this.


  Her fingers moved to his muscular shoulders, her eyes observing how his powerful left hand propped his entire body above hers. His right hand gripped the cock that she couldn’t see, but could absolutely feel. The hint of sweat on his skin showed just how long they’d been at this. His dark chest hair was a friendly reminder that she was sharing this bed with a man, not a boy. His composed look was one of a guy who knew what he was doing. Of a man who wouldn’t hurt her. Of a lover that she could trust.


  When had he ever steered her wrong? Was it the two times he’d carried her up to bed instead of taking advantage of her when she was drunk? Or was it when he left an important meeting because she’d falsely claimed to have an emergency? What about when he made sure that she’d experienced three earth-shattering orgasms before ever attempting to stick his dick inside her?


  He wouldn’t let her down. All of his actions had been met with resistance, only for her to realize just how incredible his intentions were after eventually allowing herself into his arms. She was done fighting herself.


  “I want you inside me,” she whispered.


  Those blue eyes staring down at her lustful face was all she needed. She was ready for this. She was prepared to finally become a woman, but apparently someone else wasn’t fully on board.


  His voice dropped to a whisper to inform her, “I have one more riddle for you to solve.”


  Her lust was immediately replaced by bewilderment. He was seriously doing this now? With his cock rubbing against her?


  The slightest of cracks on his face gave him away in a heartbeat. Seconds later, they were both laughing. Her anxiety melted away. Her nervousness was gone. His decision to lighten the mood had restored her confidence in the man she was crazy about. He always knew exactly what to do.


  A sharp pain gave way to an indescribable feeling of fullness. How much of him was inside her? An inch? Maybe two? It felt like a mile as he continued to slowly and carefully explore further, his right hand moving her messy brown hair away from her closed eyes.


  Every motion of his hips resulted in her experiencing brand new sensations for the first time. The brief moments of discomfort reminded her that this wasn’t some coming-of-age Hollywood movie, and the bursts of pleasures opened her eyes to a world of possibilities. She was in completely uncharted territory.


  Her hands left his shoulders, slamming down to the bed below to grip the pink sheets to her sides. The introduction of yet another inch of his thick manhood caused her feet to squirm and her arms to shake. He was going to split her in half. This thing would hit something inside of her and do some serious damage. It didn’t matter that he was moving at a snail’s pace! She was too small and he was too large! How in the world would this work?


  But then she heard a moan from above.


  Her eyes bolted open to find an expression she never would’ve dreamed of. Alex almost appeared incapacitated. His own eyes weren’t able to focus on her face as his journey advanced deeper inside her never before explored vagina. No ropes, no chains, no kinky accessories: she was enough. Her body was capable of satisfying this extraordinary man.


  His rhythm increased cautiously while her squeals became the new normal. The sense of completeness was impossible to deny. The realization that perhaps this wasn’t just her true purpose, but his as well, started to creep into the back of her mind. Had Olivia ever seen this look before? Had she ever felt his weight smother her body as his cock stretched her tight pussy? What if her favorite actress had never brought half of this pleasure to Alex’s world?


  Her skin greedily absorbed every drop of sweat that trickled down from his muscular body. The feel of his chiseled abs grinding against her stomach had her holding onto the bed sheets for dear life. His thrusts turned stronger. His movements grew more passionate. It became clear that he was taking what he deemed his.


  Did anything in life resemble her current situation? Her world had been so vacant before these past ninety seconds. Tongues and vibrators couldn’t imitate this feeling of wholeness. This was love. It was respect, passion, and affection, but that didn’t stop her curious mind from wandering.


  Every thrust sent a wave of pleasure throughout her body. Every sensual pump caused her to laugh at the idea of her first time being anything but magical. The pain from his initial entry resulted in her appreciating this bliss that much more. Their immense amount of foreplay allowed her to accommodate his size moving at a moderate pace, but it would be a while until they were really able to step things up.


  Well, maybe not.


  Should she do it? Would it completely backfire and blow up in her face? It had the potential to be the hottest moment of her life. What could possibly be better than having a cock tailor-made for her vagina, lovingly taking her virginity, after all? This was how every woman dreamed of leaving her maidenhood in the past, wasn’t it? It was like Alex knew exactly what to do with a girl in her position. While he could safely introduce her to the BDSM lifestyle when it came to foreplay and oral, actual rough sex would be significantly too much for her to handle during her first time. It was something that could conceivably leave a lasting scar.


  But that didn’t mean she’d forgotten about the past hour.


  Her constant craving to submit wasn’t going away. Neither was her admiration of the stud who was passionately taking her innocence. She needed more. His handsome face—full of love and intensity—wasn’t enough. Those deep, masculine grunts provided the soundtrack for her life, but they could mean so much more.


  She was more than capable of holding her own in this room—she’d already shown that much. She was mentally strong enough to take on each and every challenge Alex had introduced into her life. Sure, there had been moments of hesitation and second-guessing along the way, but she’d embraced her role in this new world. The roughness, the challenges, the mind games: her desire to reintroduce some of that earlier craziness had just about reached its peak.


  Her right hand sought out his wrist, eventually finding it before slowly bringing it to her face as his hips grew still. Watching his index finger extend for her mouth resulted in a smile out of her. He still didn’t realize who he was dealing with, did he? She wasn’t just some random girl who’d given him her virginity. She wasn’t “special” as he’d previously labeled her either. What Alex didn’t seem to understand was that her mind was capable of being just as deviant as his. It’d taken all of one morning in a millionaire’s basement sex room to break her out of her puritanical shell. The same girl who’d once fantasized about making out with her priest in front of her house, was now curious as to how naughty she could actually get.


  She lowered Alex’s hand to her throat.


  His grin said it all. He wasted little time in moving to his knees, his hand remaining locked around her neck while his cock stayed snug inside of her—or that’s what she’d previously thought. While Alex’s new position of essentially kneeling before her allowed a perfect view of his abs and chest, it also provided her with adequate room to see what was happening south of the border. How was so much of his dick not inside her? Was she even taking half of him? And this is what caused her to feel so full and stretched? They weren’t even scratching the surface of what could be.


  The force from his hand came down on her neck, smothering the back of her head into the pillows. Her eyes closed in an effort to heighten her senses. His fingers sank into her skin. His girth was back, reshaping her insides to accommodate his size. Two lovers were becoming one.


  More weight pushed down on her throat, restricting any hint of air from finding its way into her lungs. The look she saw after her eyes instinctively snapped open wasn’t one of love or respect. There was a darkness in Alex’s face. Those blue eyes were strict and controlling. The gentle side of him had faded into the background, and his true dominant personality was center stage once again.


  She wrapped her hands around the forearm that was attempting to drive her through the mattress. What could he do to her if he stopped playing nice? How long would it take this stud to choke her out if he decided that he was fed up with her nonsense? Everything about him was so strong. This side of him was intimidating and maybe even a little scary, but that’s what really did it for her, didn’t it? It was that constant possibility of anything happening that drove her crazy. He could make her feel like a queen, a slut, and a confused little girl all in a matter of seconds. It was extraordinary.


  She drifted off to her happy place. Her mind faded as his bucking hips sent shock waves throughout her body. Could she surgically attach his hand to her throat? Was that asking for too much? Desiring to be choked to death while the world’s most perfect cock split her in half wasn’t too demanding, was it? She certainly didn’t think so. She would live in his basement room if it was up to her.


  Dominance: it was the only thing she cared about anymore. Her surroundings were a constant reminder of his status. The exotic sports cars reflected his style, this gorgeous house showed his wealth, and his presents flaunted his amazing taste. The way she was escorted to a private room at Daniel’s summed up everything that she was enamored with. It was more than just his money. The steady flow of admiration Alex received from the public was indescribable. She finally had a man worth giving herself to.


  Slap.


  Her mind cleared in an instant. Her lungs gasped for breath now that her airway was no longer restricted. This should’ve sent her into a panic. It was too much. Especially for her first time! But instead of running for the hills, she felt an inner-warmth consume her body.


  Alex had roughly slapped her.


  Her right cheek stung. Her nose could still feel the effects of his hand making contact with it. Her neck was sore from him pushing down on her delicate throat. She was an exhausted mess; but even in her weakened state, there was little doubt of what she truly desired.


  Her body began to quiver with orgasm number four on the horizon. It wouldn’t some subtle explosion either. No, she would go off like a bomb. The combination of her completely submissive position and Alex’s perfect rhythm had all but guaranteed it.


  But who likes being ninety-nine percent positive of anything? Everyone loves a sure thing for a reason, and that one percent of doubt had slipped out of her head thanks to the simplest of actions. She was about to experience the most intense orgasm of her life.


  Alex had his hand back on her neck.


  She was this man’s plaything for as long as he wanted. Five days, five months, five years: she didn’t care. She would be his date for some party full of elite socialites, she would be his company for an amazing dinner at a five-star restaurant, and there wasn’t any question of who would be the girl giving him oral sex in the car like a horny high schooler who couldn’t get enough of her quarterback boyfriend. She wouldn’t be able to live without him in her life.


  She was going to pass out. It wasn’t debatable any longer. Her blood had been replaced with fire, her brain swiftly melting right along with the rest of her organs. This feeling of submission was her new cherry mocha crème Frappuccino. It would be the one thing she would wake up craving every morning. Nothing could possibly enhance this moment.


  And then Alex’s lips touched hers.


  Her closed eyelids broke their seal to find his face directly above hers. He’d leaned in, his lips softly embracing her mouth as his rough strokes turned long and deep. Her fragile pussy was touched in new places for the first time. The lack of oxygen making its way into her lungs was the last thing on her mind. He’d kissed her! On the mouth! Her first kiss came courtesy of Alexander Stone, and now her body was about to react in the only way it knew how.


  Everything turned white. It wasn’t some snowy December afternoon either. Her world was a blinding white, everything from sound to smell ceasing to exist. Her last functioning sense was that of touch, and it’d been intensified tenfold.


  Her skin was crawling. A cloud of discomfort drifted over her, amplifying even the slightest of tingles. Needles were being pricked into her toes while her funny bone was repeatedly tapped with a hammer. This onslaught of unpleasantness was building for a reason. It had to be.


  Where was her bliss? Why wasn’t there an untouched grassy meadow full of flowers and sunshine waiting for her? Maybe she couldn’t orgasm from sex. But that didn’t make any sense. It felt so good!


  The hairs on the back of her neck were roughly plucked out by a pair of tweezers. Her nipples were pinched by the unforgiving brutally of steel pliers. None of this added up. This should’ve been the happiest moment of her life, not the worst. Why was this happening? Who was doing this to her? She just wanted it to stop!


  Color.


  That world of white had been replaced by vibrant colors which dazzled before her eyes. Her ears briskly filled with the vivid sounds of passionate lovemaking. Her nose soaked in the unmistakable scent of raw sexual energy. Her lips cherished the remarkable taste of Alex’s perfect mouth. Life had been breathed into the lungs of a dying woman. She was Eve, spawn from the rib of Adam, except Alex was so much more than her companion in temptation. He wasn’t the serpent who enticed her into eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge either.


  He was her sexual creator.


  The outfits, the toys, the positions: she’d been made in his image. She was the closest thing to Eve that he would ever find in this world. All the women before her came along with a past, but she was different. Her life was merely beginning. Her story was waiting to be told. She simply needed an author capable of making that happen, and she’d found the only man for the job.


  An intense wave of pleasure swept over her, invigorating everything in its way. Something was different about the manner in which her body heated up this time. That warmth was deeper. It was more personal. It connected with her in ways never deemed possible. Her orgasm had become a physical entity somehow. It was alive and real—very, very real.


  And then it all made sense. The masculine grunts from the lips which were no longer touching her mouth helped aid in solving the puzzle. There was nothing alive about her orgasm. It was a mere mental pleasure, brought on by passionate physical interaction. Someone else’s pleasure wasn’t so mental though.


  Alex had cum inside her.


  The sperm filling her satisfied pussy added to the heatwave. Hints of seed leaked out from her still occupied vagina and ran down her thighs, providing a reminder of the debauchery she’d just participated in. She seriously hadn’t requested that he use a condom? She wasn’t even on birth control! What was she thinking? Her lack of responsibility really stood out when she came down from her sex-crazed state.


  Oh my God, what if she was…pregnant?


  The softest of kisses on her lips wiped away any of her worries. What in the world was she so concerned about? Carrying his unborn son or daughter would be the ultimate form of acceptance. It would solidify her place in Alex’s life, not only as his woman, but as the mother of his child. It would—


  Her outlandish fantasies were cut short thanks to a familiar feeling. She’d been scooped up out of the bed by the loving arms of the man she was completely obsessed with. Those gentle blue eyes were back. His warm heart and thoughtful mind were the only qualities she cared about. Her perfect man had returned.


  She was carried into the first floor bathroom to clean up, a task Alex helped her with. That was a good thing too, because standing straight wasn’t the easiest task with how wobbly her legs were. She just felt exhausted. She was so worn out and used; and as badly as her body desired time to rejuvenate, her mind needed it even more.


  Her curiosity was at an all-time high after arriving upstairs in his arms. Why had they passed the bedroom she’d spent the past two nights in? In a way, it’d kind of become her home away from home. It was the one part of Alex’s spectacular house that she felt comfortable calling her own.


  No, he couldn’t possibly be taking her there. Not there! They still barely knew each other. She wouldn’t be able to tell you what his middle name was! Heck, did he even have one? But then again, she’d just allowed him to cum inside of her. It wasn’t like they were strangers either.


  He opened his bedroom door and slipped inside, placing her down on his king size bed in silence. No words were exchanged as he pulled the blankets over her naked body and tucked her in for some much needed sleep. The room soon turned dark after he closed the shades, blocking out the bright Sunday afternoon sunshine. She could barely keep her eyes open. Four mind-boggling orgasms had completely wiped her out—not to mention the faint trail of cum still leaking from her pussy, that may as well have been warm milk for a toddler. Apparently, they hadn’t done the best job in the world when it came to cleaning her. Or maybe, just maybe, that was intentional. Perhaps he wanted to provide a constant reminder as to who owned her from this moment forward.


  “Good night, princess,” he told her, shutting the door behind him as he left the room.


  She drifted off to sleep, spent yet satisfied. She was his princess, alright. She was his princess, his queen, and his plaything. She would be everything this perfect man would ever desire.
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