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 Chapter One 
 
    Amber’s First Inkling 
 
      
 
    Amber charged into the hotel her stomach churning, her breath coming in quivering gasps. Every step she took was like plowing through neck deep water. As she plodded along, she glanced down at a scrap of paper clutched in her hand. The numerals 328 stood out in dark ink against a white background reminding her of the destination. Room 328. A familiar stranger from Calgary, Alberta waited for her in room 328. 
 
    She forced her leaden legs to carry her to the elevator even though her peripheral vision blacked out and at any second she could faint. On the third floor, a maid with her cleaning cart blocked the hallway. The girl flashed a perfunctory smile and returned her attention to a stack of clean towels, uninterested in another guest among thousands. Amber reeled as if she’d been discovered escaping prison. The urge to explain bubbled in her throat, but then she ducked her head and scurried past. 
 
    She wavered in front of room 328. Her head spun, the walls tilted, and the floor fell away. She was drowning in air. For a split second, she wondered if she should turn and run. What kind of idiot meets a man in a hotel room like this? 
 
    An idiot who was hopeless, helpless, curious, intrigued, and beguiled. She gulped. The two thousand miles that usually stood between them had been reduced to the thickness of a door. To see him, all she had to do was knock. Shaking, she raised her closed fist and tapped. 
 
    Only a few months ago she’d been oblivious to the blinding need that had taken over her life. Only a few months ago her life was tame and dull. A few months ago… 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Amber pulled into the vast and overfilled parking lot of the Cooper Agency. She didn’t have to look at her watch to know she was late. The only spot left for her car was in the row farthest away from the building. She gathered her things and hurried toward the main entrance, her modest heels sticking a little in the asphalt. 
 
    She’d only worked at the company’s corporate headquarters for three weeks, and she was still getting used to the routine. Her secretary job paid the bills, but it wasn’t the type of job she wanted. Instead, Jewelry Designer stirred her passion, but there were no job openings for an inexperienced, twenty-six-year-old jewelry designer around here. To make matters worse, around here was Dallas, Texas - not a place she ever thought she’d call home. But now she was stuck. 
 
    The word echoed through her mind in time with her urgent steps. Stuck. Stuck. Stuck. She jammed the elevator call button. And all because of Nick. Her already twisted insides lurched, and for the thousandth time she wished for a fast and easy way to just get over it. No such luck so far. 
 
    The elevator doors swished open and she hoped to slip to her desk unnoticed. No such luck again. Mr. Harding, her supervisor, stood in the doorway of his office surveying his turf. When his eyes landed on her, his normally bland face pulled into a frown. 
 
    “Ms. Lee, you’re late.” He tapped the face of his watch. 
 
    Amber’s stomach lurched again. “I’m sorry.” She ducked her head and rushed toward her desk. 
 
    Mr. Harding dogged her. “Third time in two weeks.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. Slow elevator.” She whispered in an attempt to minimize the level of attention the scolding attracted. 
 
    Mr. Harding didn’t bother with such delicate decorum. “That’s not much of an excuse.” His voice boomed out, and a few of the cube workers stole glances their way. 
 
    Under his stern gaze, Amber fumbled into her customary spot. The pressure of his stare made her twist and jerk and in this awkward state, she knocked into the candy jar that sat on the corner of her desk. As the new girl here, she’d used the treats as a friendly overture toward the rest of the staff, and now her icebreaker teetered on the edge of disaster. With a gasp, she lunged and grabbed the glass canister, preventing a crash, but the move flung chocolate kisses into the air. They rained onto her desk blotter in chaotic staccato rhythm. 
 
    Mr. Harding crossed his arms as she chased the silver wrapped cones. “I expect you to be punctual. If this lateness continues, there will be consequences.” 
 
    Her face grew hot. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I hope not.” He disappeared into his office. 
 
    Fighting tears, Amber scooped handfuls of candy into the jar and crammed the lid into place. “Great start to a great day,” she muttered. 
 
    “Oh honey, don’t mind him.” Elaina Thompson emerged from the cubicle maze and leaned on the edge of the desk. She was even younger than Amber, but she used the term honey like she was everyone’s sweet granny. “He’s just a serious, uptight, old fart.” She glanced toward Mr. Harding’s office and giggled like a junior high girl rather than a working professional. 
 
    Amber smiled a tiny little bit. The humor allowed her to pull back from the emotional abyss that threatened to gobble her up at the slightest hint of difficulty. Bless you, Elaina. 
 
    The petite and perky junior sales associate had been helpful and friendly from day one. It wasn’t part of her job, but she’d introduced Amber around and provided advice for dealing with the cantankerous copy machine and the touchy computer program. Where to park and even where to go for lunch had all been made easier by Elaina’s instructions. Amber sucked in a breath and ran her fingers through her hair. “That old fart could fire me.” 
 
    “He’s all bark.” Elaina picked up a kiss from the floor. She peeled back the silver foil and popped the candy into her mouth. Chocolate for breakfast? Why not. “Give yourself some time. You’ve only been here a few weeks.” 
 
    Amber considered the beige-on-beige office. “I’m not motivated.” Somehow, she’d have to get motivated. She couldn’t afford to lose her job. Not now. 
 
    “You’ve got to cheer up, honey.” Elaina slid to her feet. 
 
    Amber sighed. “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “Sure, you can. And you know why? Because I can’t stand to watch you mope around much longer.” She put her hands on her hips. “Let’s go out tonight. It’s Friday.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “We could eat at that new restaurant.” 
 
    “No.” Right now Amber craved solitude. 
 
    “I know a fun club in the West end.” 
 
    “No!” Absolutely the opposite of what she wanted to do. 
 
    “Okay.” Elaina paused, then her eyes lit up with the answer. “Come to my place then. We’ll hang out in pajamas.” 
 
    Another no! danced on Amber’s tongue, but the sales woman hadn’t made a suggestion or even a request. She’d issued an instruction, and Amber followed instructions well. 
 
    She shrugged. “Why not.” 
 
    Elaina smiled then sauntered to her cube and started making phone calls. In spite of her casual attitude, she still had to make quota this month. Amber settled in and opened her email to start on the tasks for the day. 
 
    Later, Amber approached Elaina's apartment with a degree of regret. Her why not had turned into why. She was tired after the workweek, and still a little queasy over the run-in with Mr. Harding. She wanted to hibernate not socialize. She was surprised when Elaina answered the door in a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, no make-up, and her hair in a messy bun on top of her head. 
 
    “Amber!” she cried as if they were long lost twins. “Come in.” Elaina took her arm and drew her inside, her excitement turning to a disapproving tsk-tsk. “You’re still in your work outfit.” 
 
    Amber pulled at the sleeve of her cardigan. “I didn’t know you meant it when you said pajamas.” 
 
    Elaina laughed. “Doesn’t matter. Your choice.” She floated to the kitchen and set two wine glasses on the open bar. “Red or white.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” Amber was busy looking around at the shabby chic decor. The white and baby blue color scheme was refined and relaxed at the same time. White draperies billowed at the window. A distressed dresser served as a TV stand. An old door with crackled paint leaned against one wall as a statement art piece. 
 
    “Red or white.” Elaina held a wine bottle in each hand. 
 
    “White.” 
 
    Elaina poured as Amber sank down onto the slip covered sofa, hoping her woe could be swallowed up by the swirl of blue flower-patterned fabric and a healthy shot of alcohol. She settled into reticence, as Elaina talked. A few cursory remarks about Mr. Harding’s unreasonable attitude. A report on the atrocious outfit one of the vice presidents wore last week. Speculation on the status of the latest office romance to blossom. Concern about another colleague’s health. 
 
    Early on, Amber had figured out that Elaina was the office chameleon, blending in anywhere and everywhere with her friendly personality and cute looks. Blinded by a false sense of sympathy and safety, people tended to confess to her. Trouble was, Elaina couldn’t keep a confidence, and soon what was supposed to be a private matter was all over the office.  
 
    As kind and helpful as Elaina had been, she’d also told everyone Amber was suffering from a broken heart. The fact wouldn’t remain a secret forever, but Amber hadn’t even told her parents yet that she wasn’t engaged anymore. She wasn’t ready to explain or to rehash or to plan retaliation. She was still too dumbstruck. 
 
    Amber stirred through the big bowl of popcorn in her lap, Elaina’s chatter all but background noise. In the future, Amber would be more careful about what she said around the saleswoman, if she ever got another chance to speak, that is. 
 
    Elaina picked up a fashion magazine. “I’ve got to show you these adorable shoes.” She searched for the right pages with one hand and picked up the remote control with the other. The big screen across the room came to life. Some sort of western appeared, a big man in boots and jeans chasing after a leggy redhead. At every turn, the woman lost a piece of clothing. 
 
    Amber’s eyes widened. “What the heck is this?” 
 
    Elaina glanced up. “Oh, that’s McClintock.” 
 
    “What?” Amber had never heard of any person, place, or thing called McClintock. 
 
    “Old timey movie channel. This one’s John Wayne. You know.” 
 
    “Who’s John Wayne?” Amber wished for her computer. With Duck Duck Go at her fingertips, she wouldn’t have to sound so ignorant. 
 
    “You don’t know John Wayne?” Elaina clapped her hands over her mouth then pointed at the TV. “That’s John Wayne.” 
 
    Amber turned toward the screen and watched the chasing man, all cowboy hat and swagger. Not exactly her style. 
 
    “He’s a big rancher, and that’s Maureen O’Hara, his wife. They’re fighting.” Elaina explained as the red-haired leading lady lost another bit of her outfit leaving her in only corset and bloomers. 
 
    And then it happened. Amber didn’t know the story, she didn’t know the reason, but there in full living color, John Wayne, big rancher, turned Maureen O’Hara, his wife, over his knee and spanked her. 
 
    Amber’s whole body flushed. She stared at the TV while Elaina prattled on as if nothing unusual were taking place. For Amber, the sight, the sound of a woman going bottom up made her want to squirm, but she didn’t want Elaina to know it affected her so. 
 
    Her hands gripped the edge of the popcorn bowl. She wanted to look away from the scene, but she couldn’t. Every slap. Every twist. Every kick and squeal burned into her consciousness and stirred something deep inside.  
 
    Arousal. 
 
    How inappropriate! She crossed her legs, hoping to squelch the feeling, but that only made the distinct wetness in her panties more noticeable. Her stomach fluttered. She squeezed her legs tighter, the pressure pleasant and horrifying at the same time. The last smack to Maureen O’Hara’s bloomer’d butt made Amber jump up. The bowl of popcorn landed upside down on the floor. 
 
    That made Elaina stop talking. 
 
    “I have to go.” Amber blurted the few words and ran. 
 
    “Amber? Are you okay?” Elaina’s voice drifted after her, but Amber didn’t take a breath until she was back at her apartment.  
 
    Inside she paced. What the heck had happened? She plopped down at her jewelry table, where her latest creative project waited. Arousal? From what, seeing a spanking? Why? Something must be wrong with her! 
 
    Amber slumped over and strung tiny beads onto tiny threads. She’d crafted more jewelry in her spare time than she could ever wear herself. The tedious yet engrossing activity served as an effective distraction from whatever bothered her. In this manner, she’d made Christmas presents, birthday gifts, and party prizes. She’d even filled a few custom requests. It was a task she could perform now to efficiently blot out the question she kept asking. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
 
    She didn’t understand her reaction, and she was already dreading seeing Elaina at work on Monday. Maybe in the couple of days over the weekend, Elaina would forget about her bizarre exit. Amber settled down to make a pair of earrings for Elaina, a distraction device for now and also for their next inevitable face to face. 
 
    Amber didn’t worry about coordinating with a specific outfit. Instead, she selected cool magenta and pink to compliment Elaina’s dark coloring. She concentrated on creating a pleasing pattern and finally, immersed in her favorite pastime, she forgot about the movie and her embarrassing reaction. She stopped asking that nagging question. She stopped feeling stuck, even if just for the evening. 
 
    On Monday, Elaina was camped out at Amber’s desk. Of course. She was waiting for an explanation. Amber wondered how many co-workers already knew what had happened Friday at her apartment. 
 
    “Hey, Amber.” The junior associate pounced the moment Amber stepped from the elevator. “What happened to you the other night?” 
 
    Amber brushed by to stow her purse and pulled up to the computer to start the workday. “I just felt a little funny.” 
 
    “Funny?” Elaina leaned in. “Like how?” 
 
    Amber raised her shoulders. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Elaina probed. 
 
    “Yeah, everything is fine.” To change the subject, Amber produced a small gift-wrapped package and held it out. 
 
    “What’s this?” Elaina’s eyebrows shot high. 
 
    “A little apology gift. Sorry I spilled popcorn.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, honey.” Elaina waved her hand in dismissal. “Popcorn is better than puke.” 
 
    Amber smiled a little. Better for Elaina to think Amber had been queasy than for her to know the truth. “Open it.” Amber nodded toward the package. 
 
    Elaina tore off the silver wrapping paper. Her eyes lit up. “My favorite colors!” She took off her silver studs and slipped the wires of the danglers through the pierced holes. Then she bounded to the framed mirror on the other side of the reception area to check out her reflection. “These are cool. I’ve never seen any like this. Where’d you find them? Someplace fancy?” 
 
    Amber blushed with relief at Elaina’s gushing. “I made them.” 
 
    Elaina shook her head and watched the intricate beaded drops bob and sway. “You’re talented.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened and Scott Simmons, another junior associate, emerged onto the floor, cheap sport coat flapping, worn briefcase in hand. 
 
    Elaina flounced to him. “Hey, Scott! Check this out.” She grabbed his arm and shoved the side of her head toward him. 
 
    Amber bent to the computer and pretended to work. She had to admit that on her first day here she’d noticed Scott. He had green eyes set off by auburn hair—the same color of hair on his arms and eyebrows as his head. Although not tall, he had broad shoulders and muscular arms, just the kind of thing she always fell for. But now, this cute and cocky guy stirred no interest in her. 
 
    “What are you squawking about, girlie?” Scott shrugged Elaina off. 
 
    “Look what Amber made for me.” She cupped a hand behind her ear to show off the jewelry. 
 
    He took a closer look. “You made these, Amber?” 
 
    She glanced up over the top of her monitor and nodded. 
 
    “Little competition, huh?” Elaina elbowed Scott in the ribs, and he eased away paying little attention to the flirting. 
 
    “Nice job,” he said to Amber. 
 
    “Why haven’t you ever made me anything, Scott?” Elaina tried to engage him. 
 
    He chuckled. “Because you’re a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Elaina giggled. 
 
    “Don’t you think so, Amber?” He leaned over her desk and helped himself to a chocolate kiss. “Elaina’s just a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Amber sat back to put space between them. “No, not hardly.” 
 
    “Scott makes jewelry, too.” Elaina grinned, unfazed by his jab, her plucked eyebrows once again arched high. “He’s quite the ar-tist.” 
 
    Scott laughed, his eyes lingering on Amber as he straightened and backed away. “Artist, I don’t know. But I do teach a continuing ed class in the evenings over at the community college. You should come by, if you want to do something more than just beading, that is.” 
 
    Just beading? She picked up on the dig. Maybe Elaina enjoyed that sort of banter, but Amber didn’t. She sprang to the defensive. “Is there something wrong with beading?” 
 
    “Nah, beading is great. But you can do a lot more with metal fabrication.” Scott moved to brush back Elaina’s hair and touched the earrings. “These have great color and drape. I’d like to see what else you can do.” 
 
    Amber hesitated. She had plenty of ideas for what else she could do. Ideas always filled her head and she found herself sketching at odd moments, on the backs of envelopes, napkins, or even the church program. 
 
    “Don’t I have to enroll in the class?” she asked. 
 
    “Not for me to show you around. And if you’re interested, I can do a late ad.” He leaned toward her again. “The class meets on Thursdays, but I can make special arrangements for you to come tonight.” 
 
    Amber glanced at Elaina. The other woman’s attraction to Scott was as obvious as her own indifference. 
 
    Elaina waved her hands. “Oh, go on, honey. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Amber nodded. The jewelry class did interest her, even if Scott did not. “Okay, that would be fine.” 
 
    He winked, but his attempts at charm didn’t land. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Amber, Scott, and Jewelry 
 
      
 
    After work, Amber didn’t bother to go home to change from her sensible secretary outfit into something more appealing. If the brown skirt, print top, and brown cardigan were good enough for the office, they were good enough for him. She drove to the community college campus without even checking her makeup. This was no date, at least to her. This was all business. 
 
    Amber found the right building and wandered through the hallway until she stood outside the locked door of the fabrication lab. She checked her watch. Right on time, but Scott was nowhere around. After a few minutes of awkward lurking, she went outside to wait on the park bench near the door. In her hometown of Minneapolis, she knew a cold wind was already blowing. But here, the Texas autumn was balmy. She sat back and admired the flowers still blooming in waves, and just beyond, an expanse of green field dotted with soccer teams. The setting was pleasant. In fact, Texas was nice. She’d just come here for the wrong reasons. 
 
    A jangle of keys made her turn to see Scott striding up the path. He had his cell phone pressed to his ear, and he gave her a curt nod as he passed by and entered the building. Amber patted at her forehead where a few beads of sweat had accumulated and followed him inside. 
 
    “Yeah okay,” Scott said into his phone before he slipped it into his pocket and turned to her. “I didn’t count on my last appointment running so long.” He unlocked the door. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Amber said, although he hadn’t quite apologized for being late. She trailed him into a garage-like space that was the studio. The shop smelled of oil and sawdust and scorched leather, not exactly unpleasant, but rough and dirty. 
 
    “Sorry it’s so hot in here.” He flipped on the lights and cranked up a small window A/C unit. 
 
    “That’s okay.” Amber was used to dismissing any concern for her own comfort. “It’s a good change. It’s like ice in that office.” 
 
    He extended his arms. “Well, here it is.” 
 
    She turned and took stock of the various workstations flanked by stools for students. As if this were an elementary class, hooks and cubbies lined one wall near the door. Racks of plastic bins with names scrawled on crooked pieces of masking tape marched along the opposite side of the room. 
 
    “Let me show you what some of the others have been doing.”  
 
    He crossed to the bins and rummaged inside one of them, coming up with a sketchbook and a manila envelope. He flipped the pages open on the nearest worktable and motioned Amber close. He turned to an earring design, and as she studied the sketch, he opened the corresponding envelope and poured the contents into his hand. His arm brushed hers in a seemingly innocent gesture, as he laid the finished product alongside the sketch. Just as casually, she shifted away. 
 
    “How pretty.” Amber picked up one of the earrings and focused on it, not him. The drawing showed flat silver teardrops with a tiny diamond shape overlaid onto the lower surface and a delicate curve at the top. The real thing now dangled, almost exactly as imagined, from kidney-shaped ear wires. 
 
    “They are pretty,” Scott agreed. “Simple, but well proportioned, and well made.” He took the other silver drop and held it up against her ear. “They would look great on you.” 
 
    Amber cringed but gave him a tight smile. Now she was sure he meant to flirt with her. 
 
    With an encouraged grin, Scott showed her more projects. A hammered bracelet and a half-completed choker, then pointed out the specialized equipment he’d acquired—stone polisher, torches and stands, wire twisters and soldering guns. “You’re more than welcome to give any of this a try. If it suits you, then you can enroll in the class.” 
 
    Could she do such a thing as sign up late? “I wouldn’t want to impose.” 
 
    “No chance of that.” He dropped the earring into the envelope, then held the open end out so that she could do the same. When she reached out, he took her hand. 
 
    “Did you make this ring?” He admired the light purple amethyst she wore on her right index finger. 
 
    “This? Oh, heavens no.” 
 
    He made eye contact. “Your birthday must be in February.” 
 
    “The twenty-eighth, at eleven fifty-eight.” She tried to keep up polite conversation. “I just missed being a leap year baby.” 
 
    “A lot of the women like to make birthstone jewelry.” He stepped closer and lifted her hair away from her neck. “I could help you make earrings to match.” 
 
    Amber put her hand to the faux pearl studs she’d worn today, but from the look in his eyes, she knew Scott was not thinking about jewelry. He had every man’s favorite subject on his mind. It had been quite a while since she’d last succumbed to such advances, and she didn’t intend to give in now. But he hadn’t gotten the message yet and as he leaned in to kiss her, she groped backward to avoid this bold move. In the process, she bumped hard against the desk, and the jolt sent a stack of wooden cutouts clattering to the floor. 
 
    Scott drew back as she whirled to see a pile of paddles scattered on the concrete. Flashes from the movie at Elaina’s shot to her brain and she gasped. “I’m sorry!” 
 
    “No harm.” He leaned over and gathered. 
 
    “What are those?” Surely it couldn’t be what she thought. 
 
    “Paddles.” His tone hadn’t changed a bit. 
 
    She struggled to keep her voice from betraying her. “Did you make them?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure did.” 
 
    “Why? Do you use it, them, any of them?” 
 
    “Use one?” He frowned, but then laughed. “Nah, I make these for the sororities and fraternities at the college. Easy work and a little extra money.” He gripped one of the wood handles and swung it gently. “Mostly symbolic these days.” 
 
    Symbolic. Yes, of course. 
 
    She’d joined a sorority in college, days that were not so long ago. She thought initiation was ceremonial. She thought the paddle she decorated was symbolic. But in the middle of the night, in the basement of the sorority house, she found out otherwise. Much to her shock, one by one the pledges were bent over and paddled. She’d been a well-behaved child and never endured corporal punishment. In fact, never seen anyone spanked. The loud pops and the other girls’ cries terrified her. When she was called to the middle of the sisters’ circle and positioned with hands on knees, she nearly fainted. The sharp smacks had torched her bottom and ripped a squeal from her throat. It hurt like hell, but it also stirred something in the pit of her belly. Something deep and unexplained, which she quashed as inappropriate. The same sensations raced through her now. 
 
    Scott knelt and stacked the paddles on the floor. Amber watched, a fiery explosion erupting in her pussy. When Scott stood and faced her again, she launched herself into his arms. 
 
    What was she doing? 
 
    Even as she kissed him, the question poured through her head. Sure, he was attractive, but that made little difference to her these days. She barely knew the man, save for exchanging greetings as he passed her desk, yet now she molded her body to him with a longing that had been absent from her life since that horrible Saturday when Nick left. Since then, she’d been cold and vacant, but for unexplained reasons, here with Scott, her insides had come alive. 
 
    Scott reacted with a small groan of surprise mixed with pleasure and welcomed her eager lips. He smelled a bit of sweaty exertion, but just like the aroma in the shop, it was not unpleasant. Instead, it gave him an earthy, carnal quality that Amber found irresistible. 
 
    She clung to him as he devoured her, his rough, end-of-day stubble leaving a raw, tingly sensation everywhere his lips roamed—on her face, her neck, and down into the V of her blouse. Amber ran her fingertips through the dark red hair that now bobbed under her chin and with a degree of lust imagined the dark chestnut-red strands that surely trailed across his chest, his belly, and lower. 
 
    Her hands dove between their bodies, seeking his crotch, and she clawed his pants open. Then she reached under her skirt and yanked her panties off. 
 
    Scott’s eyes bulged as much as the front of his briefs. “That’s fucking hot.” He grabbed her bare ass cheeks. With a grunt, he lifted her to the edge of the desk and shoved her skirt up around her waist. He jerked the front of his underpants down and stabbed at her pussy. 
 
    Amber rocked back and groaned, but not from his touch. She’d sat on a spiral notebook, and now the wire binding pinched her leg. 
 
    “That’s right, baby, come for me.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. No way was she about to come already, but she let him think whatever he wanted. For some reason, the rush of desire faded, yet here she was, legs open with a stranger about to impale her. In the next moment, the head of Scott’s cock found her slit, and he thrust inside, the little bit of moisture that she’d already produced easing the initial passage. Even so, the sudden intrusion made her gasp. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Scott had his eyes closed, lost in his own desire as he pumped in and out. 
 
    Amber grabbed her knees, straining for a more comfortable position than bent backward at the waist, and turned her head toward the door. It stood ajar, and she hoped no one would come to investigate the after-hours activity. She could feel the friction down below but it didn’t excite her. She wished he would hurry up so that she could get home. 
 
    He braced his hands on either side of her hips, his face bobbing so close to hers that his breath stirred her bangs. Scott wheezed like an old man and then strained forward on his toes, coming with a garbled shriek. A quick shudder and he was done. 
 
    “Ahhhhh.” He didn’t waste time, but sprang up and hid his less-than-average cock in his pants. 
 
    She shuddered at the warm flood of completion. 
 
    What had she done?  
 
    Immediate horror and regret took over. She had a condom, albeit an old one, in her purse, and it would have been better than nothing. She realized that a few moments of indiscretion, which she hadn’t even enjoyed, had exposed her to all sorts of dangers. Her legs unfolded and she sat up, the now cold semen running down her leg. 
 
    Scott handed her a box of tissues and reclaimed her panties from the floor as she mopped up. 
 
    “Good, huh?” He handed over the silky white bikinis. 
 
    She grabbed the panties and stuffed them in her purse. She didn’t want him to watch her put them on. “Sure.” 
 
    He grinned as if he couldn’t tell she was lying. “Anytime you want to come out to the shop just let me know.” He winked. “Anytime.” 
 
    Amber recognized the look as the one he’d given Elaina, and suddenly she knew they’d done this exact same thing. “Sure, sometime.” She scrabbled for her keys, and all but ran to her car, thinking of nothing but the morning after pill and getting tested for STDs. 
 
    The next day, Amber slunk into work late. Again. Last night she’d gone directly to the pharmacy for a dose of the Plan B contraceptive pill, and this morning to her regular doctor for other tests. It would be a few days before she’d know the results, but just getting it done made her feel better. 
 
    She stowed her purse and pulled up to the computer to work on the morning report. Mr. Harding’s door was closed and she could only hope he hadn’t noticed her repeat tardiness. 
 
    “About time you got here.” Elaina scurried from the cubes to Amber’s desk. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Scott was in here earlier looking for you.” 
 
    Heat crept from her chest to her temples. “Well, well, I had a doctor appointment today.” She hoped Elaina would just drop the subject of Scott. She didn’t want to think about him, she didn’t want to talk about him, and she certainly didn’t want to talk to him.  
 
    Elaina twirled her hair. “I want to hear all about it.” 
 
    “About what?” Amber concentrated on the numbers swimming before her eyes. “It was a regular doctor appointment.” 
 
    Elaina faked a pout. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Amber tried to give the Elaina a look that said back off. But for Elaina, no subject was ever out-of-bounds, no matter how personal. 
 
    “I want to hear about...jewelry,” Elaina teased. 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I heard you had fun.” 
 
    Amber clenched her teeth. “He said that? Did he tell you we…” she broke off. 
 
    Elaina broke into a knowing smile and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Great.” Amber covered her face. “Does the whole office know?” 
 
    “Oh honey, it’s no big deal. Half the women here have slept with him.” 
 
    Amber groaned. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    Elaina twirled away. “Just enjoy it.” 
 
    Casual advice about casual sex. Amber would rather not think about it. She still didn’t understand exactly what had happened with Scott. Could it be that she was finally getting over Nick? What an extreme step to take, jumping from broken heart to intercourse without so much as a dinner date in between. Maybe it was good to find out her body could still function in that way. Maybe her mind would come back to life next. 
 
    Her tension eased and she considered last night’s indiscretion in a more positive light. Maybe it had taken something that extreme to shock her out of the doldrums. Nick had turned out not to be the one. Scott wasn’t either, but he might be able to help her feel normal again. 
 
    Normal had eluded Amber for weeks now. Looking back, she knew she should never have left Minnesota to follow Nick here to Texas. When she analyzed it, she couldn’t recall Nick ever inviting her to come with him. He’d just gone. She’d assumed and made plans. Her already smashed heart caved in even farther. Maybe that had been part of his break-up strategy, but she’d ruined it by chasing after him. That’s why he’d said she should get her own place. That’s why he hadn’t been helpful and excited. And now she was left with her name on an apartment lease and maxed out credit cards still carrying utility deposits and U-Haul trailer rental. But Texas wasn’t prison. She could load up and go back north any time she wanted to. Hmm. She didn’t want to quite yet. 
 
    “Ms. Lee.” Mr. Harding’s voice interrupted her thoughts. Every time he spoke to her now, she jumped. She didn’t want to be scolded again, but now he only had a request. “Would you run these files to Ms. Kennedy upstairs?” He held a modest stack of folders toward her. 
 
    “Sure.” Amber took the bundle but thought it odd to be transporting files physically. Why not email or use the intraoffice sharing? But far be it for her to question her boss’ methods. 
 
    “Directly to her, not the secretary,” Mr. Harding said. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever you say.” Amber headed to the elevator, clutching the manila folders. What could be so important that it had to be delivered directly to Ms. Kennedy’s hand, but so unimportant that it wasn’t in a sealed envelope? She dropped the stack away from her chest and checked the tabs, absentmindedly sidestepping a janitor’s mop. Before she could focus on any of the printed categories, her heel hit a wet spot and she slipped. Her body jerked as she tried to keep her balance. The folders flew out of her hands. Papers scattered. 
 
    “Oh, be careful, Miss!” the janitor called as she stumbled. 
 
    I can’t fall, I can’t fall. She wrenched her shoulder grabbing for support but managed to stay upright. 
 
    “Is wet.” The man pointed downward, nodding. “Is wet.” 
 
    “So, I see.” She straightened her jacket then knelt to retrieve the files. As she gathered the pages, she noticed every sheet was blank. Her curiosity spiked. Why had Mr. Harding sent her up here with blank paper? 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    A Discovery 
 
      
 
    Upstairs, Amber had to wait before she was ushered into Renee Kennedy’s office. 
 
    The head of the branch peered over her reading glasses when Amber appeared at the door. “Yes?” She paused, pen poised over paper. 
 
    Amber indicated the files. “Mr. Harding asked me to deliver these.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you. Set them here.” Ms. Kennedy pointed to the corner of her desk.  
 
    Amber wondered what would happen when she saw the blanks. 
 
    “Maybe you should take a quick look, to make sure they’re what you need.” Amber hovered, hoping to witness a reaction. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy’s expression changed, not much, but enough that Amber detected tension. The pen trembled ever so slightly between Ms. Kennedy’s manicured fingers, but her voice remained even and calm. 
 
    “Perhaps.” She lifted the top folder so that Amber could not see the contents and glanced inside. “What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Amber Lee.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. And you are?” 
 
    “Mr. Harding’s secretary.” 
 
    “Yes, yes of course.” Ms. Kennedy paused. “Well, thank you,” she said again and resumed her notes. 
 
    Certain now that she had become the go-between in some clandestine operation, Amber’s mind raced. A bogus delivery was a signal for something, but what? She wandered to Elaina’s space. “Guess what I just saw.” She kept her voice low. 
 
    Elaina’s eyes lit up for the gossip. “Tell me.” She leaned forward and propped her elbows on her desk. 
 
    “Mr. Harding just sent Ms. Kennedy a message.” But before Amber could say more, Elaina rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, that.” She sat back, less interested in old news. “We all think they’re having an affair.” 
 
    Amber’s eyes opened wide. “An affair?” 
 
    Elaina glanced over the top of her cube toward the supervisor’s office. “No one’s ever seen any real evidence, though.” 
 
    Who’d want to see the real evidence? Eww. Amber wrinkled her nose. She couldn’t imagine Mr. Harding and Ms. Kennedy doing—anything. They were both far too old. She’d rather not think of either of them like that. At all. 
 
    That evening Amber sat at her worktable and stared into the trays of beads arranged in a semi-circle around her. Unfortunately, directing phone calls, data entry, and endless gossip had become her whole world. She wondered if jewelry design could get her out of the rut where she currently spent her time. If that were going to happen, she probably did need to widen her horizons in the fabrication arena. If she could learn metal work, it would add some much-needed variety to her inventory. Scott’s jewelry class could take her there. Trouble was, she didn’t know what he thought of her now. She’d rather avoid looking like a fool. Again. 
 
    The next morning, Elaina rushed into the office and slapped a flyer on the desk in front of Amber. “Honey, you have to do this!” 
 
    Amber picked up the bright yellow sheet of paper. “Do what?” She didn’t want to do anything with Elaina outside of work. The movie incident still embarrassed her, even though Elaina had never mentioned it again. 
 
    “You have to go to this craft show.” Elaina stood over Amber’s shoulder. 
 
    Amber laid the page aside. “I don’t need any crafts.”  
 
    “Not to buy stuff.” Elaina brought the ad in front of Amber’s nose. “You can sell your jewelry!” 
 
    Amber pictured a cavernous exhibit hall with rows and rows of booths all overflowing with homespun treasures. Her stomach flipped at the thought of competing in that mess. “Oh, no. I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “A million reasons.” 
 
    “Name one,” Elaina challenged. 
 
    Amber took a mental inventory of her excuses. It’s too crowded. It’s too crazy. It will take all weekend. I don’t have any display tables. What if I don’t sell anything? “I just…” She settled on the most logical. “I don’t have enough pieces to fill a table much less do a show.” 
 
    “So, you make more.” Elaina pointed to the printed date. “You’ve got time.” 
 
    Amber noted the date on the flyer. Maybe. 
 
    “I love the earrings you made,” Elaina continued. “Other people will love your things, too.” 
 
    Could it happen like that? In her dreams, Amber imagined herself as a full-time designer with enough income to quit the rat race and be her own boss. Maybe a little store, a website. 
 
    “Ms. Lee.” From his office door, Mr. Harding jolted her from that vision. 
 
    “Think about it,” Elaina whispered. 
 
    Amber stashed the flyer in her desk and responded to the boss’ summons. 
 
    The rest of the day, Amber snuck a peek at the flyer every chance she got. She’d love grand success but she feared total failure. The former could be the first step to a whole new career. The latter would cost her what? Some time? She had plenty to spare. Some money? She didn’t have plenty of that, but the investment would be relatively small. Even so, she stewed. The last chance she took had not worked out well at all. 
 
    That night, Amber pawed through a mass of tangled necklaces, separating and straightening. She pictured the colorful strings displayed in neat rows, with customers lined up to admire and purchase. 
 
    What’s that date again? 
 
    She went through her purse, but the flyer had not made it out of the desk drawer. She’d have to look tomorrow. But even her favorite TV show couldn’t distract her from thinking, planning, and wondering about the fair. Amber glanced at her watch. Nine p.m. What else did she have to do? She drove back to the office. 
 
    She’d never seen the building at night. The spotlights and shadows all along the front facade set a more ominous mood than the normal sunlit appearance. For a moment, Amber considered turning around and going straight home. Then she laughed at her own skittishness and parked right up front in the president’s space. He wouldn’t need it tonight, and she would only be a few minutes. She ran up the steps and used her electronic badge for entry. 
 
    The lights in the foyer brightened automatically as motion sensors detected her presence. Other than that, the quiet around her was so different from the normal hustle and bustle of the building. The stillness made her tiptoe along as if she would disturb the slumbering copiers and phones. 
 
    She eased out of the elevator on her floor and froze. A shaft of light spilled from Mr. Harding’s partially open door. She heard a low rumble of voices, muffled and indistinct. 
 
    Could he be here working late? She hadn’t seen any others car in the parking lot. Should she announce herself, or just slip away unnoticed? Before she could decide, a loud pop emanated from inside his office. 
 
    Someone moaned. 
 
    Amber put one hand to her mouth. A creepy chill raced up her spine. Something weird was going on. She inched across the room until she could see through the unobstructed slice of space into the office. 
 
    Mr. Harding stood in the middle of the room holding a long wooden paddle, not unlike the type she’d seen in Scott’s art studio. In front of him, holding the seat of a low kindergartener-sized chair was Ms. Kennedy, with her skirt flipped up and panties pulled down on her thighs. Her breath came heavy and her pale cheeks had a big red stripe across the lower halves. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Harding,” she gasped. 
 
    “I know, Renee.” Mr. Harding’s tone resonated firm and deep, just like when he’d scolded Amber for being late. “But you need to be punished. You’re a naughty girl and you deserve this, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Ms. Kennedy stammered out a response. 
 
    Amber’s stomach clenched, and the familiar hot rush raced through her body. What could possibly be the reason for this scene? Ms. Kennedy was Mr. Harding’s boss, and yet here she was using the word sir and apologizing. 
 
    Mr. Harding lined up the paddle then raised it and swung, snapping his wrist at the moment of contact. A report echoed through the empty rooms. Ms. Kennedy jerked so hard that she lifted the chair a few inches from the floor and slammed it down again. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” she cried. She strained, her head pulling up and her back arching, and then her knees buckled slightly. As she sank toward the ground, Amber got a glimpse of her shaven slit. 
 
    Stupefied, Amber lost feeling in her fingers. Her keys slipped away and jangled to the wood floor with a cymbal-like crash. Her mouth made a horrified, silent O, as Mr. Harding snapped toward her. Behind him, Ms. Kennedy groaned, her chin now on her chest. 
 
    “Ms. Lee!” Mr. Harding’s voice changed from the low, in-control scolding to a distressed growl.  
 
    “Huh?” Ms. Kennedy jerked again and clutched at her clothing. 
 
    “Hourly employees are not authorized to enter the building at night!” Mr. Harding shouted at her. “What are you doing here!” 
 
    “What the…” Ms. Kennedy turned her head and gasped. She jerked her panties up with one hand and yanked at the hem of her skirt with the other. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Amber shrieked. She didn’t know she wasn’t allowed in after hours. She whirled and ran full speed past her desk. 
 
    “Ms. Lee!” Mr. Harding’s voice trailed after her. 
 
    Amber jammed her finger against the call button, but when the elevator doors didn’t open immediately, she charged down the stairs. She hit the panic bar of the front door and sprinted to her car. It was only then that she realized she didn’t have her keys. Panicked, she spun toward the building. Lights flashed on in the upstairs windows. She turned away and ran. 
 
    As she darted across the parking lot entrance, headlights blasted her eyes and brakes squealed. Sucking for air, Amber staggered out of the way. 
 
    The driver’s door of a pick-up truck flew open and a man jumped out. “What the hell.” 
 
    She recognized his voice. “Scott!” 
 
    “What the hell,” he said again. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Don’t go in there.” Amber pointed toward the glass front doors then clamored into the passenger seat. “Get me out of here.” 
 
    “Amber?” 
 
    “Now!” She shrieked and pummeled the dash. 
 
    “What the hell.” He repeated his favorite phrase, jumped in behind the wheel, and they sped away. 
 
    As soon as the truck cleared the parking lot, Amber leaned back with her hands over her face. Now what? 
 
    “Do I need to call the cops?” Scott fumbled in his pocket. “Is someone dead in there?” 
 
    “No. No!” Amber dug for an explanation, fighting to control her trembling body. 
 
    Scott regarded her with wide eyes. “Damn it, tell me what’s going on!” 
 
    She couldn’t. But she had to say something. “I...I...” 
 
    He waved his phone. “I’m calling 911 right now unless you explain why I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t! I just got spooked.” 
 
    Scott let off of the accelerator and the truck slowed to the posted speed. “What?” 
 
    “I left something in my desk. I went back to get it, but it’s dark and creepy in there at night.” 
 
    “All that running and yelling because you got spooked?” Scott frowned at her. 
 
    She gave him a sheepish smile. “I guess.” 
 
    “What are you doing here anyway? The building is basically closed at night.” The truck coasted to a stop at the next intersection. 
 
    “Yeah, I gathered.” 
 
    “What the hell,” Scott said for the fourth time. He shook his head and snorted. “You scared the shit out of me, girlie.” 
 
    “I scared the shit out of myself.” Amber took a breath. Every nerve ending in her body fired at once and she couldn’t calm it. An amazing transformation had overtaken her. She didn’t care enough about anything else to ask why he was driving by the parking lot of a building he wasn’t supposed to visit after hours. It didn’t matter. All she knew was, she wanted Scott. 
 
    Now!  
 
    She grabbed his wrist. “Let’s go somewhere private.” She couldn’t stop herself as she turned into this lust driven slut. 
 
    “You mean, you want to.” A bewildered and yet delighted stammer affected his speech. 
 
    “You know what I want,” she whispered. 
 
    “You got it, girlie.” 
 
    He hit the gas and the truck lurched forward. He raced down the road, and soon wheeled into the bowling alley parking lot. With no hesitation, he drove to the dark, back corner and stopped. When he threw the gearshift into park, Amber leaned back on the wide bench seat of the Silverado. She thought he might have taken her to his place, but at this point, she didn’t care about that either.  
 
    Scott licked his lips. “You are one hot little filly.” 
 
    “Mmm.” The little moan gave him confidence, and he slid toward her. His arms encircled her, his lips mashed hers, and he inhaled as he kissed her. 
 
    All rationality left her mind. They scrambled around until she lay on her back, one foot on the floorboard, the other up over the headrest, with Scott wedged between her parted thighs. Even through his slacks his hardness pulsed as it rubbed against her mound. As he kissed her, he unbuttoned her blouse. She reached back to unclasp her bra, and he pushed the offending clothing up out of the way. 
 
    His beard stubble burned as he kissed his way down her throat and fastened his lips onto her right breast. His fingers stimulated the left side as his tongue and then his teeth worked over the other. 
 
    Amber raised her arms over her head and closed her eyes, wishing the guy would shave closer, but yet further aroused by the ravished feeling it gave her. She winced but did not complain as he roughed up her nipples until they ached under his attentions. By now the puddle in her panties had turned to a flood, and with another little moan, she thrust her hips up against him.  
 
    “You like that, girlie?” His voice was raspy and far away. 
 
    “Mmm.” Amber didn’t answer with words. She concentrated on the pure physical stimulation. His belt buckle jangled, and through eyes that were mere slits, she glimpsed his cock sticking straight up out of his pants. His hands clawed at the front zipper of her slacks, and she rose up to let him slide them down. In an awkward ballet, they wrestled around until one of her shoes came off and he somehow got one of her legs out of the pants, too. 
 
    Heavy on top of her again, he kissed and licked at her upper body, while he ground urgently against the lower half. Amber reached between them and pulled her bikinis to one side. The head of his penis found her wetness and he punched inside like a pile driver, deeper and deeper each time. 
 
    Amber held onto the armrest above her head, each thrust forcing the air from her lungs. Her panting mixed with his raspy wheezing in a raw, guttural harmony. But she wasn’t thinking about Scott. The image of Ms. Kennedy bent over in Mr. Harding’s office flickered on the backs of her eyelids. Her bare, red butt sticking out. The way she moaned. The way she shook with each swat. 
 
    The thoughts made Amber shudder, and with a surprised cry, she grabbed onto Scott’s shoulders and came. He took that as permission for his own release, and a shout burst from his lungs as he shot deep inside her. Then he collapsed with a long, slow rush of breath. 
 
    The cab of the truck grew quiet. Amber put her hands to her face. 
 
    Not again! 
 
    Once more, the condom in her purse had gone foolishly unused. Somehow, she had to get control of these outbursts before she got in real trouble. 
 
    On top of her, Scott stirred. “Can’t run away this time,” he said. “I’ve got you trapped.” 
 
    Another tremor raced through her. 
 
    “Why did you run away the other night?” he asked. 
 
    “I had things to do.” She twisted, forcing him to slide sideways onto the seat beside her. In the space that created, she fumbled to get her clothes fixed. 
 
    Scott sat up and tended to his own undress. When he was buttoned up again, he sat with his hands on the steering wheel. “You want to go get something to eat?” It sounded resigned and obligatory. 
 
    She didn’t look at him. “No. Take me home.” 
 
    What the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    The next morning, Amber got up early and took an Uber to work. She arrived early, by design, and retrieved her car keys from the floor beside the copy machine. She’d considered calling in sick, but money was tight on a secretary’s salary and she couldn’t afford a day without pay. She found the craft show flyer in the desk drawer and crammed it into her purse. If only she hadn’t forgotten it, if only she’d waited until today to look at it, she wouldn’t be in this mess. 
 
    Her embarrassment ran deep, and she hadn’t been the one caught doing anything. Still, she made sure she had her nose buried deep in a file cabinet when Mr. Harding arrived. She didn’t want to look at him, or Renee Kennedy, or Scott for that matter. She knew that eventually she’d have to, but she'd much rather it be later than sooner. 
 
    Mr. Harding spoke before he’d even removed his jacket. “Ms. Lee, could I see you for a moment?” 
 
    Already? She wanted to groan. Couldn’t they all just ignore this? 
 
    She slunk to his office and closed the door, her eyes fixed on the pointy toes of her shoes. She couldn’t look at his face. 
 
    “We have a dilemma.” He shifted back and forth behind the desk. 
 
    She swallowed. “I didn’t mean to intrude. It was an accident.” 
 
    “Aside from the question of what you were doing in the office at that late hour, what happened presents a sensitive situation.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Harding.” She held up her hand to discourage any further explanation. 
 
    “I don’t see how you can.” His voice grew more intense. 
 
    “What I mean is, I just want to forget about it.” Nope. It was all she could think of. 
 
    “Amber.” He waited until she glanced up at him. “If I could explain.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” She put her hands to her ears. “I don’t need to hear it.” 
 
    He pressed his fingers on the desk. “I want you to understand that what you saw is totally consensual.” 
 
    She wanted to run. “I believe you.” 
 
    “But if anyone found out.” 
 
    “Please, Mr. Harding.” Dizziness swirled in her head. “I’m not at all interested in what you do after hours. I’m not going to tell a soul.” 
 
    He studied her, long and silent. “I’d like to buy some of your jewelry.” He removed his wallet from his back pocket. 
 
    “Huh?” How did he even know that she made jewelry? Or had any for sale? 
 
    “Jewelry.” His fingers slid inside the folds of his wallet. “Elaina says you sell jewelry.” 
 
    Elaina even gossiped to the boss. Amber gulped. “Is that against company policy, too?” 
 
    “No. It’s after hours.” He emphasized the last two words. “You are free to do what you like after hours.” He produced five crisp, right-from-the-bank hundred dollar bills and held them toward her. 
 
    “Five hundred dollars?” Amber took a step back. 
 
    “That won’t do it?” His shoulders sagged a bit. 
 
    “It’s not that. Mr. Harding, I can’t. You don’t have to.” 
 
    He thrust the bills forward. “Take it.” 
 
    Still reluctant, she crushed the money in her fist. The bribe was unnecessary, but it obviously made him feel better. “Don’t worry.” Her voice squeaked. She rushed to her desk, wishing she could push it farther from his office. 
 
    “You okay, honey?” Elaina asked when Amber tumbled into her chair. 
 
    Amber wished she wasn’t always under such scrutiny. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Elaina inclined her head and winked. “Love life getting to you?” 
 
    Had Scott blabbed again? Already? “Everything is fine.” Amber took a deep breath. She’d keep repeating that phrase until it was true. Everything was fine. 
 
    The morning went by in a haze. At lunch, Amber wandered. She pretended she didn’t have a destination in mind, but when she ended up on the executive floor, it wasn’t an accident. She loitered in the corridor and stared at Ms. Kennedy’s office door, an unusual fascination reeling her in. She ducked against the water fountain when the secretary left, and with no one to question her, strained to see through the glass partitions and beyond the empty desk. All she wanted was a glimpse of Ms. Kennedy, but the office was empty. Disappointed, Amber turned to leave, but then the elevator doors swished open and she found herself face to face with Renee Kennedy. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Four  
 
    You Are Not Alone 
 
      
 
    Amber jumped back. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy pulled up short, color rising in her face. 
 
    Amber stared, agog, wondering how a woman could appear so normal, and yet subject herself to something so twisted. “Um…I…well…” 
 
    Ms. Kennedy recovered much more gracefully. She drew her shoulders down and stretched her neck. “It’s you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    Amber wilted.  
 
    Ms. Kennedy used a key card and entered an unmarked auxiliary door that led directly to her office. Amber trailed after her. The older woman set her briefcase aside but did not sit at the desk. Instead, she faced Amber. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I work here.” It took a beat to realize how dumb that sounded. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy crossed her arms. “What are you doing here in my office? Didn’t Jimmy, I mean, Mr. Harding talk to you?” 
 
    “Ye-a-h.” The one word drew out into several syllables. 
 
    “Then what is it you want?” Ms. Kennedy glared. 
 
    “Nothing.” It was true 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Why?” Amber knew she sounded like a dolt as the conversation circled around and around. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy pressed her lips and frowned. “Why are you loitering outside my office?” 
 
    Amber shrugged, helpless to explain. 
 
    “Let me guess, Ms. Lee. Are you seeking additional compensation? A new position? What will it take to keep your silence?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Amber said. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I just want to…” She paused. What did she want? “To ask you.” 
 
    “Ask me what?” 
 
    “Something.” Her voice quivered. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy narrowed her eyes. “That’s it? That’s what you’re up here for?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Amber’s mouth was so dry that her lips stuck to her teeth. 
 
    “So, ask.” 
 
    Amber gulped. “Why were you in Mr. Harding’s office doing—that?” She didn’t know what to call it. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy bristled up. “I’m not in the habit of discussing my personal life for the sake of idle curiosity.” 
 
    “It’s not idle.” Amber gathered her courage. “I need to know.” If Ms. Kennedy could explain herself, maybe Amber could understand her own turmoil. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy’s face flushed deeper. She walked behind the desk but dropped her arms out of the crossed position. “Why?” 
 
    Heat raced throughout Amber’s body. “I. Just. I don’t know.” She smoothed her hair. She shifted back and forth, and finally had to grip the edge of the desk to steady herself. “I’ve thought. Well. Maybe—” She couldn’t form a sentence. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy watched her struggle, then sighed. The suspicion softened, perhaps a hint of recognition replacing it. “All right. I suppose if we have to delve into the why. This job is stressful. I have a lot of responsibility.” 
 
    Amber nodded, fascinated but unnerved. “What I saw. Has something to do with that?” 
 
    “It’s a coping method for me. I know it’s extreme, but it helps me release the stress. It clears my mind.” A faint smile touched her lips. 
 
    Her fond appreciation wasn’t lost on Amber. “Doesn’t it hurt?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not the same kind of pain as if, say, you stub your toe. This gives me a rush. It takes me to another plane. I feel better this way. It’s all been very discreet. Until you stumbled in, that is.” 
 
    Amber swallowed hard. “I’m so, so sorry. If I could take it back, I would.” 
 
    Ms. Kennedy’s eyes flicked up and down, taking in Amber’s quaking limbs. “I think all of this has affected you quite strongly.”  
 
    “Uhhhh huh.” The buzz of desire rattled Amber’s head. 
 
    “I can tell you from experience, whatever you’re feeling will not go away. You may be able to stop for a while, years on end maybe, but it always comes back.” Ms. Kennedy took a step forward. “Take some advice. You need to figure out how to deal with this obsession.” 
 
    Amber licked her lips. Was she obsessed? 
 
    Ms. Kennedy lowered her chin and cast a warning gaze at Amber. “You’ve got to figure out how to get what you need and not let it make you crazy.” 
 
    Amber’s desire was definitely making her do crazy things. Including questioning a company executive. “How?” It came out something between a whisper and a squeak. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy drew a shallow breath. “I could arrange a session for you with Mr. Harding.” 
 
    “What!” Amber took a step backward, the strange, tight feeling overtaking her body. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy advanced. “He can help you find some release.” 
 
    “No.” Amber gulped. “I couldn’t.” 
 
    “He’s discreet and all business about it.” 
 
    Amber’s whole body trembled. “I can’t even look at him now. How could I ever—” She broke off. Her pussy lips pressed against her panties, and it was all she could do to keep from touching herself. With a near groan, she realized that spanking turned her on. After talking about it, even in such circumspect terms, she would have gladly spread her legs for any man right then and there. She stared at Ms. Kennedy, breathless. 
 
    “He is a good disciplinarian,” she assured. 
 
    “Oh, God.” Amber couldn’t listen to anymore. She fled. The door to the office banged against the wall when she flung it open. Her high heels stomped against the hard tile floor as she ran to the ladies’ room. She leaned over the sink and turned on the cold water full blast. 
 
    This couldn’t be real. This had to be a dream. 
 
    But the cold splash on her face didn’t wake her. She gripped the edge of the sink, droplets cascading from her nose. The fire in her body raged so intensely that she had to go into a stall and masturbate. She sat there with her panties at her knees and her skirt bunched at her waist, all but oblivious to her surroundings. By the time she slunk to her desk, she was out of breath. Tired. Confused. And fidgeting under Elaina’s watchful eye.  
 
    “Looks to me like you’re missing Scott.” Elaina had her own ideas about Amber’s behavior. 
 
    Amber groaned, but she didn’t contradict. If she’d said no, the other woman would keep trying to figure out a reason. 
 
    “Don’t get too used to it. Scott gets bored fast.” Elaina issued a snide warning. The unhappy voice of experience. She had tried to put a breezy face on her fling with Scott, but now her true feelings snuck out. Maybe she did like the guy and his inattention dismayed her. 
 
    That evening, Amber sat at her jewelry table, paralyzed. She intended to make a necklace, but she couldn’t come up with a new design. The shapes and colors before her had become unappealing. She definitely needed something different to work with. 
 
    She went to the computer and searched jewelry supply sites, but against the background of price lists, beads, and baubles the image of Scott swam before her eyes. She wasn’t interested in Scott, and yet she worried about what must he think of her now. In turn, she didn’t know what to think of Mr. Harding and Ms. Kennedy. Add her own desperate stop in the ladies’ room and her mind was in total chaos. These escapades couldn’t be explained by any logic she could come up with. She’d simply been overcome by the idea of spanking. It was the only common thread that could have caused her to act this way. 
 
    Adults getting spanked. 
 
    She’d never considered the concept openly. As a kid, an occasional reference to spanking in books or movies always made her uncomfortable and squirmy. As an adult, she finally recognized that feeling as arousal. The sight of a paddle, the sound of swats sent urgent messages to the sexual center of her brain. Her fingers twitched and using her index only, she tapped out letters in the Duck Duck Go search box. 
 
    A-D-U-L-T 
 
    S-P-A-N-K-I-N-G 
 
    With one click, an entire world opened up to her. At her fingertips lay all things spanking. With wide eyes, Amber worked her way down the list, link by link. 
 
    M/f, TIH, F/m, F/f, DD, M/m, F/m, HOH, Dom, sub, Top, bottom. Strange words and terms confronted her, along with vivid color photos of shapely bottoms. Mostly women, but some men, too, were upended over knees, bent over desks and tables, or tied to benches. Their naked and voluptuous backsides were in various states of punishment, from pink to red to welted and bruised. And between the parted thighs, lay smooth shaven, glistening pussies, exposed by humiliating positions and aroused from the burn across the buns. 
 
    Amber drew a deep breath. She crossed her legs tight and squeezed her thighs together, a trick she’d learned as a kid to conceal any interest in creating good feelings down there. She hadn’t stimulated herself in this way for years, but the on and off again pressure, however indirect, made her stomach tighten and her vagina contract. She wiggled on the chair a little, imagining her backside up and displayed, and thoroughly blistered. 
 
    Oh! 
 
    Moisture oozed from between her lips until it made a wet, gooey spot on her panties. She squeezed harder and hunched over the screen, moving from website to website in breathless amazement. Hands, paddles, straps, canes, brushes, floggers and whips delivered punishment to smooth, delicate flesh. Photographs captured the moment of impact, showing pretty faces contorted with pain, hair flying, legs kicking. Amber could only imagine the cries that must have escaped their open mouths. 
 
    OH! 
 
    In a never-ending parade, she perused the galleries and tours. It didn’t take much for her to zero in on the type of photos she preferred. Women, many dressed as girls, with skirts up, panties down, bent over a desk, backs arched and bottoms presented, their cheeks blazing red and waiting for more. In her excited state, she lost track of time. She had no idea how long she’d been looking when her cell phone blared. She jumped clear out of her chair and scrambled to close the browser as if the caller could see the content she’d viewed. 
 
    “H-hello.” When she answered, her voice sounded husky. 
 
    “Amber, it’s Scott.” 
 
    Not now. She paced, feeling slippery stuff lubricating her pussy lips, thinking about how his cock had parted them, and driven between them. She gulped. “Hi. Scott.” 
 
    “Did I wake you up or something?” He recognized the difference in her tone. 
 
    “No, I um.” She had to get her wits about her. She grabbed a tissue and stuffed her hand down the front of her pants, wiping away the excess moisture. “I was looking at beads. I need to order some new ones. I’m tired of everything I already have.” 
 
    He chuckled as if recognizing the state of internet daze. “Have you tried Only Beads?” 
 
    “Um, what?”  
 
    He dutifully repeated the web address. 
 
    “No.” She threw the tissue in the trash and adjusted her clothes. “I’ll have to take a look.” 
 
    “You should.” A long pause followed. “Hey, are you busy tomorrow night?” 
 
    Oh no. Was he going to ask her for a date? “Tomorrow?” Her pulse pounded in her temples, but the excitement did not stem from him. 
 
    “I’m going to be at the studio, you can come by if you like.” 
 
    Not a date, a booty call. But she needed to expand her technical skills. Surely, she could do that without dropping her panties. “I will. Thanks.” 
 
    Scott disconnected and Amber fell back on the bed, letting the air rush from her lungs. He’d caught the naughty girl, even though he had no idea that she was in such an aroused state. 
 
    Amber rolled over on the bed, turning her bottom up to the ceiling. She pulled her knees up and arched her back until she presented a perfect target. Not satisfied, she went to the jewelry table and stowed her work supplies. Then she leaned over, elbows on the flat surface. Again, she arched her back, perking her bottom out. She shivered at the vulnerability of this position even fully clothed and alone. How much more powerful would it be if a man were standing behind her watching. 
 
    With that in mind, she reached back and pulled her pants and panties down on her thighs. Cool air circulated between her legs and caressed her cheeks. She thrust her ass up higher, thinking about a man with a paddle. A shock went through her and she spread her legs as wide as the clothing would allow. A man with a paddle, looking at her pussy. 
 
    Her clit ached, and she wiggled and strained, but with her thighs against the front surface of the desk, it hung untouched. Her lips swelled and descended. She needed to be touched. She sidestepped and straddled the corner of the desk. The point pressed between her legs. Her engorged clit brushed the surface, and she gasped. In slow motion, she let her weight descend, highly aware of the position, back arched and bottom out. Her labia flattened underneath the pressure, and jolts of pleasure shot through her body. 
 
    She imagined the paddle across her bottom, the exquisite pain, the loud pop, and the way she would cry out as it landed. A small groan came from her throat, and she bent her knees, putting more weight on the crushed folds of flesh. Her disciplinarian, faceless and shadowy, would punish and scold her. 
 
    “You’re a naughty girl, Amber,” he would say. 
 
    POP! 
 
    “And naughty girls get spanked.” 
 
    POP! 
 
    “I’m going to tan that bottom.” 
 
    POP! 
 
    “Until you can’t sit down.” 
 
    OHHHHH! 
 
    Her head jerked up, she lifted her feet, and with a frog-like kick, an orgasm shook her. 
 
    OHHHHH! 
 
    Another rolled over her without warning, leaving her weak. 
 
    Oh, my God. 
 
    It wasn’t that Amber had never masturbated before. She had. Just not quite like that. The need had made her bold, but now such games struck her as silly. 
 
    She sagged against the table, the satisfied mood dissipating with distressing speed. Feeling stupid, she jumped up and scurried to the bathroom. She sat there, her face in her hands, and when she wiped, long threads of vaginal mucus trailed from the paper. With another wad, she wiped away the evidence, put on fresh panties and redressed, vowing never to do something so awful again. 
 
    She went to her worktable and stirred through the containers of beads. She started a new necklace three separate times. Her body was so racked with tension that she couldn’t pick up the correct colors for a pleasing design. Finally, she gave up and crawled into bed. Thank goodness tomorrow was Saturday. 
 
    When Amber checked the clock again, it read one ten. In the afternoon. It wasn’t surprising that she’d slept through lunch. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, feeling hung over even though she hadn’t drunk a drop. A strange, crampy feeling radiated from her abdomen, and she had a sore spot right over her pelvic bone. Craving coffee, she trudged toward the kitchen and noticed stains on her office chair. Amber groaned, embarrassed even though she was alone. 
 
    “I can’t do that again,” she muttered and attacked the evidence of her depravity with a wet sponge. “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    She didn’t know. She’d lost control of her body. She had no willpower to stop the excessive indulgence. Still feeling ashamed, she showered and dressed and headed out for the community college. 
 
    At the studio, Amber hovered over Scott’s shoulder as he perused her sketches. In spite of their encounters, he didn’t interest her sexually, but he was the portal to expanded horizons in jewelry fabrication. She offered up her scribbled designs, but couldn’t tell if he thought they were any good or not. He studied her sketchbook, silent, his eyebrows drawn together. 
 
    “You’ve got some nice ideas.” He fanned through the pages that he’d just examined. 
 
    Nice ideas. Nice job. Nice. Such an ambiguous word. 
 
    “But…” Here came the criticism. “Some of this is overly ambitious for someone starting out.” 
 
    She didn’t feel like a novice, she’d been beading for years, but in the studio, she supposed she had to consider herself a beginner. “Why is it ambitious?” If she could draw it, couldn’t she make it? 
 
    He laid the spiral bound book flat on the table and flipped pages. “See these repeating patterns?” He traced the tip of a pencil along identical swirls that marched around a wide bracelet. “It’s pretty, but they are going to be difficult to reproduce consistently.” 
 
    Of course. And obvious now that he’d pointed it out. “I didn’t think about that.” 
 
    “You should start with something easier.” He shuffled again. “How about this ring? Simple. Classy. I like it.” 
 
    “Sure.” She deferred to his experience. 
 
    He assembled supplies. A shiny sheet of silver, a bowl of rough stones, metal snips, ruler, file, and magnifying glass clipped to a stand. “You need to mark and cut out the band, a support piece, and a bezel.” 
 
    “What’s a bezel?” Again, she wished for Duck Duck Go at her fingertips. Was there no end to her stupidity without it? 
 
    “The strip that will hold the stone.” He traced the corresponding area on her drawing, darkening the lines as he spoke. “You’ll set the stone last. But we’ll have to pick one now to know what size to make the bezel.” 
 
    “I was thinking of using malachite.” She sorted through the bowl and found one of the dull, deep green blobs. 
 
    “Do you want to size this to fit you?” 
 
    It didn’t need to fit her if she was going to sell it, but Scott took her hand and encircled her right index finger with a measuring strip. “Seven,” he mumbled under his breath and scratched the number on the drawing. “Mark the silver sheet at this length, and then use the tin snips to cut it out.” He offered her a pair of leather gloves. 
 
    Amber positioned the ruler and drew lines with a marker. 
 
    Scott hovered. “You know, Amber, I don’t know quite what to make of you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She picked up the gloves and slid her hands inside. She knew exactly what he meant. 
 
    “Well.” The resident ladies’ man shifted and coughed. “The other day in here.” He didn’t complete the thought. 
 
    Yeah, she’d rather forget that. She concentrated on the tin snips. 
 
    “And at the bowling alley, that was so hot. But at work, you don’t even look at me.” 
 
    She kept her eyes on the sheet metal. “I’m busy at work. And I don’t want to get in trouble with Mr. Harding.” She shivered. That sounded suggestive, but Scott didn’t know why. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
    Online Education 
 
      
 
    Scott crossed his arms. “I guess I’m just trying to figure out what’s on your mind.” 
 
    Amber couldn’t help but smile at the absurdity. On her mind? How was she going to answer that? Yeah, if you spank me, I’ll fuck you. “I’m sorry, Scott. I know I’m sending mixed signals. I haven’t had very good luck with men lately.” 
 
    He waited, expecting more. 
 
    She usually held back, but what the heck. She might as well tell him the story. “I moved down here for a guy. A guy I loved and I thought he loved me. We were supposed to get married. But, surprise, surprise, we broke up not too long ago.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” He mumbled the requisite platitude. 
 
    “Can’t change it now. But, he left, and now I’m stuck here.” She thought that would pacify him, but an odd combination of astonishment and indignation crossed his face. 
 
    “Stuck?” he repeated. “Stuck! Well, girlie, if you don’t like Texas, why don’t you get the hell on down the road.” 
 
    At the surprising reaction, she swayed away from him. “I like Texas fine. It’s the circumstance that isn’t the best. Not what I planned on.” 
 
    He eyed her. “I guess I can see that.” He backed off from the impassioned defense of his home state. “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Make jewelry.” 
 
    “I mean, about him.” 
 
    Amber shrugged. “Nothing. He’s gone.” 
 
    Scott considered. “And you don’t want him back?” 
 
    “No.” At first, she had cried and pined and schemed for just that. But no amount of pleading or threats had brought him back. 
 
    Scott nodded, then scooped up a few of the rough stones, including the malachite one that she’d selected. “I’m going to put these in the polisher.” He disappeared into the storage closet. 
 
    Amber watched him, still unaffected by his good looks. His attitude was almost interchangeable with her ex-fiancée’s. Little imagination and even less variety surrounded the typical American male. They littered every bar, club, or class she’d ever attended. While she may have settled for that a year ago, her tastes had evolved significantly. She didn’t want another guy like that. 
 
    She wanted a man with a different outlook on relationships. A man who could take charge without being overbearing. Someone who welcomed responsibility instead of acting like an immature party animal. Someone who understood what made her tick, instead of a slobbering, grabby letch. She wanted someone who wasn’t afraid to—okay it was time to admit it—spank her. How would she ever get anyone to do it? Just ask? 
 
    Scott supervised while she worked on the ring, making sure his shoulder brushed hers, touching her arm or her hand now and again. He made idle conversation and stupid jokes, some of which were so bad she couldn't help but laugh. There had to be a way to discover if he had any potential at all. 
 
    “Did you deliver all those paddles?” Amber opened a relevant discussion. If he had any interest in the subject, she hoped he’d pick up on the clue. 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” For a guy who was such a blatant flirt, his reaction was ho hum. 
 
    Her head spun but she pressed ahead with the subject. “Sure were a lot of them.” 
 
    “I know. Each house wanted at least fifteen.” His expression was nothing more than casual. 
 
    Amber pondered the challenge. How to lead him toward the desired result? “I decorated a sorority paddle once.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Seems like a lot of work for nothing. But I made good money on the blanks, so yea for tradition.” He pumped his closed fist in a rah-rah motion. 
 
    No closer. “You never used one of those paddles?” Amber hoped she didn’t sound too weird. 
 
    Scott made a face. “Use one? Why would I ever do that?” 
 
    Total strike out. “I guess you wouldn’t. Say, could you do that late add thing and enroll me in this class?” 
 
    He smiled big. “Of course.” 
 
    Later, he took her hand as they walked together across the parking lot, and pecked her lips when she turned to thank him for the help. Of course, he was hoping for a repeat performance of their first night in the studio but had no idea how far from the mark he was. [image: Description: Description: spacer]At home, Amber chanted her objective.  
 
    Jewelry. Jewelry. Jewelry. 
 
    She’d circled the date of the craft show on her calendar and figured she could have an adequate showing if she spent all her free time creating. But lately, it had become more and more difficult to sit at the worktable. Instead, the computer called to her. From the depths of cyberspace, provocative images beckoned. As soon as one flashed through her memory, she pushed it away. 
 
    Jewelry. Jewelry. Jewelry. 
 
    The internet was now a dangerous place, full of distraction and time-wasting temptation. She could not succumb to that again. She strung beads. She refocused her concentration time and time again. After completing two necklaces, she assured herself that everyone needed to have a little fun. With a vow to only stay online an hour, she went in search of titillation. 
 
    She typed her favorite words into the Duck Duck Go search box, and in zero point one five seconds, the smorgasbord of blistered bottoms and tear-stained faces unfurled before her eyes. She hunched at the monitor, tingling. Her legs drifted open and she began the strangely satisfying journey. She worked her way through link after link, each one taking her deeper into the world of fantasy. As she did, her breath came faster and she sat forward, rolling her hips so that her eager clit pressed against the edge of the chair while she combed through the photos that turned her on. 
 
    And then she stumbled into chat. 
 
    At first, she wasn’t sure what it was, or how it worked. With a simple header reading Spanking Good Times, the site sounded promising, but the page was mostly dark, save for a sign-in box in the center. She took a deep breath, then typed her name and hit enter. 
 
    The screen flickered and a big, white window panel appeared. A members' list populated, chuck by chunk, along the side. She read the names: Attitudecorrector, babydoll, DadSpanks, justwilliam, KnickerWarmer, MomPam, schookskirt, swatsup. Some hundred and fifty listings and there she was right at the top. 
 
    Amber. 
 
    How stupid to use her real name when everyone else had come up with something more descriptive and clever.  
 
    A moment later, lines of communication marched down the screen. The coming and going of various members with a few comments thrown in here and there. Amber read the slow scroll where three different conversations were all going on at the same time. She frowned. For a spanking chat room, the dialogue was uninteresting and trivial. Not even related to spanking. For all the people who were signed in, nothing happened. Disappointed, she moused over the log-out button. But before she could click off, a private message chat box appeared. Someone named BigDaddy wanted to talk to her. 
 
    BigDaddy: Hi 
 
    Amber stared at the word, then with shaking hands tapped out an identical reply.  
 
    amber: hi 
 
    BigDaddy: how are you? 
 
    amber: great 
 
    BigDaddy: Good to hear. I’m Frank in South Carolina 
 
    amber: hi Frank 
 
    BigDaddy: what’s your interest here? 
 
    amber: i like spanking 
 
    BigDaddy: me too. who spanks you? 
 
    amber: no one now 
 
    BigDaddy: pity 
 
    amber: i know 
 
    BigDaddy: were you spanked growing up? 
 
    amber: no 
 
    BigDaddy: too bad 
 
    What? She didn’t know what he was getting at.  
 
    amber: what do you mean? 
 
    BigDaddy: all naughty little daughters need to be spanked, don’t you think? 
 
    No, she did not think so. His word choices made her uncomfortable. She closed his window. Almost immediately another one popped up. 
 
    PantsOnFire: hi Amber. pretty name 
 
    amber: thanks 
 
    PantsOnFire: where are you from? 
 
    amber: texas. u? 
 
    PantsOnFire: PA 
 
    amber: i’ve never been to PA 
 
    PantsOnFire: it’s pretty 
 
    amber: so i’ve heard 
 
    PantsOnFire: are you a naughty girl? 
 
    Not another one! 
 
    amber: I don’t know 
 
    She waited. Nothing. She didn’t have time to wonder what happened to him before someone else asked for her attention. 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: hello 
 
    amber: hi 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: hi I’m Matt 
 
    amber: hi Matt 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: do you like to be spanked? 
 
    amber: lol like to be? 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: *smiles* i figured that’s a fair question here 
 
    amber: more than fair 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: are you going to answer? 
 
    amber: i thought it was a foregone conclusion, yes 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: how do you like to be spanked? 
 
    amber: I don’t know 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: what about otk? 
 
    amber: what’s that? 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: over the knee 
 
    Oh. 
 
    amber: yes, that’s fine 
 
    Spanker_in_CT: i’d like to have a DD relationship, but my wife isn’t into it 
 
    He’s married?  
 
    That’s not what she was looking for. She shut off the computer, crossed her legs, and squeezed hard. It wasn’t an intense sensation, but a pleasant one. One that lifted her mood. Chat was pointless, like wandering in the desert. But why wander when she could call up exactly what she desired at any time. Amber settled in the chair and closed her eyes. 
 
    In her fantasy, her infractions were never clear, nor important. They hovered in the distance as the underlying reason for her predicament, yet remained unnamed and vague. She’d been naughty somehow and deserved to be punished. That was enough. 
 
    The man sent to administer the discipline would scold firmly, if briefly. Then he’d take her by the arm and turn her over his knee. That initial shock and fear would bring tingles, and she’d squeeze her legs together to preserve her modesty. But he had no regard for her efforts and would immediately pull her skirt up. In one smooth motion, he’d have her panties down and off. His hands would pat the insides of her thighs until she spread her legs. 
 
    The fact that she was bare and exposed would bring a flush to her face. He could see all of her most delicate and private parts, and the humiliation of such exposure doubled the effectiveness of the session. His palm would settle on her backside, and then he’d spank back and forth with rapid, staccato smacks that warmed her bottom and made her squirm. Whimpers would escape from her throat as the heat radiated to her pussy. Her lips would swell and part. She’d kick, she’d convulse, and then explode. 
 
    Amber’s eyes flew open. She popped up from the chair and in a trance went to the sofa. There she yanked her pants and bikini’s down and bent forward over the arm. In this position, her exposure wasn’t imaginary. Her lips pulled apart and moisture trickled from between them. The scene played in her head again. Positioned, exposed, spanked, then POW. Her body shook. 
 
    Where was the man who could do that to her? 
 
    She deemed it pointless, yet she returned to Spanking Good Times again and again, each time hoping for something more. Even though she’d just signed up, she dropped Scott’s jewelry class but continued to work on her beaded designs in the evenings. She allowed an hour before bedtime to socialize. 
 
    Online, she learned that capitalized names meant Tops and lowercase indicated a bottom. Supposedly there was a difference between a Top and a Dom, and a bottom, a sub, and a slave, but so far, those nuances eluded her. All she knew was the Tops and Doms dished it out. They controlled the action. The bottoms, subs, and slaves all took it. 
 
    Willingly. 
 
    Happily. 
 
    It was with great excitement and devotion they absorbed whatever treatments or punishments were deemed fit and necessary. 
 
    She discovered different types of chatters. Some wanted to talk, compare stories, and relate their opinions. Others were into cyber play and delved into complicated fantasy scenes in which they role-played with one or more partners. The revelation that others were just as interested in spanking as she was, was somewhat reassuring, but she hadn’t found anyone who struck a chord with her yet. 
 
    When she logged on, the core group was always there. Those same twenty-odd people who must not have jobs or any other responsibilities and accounted for most of the off-topic chat. The rest of the user base changed nightly and varied widely, but it never took long for someone to send her a private message. Even though the names were different, the drill remained the same.  
 
    ButtStinger: hi amber 
 
    amber: hi 
 
    ButtStinger: how are you? 
 
    amber: great 
 
    That was often a lie, she didn’t think this was great, but what good would it do to say hopeless or depressed? 
 
    ButtStinger: how old are you? 
 
    amber: 26 
 
    ButtStinger: I’m 52 
 
    Old guy! Oh well, what difference did it make anymore? 
 
    ButtStinger: what kind of work do you do? 
 
    amber: I’m a secretary. what about you? 
 
    ButtStinger: I’m a psychologist 
 
    Hmm, was that true or just a line? 
 
    ButtStinger: and a spanker 
 
    amber: so what's the deep psychological reason a girl might need to go across your knee? 
 
    ButtStinger: to get attention, habitual, as in she grew up being spanked, or other good reasons 
 
    amber: do tell 
 
    ButtStinger: sassy mouth, over spending, lateness, laziness, flirtatiousness, poor choice of attire 
 
    amber: i see 
 
    ButtStinger: *grins* are you guilty of any of the above offenses? 
 
    amber: not exactly, well maybe sort-a 
 
    ButtStinger: *listens* 
 
    Amber thought about her indiscretions with Scott.  
 
    amber: i do flirt 
 
    What else could she say that might get his attention? 
 
    amber: and i like to touch 
 
    ButtStinger: *looks at you* Oh really? 
 
    amber: *gulps* uh huh 
 
    ButtStinger: explain touch 
 
    amber: well. well. i get excited, and i touch 
 
    ButtStinger: you know that’s naughty 
 
    amber: yes. i know i deserve to be punished 
 
    ButtStinger: *sits at office desk* Come here to me 
 
    amber: *walks to him* Yes, sir? 
 
    ButtStinger: *slides desk chair back and stands up* Bend over the desk 
 
    amber: what!!! 
 
    ButtStinger: You heard me. Or do I have to punish you like a naughty little girl and spank you over my lap? 
 
    amber: *throws herself over the desk and holds the other side* what r u going to do? 
 
    ButtStinger: punish you like you deserve *Lifts her skirt* 
 
    Amazingly enough, warmth rushed through her. 
 
    amber: ohhhhh please, no 
 
    ButtStinger: Spread your legs wider 
 
    amber: *shifts and spreads* 
 
    ButtStinger: *lowers her panties down* 
 
    amber: *gasps* 
 
    She was breathing hard in real life as well. 
 
    ButtStinger: Now ask. ask to be spanked 
 
    amber: *panting hard* please sir. spank me 
 
    ButtStinger: *raises hand up over your behind. Smackkkkkkkkkkkkkk* 
 
    She tried to envision the scene and wrote in the way she would react. 
 
    amber: Ohhhh Owwww 
 
    ButtStinger: *Smackkkkkkkkkkkkkk* 
 
    amber: Ohhhhhh! 
 
    ButtStinger: *Smackkkkkkkkkkkkkk* 
 
    amber: OHHHHHH 
 
    ButtStinger: You like me spanking you, don’t you? 
 
    amber: *whimpers*  
 
    ButtStinger: *Smackkkkkkkkkkkkkk** 
 
    amber: uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh 
 
    ButtStinger: Ask for more 
 
    amber: uh uh uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh it hurts! 
 
    ButtStinger: Ask for more! 
 
    amber: *groans* please spank me more 
 
    ButtStinger: Of course. *Smack. Smackkkkk. SMACKKKKK* 
 
    amber: *jerks* OWWWWWWWWW 
 
    The words were having an odd effect on her. 
 
    ButtStinger: *SMACK. SMACK. SMACKKKKKKK* 
 
    amber: *kicking* OOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH 
 
    ButtStinger: *SMACK. SMACK. SMACKKKKKKK* 
 
    Her belly tightened. Her hand dove down the front of her pajama pants and desperately fingered her clit. She typed one handed. 
 
    amber: uh uh uhhhhhhhhhhh 
 
    ButtStinger: *SMACK!!!!!* 
 
    amber: OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
 
    She came. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    Her body convulsed and she strained backward in the chair lifting her hips, at the same time pressing the heel of her hand against her mound. It hadn’t been exactly like her fantasy, but close enough. Before she calmed down, she went in search of another cyber spanking. 
 
    It was four am before Amber tore herself away from the titillation, the entire crotch of her pajama pants soaked. With an uncomfortable groan, she stripped them off and staggered toward the sofa. 
 
    This time, instead of bending forward over the arm, she straddled it as if she were mounting a horse. Her moisture logged vagina and swollen clit pressed against the nubby upholstery. She leaned forward onto her elbows and with one knee on the cushions, the opposite foot on the ground, pillow-humped the thickly padded arm. 
 
    She imagined her disciplinarian behind her, watching the lewd display. The wide arm kept her legs spread, providing access not only to her bottom but her pussy as well. 
 
    “That’s right, naughty girl, I want to see everything.” 
 
    She knew she was totally exposed to him. He’d paddle her and every few strokes, stop and force his fingers inside her. Then he’d paddle harder, and finger fuck harder, too. She moaned and writhed and kicked, until she came, over and over, bucking her hips up and down in frantic desire. 
 
    Amber spent so much time on Spanking Good Times that it became the center of her social life. She turned down invitations from Elaina for girls’ night out. She ignored Scott’s attempts to regain her attention until he finally gave up. That was fine with her. She’d much rather chat. Each evening when she logged in to Spanking Good Times, private messages popped up on her screen faster than she could respond. Being pursued like that fed her ego as much as her kinky desire. 
 
    SpanksGirls: hi there 
 
    MrFirmHand: hello, amber 
 
    PantiesDown: are you a naughty girl? 
 
    Amber smiled. She made an arbitrary selection for tonight’s chat. The lucky guy: MrFirmHand. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
    Young Jake’s Awakening 
 
      
 
    Dan led the way into the party. Jake trailed behind him, content to follow his long-time friend into adventure. From the time they’d become buddies in a Calgary, Alberta kindergarten class, they’d settled into comfortable and well-defined roles—captain and first mate, point and wingman, Gretzky and Francis. Dan took the lead. Jake watched his back. Some boys might have become resentful of the shadow, but Jake didn’t mind. It was an easy way for a shy boy to navigate life. 
 
    With Dan around, Jake didn’t have to do a lot of talking or explaining, or even thinking. Dan took care of all that. He enjoyed the spotlight, endured scrutiny with indifference, and thrived on attention. He had big ideas and even bigger expectations, and by association, Jake reaped the benefits as well. 
 
    Now, as they traveled through high school together, Dan made friends and wooed girls while Jake tagged along. Alone, Jake would never have gained access to this party. Even if he had managed to snag an invite, arriving solo sent jitters racing through his body. But with Dan leading the way, Jake had no such fears. 
 
    Sharon Gordon’s parents had taken her brother on a university recruiting trip. While they tried to interest their oldest child in their Alma Matter, the younger one filled the house with music, dancing, and beer. She’d turned seventeen two weeks earlier, and that was as good an excuse as any to invite most of the junior class to help her celebrate. When the two freshmen appeared beside the keg, Sharon pounced. 
 
    “Hey, little babies, what are you doing here?” Her singsong taunt made Jake cringe, but Dan turned to face her, thrilled with the attention. 
 
    “We’re here to par-tay!” He grabbed a plastic cup and filled it with a little bit of beer and a lot of foam. 
 
    Sharon rolled her eyes. “Oh, good grief.” She dumped the foam and poured him a draught with a proper head. 
 
    “Thanks.” He winked at her. “I’m Dan.” 
 
    Sharon shifted her gaze to Jake. “And who are you?” 
 
    His mouth went dry. He stuttered over his own name, but then Dan jumped in. 
 
    “This here’s my buddy Jake.” 
 
    “You want one of these, too?” Sharon plucked another cup from the stack and held it in Jake’s direction. 
 
    “Sure.” His voice was lost in the pounding music. 
 
    “What?” She leaned toward him. 
 
    He tried to project. “Yeah, I’ll take one.” 
 
    Sharon smirked at Dan while she filled another cup. She handed it over to Jake without looking at him. “Let’s you and me dance, big boy,” she said to Dan and took him by the arm. 
 
    Jake watched over the rim of the cup as the older girl led his friend away. Dan turned back with a wild-eyed leer, his tongue lolling from one corner of his mouth. Jake gulped the beer, pursing his lips at the bitter taste. Terrible stuff, but he’d heard it could take the edge off his inhibitions. So far, he’d never had the chance to find out exactly what that meant. 
 
    He watched as Dan and Sharon slow danced, their bodies pressed together with amazing familiarity. How they’d immediately graduated to such close contact Jake didn’t know, but such rapid progress was typical for Dan. No one remained a stranger to him for long. 
 
    With a sigh that came from both envy and admiration, Jake turned away. He usually retreated to an out of the way corner where he could observe those around him without having direct interaction. Tonight, he chose the top of the staircase as a place that put distance between himself and the rest of the group. He climbed to the perch and leaned on the railing to watch the activity below. 
 
    Not unlike the waves on a wind-blown lake, the mass of kids ebbed and flowed, heads and bodies bouncing and bobbing back and forth around the pool table, on and off the big sectional in front of the TV, and through the open space that now served as a dance floor. Jake drained the beer and waited for its bracing effect, but he felt nothing but full. The scene became more interesting when a knot of girls appeared at the kitchen door carrying something between them. 
 
    “Hey, Sharon, come over here!” They yelled over the music then fell into convulsive giggles. 
 
     “What’s so funny?” Sharon abandoned Dan. 
 
    “Happy Birthday!” The group shrieked and unveiled a cake shaped like a guy’s privates. 
 
    Sharon let out a squeal. “Oh, my God.” Hysterical laughter escaped from her chest, and she hid her face against the shoulder of one of the girls. 
 
    “Let’s see you suck it,” a guy called out. 
 
    “Yeah, Sharon, get down.” 
 
    Sharon took another look at the indecent cake. “No way!” 
 
    “Come on, Sharon.” The girls pulled her forward. 
 
    “No!” she cried, but she wasn’t actually resisting. She was laughing. 
 
    “Just pretend it’s your old boyfriend.” 
 
    Pressure on the back of her head pushed her face toward the looming phallus. The tip of her nose grazed the icing. 
 
    “Suck it, suck it!” came a chant from the watching crowd. 
 
    Sharon considered the audience, then with a savage cry, bit the penis head clean off. The guys groaned. The girls screamed in delight. 
 
    Sharon shook her head around like a wild animal and raised her arms in celebration. “Take that, Billy!” Crumbs flew from her mouth. 
 
    The crowd shifted, and the girls served the porn cake. Dan threaded his way to Sharon’s side. He took her wrist and whispered something in her ear. 
 
    She laughed, cake and icing paste showing on her tongue.  
 
    “I mean it,” Dan said. 
 
    “Like you think you can.” She brushed crumbs from her chin. 
 
    “I can. And I will.” Still holding her wrist, Dan pulled out one of the dining room chairs and sat down. With a small jerk on her arm, he upended Sharon over his lap. “You need a birthday spanking.” 
 
    The cry echoed through the house. “Birthday spanking!”  
 
    Up above, Jake’s heart stopped. He gripped the banister and leaned out to make sure he got a good look. Garbled sounds rushed by his ears, yet the scene in front of him proceeded in slow motion. 
 
    Sharon tried to get up. Dan pulled her back down. She struggled. He restrained her, pinning her wrists behind her back and trapping her legs between his. She bucked, but that accomplished nothing more than raising her jeans-covered bottom up higher. 
 
    “Dan! Dan, you let me go!” She yelled at him, but cackles of laughter came from under her hair, which had fallen forward to obscure her face. 
 
    Dan shifted her closer. “I’ll let you go as soon as you’ve been properly spanked.” 
 
    “Get her, Dan!” The crowd yelled out encouragement. 
 
    Dan grinned and squeezed each of her cheeks. 
 
    The saliva that had collected in Jake’s open mouth pooled and threatened to dribble over his bottom lip. He stood up straight and sucked it in. His whole body tingled. His cock jumped to attention. Hot, hungry desire flooded him. The sight of a shapely girl could get him hard in a nanosecond, but this was something different. Something more. 
 
    The sight of Sharon across Dan’s lap, with her full, round ass up and vulnerable, aroused a powerful excitement in Jake. The blood had never pounded in his balls quite like this. It was as if a nebulous desire that had lurked at the edge of his consciousness suddenly came into sharp focus. 
 
    He watched, breathless, as Dan raised his hand high. He swung hard, but at the last second, pulled up and delivered a light tap to the seat of Sharon’s pants. She wiggled seductively. Dan patted her squirming bottom seventeen times while everyone shouted out the number. 
 
    “And one to grow on.” He delivered a true smack with the announcement. The popping sound made Jake’s knees weak, and he nearly came in his pants. 
 
    “Hey!” Sharon complained but got up grinning and gave Dan a retaliatory whack across the thigh before sauntering away. The crowd’s attention disbursed as she returned to the mutilated cake. With a flirty look over her shoulder at Dan, she swirled her index finger through the icing and licked it off.  
 
    A thought rocketed through Jake’s brain. Sharon wanted to be spanked. Dan may have missed the signals, but Jake sure hadn’t. With his eyes riveted, he charged down the stairs to Sharon. She ignored him and concentrated on devouring a huge piece of the penis cake. 
 
    He waited in silent awe, until she turned and looked him up and down. “You’re Dan’s friend, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Jake.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, right.” She trailed off, disinterested. 
 
    “That wasn’t much of a spanking.” 
 
    She stopped munching. “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “Nope. Not at all.” 
 
    “What are you, an expert on the subject?” 
 
    He usually backed down from any challenge, even one made in jest. But a rare confidence flooded over him, and he smiled without breaking eye contact. “Yeah. I am an expert.” 
 
    Sharon’s eyelids fluttered. She glanced away. “Is that a fact.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    She leaned in toward him and lowered her voice. “And just what does a spanking expert do?” 
 
    Jake groped for an answer. He’d made a bold move but it wasn’t easy maintaining that status. He went for simplicity. “He spanks.” 
 
    The color rose in her cheeks. 
 
    “Hard,” he added. 
 
    She caught her breath. “Go upstairs to my bedroom. It’s at the end of the hall,” she whispered, then walked away. 
 
    Jake shuddered with desire. And doubt. He had no idea what he’d just gotten himself into. He slipped up the stairs, used to moving unnoticed through a group. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, he stepped into a pristine dream-like retreat. Sharon’s room was filled with white wicker furniture, lacy white curtains, and a puffy white comforter. The cream-colored walls displayed photos of angels dressed in white and the matching cream-colored carpet squished thick and springy underfoot. It was like she lived inside a cloud. 
 
    With some caution, he sat on the edge of the bed wondering how she kept everything so neat and clean. He thought about his room, with posters taped up at crooked angles. Clothes, DVDs, and papers strewn everywhere. Cords strung across the walls and floor to power his many electronics. 
 
    A moment later, Sharon appeared. She gave him a look inconsistent with the idea of angels on the walls and the virginal color scheme. “I’m ready for the expert treatment.” She closed the door. 
 
    He had no idea what to say. But he knew what he wanted to do. He beckoned to her. 
 
    She inched beside him. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a proper birthday spanking.” He emphasized the word proper. 
 
    “Okay.” She shifted 
 
    “Not a play one like Dan gave you.” He wanted to make sure she had fair warning. 
 
    “Okay.” She laced her fingers together in front of her. 
 
    That answer didn’t satisfy him. “And I want you to say yes and no, not okay.” 
 
    “Okay.” She grinned. “I mean, yes. Yes, sir.” 
 
    He shuddered. The two-word phrase spoke volumes. “I want you to bend over my lap.” 
 
    Sharon’s eyes grew wide and her shoulders shrank. A wisp of fear crossed her face now that he’d called her bluff. 
 
    Jake wavered. He could grab her, as Dan had, and force her over his knee. They could wrestle and struggle, and of course, he’d win, but he didn’t need to demonstrate his physical dominance. He outweighed this girl by at least fifty pounds, and even though by comparison he was skinny in the locker room, the testosterone that surged through his body gave him muscular strength far beyond hers. He searched her delicate face and knew he wanted a compliant and willing participant, not a victim. 
 
    “Sharon. Bend over, please.” 
 
    She moistened her lips. “Yes, sir.” In one fluid motion she dove across his lap, her breasts skimming his thighs. She wiggled forward until her hipbones rested on his knee and her jeans-clad bottom was thrust up in the air. This close, he could feel her quickened breathing and the excited tension of her body. He wondered if she could feel his rock-hard erection straining for release. 
 
    The position of power frightened him a little, but at the same time, a sense of calm settled over him. He knew this was exactly what he wanted to do. He rested one hand in the middle of Sharon’s back. He raised the other and brought it down hard on the seat of her jeans. The impact made her jump and sent a loud smacking sound into the air. His hand stung, and he imagined Sharon experienced that same sensation beneath her jeans. 
 
    “One,” he said. 
 
    “Oooooo.” A soft moan drifted from beneath the tousled mass of hair. 
 
    He smacked her again. “Two.” 
 
    Jake kept up the pace, striking one cheek and then the other, each time announcing the count. Sharon didn’t fight him but she reacted—squirming, moaning, wiggling, humping against his leg as he worked his way to seventeen. Each swat drove her body against his crotch, and the pressure built down there until he was practically moaning with her. 
 
    “And one to grown on.” He planted his hand one last time. 
 
    “Ohh, owwww,” she said, but didn’t move. 
 
    “You may get up now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She slid off his lap, collapsing at his feet, her face as flushed as her bottom surely was. She put her hands back and cupped her cheeks. “You weren’t kidding about hard.” 
 
    Heat rose along his neck. The way she tilted her head at him, the glint in her eye made him wonder if she was – that way. And by hard, was she referring to the spanking or his cock. It throbbed with every beat of his heart. His balls tightened like two balloons about to pop. That familiar rush built in his belly, and he knew there would be no stopping his release now. But, oh God, he didn’t want to do it in front of her. 
 
    Jake leapt from his seat, dodged Sharon’s crumpled form on the floor, and staggered across the springy carpet into the bathroom. He stood over the sink and ripped his fly open to release the veiny, swollen monster that often ruled his life. With thumb on top, two fingers underneath, he stroked it from stem to head. Once. Twice. That’s all it took for him to explode. 
 
    He shoved his hips forward and ground his teeth together to keep quiet as the hot, creamy stuff spurted. It splattered across the counter top and hit the mirror as well. Shudders rippled through his body, rapid, intense waves that left him breathless and weak. In only a matter of seconds it was over, and he braced against the wall to keep from collapsing. Spent, he grabbed one of the fluffy white towels and cleaned himself up. He took a half-hearted swipe at the mirror, then used the wadded terrycloth to soak up the rest of the mess he’d made. When he opened the door to Sharon’s room, she was gone. 
 
    From that moment on, Jake’s life changed. His masturbation fantasies went from vague and uncertain to specific and detailed. Although he never spoke to Sharon again, he replayed the incident in his mind over and over and over. It affected him the same way every time. Birthdays became his best cover and all through high school he teased, tricked, or goaded girls across his lap for swats plus one to grow on. But somehow the strategy never resulted in a date. 
 
    And then he met Meg. 
 
    As a lonely freshman in college and away from home for the first time, he’d wandered into a campus church meeting just for the company. He hadn’t been raised religious but soon found his status as a virgin was valued here rather than ridiculed. He didn’t have to hide and he didn’t have to worry. And he didn’t have to admit his chastity was not by choice. 
 
    For whatever reason, Meg took to him right away. Tiny, cute, and full of energy, she invited him to church functions, group outings, and finally, to her birthday party, where he salivated over much more than cake. After the festivities, he unleashed his tried-and-true strategy. 
 
    Alone in her kitchen, Jake sidled up next to Meg as she washed the last of the dishes. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem right, you having to clean up on your own birthday.” He picked up a dishtowel to tackle the drying duties. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Her eyes twinkled. “I don’t mind being domestic.” 
 
    “How does it feel to no longer be a teenager?” She was a sophomore, and this birthday was number twenty. 
 
    She raised her shoulders. “Not much different.” 
 
    He leaned in for the kill. “Have you had your birthday spanking yet?” 
 
    Meg giggled, the usual and expected response. “No one does that anymore.” 
 
    “I do.” He set the towel aside and took a step toward her. 
 
    Meg retreated and giggled again, another predictable response. “Don’t you go getting any wild ideas.” 
 
    He pressed. “It’s not wild, it’s necessary.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” She evaded him and carried a stack of leftover plastic cups to the pantry. 
 
    Jake followed. “It’s good luck. Haven’t you ever heard that?” 
 
    “No.” She turned to face him. “But I have heard of a birthday kiss.” She offered her cheek. 
 
    He took her by the shoulders and pecked her on the right side of her face. And then the left. And then he kissed her lips, but barely more than a peck there as well. She blushed, and he tried again, this time pressing harder and wrapping his arms around her. Meg didn’t resist until his hands strayed too low. 
 
    “Jake Upton!” She pushed him away, her small palms flat against his chest. “I’m not that kind of girl.” 
 
    He scrambled to recover. “I’m sorry, Meg, I just, I just.” I just want to spank you, he wanted to say. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” She marched from the pantry. “But no boy is touching me like that until I’m married.” 
 
    Jake trailed after her, sputtering, hopeless, and needy. Exactly one year later he had sex with Meg for the first time. On their wedding night. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
    A Mistake, The Mistake 
 
      
 
    After that, Jake forgot about spanking. The ecstasy of regular sex blotted out a desire that he hadn’t quite understood anyway. Now with Meg, all those weird feelings could be banished in favor of normal. Out of all the girls he’d managed to get over his knee, none had shared his fascination, or arousal, not even Sharon. He could only conclude he was alone in this odd proclivity and put it to rest. 
 
    For the first year, he and his bride giggled and cuddled and made love with wild abandon. Then he graduated from college, got a job, and they bought a house. Three times a day dwindled to three times a week. Then less. The first time she told him no, it hurt. Another year passed, and although not at all as happy, he became accustomed and resigned to their less intense relationship. To compensate, he threw more energy into his job and earned a promotion. 
 
    Sometime in the middle of their third year together, Jake’s eye wandered. He never considered having an affair, but he looked. At butts. And he fantasized about touching those butts. Spanking them. A rude cashier needed swats. The waitress ought to be turned over his knee for slow service. The driver who cut him off needed her bottom tanned. Most times he was forced to masturbate for relief, but on the now rare occasions when he was allowed marital relations, he held onto Meg’s bottom and imagined leaving red handprints all across it. 
 
    Once during sex, he’d raised his arm with punishing intent only to hesitate and retreat. He’d never broached the subject and he didn’t want to bring their session to a quick halt. But he planned for her birthday. He’d bring the old strategy back into play. 
 
    Meg turned twenty-five on the fifteenth of October. The day closely followed the obligatory Thanksgiving trip to the in-laws and the consumption of way too much food. Because of that, they usually celebrated quietly. And alone. 
 
    He bought her a pretty necklace. Brought home flowers and cake. They toasted with wine, and after she’d had a glass, he held her close and kissed her. 
 
    “This has been a wonderful birthday.” Meg snuggled against his shoulder. 
 
    “There’s one more thing I think you need,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A birthday spanking.” His cock hardened. 
 
    Meg giggled. “Oh, come on.” 
 
    He couldn’t give up now. “It’s good luck.” 
 
    She pulled away. “I remember you said that once before.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’ve neglected it, too.” 
 
    Meg cocked her head. “Do you think I need some luck?” 
 
    He took her hand. “Don’t we all?” 
 
    She let him lead her to the sofa, even though her perplexed and worried look told him he had almost no latitude left. He sat on the edge of the cushions and pulled her forward over his lap. 
 
    Meg gasped as her feet flew off the floor. “Jake! What on God’s green earth do you think you’re doing?” She pushed against the sofa cushion, seeking leverage to rise. 
 
    “It’s good luck,” he reminded, pressing one hand into her back to keep her down. Her firm, round bottom perked up. 
 
    “Jake.” She dug her toes into the carpet and strained against him. 
 
    He cupped her cheeks, then patted. “One, two, three, four.” He counted his way toward twenty-five. 
 
    She braced one elbow against his knee. “This is ridiculous.”  
 
    He went from patting to light slaps. “Five, six, seven, eight.” 
 
    “Hey!” She squirmed. 
 
    He stung her bottom with the next two. “Nine. Ten.” 
 
    “OW!” Meg bucked. “Let me up.” 
 
    “Eleven. Twelve.” These bordered on real spanks. 
 
    “Jake Upton, you let me up this instant!” She twisted to glare at him. 
 
    His normal, logical self would have complied. He would have apologized and begged her to forgive him. But at that moment, his sex-starved and hormone-crazed brain decided she did need to be spanked. The idea of a willing partner was crushed by abject need. 
 
    “You’re a naughty girl, Meg,” he breathed. 
 
    “Are you nuts!” She struggled in earnest. “I’m not a child!” 
 
    He held her around the waist and yanked her slacks and panties to just below her thighs, her bare cheeks slightly pink now. 
 
    “You can’t!” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Driven by lusty desire, he delivered the firm smacks, left side, right side, back and forth, fast and hard. He’d never spanked a bare bottom before, and the sight of her cheeks bouncing, reddening, clenching and releasing gave him the rush he’d missed for so long. 
 
    “That hurts!” Meg screamed. 
 
    He didn’t stop. “It’s supposed to.” 
 
    “Mercy!” She kicked. She clawed. She humped and bucked, each motion, each cry making him crazier. Breathless, he spanked without regard to the number, most certainly passing twenty-five. His hand burned and his arms ached from fighting her, but even that drove him on. 
 
    “Arghhhhh!” With a final effort she pushed her body up, but then her strength gave out and she collapsed over his lap, sobs shaking her rib cage. 
 
    The spell broke when she started to cry. Jake’s eyes grew wide as he came back to reality. Panic settled over him. He’d totally lost control. He hadn’t planned on doing more than breaking the ice on the subject, but his base desire had taken over. Now he knew he was in trouble. He snatched his hands close to his chest as if evading a snake. 
 
    When Meg realized he’d let go, she scrambled backward, dragging her pants up in the process. Tears rolled down her cheeks, but not only from pain. She was angry. Before he knew what was happening, she slapped him across the face. 
 
    “How dare you!” she wailed. 
 
    His head reeled. “I’m. I’m.” He attempted to gasp out an apology or at least an explanation but she slapped him again. 
 
    She thrust a finger in his face. “You are not to touch me again. Ever. Now get out.” 
 
    “Meg.” He staggered to his feet, woozy from the high and then the crash. “Can’t we talk?” 
 
    “No!” Her whole body shook. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Get out!” She grabbed great handfuls of her hair and turned away, still sobbing. 
 
    Jake stood paralyzed. He couldn’t believe the pleasure he’d derived from inflicting that much pain on her backside or the terrible guilt that had thudded down on his chest immediately afterward. He’d been deaf to her needs, if not her actual cries, and realized now how selfish that had been. It could never happen that way again. He had to develop a tighter rein on this impulse. It had been dormant for so long that once released, he’d behaved like a man possessed. 
 
    Meg staggered away and he followed her to the bedroom. She threw herself down among the pillows and buried her face. Jake eased down beside her, but the second his weight bowed the mattress her head snapped up again. 
 
    “Get out before I call the cops!” She rolled over and fumbled for the phone, her fingers crawling toward the nine button. 
 
    In a complete state of helplessness, he jumped up. With nothing but his wallet and the clothes on his back, he spent a sleepless night in a hotel room. Every time he tried to call home, no one answered. 
 
    All too soon, Jake was served with divorce papers. 
 
    Jake was alone again. Not a situation he’d ever anticipated when he stood at the altar three years ago, but one he now had to deal with. He’d agreed to let the legal paperwork go forward uncontested as long as Meg kept his secret. Once they’d passed that negotiation point, she retreated from his life. Sometimes he couldn’t believe one trifling incident had cost him so much. But then again, Meg didn’t think it was so insignificant. She’d accused him of brutality, of abuse, of violence. 
 
    Violence, for Christ’s sake. 
 
    She didn’t understand at all. He hadn’t intended to injure her, and he hadn’t. A little sting in the tail wasn’t violence. But he did have to admit he’d lost a grip on one of the things that fascinated him so much.  
 
    Control. 
 
    To fill his time, he worked. He went in early and stayed late. He volunteered for weekend duty, hell he even worked on Christmas and Easter. Anything to keep from having to go home to a dingy, lonely apartment. As a reward for his diligence, he was promoted. Twice. 
 
    From a big, new office on the tenth floor of the company building, he presided over an entire department. He no longer spent his days pursuing his chosen profession, but rather, directed other employees who were pursuing his chosen profession. The company assigned him a new secretary. 
 
    Trina. 
 
    The change disappointed him. He’d hoped to bring his current secretary up to the tenth floor. She was young and cute, with perky tits and a tight ass that he enjoyed looking at. But she was also considered too inexperienced to stay with him at the executive level. Although Trina came with impeccable references, she was short and stocky and showed little interest in fashion and style. He couldn’t possibly guess her age and he didn’t want to know. No, she would definitely not be a distraction. But the first time he made a request and she answered with the words Yes, sir, his cock nearly jumped out of his pants.  
 
    Within a week she had him organized. She fielded his phone calls and kept his calendar up to date. It didn’t take long for him to become dependent on her skills. And that intoxicating phrase. Each time she said it—Yes, sir—he felt like the boss.  
 
    Soon after his promotion, the higher-ups took him along on a trip to London. Feeling liberated without their wives, the rest of the crew ran wild in the strip clubs. Jake slipped away and wandered the streets of Soho alone. A shop called The Freak pulled him in with an odd sense of hope. 
 
    An ordinary guy nodded to him from behind the counter. Jake spent time perusing some ordinary porn magazines and movies. Yeah, yeah, whatever. He didn’t need to watch college girls on trampolines or young studs boinking cheerleaders. Oh sure, it was arousing and he didn’t mind the view, but it wasn’t what he craved. 
 
    He wandered deeper into the store and noticed a doorway off to the side, hung with a rumpled black curtain. He was about to peer through the slit in the panel when a uniform-clad arm swept the divider aside and a young couple emerged. 
 
    She wore a black latex mini dress and red latex stockings. Black platform pumps made her at least six inches taller than her true height. His attire was that of a military officer—a long sleeved blue shirt with red epaulets, cuffs and pocket tabs, black pants and black boots, all made from latex as well. Their outfits reflected light as if they’d been painted on and that paint was still wet. 
 
    Jake averted his eyes, not because he didn’t want to look, but because he did and he was afraid his leer would get him punched in the face. After the couple passed by, Jake ducked through the curtain to finally find a world worthy of the name The Freak. Clothing, toys, and devices from the sexy to the diabolical filled the room. Leather, latex, and vinyl outfits hung on racks, and a myriad of floggers, whips, canes, straps, crops, and cats dangled from hooks on the walls. Display cases overflowed with dildos, butt plugs, vibrators, lotions, lubes, condoms, handcuffs, ball stretchers, needles, candles, violet wands, ball gags, hoods. The list went on and on. At every glance, he saw something new and wild. 
 
    He walked around the room, forcing his stride to remain slow and casual as if these things were commonplace in his life. In reality, his heart pounded and a thin film of perspiration gathered on his upper lip. 
 
    He touched the clamps on the end of a spreader bar. He ran his fingers over the smooth surface of a pair of leather arm binders. He realized he’d led a sheltered life. Nothing this elaborate and involved had ever crossed his mind. He didn’t need it. 
 
    Jake turned to leave, but then his eyes fell on a long line of paddles. His cock lurched. Displayed in graduated sizes from small and narrow to thick and wide, the implements came in wood or leather and were shaped as circles, ovals, oblongs, or even hearts. He picked up one of the medium sized wood implements. The handle fit his hand perfectly. He patted it against his thigh, thinking the weight would deliver a hefty swat. 
 
    “Are you into Power Exchange?” The ordinary looking clerk intruded on his emerging fantasy. 
 
    Jake jumped. “I’m. What?” 
 
    The man repeated the phrase in a matter-of-fact tone.  
 
    “Power Exchange.” 
 
    “I just.” Jake licked his lips. “I just want to spank,” he mumbled. 
 
    The man nodded as if he understood the awkwardness. “Are you new to the scene?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Embarrassed by the confession he’d made to a stranger, Jake let the paddle slip from his fingers. 
 
    “You might want to start with this.” The man picked up a leather slapper and popped it against his palm. “More bark than bite.” He offered it with a smile. 
 
    Jake turned the stiff double-layered leather over in his hands. It was about as long as the distance from his wrist to his elbow, with a four-finger span at the floppy business end. The other end was cut down to form a handle of sorts, with the two layers stitched together here. The surface of the silky leather gleamed. “It’s nice,” he said. “Very nice. But I don’t have anyone to use it on.” 
 
    The clerk flashed a knowing smile. “Even if you don’t now, it never hurts to be prepared, does it?” 
 
    Jake tested the flapper end against his palm in the same manner as the man had. The loose leather ends responded with that satisfying pop. He nodded. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    He hid the slapper down the leg of his pants, caught up with his drunk bosses, and headed to the hotel. On the ride home, the leather end flap brushed against his skin in time to the swaying tube car, tickling and teasing by its mere presence alone. Back in his room, he dragged the pillows to the end of the bed and spent a good part of the evening practicing his technique on the feather targets. 
 
    Once home, the slapper occupied a significant portion of Jake’s free time. In the evenings, he took it out of his underwear drawer and held it, admired it, checked out his appearance in the mirror brandishing it. He wondered if he projected an air of power or just looked stupid and sick. He flailed the slapper through the air. He pounded on pillows. He even tried it out on his own backside. Once. 
 
    Ouch! 
 
    That was supposed to be more bark than bite? 
 
    The hot sting it raised on his flesh hurt a lot more than he expected, and it produced a loud satisfying smacking sound on impact. Now all he needed was a sweet female bottom to absorb those smacks. 
 
    He was already well acquainted with internet porn, and even spanking porn. But as he sat in front of the computer screen and watched lovely models submit to varied punishments, he wondered how he would ever find a woman like that in real life. It wasn’t exactly a first date conversation. He didn’t know how many dates it would take before he could bring up something quite so weird. 
 
    At the end of the month, Trina brought him the expense report from the London trip, frowning with concern. The expression wasn’t much different from her regular look, but after months together he now noticed the subtle differences in her demeanor. 
 
    “Mr. Upton.” She insisted on addressing him as Mr. Upton no matter how many times he urged just Jake. She placed the stapled receipts in front of him. “I’ve been through this stack several times and there’s an item on the credit card that I can’t match.” 
 
    “Oh?” He sat forward, aggravated. The accountants never let anything slide when it came to expense reports. He only hoped the missing documentation wasn’t for anything too expensive. Without a receipt he’d be on the hook. “What is it?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and hesitated. “I don’t know what the item is, but the charge is billed from The Freak.” 
 
    She might as well have thrown a bucket of cold water on him. The Freak! Had he been so distracted that he used the wrong card? His mind raced.  
 
    “Hmmm,” he said it as if trying to remember the purchase, but instead, he was desperate to come up with a cover story. 
 
    “I’ll call the number, maybe they can tell me something.” Trina the fixer, ready to spring into action for him. 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary. Just take it off the report.” Jake feigned disinterest in the oversight. “I’m sure it was some silly souvenir, I don’t remember. Must have used the wrong card by mistake.” Mostly true. 
 
    Trina nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Electricity shot through him. It only took two words for her to acknowledge his superior position. 
 
    She turned and plodded toward her desk, clutching the receipts. He found himself looking at her bountiful ass in a new way. He thought about spanking her, then wondered if he could even hold her wide frame over his lap. Those short, thick legs would surely be off the ground. That ample flesh would bounce and quiver under his attention. As long as she submitted, as long as she moaned and whimpered, maybe it didn’t matter that she didn’t look like the spanking models. He had to close his door to get any work done. 
 
    Even though he wasn’t otherwise attracted to Trina, the idea of spanking her took hold in his mind. He visited a BBW site online and discovered when it came to blistered bottoms, the size and shape wasn’t as important as a deep red glow. 
 
    He took the slapper to work. 
 
    It went from hidden among his socks to hidden in his briefcase to hidden in the bottom drawer of his desk. In an odd way, having it there close to the one woman he held power over, struck him as the proper place. Sometimes, after a conversation with Trina, he’d open the drawer and take a look at the gleaming and unused black leather. 
 
    He thought about Trina in a different way. He asked her to do more and more for him. Things personal assistants might legitimately do but that he’d never requested before. Bring in lunch for him. Pick up a birthday card for his sister. Fetch his dry cleaning. On one occasion he caught a glimpse of her stroking the arm of his suit coat under the plastic wrapper after she hung it on the back of his door. 
 
    And then she made what he dubbed The Mistake. 
 
    The day of The Mistake, Trina sent him a PDF file to proof and sign off on. But his efficient and almost always perfect assistant had made three glaring errors. Basic, fundamental errors. He stared in disbelief. How could she have suddenly become so careless? How could she have. He paused and considered. These mistakes were so obvious, they had to be intentional. There was no other explanation. He was guaranteed to catch them right away, and then what? Ask her to redo the work? Scold her? His eyes darted to the bottom drawer. Discipline her?  
 
    He pressed the intercom button. “Trina, I need to see you please.” 
 
    She appeared immediately. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    He searched for clues to her mindset. “There’s a problem with this report you just sent me.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She didn’t sound surprised or even concerned. 
 
    He turned his laptop toward her and used the cursor as a pointer. “Here. Here. And here.” 
 
    She leaned over and watched the movement on the screen, closer to him now than she’d ever been before. He detected a faint botanical aroma wafting from her hair. “I’ll make the corrections right away. I’m sorry, sir.” She remained bent over. Her gaze darted to the bottom drawer. 
 
    Jake’s heart almost stopped. Did she know? How did she know? Had she snooped through his things? No, he didn’t want to believe she’d do that. He rarely paid much attention to the state of his desktop, but its unaccustomed neatness dawned on him. She’d straightened up, put things away. That had to be how she’d seen it. 
 
    He took a breath. “Thank you.” He took a career-ending chance. “But that may not be enough.” 
 
    “Oh?” Her eyebrows went up. 
 
    He slipped into control mode, his voice lower and more intense. “You will correct this file.” 
 
    She responded with an equally affected, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And, perhaps you also need some….” The signals were there. Did he dare say it? “Punishment.” He watched her reaction, ready to bail out. 
 
    But Trina’s expression didn’t change, save for a tiny twitch at the corners of her mouth. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He licked his lips. Now what? “Go close the door please.” 
 
    She sashayed across the room, her large ass swaying underneath a loose black skirt. Jake’s mind raced. Now what? Now what? She closed the door then stared at him. 
 
    In a trance, he opened the desk drawer. He took out the slapper. He held it up. “You need to be spanked,” he said, incredulous that such words flowed from his lips. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Amazing! 
 
    His eyes darted around the room. Should he take her over his knee? Bend her over the desk? Have her kneel in the chair? 
 
    But Trina did not wait for further instruction. She glided to the sofa, which he never used and considered a waste of space in his office, and bent over the arm. Her cheeks perked up, an ample, inviting target. 
 
    Jake’s cock stirred. He crept to her side, settled the leather across the seat of her skirt for aim, then raised it and delivered a sharp blow. 
 
    Trina jumped. “Oofffhh.” She let out a mild groan. 
 
    He caught his breath. “Those kinds of mistakes are unacceptable.” 
 
    Smack! 
 
    “Oofffhh.” 
 
    His ears roared. “I expect better work from you than that.” 
 
    Smack! 
 
    “Oofffhh.” 
 
    His cock strained. “In the future.” 
 
    Smack! 
 
    “I expect you.” 
 
    Smack! 
 
    “To pay more attention.” 
 
    Smack! Smack! Smack! 
 
    “Oooooofffhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Her stubby legs strained. 
 
    “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Her voice had taken on a high, tight quality. 
 
    Smack! Smack! Smack! 
 
    “Now go back to your desk and make the corrections.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” She flailed to get up, her face still pointed toward the cushions. Jake took her arm to help her, the first time he’d ever touched her, save for their first introductory handshake. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” She straightened her clothing, ducked her head, and scurried past him. He wasn’t sure if the gratitude was for the spanking or the helping hand. He watched her go, tongue dangling from his mouth, and then just like that first night with Sharon, staggered to his private bathroom and exploded with just a touch. 
 
    For days and days, Jake relived The Mistake and its glorious aftermath. He smiled knowingly at Trina, but she didn’t respond any differently now than before. Every time she sent him a file, he attacked it looking for The Mistake. It never appeared again. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
    Jake’s Search 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed and Jake’s frustration multiplied. The experience with Trina, although mild in its physical intensity, burned inside his soul. Every time he closed his eyes at night, he could see Trina bent over the sofa arm. Every time he masturbated, he thought about the loud smacks and her sharp grunts that let him know this hurts. How he wished he could have seen the results. Red, warm skin? Surely. Bruises? Probably not. 
 
    He craved a repeat performance, but caution took over and prevented him from making an overture, no matter how much he wanted it. Maybe that’s what Trina was waiting for. And maybe she’d slap him with a harassment suit if he didn’t wait for her cue. He’d learned he had to be careful. An unwanted spanking could have grave consequences. He’d lost his wife over it. He wasn’t about to lose any more. 
 
    Eventually, he settled into the state of mild discontent. And then one unexpected day, Trina was gone. A vice-president poached his exquisitely capable assistant. He told himself that another girl would be better anyway. He told himself that he didn’t care, but with Trina went the last shred of hope for another spanking encounter. He took the slapper home. 
 
    He continued to satisfy his urges with internet porn and his own hand. He sought out pictures. He devoured movie clips. He participated in sex chat rooms trying to stir up some kinky action but mostly stirred up rejection. And then one night, he stumbled onto Spanking Good Times, where, presumably, the women would be receptive to his brand of excitement. 
 
    He wasted no time in coming up with an appropriate screen name. MrFirmHand. Yes, that’s exactly what he wanted to be. He still ran into his share of rejection, but when he managed to snag a partner for a cyber scene it was thrilling. Sure, in the logical light of day this type of play was stupid. But late at night, with his cock throbbing and his imagination in overdrive, he played out fantasies that he’d never before shared in any way. 
 
    He considered it interactive porn. Of course, he’d prefer face-to-face encounters, who wouldn’t, but chat proved to be better than nothing. It turned out to be a good medium for him. He could type. Years of IT immersion had taught him that, and the slower pace gave him time to think. Cute and clever dialogue was much easier with some lag time. 
 
    He didn’t consider an hour or two online in the evenings excessive. What else was he going to do, watch TV? Couch potato wasn’t any more productive than hovering over his laptop so what difference did it make? He cruised through the room talking to women about spanking, role playing spanking, even directing them to administer some self-spanking. Of course, he couldn’t know if they actually did any of it, but he didn’t care. The illusion was exciting enough. And he didn’t care if their orgasms were fake. His weren’t, and that’s all that mattered to him. 
 
    One night, during a pleasant, but uneventful conversation, liljulie typed words that he hoped would change his situation. 
 
    liljulie: I’m in a spanking club 
 
    His interest picked up.  
 
    MrFirmHand: Where? 
 
    liljulie: Niagara Falls. We’re having a munch next Saturday 
 
    MrFirmHand: What’s a munch? 
 
    liljulie: We get together to eat and talk. You could come if you like 
 
    It was as if lightning had just struck him. Niagara Falls was more than half way across Canada, but he didn’t care. 
 
    MrFirmHand: When? Where? I’d like to.  
 
    His hands shook and he scrambled for a pen as she tapped out the time and place. Niagara Falls. Who would ever have imagined the popular honeymoon destination would also be the location of a spanking club? He pulled up his work calendar and scheduled an unnecessary but plausible trip to the Buffalo, New York office for the preceding Friday, and a vacation day for the following Monday. Hopefully, he’d need the extra time off. 
 
    After a two-leg flight, and a full day of meetings Friday, which turned out to be more productive than he’d imagined, Jake showed up at the designated restaurant in Niagara Falls dressed in business casual attire. From everything he’d read, looking nice was important, especially for men. With his stomach in flutters, he followed the hostess to the private party room. In his executive position, he’d grown accustomed to meeting people, quite a feat for the shy boy. But as soon as fifteen heads turned his way in unison, it threw him all the way back to his awkward high school days. For a second, he wished for Dan to be there with him leading the way, an Arctic ice-breaking vessel ensuring smooth passage. 
 
    He tried to stand taller. Quivering and cowering didn’t look authoritative. He’d never get anyone across his knee if he acted more like a bottom than a Top. 
 
    “Are you here to join us?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve talked to….” Suddenly he realized he didn’t know her full name. “Julie. I’m Jake U—” 
 
    The man cut him off. “First name’s enough.” He extended his hand. “I’m Ted. Have a seat.” 
 
    Chairs scraped and space was made for him. “Is Julie here?” Jake glanced around. 
 
    “No, they couldn’t make it.”  
 
    They? 
 
    “She and her husband had something else they had to do.” 
 
    Husband?  
 
    His heart sank and all the air rushed out of his lungs. How had he missed that important fact? He’d never asked. He’d assumed that if she was chatting, she was looking. But as with most assumptions, it left him feeling foolish. 
 
    Jake settled back, ate a plate of flavorless spaghetti and meatballs that he didn’t want, and listened to the small and obviously acquainted group discuss every subject known to man except spanking. The chitchat held no meaning for him. Ted’s granddaughters just got a puppy. Another woman was redecorating her living room. Almost everyone gathered here was much older than he, not that their age bothered him any more than Trina’s extra wide backside, but it gave him less in common with them outside the kink. They were pleasant enough, but he didn’t fit in. No connection. No vibe. 
 
    Later, as he made the long trip home, he wondered how he would ever find what he needed. 
 
    Monday, Jake slept late and spent the afternoon looking for liljulie in the Spanking Good Times chat room. He wanted to confront her, at least ask her why she hadn’t told him she was married or what the munch was like. Maybe she hadn’t intentionally deceived him, but lofty expectations had set him up for a crash. After some weeks at this task, he realized he probably wasn’t going to see liljulie again, and drifted back to his regular pattern in chat. The Spanking Good Times sessions became longer each night as Jake pursued his addiction, affliction, he hated to call it either, but each night he shut down the computer later and later, with a soggy wad of Kleenex the only thing to show for his efforts. He knew he should stop chatting and go on a normal date. But the next evening, he’d be right back at it. 
 
    Endless hours of fantasy left him groggy during the day. Sometimes he dozed at his desk. Occasionally he noticed he’d forgotten to shave. Once he realized he’d worn the same clothes two days in a row. His job performance slipped, but since he’d always operated at such a high level, he still met his goals for the quarter. He didn’t think anything was wrong until his new secretary, Katie, came to his office and closed the door. 
 
    “What is it?” He glanced up from a vendor proposal. 
 
    Across the room, Katie lingered, her usually rosy complexion drained of color. 
 
    What on earth was she doing? “What?” His voice came out harsh. 
 
    Katie twisted the hem of her cardigan. “Jake.” 
 
    With her, he’d been able to dispense with the Mr. Upton routine, but he couldn’t bring himself to instruct her to call him sir. He settled for Jake. 
 
    “Jake, what’s wrong?” 
 
    He frowned. “Nothing is wrong. Why are you asking me that, eh?” 
 
    “Well, I just. You’re not yourself.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “You’re not the same lately.” 
 
    His scowl deepened. What business was it of hers? “I assure you, Katie, everything is fine.” He expected her to return to work, but she didn’t budge. 
 
    “I can tell something’s wrong.” She took a breath then plunged ahead. “You’re so unhappy.” 
 
    His mouth dropped open. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’m out of turn. But I’m worried, and I don’t know what to do.” She blinked. Tears spilled.  
 
    Her sniffles got to him. Was his affliction that obvious? If she were single, he might have confessed, even though she was much too young for him. But the ring on her finger made him force a smile and hope to keep the weariness from his voice. “Everything is fine.” He repeated the assurance, more gently this time. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Maybe I’ve been cooped up at home too much lately, that’s all.” The truth, without revealing details. 
 
    She sniffled again and wiped her eyes. “Are you lonely?” 
 
    Zing. Right through his heart. This time it was harder to hide his reaction, and he blinked hard himself. “No. No.” He jumped to a denial. “Maybe bored but not lonely.” As long as he didn’t admit it, he didn’t have to face it. 
 
    Somehow, this resonated with Katie. She brightened and shook her black hair back from her face. “My cousin is coming to visit next weekend. We could all go out together.” 
 
    He held up his hands. “Thank you, but no. I don’t like set-ups.” 
 
    “Come on. It won’t be like that. Just four of us having a nice time.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “Oh, please.” She lurched forward and caught his hand in an unguarded, juvenile gesture. 
 
    He all but jumped away. It had been so long since he’d enjoyed any skin-to-skin contact that even this brief and platonic touch stirred him in an unexpected way. He had been in the chat room too much. “Okay.” 
 
    Katie smiled big. 
 
    Ten days later he sat across the table admiring that same bright smile on Katie’s cousin, Theresa. Even though he’d agreed to go on this date, he’d dreaded it. Yes, he needed to get out, but he hated resorting to a setup. Theresa turned out to be pretty, closer to his age than Katie, and a generally nice person. They laughed and talked through dinner. Jake escorted Theresa on a walking tour of downtown Calgary. The crisp, autumn air couldn’t cool the heat of promise. When she slipped her hand into the crook of his arm, the warmth became a slow burn. 
 
    “Have you ever been up there?” Theresa craned her neck to look at the Calgary Tower, rising from the heart of the city. 
 
    Jake pointed at the observation deck perched over six hundred feet in the air. “Once. I did the stair climb race, but when I got to the top, I was too exhausted to appreciate the view.” 
 
    Theresa laughed. “How about a look at the view now? My treat since you were so nice to buy dinner.” 
 
    “As long as I don’t have to take the stairs,” Jake said. 
 
    She laughed again and as she went to buy tickets, he watched the sway of her hips. The skirt she wore hugged her curves and made his mind go to all sorts of possibilities. The crowded elevator gave him an excuse to stand close to her. The blast of cold wind at the top allowed him to wrap his sport jacket around her shoulders. 
 
    Theresa took pictures on her cell phone and ooed and awed over a panorama that he had to agree was spectacular. When they walked out onto the glass floor that allowed a view directly below their feet, she grabbed his hand. The floating feeling he experienced wasn’t due to the optical effect. 
 
    Overwhelmed by the moment, Jake grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her. Theresa melted against him, her lips parting under his. As he held her, his brain fired off all sorts of random images, just like a hard-to-understand dream. 
 
    Her breath brushed his neck and then his ear. “Let’s go to my room.” 
 
    Inside his pants, his penis jumped. “You bet.” No man in his right mind would have turned her down. 
 
    She directed him to the chain hotel close to Katie’s apartment. As he drove, he couldn’t help but marvel. He was going to get laid. He was going to get laid. Thank God, he was going to get laid. Every time his eyes met hers, he shivered. 
 
    Almost as hungry as he, Theresa threw the hotel room door open and backed him up to the bed. His calves hit the edge of the mattress. He fell into a giddy heaven as she tumbled on top of him. They kissed. They caressed. Urgently they unbuttoned and unzipped and groped. 
 
    Jake spiraled down into desperate need and hoped he could hold back the rising pressure in his balls. His head swam as his hands roamed, but even in his affected state he remembered some of the lessons he’d learned. He couldn’t just grab her. He couldn’t just make her. He had to ask permission. 
 
    “Theresa.” He gasped as he shoved his face between her ample breasts. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Jake.” She moaned in response. 
 
    “I want...” He tugged at her panties and squeezed the pale flesh that was revealed. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Jake.” Those breasts heaved in his face. Her head fell back, her lips parted. Her eyes half closed in delight. 
 
    He moistened his lips and tried the phrase he hoped would someday bring a smile, a wink, a knowing look. “I want to spank you.” 
 
    Her body went rigid. “What?” 
 
    Full retreat! He forced a grin. “Just kidding.” 
 
    But the mood had been shattered. Theresa wiggled away, pulling at her clothes to cover her body. “I can’t believe what I just heard.” She rolled over and popped to her feet on the other side of the bed. 
 
    Shaking with regret, Jake drew to his knees. “I was just kidding.” He held out his hands, hoping to salvage the outcome he’d so desperately anticipated. 
 
    “You freak.” 
 
    “Theresa.” 
 
    “I’d like you to leave.” 
 
    Not again. Why couldn’t he keep his big mouth shut? Was spanking so important that he’d mess up sure sex? “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Now.” Her jaw was set, her eyes narrow. 
 
    His shoulders sagged. No use arguing. He grabbed his shoes, buttoned his pants, and with his shirt flapping open, hustled to his car. 
 
    What an idiot! Seething, he chastised himself as he drove away. He’d fucked up royally. Again. 
 
    Angry and on the verge of explosion, Jake sped toward downtown, the darkness of the night highlighting his despair. He’d heard about a spot under the bridge where a man could find anything he wanted. He’d never been there, he’d never sought out this type of company, but before he could put rational thoughts together again, he was coasting along a gravel road beside the embankment. Under the bridge. 
 
    His Lexus attracted a flock of girls. Even before he’d come to a full stop, they leaned against his windows and caressed the front fender of the vehicle as if it were his flesh. 
 
    “What are you looking for tonight, baby?” A red head on the passenger side pressed her face close to the glass. 
 
    “I’ll give you a real good time.” The girl on the driver’s side ran her tongue over his window. He rolled the glass halfway down. She reached in and squeezed his biceps. 
 
    “You could do both of us.” A friend shoved in beside her and cooed. 
 
    The smell of strong perfume and cigarettes made him waver, yet the pressure in his balls drove him on. “I have something specific in mind.” He hoped he didn’t sound like a stuttering dolt. 
 
    “Oh baby, what’s that?” They all leaned in closer. 
 
    “I want someone to….” Even saying it to these women, women who had probably seen and done just about everything, wasn’t as easy as he imagined. “To spank.” 
 
    “You want to be spanked?” The redhead bellowed out his secret desire. 
 
    Jake ducked down. “No! Other way around.” 
 
    Red laughed and wandered off. 
 
    He ventured a glance at the remaining girls. “Any takers?” 
 
    “Do you mean real spanking or play spanking?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Real.” 
 
    “Will it hurt?” 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    “Shit.” She shook her head. “Forget it, man.” She pushed away from the car, leaving smudged fingerprints in the corner of his windshield. Her friend remained. Not young, not pretty, but at least here. 
 
    “It’s going to cost you extra.” She tapped her nails on the roof of the car. “A lot extra.” 
 
    He figured that. “How much.” 
 
    She considered. “How much you got?” 
 
    “Five hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Bingo.” She motioned with one finger. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    He reached for his fly. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “The money, you idiot.” 
 
    With an embarrassed grunt, he skimmed his hand across his crotch and into his pocket to retrieve five folded bills. He’d gone to the ATM and then hidden his wallet under the front seat. She took the money, counted, and flashed him a crooked smile. 
 
    He unlocked the doors and she deposited her scantily clad and undernourished body in the passenger seat. “I’m Stella.” She snuggled up against him and whispered the directions to a nearby one-star motel. 
 
    Soon, he sat on the edge of a sagging bed in a dingy room watching Stella strip. She yanked off her clothes matter-of-factly, no artistry or mystery to it, just a utilitarian step toward the end result. Her fake boobs stood out straight and proud, but the rest of her body was so scrawny that he could see her ribs and collar bones. He wondered why women thought emaciated was attractive. 
 
    Once naked, she turned to him. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    He took her by the wrist and pulled her to stand in front of him. He took a breath but almost couldn’t continue. She had to say yes. He’d paid for it. 
 
    He started the dialogue that always rambled around in his fantasies. “You’re a naughty girl, Stella.” 
 
    She yawned. “I know.” 
 
    She was supposed to be a bit more concerned. Okay, so this wasn’t going to be perfect, but it was far more than nothing. “I’m going to spank you for it.” 
 
    “So, you said,” she drawled. 
 
    It was pointless to talk. He guided her across his lap then ran his hands over her thin buttocks, wishing she had a little something more to bounce under his palm.  
 
    She yawned again. 
 
    Jake raised his hand and brought it down sharply, twice on each cheek. 
 
    SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! 
 
    Stella didn’t make a sound but her legs went out stiff. 
 
    He spanked her again. SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! 
 
    She sucked in a breath and heaved her thin frame upright. “Jesus Christ!” she yelled at him. “That hurt!” 
 
    He cringed at her volume. “It’s supposed to.” Hadn’t he made that clear? 
 
    She wagged a finger in his face. “No more. I’m done.” Her definition of a spanking was obviously quite different from his. 
 
    He’d been picturing a long session that built in intensity, making eventual sex all the more powerful by what they’d shared. She thought a couple of swats should do it. 
 
    She poked her fists onto her bony hips. “You had your fun. Do you want to fuck me now or what?” 
 
    Her lined face made him turn away. This was not what he wanted. At all. “No.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” She grabbed her clothes. 
 
    Helpless, Jake watched her and his five hundred dollars disappear. He limped home, defeated and feeling more hopeless than ever. He made a good living, but even so, donating five hundred dollars to the underground economy wasn’t easy to swallow. At least she hadn’t stolen his car, too. 
 
    He sat in his living room sucking down beer, the only illumination the blue flicker from the TV. He’d turned the set on, but he didn’t have the motivation to seek out anything specific. With heavy-lidded eyes, he watched screaming mobs flee unspeakable danger, ready to let anything fill his mind other than his total failure with women. 
 
    He told himself if he were normal, he’d still be married. If he were normal, he’d have had sex tonight, even if it was with a hooker. 
 
    Maybe there was only one way to get what he wanted. He went to the computer and logged onto Spanking Good Times. At least here he could share his desires openly. And maybe that was more important to him after all. He didn’t bother combing the names, or reading the profiles. He simply sent a message to the first woman on the list. 
 
    Amber. 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
    First Contact 
 
      
 
    Amber’s fingers flew over the keyboard. 
 
    amber: hi, how’s everything going? 
 
    MrFirmHand: good. go to work, come home, you know. Have you been behaving? 
 
    amber *smiles* never 
 
    MrFirmHand: perhaps I need to address that 
 
    amber: oh? 
 
    It never hurt to resist a bit. 
 
    MrFirmHand: what do you have there? 
 
    amber: what? 
 
    MrFirmHand: to spank with. what do you have there to spank with? 
 
    This was a new development. No one had asked her that before. 
 
    amber: umm – nothing 
 
    MrFirmHand: I’m sure there’s something you can use. Go get a wooden spoon from the kitchen 
 
    She gaped at the screen, wondering if she should follow his instructions. He’d never know the difference if she did or didn’t. What did it matter? But a sense of uneasy excitement made her rise and scurry to the kitchen where she rifled through the utensil drawer until she came up with a wide wooden spoon. 
 
    amber: okay, got it 
 
    MrFirmHand: good. now stand up and bare your bottom for me 
 
    She stood and pushed her pajama pants to her knees, embarrassed even though no one else was around to see what she was doing.  
 
    amber: okay 
 
    MrFirmHand: lean over, stick it out 
 
    She shivered and thrust her backside out, just as she did in all her fantasies. But this was a little more than a fantasy, but not quite reality, either.  
 
    amber: okay 
 
    MrFirmHand: Is that the proper way to answer me? 
 
    Oh, yeah. She’d forgotten the protocol. Calling her spanker sir didn’t necessarily do much for her, but the guys seemed to like to, so why not.  
 
    amber: Yes, sir 
 
    MrFirmHand: you’re going to spank that bottom, and I expect you to do it hard. Reach back and give each cheek one swat. 
 
    amber: Yes, sir 
 
    Again, she hesitated. And again, made the decision to obey. She crooked her arm around and whacked herself on the right cheek with the back of the spoon. 
 
    “Damn!” It stung more than she anticipated. Immediately, she considered abandoning this venture, but a few seconds later the heat that sprung up in her ass migrated directly to her pussy. Maybe this could be effective after all. With new interest, she smacked the other side.  
 
    Oh, it hurt, but oh how it turned her on. 
 
    amber: okay, done 
 
    MrFirmHand: good girl 
 
    His words caused another rush. She’d obeyed and his compliment was her reward.  
 
    MrFirmHand: we’re going to tan that little bottom tonight, amber 
 
    She groaned out loud. Yes, she wanted it, but the actuality was tougher to deal with than the fantasy. 
 
    amber: Yes, sir 
 
    MrFirmHand: Do exactly as I tell you 
 
    Excitement coursed through her body. She followed his directions as well as she could, using the spoon when and where he said. He’d call for a flurry that left her panting, and then he’d slow the pace. He specified firm or light strokes. In a surprisingly short time, heat rolled from her skin, but he gave no indication of stopping. 
 
    amber: this is hurting! 
 
    She wondered if it would do any good to complain. And then she wondered why she was complaining about something she found this exciting.  
 
    MrFirmHand: good, then you’re doing it right 
 
    amber: i mean it. can we please stop? 
 
    MrFirmHand: now amber, who is in charge of this spanking? 
 
    amber: umm 
 
    She was. She didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to do. Fact was, she did want to. 
 
    amber: you are 
 
    MrFirmHand: that’s right. so who determines when we stop? 
 
    amber: you do 
 
    MrFirmHand: that’s right. now stick it out, ten more each side 
 
    Amber didn’t want more but she wanted to please him. And that meant actually obeying. He might not know if she didn’t, but she would. She forced herself to deliver the smacks, although not nearly as hard as before. 
 
    amber: ow ow ow, i did it 
 
    MrFirmHand: good girl. now set the spoon down and run your fingers over your pussy. Tell me what you feel 
 
    She didn’t have to touch to know what had happened between her legs. She could feel the juice fairly running down her thighs. Her fingers probed the moist folds. With the other hand she typed. 
 
    amber: ohhhhhhh i’m wet 
 
    MrFirmHand: mmmmm delicious. Rub that little clit for me 
 
    No problem there. She stroked and tapped at it. 
 
    amber: ohhhhhh 
 
    Yes, this all felt good. So good.  
 
    MrFirmHand: that’s right, naughty girl 
 
    amber: OHHHHHH 
 
    Every time he wrote naughty girl her insides lurched. Her fingers did their job. She arched her back and let out a cry. “Ooooooo.” An orgasm shook through her body, so she relayed that in chat. 
 
    amber: OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
 
    MrFirmHand: did you just come? 
 
    She caught her breath.  
 
    amber: Yes, sir 
 
    MrFirmHand: I didn’t give you permission 
 
    amber: what? 
 
    Why did she need permission to do the thing which was obviously the point of this exercise?  
 
    MrFirmHand: naughty girls can’t just come when they want to. You have to ask permission and wait for me to grant it 
 
    amber: oh. Sorry 
 
    MrFirmHand: you need to be punished for that 
 
    amber: but I didn’t know 
 
    MrFirmHand: after this, you will remember 
 
    amber: but 
 
    MrFirmHand: no whining. Get the spoon 
 
    Amber picked it up, expecting him to require more spanking of her sore bottom. But he didn’t tell her to stand up or bend over. 
 
    MrFirmHand: lean back in your chair and spread your legs wide 
 
    amber: WHY? 
 
    MrFirmHand: just do it 
 
    Another excited shiver raced through her. She kicked off the pajamas and spread. 
 
    MrFirmHand: take the spoon and spank that naughty pussy three times 
 
    Amber shrank, still excited but now rattled by something she’d never imagined. 
 
    amber: no, i don’t want to 
 
    MrFirmHand: four times 
 
    amber: I’m scared! 
 
    MrFirmHand: five times 
 
    amber: uhhhhhh 
 
    MrFirmHand: are you trying for six 
 
    amber: NO! I’ve never done it before, I don’t know how 
 
    MrFirmHand: *smiles* I’ll help you. Place the back of the spoon against your lips. 
 
    amber: uh huh 
 
    MrFirmHand: flick lightly with your wrist. you don’t have to hit very hard to get a result 
 
    amber: okay 
 
    MrFirmHand: what’s that? 
 
    amber: Yes, sir 
 
    She took a breath and pressed the spoon against her tender flesh. Then with her head turned, she delivered a light tap. Even that made her groan and thrust her hips forward. When she glanced down, she could see her lips expand. That made her eyes get big too, and she tapped again, harder. The blow twisted her in the chair, need gripping her belly. She didn’t have to hang on. He’d never know the difference. She chose to ask. 
 
    amber: [;rse 
 
    Her fingers floundered on the keyboard and she tried again. 
 
    amber: Please…. 
 
    MrFirmHand: yes sweetie? 
 
    She was so close and yet she held back. 
 
    amber: I need to come 
 
    MrFirmHand: you do? 
 
    She wanted his permission. 
 
    amber: yes 
 
    MrFirmHand: did you do the five strokes? 
 
    amber: just two. please! 
 
    MrFirmHand: do all five and then ask me 
 
    Arrgh. Like a soul possessed she whacked herself three more times, the rapid succession forcing a bona fide wail from her throat. The spoon fell to the floor and her fingers flew. 
 
    amber: may I come? 
 
    MrFirmHand: yes sweetie, come for me 
 
    From the depths within, her orgasm rumbled and exploded. She dug her toes into the carpet and let her head fall against the back of the chair. Frantically, her fingers dipped and stroked and probed until she shuddered two more times. She completely forgot he was on the other end of the cyber connection as she pushed her greedy body to respond again and again. A good ten minutes passed before she came out of her carnal coma and saw his last post. 
 
    MrFirmHand: that’s my girl 
 
    Breathless, she sat forward to type, but when she hit enter, name unknown was her only reply. MrFirmHand was gone. Amber slumped. 
 
    What just happened here? 
 
    She was alone in her apartment, with nothing but typed lines as her companion, and yet intimately connected to a man she’d never met. 
 
    The morning after the lustful chat with MrFirmHand, Amber woke up stiff, limped to the bathroom, and took a good look at her ass. Both cheeks were covered with red, black, and blue splotches. A deep ache had settled in her glutes. A definite soreness persisted in her labia. Even her arm hurt from the unaccustomed motions of self-spanking. In the light of day, what had been an invigorating and erotic experience struck her as the stupidest thing in the world. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” she muttered, kneading her tender flesh. She couldn’t go to work if she couldn’t even walk right. How does anyone live this life twenty-four seven? With hot water running in the shower, she hoped to mitigate some of the damage he’d done. 
 
    She paused. Funny how she thought of it as something he’d done. She’d done it to herself, but only because he’d said so. Even though she could have faked her responses to him, she didn’t want to. She wanted him to direct her. She wanted him to push her to do things she would not normally do. She checked the mirror again. That’s how she ended up like this. Because she wanted to. 
 
    The hot water eased some of the overnight soreness. By eight o’clock, Amber snuck into work trying to cover up a limp. But nothing escaped Elaina’s scrutiny, and the junior associate never kept her thoughts to herself. She scurried from her cube to assess the situation. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Elaina leaned on the desk, a suspicious air about her. 
 
    “Nothing.” Amber settled in the chair, a mixture of smug and embarrassment attached to this secret. 
 
    Elaina narrowed her eyes. “You’re moving like you’ve got a stick up your ass.” 
 
    Amber laughed a little. “I did some new exercises last night. I’m sore.” It was mostly true. One might consider her activities as exercise and she certainly was sore. 
 
    Elaina opened her mouth to continue the interrogation, but Mr. Harding emerged from the elevator and sent her in full retreat to her cubicle. For once, Amber was glad to see him. Mr. Harding flashed a pleasant smile before he disappeared into his office as if he didn’t remember her intrusion into his personal interests. Thankfully, their awkward interactions had eased a little bit each day. 
 
    She shifted, ready to get to work, enjoying the reminder of the wooden spoon deep in the muscles of her butt. Silly or not, she enjoyed the increased awareness of her punished bottom, and at lunchtime, walked the halls so that she could feel the ache with every step. She imagined MrFirmHand walking with her, patting her backside every so often to make sure she remembered who was responsible for her condition. The idea stirred her sexual response, and she became aware of not only her bottom, but her swollen lips rubbing together as well. Flaming desire overwhelmed her and she fled to the ladies' room to once again shut herself in the last stall. Her fingers probed and stroked to quick satisfaction. 
 
    But as soon as it was over, the familiar wave of shame swept over her. She had to get control. Shaking, she adjusted her clothing. The obvious answer was to quit indulging, to stay off Spanking Good Times and stop thinking about it. 
 
    It. 
 
    Spanking. 
 
    Even the word made her heart race. 
 
    She put a hand to her forehead. She had to stop this. Now. 
 
    As time passed, the soreness in her ass faded and the bruises healed. The strong urge waned a bit, and she tried to forget her journey into self-spanking. The best way to do that would be to replace one activity with another. Jewelry should do it. The craft show was only a week away, but she’d been so distracted she hadn’t made near enough for a showing. With new resolve, she beaded like a fiend to keep her online obsession from eating up entire nights. There was no way anything like that could meet her needs, so why keep stirring it up? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Ten 
 
    Is She For Real? 
 
      
 
    Was she for real? 
 
    Jake dabbed at the head of his now shrinking penis and tossed the wad of Kleenex in the trash. He zipped up and typed again. 
 
    MrFirmHand: that’s my girl 
 
    No response. 
 
    Although not unusual for his play partner to come and then disappear, he waited a few minutes before logging off tonight. A spanking, an ejaculation, that’s about all he needed, wanted, or expected from Spanking Good Times. He considered that outcome a success. He wasn’t about to suffer from the delusion that the interactions here meant anything, but yet, the way she’d responded to him was different from the rest. 
 
    What was her name? Amber. 
 
    She’d come across with a touch of innocence, although she clearly knew that SGT wasn’t about ice cream and lollipops. She was there to be spanked. When she’d disobeyed him, however inadvertently, she’d submitted to his punishment. That raised his blood pressure by about thirty points. 
 
    He typed her IP address into the search engine and came up with Dallas, Texas. The states. He’d figured that, and from what he’d heard, corporal punishment was still prevalent in the south. He could imagine her bent over a desk, bottom thrust out for the paddle. But in the next instant, he realized he hadn’t asked her age or much else about her. She could be twenty years older than he, or worse yet, just twenty. No way could he put up with a flighty, giggly girl who wasn’t even out of university. As for the rest of what she might look like, he didn’t expect a fashion model or movie star. He wanted a real woman. Blonde or brunette, short or tall, buxom or itty-bitty, none of those external trappings mattered to him as much as the genuine desire to experiment and share. 
 
    Jake shook his head as he navigated to a map and calculated the distance between them. Over two thousand miles, but that’s what airplanes were for. Still, no need to get ahead of himself. They’d only chatted one time. Hell, she may very well be a guy. She may be married. She may be a psycho. Never-the-less, he retired with a glimmer of hope and at least something to look forward to, even if it was just in fantasyland. 
 
    Monday morning, he arrived to find the outer office empty. Katie usually had the radio turned on, his coffee made, and his mail opened and waiting on his desk. The silence that greeted him told him something was wrong. He checked his messages. Nothing from Katie, but he did have one from the HR department. 
 
    “We’ve received a termination notice from your secretary Katie Malone, effective immediately. We’ve requested a temp for you, but it may be later this morning before she arrives. When you get this, please give us a call. The legal department would like a briefing with you. We want to make sure there’s not a problem we should know about.” 
 
    Legal department? Great. If it had been about Trina, he may have been worried. But this indiscretion had been with Theresa. He couldn’t get in trouble for something he did with a non-employee, not on company time or property, and not serving as a company representative. It was a date and completely segregated from his professional life. This was an area where the company had no business sticking their noses. 
 
    Later, as he sat in the HR office with officials and attorneys, he had to resist the urge to answer their questions with complete honesty. He burned to tell his story, to explain to someone, anyone, what his life was like. But he was only obligated to answer as it pertained to the company, and prudence dictated he do just that.  
 
    “Do you have any idea why Ms. Malone would quit so suddenly?” The pinched face director posed the question. 
 
    Jake folded his hands in his lap. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    The attorneys made notes, the scratch of pen on paper the only sound for a long moment. 
 
    The director continued, reading from a list. “Did the two of you have any conflicts?” 
 
    The answer didn’t need massaging. “No, not at all. She is a wonderful secretary.” 
 
    More notes. Anxious eyes evaluated him. “Did she have any personal problems that might have contributed to this decision?” 
 
    Jake didn’t move a muscle. “Not that I’m aware of.” 
 
    The attorneys exchanged glances. They leaned toward him. “Are we exposed in any way on this thing, Jake?” 
 
    He knew what it meant. Can she sue for any reason? “No. I’m surprised and disappointed, but I’d give her a glowing recommendation for another position either here with us or another company.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” They all stared at him. 
 
    In the hot and stuffy room, perspiration beaded on Jake’s upper lip, but he didn’t make the obvious move to blot it away. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    A long pause tested his resolve. “Not at this time.” 
 
    He escaped. Now that he knew the official line, he returned to his office and called Katie. 
 
    “You don’t have to quit.” He spoke without even saying hello. 
 
    He heard her sharp intake of breath on the other end of the phone. “Jake, I can’t.” 
 
    “You can make a transfer. I’ll recommend you for another position. You won’t have to miss a paycheck or lose any benefits.” 
 
    “No. It’s better if...” He heard the strain in her voice. “How could you!” 
 
    “Katie.” 
 
    “Theresa told me what you said to her. That’s just so—” 
 
    “Katie.” 
 
    “Weird! It’s too weird, Jake. I can’t handle it. I don’t think I could look at you, and I don’t want to be talking to you either.” 
 
    He didn’t know how to defend himself. All he could do was apologize. “I’m sorry. Please tell Theresa I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” 
 
    He probed a bit. “Did you tell anyone at the office why you’re quitting?” 
 
    She hesitated. “No.” 
 
    What a relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. It’s far too embarrassing to mention to anyone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he repeated. 
 
    “Well, whatever. Neither one of us wants anything to do with you, ever again.” 
 
    He heard a click, and then silence. With the phone still against his ear, he stared at the ceiling. 
 
    Freak. 
 
    Weird-o. 
 
    Sick. 
 
    That’s all he’d ever heard from women. But he couldn’t just stifle his appetites. He didn’t want to, either. He wanted to find a woman who understood. A woman like Amber. 
 
    The minute Jake rolled in from work he went to the computer. He didn’t change clothes. He didn’t eat dinner. He logged on to SGT and searched for Amber. She wasn’t in the chat room, so he went to the member’s list and found her name. 
 
    amber: is offline 
 
    Damn it, he knew that. 
 
    He watched the inane room conversation, along with the quits and joins, march up the page. 
 
    No Amber. 
 
    No Amber. 
 
    No Amber. 
 
    He knew chat was a series of random encounters, far worse than any bar or nightclub scene. Finding her again was more chance than certainty. A dizzying revolving door effect often dominated the main room as people came and went at all hours of the day and night. With a hastily made sandwich, he hunkered down to watch and wait. 
 
    But waiting soon became tedious. He left the chat room open but added other windows over the top. He read news stories, played games, and eventually drifted to one of his other favorite porn sites, Amateur Exposed. He preferred the pictures of normal women to the airbrushed porn models found most everywhere else. He could waste an entire evening here as easily as he could on SGT. 
 
    As he combed through the site, he couldn’t help but wonder what Amber in Texas was doing tonight. What circumstances had brought her to SGT last night and what was keeping her away now? She evidently had other things to do. That realization only highlighted how much time he spent online. A pang of regret made him jump up and pace. 
 
    Why was he wasting so much time? 
 
    He had to do something, anything, other than languish in front of the computer. In an effort to find that something, he changed into athletic clothes and went for a run, hoping an expenditure of energy would ease his frustration. 
 
    He’d neglected too many other things in his life in favor of chatting, and what good had it done him? None. He couldn’t let himself eat poorly and get out of shape. He couldn’t continue to neglect his job and expect to keep it. He certainly didn’t want to run off another secretary. Somehow, he had to right this listing ship and start sailing upright again. As he ran, he made a pact with himself. No more all-night sessions on SGT. In fact, no more Spanking Good Times at all. That had to be the answer. 
 
    Three miles and plenty of sweat later, he stepped through the front door with new resolve. He showered and picked up one of the finance magazines he’d intended to read last week, but had been too busy chatting to get to it. He focused all his attention on the latest evaluation of the stock market, the business climate, and recent unemployment figures. He perused the profile of a competing company’s CEO. Maybe he could glean a few tips to help his own team. He tried to concentrate on reading, but eventually his gaze wandered to the computer. 
 
    He shook his head and turned a page. The first night without the balm he’d become accustomed to would be the hardest. He knew that. If he could only make it to tomorrow, his resolve would strengthen. He finished the article. He read all the ads on the back pages. Finally, he got up and headed to the bedroom. Maybe if he didn’t have to sit in the same room with that damn electronic gateway it would be less tempting. 
 
    As he passed by the desk, he tossed the magazine down. The monitor lit up as the slight vibration moved the open programs from sleep to active once again. Grumbling a little, he started clicking out of windows, but when he got to SGT, he froze, mouse in hand. A private message hovered at the top corner of his screen. 
 
    amber: hi there, remember me? 
 
    How had he missed her? 
 
    He nearly knocked over the chair in his haste to sit down and type a reply. 
 
    MrFirmHand: hey, how’s it going tonight? 
 
    His question returned a name unknown reply. Damn it! She’d been here. She’d sought him out. And now she was gone. Shaking, he posted in the main room. 
 
    MrFirmHand: hi room, does anyone know amber? 
 
    A string of negative replies popped up. 
 
    He went to the member’s list, although it gave him no new information and simply stared at her name, determined not to miss her again. 
 
    Night after night he sat in front of the computer, just as resolute to find Amber now, as he had been to quit coming here just a few days ago. Night after night he waited, empty, sometimes engaging in half-hearted attempts at play with anyone brave enough to message him. He worried. He obsessed. She’s not coming back. It was a one-time fluke. He wished he had been paying more attention. He wished he’d asked for her email. Now, she’d vanished. 
 
    Jake lamented the fact that he must be destined to spend his life alone and unsatisfied. He hated facing the idea, but if he just accepted reality maybe life would become easier. He hadn’t yet entertained any lofty or detailed notions about his future, but in the back of his mind he’d always assumed he’d have a wife and a family. Yet, here he was pushing thirty with no prospects. He’d heard about women fretting over their biological clocks, he never thought he’d be joining them. Sure, he knew it was different for a male than a female physiologically, but he still didn’t want to be an old man when his kid graduated from high school. 
 
    Every day he decided he should just give up, but every night he lingered in front of the computer contemplating the mainstream dating sites. They would only work if he could swallow his desires, something he’d found difficult to initiate and impossible to maintain. Finally, knowing he couldn’t deny what he really wanted, he logged onto Spanking Good Times and just watched. It seemed so hopeless that he couldn’t bring himself to respond to the few private messages sent his way. 
 
    He slumped in the office chair, occasionally rubbing his eyes as minutes ticked into an hour, and then two. It’s ridiculous. It’s worthless. Wait a minute. Jake bolted upright when he noticed Amber in the members’ list. He typed with furious urgency. 
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Diversions and Distractions 
 
      
 
    At seven am on the appointed Saturday morning, Amber waited for Elaina behind the community center. The craft show opened at nine, but it would take some time to get a booth set up and the jewelry arranged. She balanced on the curb while vehicles filled the parking lot and other vendors schlepped past her with their wares. At seven fifteen the sun broke the horizon, and minutes later a familiar pick-up swung into the lot. 
 
    Scott. 
 
    What was he doing here? The truck parked a couple of stalls away, and Elaina popped out of the passenger seat. Oh. That explained it. 
 
    Amber teetered at the edge of the sidewalk as Elaina wove her way between the vehicles, an armload of velvet trailing one flapping end behind her. Scott shot a sidelong glance after her and then manhandled a long folding table from the back of his truck, grunting with the effort. 
 
    “Have you been inside yet, honey?” Elaina bounced to the curb beside Amber. “I sure hope they have some coffee. It won’t be morning without it.” 
 
    Amber caught Elaina by the arm and pulled her close. “What’s he doing here?” There was no hiding the distress in her voice. Her indiscretions with Scott were so embarrassing that she’d spent a lot of effort making sure she didn’t end up in the break room at the same time he did. She avoided all eye contact with him, and eschewed anything more than cursory work-related conversation. He, in turn, didn’t hang around her desk or jump into the elevator with her at the end of the day. Suddenly, she was going to spend an entire day with him in close quarters. 
 
    Elaina patted Amber’s arm and inclined her head toward the man now toting the table toward the building. “You want to have to do that?” 
 
    “No. But…” 
 
    “Then be glad for the help. Besides, he knows a good opportunity when he sees it.” Elaina lowered her chin and drew a bead on Scott as if she were a deer hunter about to take the kill shot. “He brought some jewelry to sell, too.” 
 
    Amber knew that wasn’t the opportunity Elaina hoped Scott took advantage of. “But…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll keep him entertained.” Elaina linked her arm through Amber’s and tugged. “C’mon, we better get busy.” 
 
    The cavernous community center had been divided into numbered stalls for the show. More life lived in cubicles, just like at the office. Amber checked in and led the way to her spot. Scott set up the table and went back for chairs. Elaina searched for coffee. Amber smoothed out the velvet and arranged the collection of necklaces, bracelets, rings, and earrings, Scott’s on one side, hers on the other. 
 
    By the time she finished, Scott had returned and set out three folding chairs. Amber pulled one to her side of the booth and sat down. She hadn’t said more than good morning to Scott for weeks. So far today, she hadn’t said anything to him at all. Careful not to look his way, she crossed and uncrossed her legs, slouched and sat up straight, stared at the ceiling and dug through her purse, stalling as she tried to come up with a conversation opener that didn’t sound stupid, or desperate, or interested, or mean. When she finally turned to him, he smiled. 
 
    It was not a seductive smile. Or even an interested smile. But it was friendly. And effortless. Was all of this tension only in her mind? 
 
    He lifted his chin in her direction. “Great weather we’re having this fall.” 
 
    She held her breath for a second, a sense of guilt and shame swirling around her for both the impetuous sex and the subsequent retreat. “Scott.” She blurted his name, a bit too loud to be casual. 
 
    His eyes crinkled. “What? Too hot for a Minnesota girl?” A bit of the flirt returned. 
 
    She steadied. She knew he wasn’t what she wanted. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “I should be thanking you.” He slid into a chair on his side of the space. “It’s a good idea, trying to go commercial.” 
 
    “I feel a little bit bad.” There she said it. 
 
    “Why? I have as much chance to sell stuff as you do.” 
 
    “No, I mean…” 
 
    He shrugged as her words faded into helpless silence. “Hey, if it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out. Doesn’t mean you have to run away like I have Ebola.” 
 
    She smiled. “You don’t, do you?” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    Elaina fluttered into the booth and distributed coffee in tall Styrofoam cups. She plopped down between them, a stream of chatter making any further conversation with Scott impossible. 
 
    The parade of shoppers wandered in soon after nine. The flow increased as the day wore on until a huge crowd circulated through the building. Scores of people stopped to look at her creations and some made purchases. But a few dropped the results of her hard work into in a heap and moved on with muttered asides that were anything but complimentary. Each time that happened, Amber wilted. 
 
    Each time, Elaina rushed to straighten the display. “They have no taste, honey,” she declared, but Amber shook her head. 
 
    “I can’t expect to please everyone.” Although a practical concept, it didn’t help her emotional state much. She’d sold pieces to friends and acquaintances with success, but maybe they were being kind in their appraisals. 
 
    “It’s true.” Scott spoke up. “You can’t please everyone. But your stuff is good.” 
 
    His assurance made her feel better, but she’d rather not listen to the opinions of the hoi polloi. She pulled her chair away from the table and gazed into the crowd. 
 
    If people watching was a hobby, she’d have to define what she did as butt-watching. She couldn’t keep her eyes off of the passing asses. They came in every shape and size—tiny, wide, jiggly, firm, flat, rounded, tight, full, and—spankable. That last word held a subjective quality that she couldn’t define, but it involved her picturing a big paddle landing squarely across the seat of the pants and the distressed reaction of the recipient. She became so intrigued with the idea that she barely noticed Elaina making change or Scott fetching lunch until he plopped a plate on her lap. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Food.” He settled back and took a big bite of a bar-b-q sandwich. “It’s one o’clock.” 
 
    “It is?” She picked a potato chip from a stack next to her sandwich. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Where have you been? Asleep?” Scott chewed. “Our stuff is flying out of here.” 
 
    She sat up straighter. Her side of the table was half empty. His was all but depleted. “It is.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    A moment later, Elaina rushed to Amber’s side. “That guy wants to talk to you.” She jerked her head toward a lanky, older man in jeans and a jacket hovering tableside. “He owns a boutique downtown. He wants to place an order.” 
 
    That caught her off guard. “A what?” 
 
    “An order. To sell your stuff at his store!” Elaina went up on her toes and then grabbed Amber by the arm. 
 
    Amber sprang up and tripped over her purse. 
 
    The storeowner looked up and smiled. 
 
    Amber’s knees went weak. “What do I tell him?” 
 
    Elaina lowered her voice. “Tell him you’d be happy to take his money.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “Just get over there.” Elaina shoved her forward. 
 
    Amber’s lips trembled as she forced a smile and fumbled her way through an introduction. 
 
    The man shook her hand. “I’m impressed with your work. I think it would fit right in at my shop.” 
 
    Who wouldn’t appreciate a compliment? “Thank you. That’s nice to hear.” 
 
    He took out his wallet. “Let’s set up a meeting for next week, we can discuss prices and volume.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered. “Sure.” 
 
    He handed over his business card. “I stay at the shop late on Tuesdays. Why don’t you come by this week?” 
 
    Fear put the brakes on. Too soon! She needed more time. Would more time make a difference? Probably not. “Thank you, I will.” 
 
    With another handshake, he disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    Amber gaped after him. It had happened so fast that she still wasn’t sure if it was real. If she hadn’t been holding his business card, she would have questioned her memory. 
 
    “Well?” Elaina and Scott spoke in unison. 
 
    “I have a meeting,” she said. “A business meeting.” 
 
    Elaina hugged her, hard and enthusiastic. 
 
    “That’s great,” Scott said. 
 
    “Yeah, honey, that’s great.” Elaina chimed in. 
 
    That’s great. It should be great. Maybe this would be the start of something new, something fun, the thing she’d dreamed about. Still, her stomach hurt a little bit. She hoped she could live up to expectations. 
 
    Later, Amber spent most of the evening going over the sales receipts and counting her money. Three hundred and forty dollars was nothing to scoff at. Of course, she had to deduct materials, half of the booth fee, and the money she’d insisted that Elaina take as a token of appreciation, but it was still more than she made in a day at work. Only problem was, she couldn’t go to a craft show five days a week. 
 
    With an idea of which designs had sold the best, she assessed her supplies and made a list of what she needed to order. To rebuild her inventory, she’d have to double her efforts at her worktable. And once she’d been to the Moonlight Boutique, she’d have a better idea of what she needed to make.  
 
    Too keyed up to sleep, she sat at the computer searching for the best prices on supplies. The craft show had been a grand success. The boutique exposure was an opportunity she’d never expected. She wanted to throw open her window and shout to the whole world, “I’m a jewelry designer”. 
 
    She shivered and her excitement settled lower. Desire flooded her. A wave she’d managed to keep at bay now it hit her harder than ever. She considered. Then rationalizing that online release was just the reward she’d earned, she returned to the SGT chat room where fantasy waited.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    On Jake’s side of the computer, he held his breath and hoped.  
 
    MrFirmHand: hi amber 
 
    A long pause ensued before she replied. 
 
    amber: hi 
 
    MrFirmHand: I’m glad to see you again 
 
    amber: you are? 
 
    MrFirmHand: yes. Where’ve you been? 
 
    amber: I’ve been busy making jewelry, but I decided it’s time for a little break 
 
    MrFirmHand: I’ve looked for you 
 
    amber: oh. I thought you weren’t interested 
 
    MrFirmHand: just the opposite. I had fun the last time we talked 
 
    amber: me too, but then you ignored me 
 
    MrFirmHand: I was away from the computer. I forgot to log out 
 
    amber: I guess that explains it 
 
    MrFirmHand: I hoped we could talk and play again 
 
    amber: :-) sure i’d like that. 
 
    He took a chance and raised the stakes. 
 
    MrFirmHand: What about doing it over the phone? 
 
    amber: what? 
 
    MrFirmHand: I’ll call you. It will be just like before, only we’ll be able to hear each other 
 
    amber: I have to give you my phone number? 
 
    MrFirmHand: I’ll give you mine, you can call me 
 
    Again, he waited for her reply. 
 
    amber: ok 
 
    He typed. He waited. He dreaded the possibility that she changed her mind, but then his phone rang. When he answered, he heard her for the first time. A tentative hello in response to his greeting. 
 
    That one word came through the speaker in a breathy, frightened tone and cut through his morose haze of self-pity. Hearing her voice catapulted him skyward, but he held back his joy so that he wouldn’t scare her away in the first few seconds. 
 
    “Hello, Amber.” 
 
    “Hi.” He could hear her breathing, fast and shallow. 
 
    “Are you all right?” He didn’t want her to hyperventilate. 
 
    A few more breaths. “I just realized, I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    A minor detail, it seemed. “Jake.” 
 
    “Jake,” she repeated, then silence hung on the line. 
 
    He struggled with what to say. His mouth went dry and his mind blanked. He could never let her know of his nerves. To cover, he dove right in. “Do you have the spoon?” 
 
    Another long pause. He expected the click of disconnection. 
 
    But then she came to life. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    A clunk, some rustling, and half a minute later, her voice again. “I have it now.” 
 
    “Good girl.” He licked his lips. Nerves again, but it could come off as lecherous. He was glad she couldn’t see him. “Do you know what we’re going to do with the spoon?” 
 
    She caught her breath. “Spank me.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’re a naughty girl, Amber, and naughty girls get spanked.” 
 
    A funny little hiccup tickled his ear. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What are you wearing?” Yes, it was a cliché, but he wanted to know. 
 
    “T-shirt and panties.” 
 
    Maybe she was and maybe she wasn’t, but the words created a sexy vision in his mind. His cock jumped. “I want those panties off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Another bit of muffled fumbling followed. 
 
    He issued the first command. “Bend over for me and stick that naughty bottom out.” 
 
    Amber moaned, and the soft sounds from the other end of the phone deepened as her position changed. “It’s out.” 
 
    “Ten spanks. And count them to me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    A sharp smack burst from the silence. Amber let out a tiny squeak. “One,” she murmured. 
 
    His insides quivered. “That’s good. Keep going.” 
 
    She spanked and counted. Her voice trembled as she progressed. 
 
    Jake ripped his fly open and yanked the front of his boxers down. His cock sprang out, hard and throbbing and he captured it in his fist. Thoughts of her pale, round bottom going from white to pink with each stroke, the sounds of the spoon landing, and her affected reactions drove him perilously close to orgasm already. 
 
    He clamped down to stave off the boiling explosion. Here was a woman who understood, obeyed, and enjoyed this type of attention. He wasn’t about to surrender so easily. 
 
    “Ten.” Amber let out a long sigh. 
 
    It took Jake a second to realize that meant she was done. “What do you say?” 
 
    “Thank you, Jake.” Meek and demure. 
 
    “Very good.” He steadied his voice. “Another ten.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” She made a tiny noise of protest or maybe dread but said, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The swats and her whimpers resumed. 
 
    Jake leaned back, the phone to his ear, his other hand working steadily up and down his shaft. With his eyes closed this was almost real. Any doubts about her earlier online spanking faded as he listened to her following his instructions. Each time she finished a set he demanded another, until her counting became husky and labored. Finally, he let her rest. 
 
    “Lie down, Amber,” he said. “Put your hands back and tell me how your bottom feels.” 
 
    She moaned into his ear. “Hot.” 
 
    How he’d love to feel it for himself. “Rub it for me.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh, that helps.” Another deep sigh. 
 
    “Roll over, knees toward your shoulders.” He could envision every move. 
 
    Fabric swished. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Hand between your legs to touch.” 
 
    “Ohhh, I’m soaked,” she gasped. 
 
    He let out a groan. His whole body shuddered at the idea of her laid open, with a burning bottom and dripping cunt. It wouldn’t be long for him now. “Rub it for me.” 
 
    “Uhhhh.” Amber made the noises just like she’d typed to him. 
 
    “That’s right naughty girl. Rub.” 
 
    “Jake! May I come, Jake,” she suddenly cried. 
 
    The immediate response surprised him. “You need to come?” 
 
    “Yeeeees.” 
 
    “Now?” He took time to tease. 
 
    “Now! Please!” 
 
    He granted satisfaction. “Yes, sweetie. Come for me now.” 
 
    She let go with a series of squeaks and mews. 
 
    He ground his teeth to contain a cry as his body shook and thick, white globs shot from his cock. They landed on his belly and chest, then dribbled toward the floor leaving a burning trail behind. He almost dropped the phone as he scrambled to grab a Kleenex. 
 
    On the other end of the line, Amber’s heavy breathing filled his ear. Her presence immediately after his release was quite different from the utter silence of online play. The immediate wave of regret lapped over him, the cyber play is stupid taunt now upgraded to phone sex is stupid, but yet, they’d both achieved the goal. 
 
    “Wow.” Her voice was no more than a whisper. 
 
    “Amber, where have you been all my life?” he murmured. 
 
    He heard the smile in her answer. “Texas.” 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Make it Real 
 
      
 
    Amber settled back, surprised by such a satisfying orgasm. She’d been so wrapped up in her own ecstasy that she hadn’t paid any attention to Jake or what he was doing. But from his demeanor now, she assumed that he’d come, too. 
 
    “How’s your bottom?” His tone struck her as apologetic. 
 
    She let out a soft giggle. “It’s going to hurt tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then you’ll think of me.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” She sighed. “Yes.” 
 
    Their conversation wandered to the mundane, and they exchanged first date information. He told her the story of his best friend Dan, and how he’d spanked Sharon on her birthday. She recounted what had happened at the sorority house. She admitted that just the thought of spanking had made her fuck Scott. Twice. How she’d accidentally discovered the deep need of company executives. He chronicled how his desires had led to his divorce and the odd interactions with each of his secretaries. 
 
    “That’s why you’re so perfect.” His declaration made her blush even though he couldn't see her. “You understand.” 
 
    “I do,” she said. And so did he. 
 
    She heard him catch his breath. “Maybe we could meet, you know, sometime.” 
 
    Excitement surged through her along with a prickle of uneasiness. She knew internet contacts were not always what they claimed to be. And as wonderful as he seemed right now, there were no guarantees he’d stay so wonderful. “Too bad you’re so far away,” she said. An ambiguous comment kept her options open. 
 
    “At least that’s not a NO.” He didn’t sound much like a Dom, now. Instead, a regular guy settled in on the other end of the phone line. A regular guy who held the capacity to make her absolutely crazy. 
 
    They talked late into the night, about everything and nothing, the important and the trivial, the serious to silly. The sound of his deep baritone made typing on the computer obsolete. Words on the screen would never do now that she’d actually heard him speak the magic lines. 
 
    You’re a naughty girl, Amber, and naughty girls get spanked. 
 
    He spoke exactly as she’d imagined it, firm but not mean, resolute yet concerned. By the time she hung up, the thought of meeting him would not go away. His kink made him the most attractive man she’d ever met. She drifted to sleep weighing danger against desire. 
 
    A strange chime woke her the next morning. Amber rolled over and peered at the clock radio. It was too early to be the alarm, and it took her a moment to realize that she’d received a text message. With bleary eyes, she fumbled with the phone. She didn’t recognize the number of origin, but the screen read, “This is me.” She tapped open a picture, jolting awake when she realized me was Jake. 
 
    There he was. Dark hair, green eyes, trimmed goatee, and a wide smile. He’d described himself as an ok-looking guy, but she could now refute that claim. He wasn’t just ok. She found him handsome and exciting. She sat in the middle of the bed and studied his face until the radio clicked on, signaling the start of another day. 
 
    It took her until lunch to realize she needed to send a photo back to him. She would have cropped herself out of the engagement pictures she’d taken with Nick, but none had survived the shredder. Besides, she’d cut her hair since then, and had to admit, gained a few pounds. She didn’t want to mislead him. The latest photo of her was the one they’d snapped for her employee badge on her first day of work. Ugh. Terrible lighting and only a half-smile. That would never do either. 
 
    “Elaina, do me a favor.” Amber made the request as the two walked from the cafeteria. 
 
    “Sure, honey, what is it?” 
 
    Amber handed over her phone. “Take a picture of me.” Thinking about the background, she paused in front of the big wooden doors to the main lobby. 
 
    Elaina pointed the phone toward her. “Okay. But why?” 
 
    “I need a new one for Facebook.” That sounded innocent enough. 
 
    “You don’t know how to take a selfie?” Elaina demonstrated, extending her arm, pouting her lips, and snapping her own face. 
 
    Amber smiled. She didn’t want a duck lips shot. “They never come out very good.” 
 
    “All right.” Click. Click. Elaina shot fast and once back in the office settled into her cube without the least bit of suspicion. An amazing happenstance for someone who had to know everything about everything. 
 
    Later at home, Amber evaluated the two photo selections. She didn’t think either one was particularly good, but she sent one to Jake by return text anyway. Almost immediately the phone rang. 
 
    “You’re beautiful.” He didn’t sound like a demanding Dom. 
 
    She didn’t share his opinion, but she loved hearing it. “No, you’re silly.” 
 
    “Hey. I know what I’m talking about.” He paused. “I guess you got my picture?” 
 
    She put him on speaker and lingered over the image as they talked. “Yeah. You’re cute.” 
 
    He laughed a little. “Is it okay for me to call you later? I’m still at work now.” Calgary was an hour behind Texas time. 
 
    He didn’t have to ask for permission to call her. As far as she was concerned, he was in charge. “Sure, anytime. Later is fine. Good.” 
 
    He paused and the quality of his voice changed. “Do you have any paint stir sticks lying around?” 
 
    Her insides twisted. “No, I live in an apartment. But I have a ruler. A big, plastic art ruler.” 
 
    She heard a rush of breath. “Good girl. Have it with you tonight.” 
 
    His intentions stirred up her nerves. “But Jake, I’m still sore from last night.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Amber, did I ask for your input?” 
 
    She hung her head a little. “No.” 
 
    “Then hush and do as I say. Have the ruler with you tonight.” 
 
    Her stomach knotted tighter. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    She spent the evening in a state of partial arousal, fear and excitement sending tingling waves through her body in alternating arcs. Spoon marks dotted her backside, and although they weren’t nearly as bad as after her first session, swats on top of them would hurt a lot. The uncertainty of when and what kept her on edge, pacing, carrying the ruler from the bedroom, to the sofa, and back to the bedroom. She logged on to Spanking Good Times, but didn’t want to chat with anyone else. By the time the phone rang, turmoil boiled inside her. 
 
    She’d entered his name and photo into her contact list, and now his face smiled at her from the small screen. 
 
    “Hello!” She shouted into the phone and heard a tantalizing chuckle. 
 
    “Take it easy, Amber.” 
 
    “How can I take it easy!” She couldn’t control her volume. “I’ve been waiting and worrying, and I have this ruler, and my butt’s all marked up already, and I don’t know.” 
 
    “Amber. Relax, sweetie.” He interrupted in reassuring tones. 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “Who makes the decisions?” 
 
    She gulped. “You do.” 
 
    “And who does the worrying?” Jake asked. 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “That’s right. Now take a breath.” 
 
    She inhaled. 
 
    “I’m going to take care of you. I’m going to give you what you need, nothing more, nothing less.” He was calm and confident. 
 
    “But, Jake!” Another protest burst forth. “I’m supposed to go show my jewelry tomorrow, and if you spank me, I don’t know if I’ll be able to do that because last time, I was so sore and I was limping around and—” 
 
    “Amber!” He stopped her again. 
 
    She groaned, her heavy breathing whistling into the phone. 
 
    He waited until she calmed a bit. “You have to trust me. I only want what’s best for you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Her body twitched and her voice squeaked. 
 
    Did she trust him? She wanted to. Desperately so. But she didn’t know if she should. Or could. But it wasn’t like he had her restrained in his basement. If things didn’t go the way she wanted, she could just hang up on him. Of course, that would end whatever relationship they flirted with, but if he were that much of a selfish jerk, it wouldn’t matter anyway. 
 
    Jake’s voice caressed her. “Get undressed.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a second. “Yes, sir.” Amber dropped the phone and yanked off her clothes, letting them fall in a heap on the floor. “I’m naked.” 
 
    “Lie over something that will put your bottom up, like some pillows on the bed, or the arm of the sofa.” 
 
    Sofa? Oh, yes! She straddled her best friend. “I’m on the sofa.” 
 
    He issued instructions. “Legs apart.”  
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Get the ruler.” 
 
    She let out a moan as she reached for it, at the same time grinding her sensitive clit against the nubby fabric. She forgot all about the appointment at the boutique. She didn’t care about anything beyond this moment. Right now, all she wanted to do was obey. 
 
    Jake’s voice deepened. “Reach back with the ruler and rub it over your cheeks.” 
 
    She followed his hypnotic direction, the smooth plastic gliding over the upturned target. The complete exposure of this position had always turned her on, only now, it wasn’t a faceless and unknown entity observing, touching, and punishing her. It was him. 
 
    He guided her. “One hard smack each side.” 
 
    Without thinking about it too much, Amber snapped the ruler. “Ouch! Oh damn. Ouch!” The soreness of the bruises penetrated deep, while the sting of the ruler burned on the surface. She panted and ground harder. 
 
    His instruction took a different tack. “Tell me about your meeting.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” In the exposed position, she had a hard time focusing on the subject. She gave him the details of the craft show and the invitation downtown in short bursts. 
 
    He listened, only speaking when it was evident she’d finished the explanation. “That sounds promising.” 
 
    She gasped. “I hope.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Set the ruler down, sweetie.” 
 
    Grateful, Amber dropped it beside her clothes. 
 
    “I’m not going to spank you tonight,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, Jake.” She didn’t know if she meant thank you or please do it. 
 
    His voice filled her ear with rich music. “But you are going to follow my instructions.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And don’t forget to ask permission.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    He paused, as if situating his thoughts. “Keep that bottom up and your legs open for me. Do everything I say.” 
 
    Even though her fingers did the work, his words carried her on a journey of pinching and probing, teasing and stroking until she teetered on the edge. She moaned loud and long and soon forced out words at a time she usually couldn't speak. 
 
    “Jake, Jake, Jake.” How she loved saying his name. No more faceless lover. “May I come, Jake?” 
 
    “No, Amber.” 
 
    What? The answer shocked her, and her body started to shake anyway. “Please!” she cried. 
 
    “No.” Firm and resolute. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut. How could he do this? How could he take her so close and then deny her? She thrashed over the sofa arm, struggling to hold back. “I need to come!” she shrieked at him. “Please, please, may I come!” 
 
    “Hold on, naughty girl.” His voice teased. 
 
    “Ohhhh.” Another few seconds and she’d crash no matter what he said. “Ohhh.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    “Jaaaake!” She wailed his name. “May I come! Please!” 
 
    He listened to her begging for several seconds. “Yes, sweetie. Come for me.” 
 
    “OOOOOOOOOOO.” She had no idea that initial denial, even for a few seconds, would make her orgasm that much more intense. She squealed into the phone as her hips bucked and waves of glorious release washed over her. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” Jake’s deep voice spurred her on. 
 
    “OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.” 
 
    “That’s right, come hard.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhh, God.” She gasped and nearly dropped the phone, then flopped forward, panting. 
 
    “That’s my good girl,” he whispered. 
 
    She shivered and pushed the hair from her face. “Umm, Jake?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Did you.” She hesitated. Maybe it wasn’t appropriate to ask, but she wanted to know. “Did you come, too?” 
 
    He drew in a long breath. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Does spanking me like this turn you on?” It seemed obvious, but she sought reassurance. 
 
    He laughed a little. “Like a five-hundred-watt light bulb.” 
 
    “May I hear you come for me?” She wanted to make sure that he was satisfied, too.  
 
    He paused. “You’re quite a girl, Amber.” She heard him shifting and the distinct sound of flesh upon flesh. He groaned, he grunted, and then he sighed.  
 
    “Was that it?” She wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Uhhh.” He echoed one of her gibberish phrases. 
 
    “I’m breaking your ear drum, and that’s all I get in return?” Her extravagant display was the polar opposite of his response. 
 
    “I’m always in control, remember?” he said. 
 
    “You Dom types.” She rose and perched on the sofa cushions properly. “I wanted to hear it.” 
 
    He laughed louder. “Be careful. You’ll get that bottom tanned tonight after all.” [image: Description: spacer] 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The brave foray threw Jake off for a second, but then Amber shifted gears and answered meekly. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s better.” He wasn’t heartless, but he wanted her to know he wasn’t a pushover either. He sought to impose a degree of power over her, but in a protective, caring way. “It’s time for naughty girls to go to bed. You can let me know how your meeting goes tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you want me to call you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Anything that affected her now affected him. “You can tell me all about it.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m nervous. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    Jake turned to business mode. “Shake his hand, look him in the eye, smile, and ask a question about him.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue. “But I’m supposed to be showing my jewelry.” 
 
    “You’ll get to that. But if you get him talking first, it will be easier. Show him why your jewelry is good for his business.” He distilled his business acumen into one succinct concept. 
 
    “I never thought of it like that.” 
 
    Maybe he had helped her in some small way. “Get some sleep so you’ll be fresh and ready.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He went to sleep thinking about Amber and woke up happy. His entire outlook had taken an upturn toward excited and hopeful. Until now, he hadn’t realized how dark his life had become. The sudden influx of sunshine showed him the difference. Beaming, he strolled to work, whistling as he crossed the company lobby, a lighter-than-helium buoyancy to his steps. He was flying so high that even the presence of his former secretary in his outer office didn’t set off warning bells. 
 
    “Good morning, Trina.” He greeted her with enthusiasm, even though the new girl who now opened his mail and answered his phone shot him a worried look. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’d like a few minutes of your time, sir,” she said. 
 
    When Trina called him sir, it still shook him. He hid it. “Of course. Come right in.” He opened the door to his private space and let her precede him into the room. 
 
    Trina arranged herself in the chair across from his desk. She hadn’t changed. She still wore her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun and he recognized the brown pantsuit from her days in his outer office. 
 
    “How’s everything upstairs?” He raised his eyes toward the ceiling, and if he’d had X-ray vision, would have seen the offices of the company’s upper echelon. 
 
    “Absolutely fine.” Her lips twitched. 
 
    He propped his elbows and interlaced his fingers, her presence here just now dawning on him as odd. “What is it I can do for you?”  
 
    “I sent you a file,” she said. 
 
    Then what was she doing here? Why didn’t she wait upstairs for his email response? “Okay.” 
 
    She inclined her head toward his closed laptop. “I need for you to look at it now.” 
 
    He frowned and opened the device. Irritated by her obvious impatience, he clicked through to the file and found—The Mistake. 
 
    His eyes widened and he had to suppress a gasp. He didn’t have to ask what she wanted. “I don’t have it here anymore,” he said, referring to the leather slapper once again ensconced in his sock drawer at home. 
 
    Her eyebrows drew together, but otherwise, her face didn’t change. “What a shame.” She stood up. 
 
    “Trina?” Her unexpected appearance confused him. “Why now?” Months had passed since their one and only encounter. 
 
    “It’s something I need, from time to time,” she said. “It’s time. And there’s no one else.” 
 
    He nodded. He understood. He’d never deny a fellow spank-o much-needed attention. He opened the top drawer of his desk and pushed around in the random contents. “You’d think I’d have a ruler or something in here.” 
 
    “Maybe we can improvise.” She floated to the windows and unhooked a tilt wand from one of the sets of blinds. She flexed it, then swung it back and forth. A wicked swish-swish sound cut through the air. “How about this?” 
 
    It was comparable to a cane. Jake had never wielded a cane. He’d never wanted to. The very English implement didn’t turn him on much in the videos he watched. But when he took the wand in his hands, the familiar urge flooded him. “What about—” He indicated his secretary, just a few feet away in the outer office. 
 
    Trina slid to the door. “Dear, would you run downstairs to the cafeteria and bring Mr. Upton a cheese Danish.” 
 
    Jake could imagine her surprised face. Her response came from beyond the door. “He never eats junk like that.” 
 
    “He requires one today.” Trina stared until the girl got up and went to the elevator. Once she disappeared, Trina closed the office door. “That should give us at least fifteen minutes.” She marched to the sofa and bent over in the same manner as before. 
 
    Her behavior didn’t strike Jake as submissive, but what the hell. Maybe he wasn’t directing the action, but he’d still benefit from taking part. He took his place beside her. 
 
    “Trina, even though you’re not my secretary any longer, your work still affects the company, which in turn affects me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Her face pressed close to the cushions. 
 
    He brought disapproval to his tone. “I can’t ignore your mistakes now that they’ve been brought to my attention.” 
 
    “Of course not, sir.” 
 
    He loved the exchange. “You need to be punished.” 
 
    She drew a slow breath. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Jake pressed the wand against the seat of her slacks, rubbing it back and forth in a sawing motion before flicking his wrist and delivering what he thought would be a moderate blow. 
 
    Swish-THWACK. 
 
    It didn’t make much sound compared to his leather flapper, but instantly Trina bucked forward. Her feet came off the floor. He could see her cheeks clench beneath the clingy gabardine and a second later a distressed cry burst from her lungs. 
 
    “YEOOOW! SHIIIIIIIIIIIT!” Her face went down farther and she grabbed her ass. 
 
    Feeling some distress of his own, Jake watched as she rubbed her chubby hands in frantic circles. The force had been too hard for a first strike, but he fought the urge to apologize. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Ahhhh.” She sucked air between her teeth. 
 
    Her reaction worried him a little. “Trina?” 
 
    “Yes. Sir.” She choked out words. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    He licked his lips, impressed by the severity of a cane. It would not take much effort to achieve his goal. “Move your hands.” 
 
    With some hesitation she worked one hand and then other around in front of her, remaining over the sofa arm, breathing hard. 
 
    He ran the clear rod up and down over her ass. 
 
    She whimpered. 
 
    “Don’t reach back again.” He gave her a flick, much lighter than before. 
 
    “Oofffhh.” She jerked and cried out, but it wasn’t a scream of agony this time. 
 
    Swish-Thwack. Swish-Thwack.  
 
    Jake applied the rod in short bursts. 
 
    “Ooffhhh!” Trina wiggled. 
 
    His cock throbbed as he punished. 
 
    Swish-Thwack. Swish-Thwack. Swish-Thwack. 
 
    “Mmmmrph! Ooffhhh!” 
 
    He rubbed the wand up and down over her bottom. “Have you learned a lesson, naughty girl?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” She clenched again as she dealt with the pain. 
 
    Swish-Thwack. He gave her one more just to make sure. 
 
    “OOWWWWWW!” Her cheeks wobbled. 
 
    He crossed to the window and returned the tilt wand to its hook, his pulse beating in time to Trina’s rapid panting. She stayed in place, save for her hips rocking side-to-side and then up and down. Jake stood behind her admiring the struggle. 
 
    He took another chance. “I’d like to see the results.” 
 
    “What?” She gasped out her surprise. 
 
    “The results.” He smacked her once with his hand. 
 
    “Ooffhhh.” Trina squeaked, but then her tone changed. “That’s out of bounds for me, Mr. Upton.” 
 
    He could tell this was no false protest. “All right.” He considered her wide bottom for another moment. “I’m glad you’re honest with me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You may get up.” Jake took her elbow as she strained to get her feet down. 
 
    Trina held the arm of the sofa for balance. “Whew.” 
 
    “Next time will be worse,” he warned. 
 
    Her lips pulled back in her version of a smile. He opened the office door, then Trina sauntered toward the elevator, scooping up the cheese Danish that waited on the corner of the reception desk. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Plan 
 
      
 
    After the meeting at the Moonlight Boutique, Amber sat in her car and called Jake. 
 
    He answered immediately. “Hey, how’d it go?” 
 
    The good news burst forth. “He wants to buy thirty necklaces and a bunch of earrings!” 
 
    “That’s great!” He responded as enthusiastically as if this were his own project. 
 
    Amber wished she possessed his confidence. “I guess, but I don’t know if I have time to make so many items.” Along with the opportunity came the responsibility to deliver.  
 
    “Work on it a little bit each day.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “You can do it, sweetie.” The gentle yet deep tone of his voice reassured her.  
 
    “I hope. I’ll try. But—” 
 
    “No buts. Except the one I want to spank.” 
 
    She giggled. Right now, she was more interested in that than a business opportunity. 
 
    He stayed on the line as she drove home. Once there, he sent her to the bedroom for a hairbrush. Thirty minutes later, she lay over the arm of the sofa, glowing and spent. She held the phone crooked against her ear, basking in the sting, her release, and the soft words he cooed to her. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you, Amber,” he said. “When you obey me like that it’s so. Hot.” 
 
    She sighed long. 
 
    “If only I could hold you now,” he whispered. 
 
    She clutched a pillow as a substitute. 
 
    “I want you to know how happy you make me.” Firm yet tender words.  
 
    “Mmmmm.” She was happy, too. 
 
    “And how much I’ve come to care for you.” His voice broke, revealing the depth of his emotion. 
 
    “Same here.” She closed her eyes. 
 
    He dropped to a whisper. “I know it sounds crazy, but this feels real.” 
 
    He was right. “It does.” 
 
    “It makes me want to see you and touch you for real.” 
 
    It was the second time he’d brought it up. Yes, she wanted to see him, but even in her emotionally drunk state, she put the brakes on. “Ummm.” 
 
    “You don’t want to?” He sounded hurt. 
 
    “That’s not exactly it.” She ached for him. She wanted to touch and hold him for real, too. Their level of familiarity had grown exponentially, but in reality, she had no idea what she was getting into. “I barely know you.” 
 
    “Go to the computer.” 
 
    With effort, she pushed up and settled in the office chair. 
 
    “Go to Google Earth,” he instructed. “Type in this address.” 
 
    A stylish and well-kept house flashed on the screen. The location was identified as Calgary, Alberta. “I see it.” 
 
    “That’s my house.” 
 
    “It’s nice.” 
 
    “Now look at this.” He spelled out a web address, and a few seconds later she was studying his official company bio. The accompanying photo was formal and serious but unmistakably him in the suit and tie. Unmistakably handsome in a suit and tie. 
 
    “Why are you showing me this?” She stared into the green eyes of the photo. 
 
    “I want you to trust me.” 
 
    When he offered up concrete details it did make her feel better. “I do.” Mostly. 
 
    He pushed. “Then come to Calgary. I’ll make all the arrangements.” 
 
    “I can’t. I don’t even have a passport.” She’d never had a need for one. 
 
    He tsk-tsked like he couldn’t believe it. “Then, I’ll come to you.” 
 
    The enormity of such a trip overwhelmed her. “How?”  
 
    He laughed big. “I’ll get on a plane.” 
 
    She didn’t have the funds or the time off for an impulsive trip. “You can drop everything and fly down here, just like that?” 
 
    “No, I can’t drop everything,” he said. “But my company has an office in Houston. I need to visit there soon. It may as well be now. I can add one day of vacation to my trip and spend it with you.” 
 
    He made it sound so simple. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Amber spent a lot of time thinking about what meeting him would be like. That night, she dreamed about it. The next day, she could barely concentrate on her work because of the idea. She didn’t dare mention anything to Elaina unless she wanted the whole building to know by quitting time. She’d never bring such a thing up to Mr. Harding, even though she knew he had an understanding of such things. There had to be someone to advise her. Someone with a big office upstairs. At lunch, Amber climbed those stairs. 
 
    Inside the glass doors, the secretary glanced up from her computer. “May I help you?” 
 
    “I was wondering if I could see Ms. Kennedy.” Amber feared the girl knew why she’d come. 
 
    The secretary’s lip curled. “Another delivery?” 
 
    Amber held back a relieved sigh. If anything, the gossip would be about Mr. Harding and Ms. Kennedy. It would have nothing to do with her. “No.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The secretary didn’t try to hide her peevish frown, but clicked to an IM screen and tapped a message. A second later, a reply pinged back. “She says you can come in.” 
 
    With an even bigger rush of relief, Amber pushed through the connecting door. 
 
    “Hello, Ms. Lee.” Ms. Kennedy had been working on a tablet, and now she set the device aside. “Please come in.” 
 
    Amber closed the door, but then stood glued to the carpet. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy inclined her head. “What is it, dear?” Her voice was inviting, quite different from their last interaction. 
 
    Amber ventured forward. “I want to ask you something.” 
 
    Ms. Kennedy nodded. “More questions?” 
 
    Amber took a breath. Her new favorite phrase, what the hell am I doing, bounced around in her head. “I have a chance to meet someone.” 
 
    A knowing smile crossed Ms. Kennedy’s face. “Mr. Harding?” 
 
    “No!” Amber blurted. “I mean, Mr. Harding is way too close to my everyday life.” 
 
    “I suppose that could be true for you.” Ms. Kennedy touched the corners of her mouth in a delicate gesture. “So, who’s the lucky person?” 
 
    Excitement welled as Amber had a chance to talk about him. “His name is Jake.” 
 
    “How’d you meet him?” 
 
    This was a bit like getting grilled by her mother. “Online.” She hoped that didn’t sound too weird. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy didn’t react as if it were. “Is he a Dom?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Amber shrugged. “He likes to tell me what to do. And I like to do it.” 
 
    Ms. Kennedy chuckled. “Where’s he from?” 
 
    Was this a deal breaker? “Long way from here. Calgary, Alberta.” 
 
    “Canada. That is a long way,” Ms. Kennedy agreed. “But he’s coming here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign.” Ms. Kennedy crossed her arms on her desk. “He cares enough to make an effort, not just sit around and expect you to come to him, even if he’s footing the bill.” Seemed like Ms. Kennedy spoke from experience. “But you still have to be careful.” 
 
    Amber nodded. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy caressed her own forearm with polished fingernails. “Not everyone is what they seem online.” 
 
    Amber nodded again. 
 
    “What’s your gut telling you?” 
 
    She’d been immersed in a pleasant dream world. No real red flags other than practical caution. “I like him. And I think he likes me.” 
 
    “Still.” Ms. Kennedy held out her hand. “Give me your phone.” 
 
    Amber slipped the vital black rectangle from her pocket. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy swiped and typed. “There’s my personal cell number. Text me the name of the place where you’re going to meet. If you get into trouble, call me. When you’re home and safe, you text me again.” She returned the phone. 
 
    Amber had to consciously close her mouth. A director of the company was that concerned about her? “That’s so nice of you, Ms. Kennedy. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just be careful.” Ms. Kennedy blessed Amber with a kind smile. 
 
    With new confidence, Amber sailed through the day and rushed home to report to Jake. 
 
    “I’ve thought it over.” She held the phone closer as if it would bring him closer, too. “Let’s meet.” 
 
    “Excellent.” She heard a smile in his reply. “I’ll check my schedule tomorrow. I can’t wait to get my hands on your bottom.” 
 
    Her face grew hot and she wiggled in the chair. “And what else do you want to use?” 
 
    “Spoon, ruler, hairbrush. But you’ll have to bring them. I don’t want to go through security with a suitcase full of implements.” 
 
    She shivered. “What would you like me to wear?” 
 
    He did not hesitate. “A blouse that buttons down the front, a skirt, and heels.” 
 
    She mentally ran through her wardrobe for a choice he might like. “What’s your favorite color?” 
 
    “Green.” 
 
    As the plans swung into motion, Amber spent every idle moment imagining their meeting. What would happen? How would it happen? What might it lead to? She spent time on the phone when she should have been stringing beads. She scoured for implements, investing in a riding crop from the western store, digging her sorority paddle out of a storage box, and borrowing a Ping-Pong paddle from the apartment complex activity room. She should have been making jewelry, but something far more exciting beckoned. 
 
    Two weeks later, she delivered only ten pairs of earrings and a few necklaces to the Moonlight Boutique, with an excuse about supplies not being available. The lie bought her time, and she promised herself she’d buckle down and make the rest of the unfilled order. 
 
    But instead of working as she knew she should, she packed and repacked implements in a duffle bag. She bought a new blouse and a pair of green bikini panties. She stopped eating donuts from the break room. She did crunches. 
 
    Jake selected the date. He’d spend the necessary time in Houston on a Friday. Saturday he’d fly to meet her. They’d have less than twenty-four hours before he’d have to board again for the long flight north, but they’d make the most of it. 
 
    Every night on the phone, they planned. He stopped having her spank herself so that her bottom would be, if not virginal, at least unbruised and needy. She created a romantic playlist for her iPhone. She bought fresh condoms. She got a manicure. She made one necklace. She couldn’t sit still at work on that Friday, a fact not lost on Elaina. 
 
    “Honey, you’re making me tired.” The junior associate eyed Amber as she fidgeted. “Got something on your mind?” 
 
    Amber didn’t look up. She wanted to keep her face hidden. “No, nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing, my ass.” Elaina clicked her tongue. “You aren’t walking around with that moon-pie grin for nothing.” 
 
    Amber covered her mouth, as her smile grew more incriminating. 
 
    “Spill it.” Elaina came to lean on the edge of Amber’s desk. 
 
    She couldn’t hold back. “I met a guy.” 
 
    “Who?” Elaina stood ready to pass judgment. 
 
    Amber tried to divert even though she’d opened the floodgates. “He’s not from here.” 
 
    Elaina pursued details. “Then how the heck did you meet him? You never go anywhere.” 
 
    A flush crept up Amber’s neck. “I met him online.” 
 
    “A dating site?” Elaina smirked. “You keep insisting you don’t want another man.” 
 
    She didn’t. Not another run-of-the-mill, regular type of man. “It was an accident. I was just goofing around. I never expected to like him so much.” 
 
    Elaina glanced in the direction of Scott’s cube and fiddled her fingers together. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “I’m meeting him for the first time tomorrow.” She’d said too much, but she was about to burst. 
 
    Elaina winked. “You owe me all the details Monday morning.”  
 
    Amber smiled. If Elaina only knew what those details involved. 
 
    That evening, Jake called from Houston, and they talked until Amber fell asleep with the phone nestled between the pillow and her ear. She woke up excited and jittery. She took a long shower and spent extra time on her hair and make-up. When she dressed, it was in anticipation of him undressing her soon. She gulped down a sandwich and then sat phone in hand. When it rang, she jumped. 
 
    “I made it,” Jake said. 
 
    Amber detected an uncharacteristic tremor in his voice. Could he be as nervous and excited as she was? 
 
    The time had come. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Continental Suites, Room 328.” 
 
    It was easier to fly into action than to wait. She brushed her teeth yet again. She checked her face and grabbed the implement bag along with her overloaded purse. She’d packed it with essentials for an overnight but didn’t want to be so obvious as to bring a suitcase. She texted Ms. Kennedy the vital information. 
 
    Amber gripped the steering wheel as she drove across town, consciously holding her speed down. Cops prowled the entry and exit ramps around the airport. The last thing she needed was a ticket and an extended delay. 
 
    She turned into the hotel parking lot and found a space. She paused, odd thoughts pinging inside her head. What if he’s a serial killer? She laughed at herself. That was ridiculous. 
 
    She got out of the car and went inside. Her footsteps fell loud and conspicuous on the marble tile of the Continental Suites lobby. The elevator ride dragged out like riding to the store with her grandma. She had to sidestep a maid in the hallway of the third floor. Amber feared she’d be stopped and accused of something, but the girl barely looked at her as Amber ducked past the cart.  
 
    She stopped in front of room 328. She lifted her hand. She knocked on the door, and then her heart almost stopped as she waited. There was still time to turn and run. But then the door swung back. 
 
    There he was, in the flesh. Dark hair, green eyes, sexy goatee. He wore slacks and a long-sleeved plaid shirt with a sport coat, very business-like. His eyelashes were thick, she’d never noticed that before. He was taller than she’d imagined. She gawked at him, unable to speak, unable to think, almost unable to breathe. 
 
    He returned the long gaze. His lips curved up; his eyes brightened. He smiled. “Come in, Amber.” 
 
    Once she heard his voice, the voice she knew so well, she melted. 
 
    He held out his hand and she took it, the electricity of that first touch zapping straight to the middle of her brain. Her knees went weak and she could barely make her legs move to shuffle inside. 
 
    He closed the door. 
 
    At the click, a second of panic washed over her. Could she get help if she needed to? Could she escape if she needed to? But then Jake wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. 
 
    She dropped the bags. 
 
    He kissed her with gentle pressure, and Amber knew there would be no need to run. 
 
  
 
  
   
    [image: ]Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Better Than Imagined 
 
      
 
    It was as if they didn’t need words. His kiss communicated everything she needed to know in that moment. His hunger. His desire. His passion. 
 
    His lips roamed, soft and unhurried to her ear then her neck. His fingers slipped the buttons of her blouse until it hung open in the front. 
 
    Jake took her hands and backtracked into the room. He sat on the edge of the bed and left her standing in front of him. 
 
    She tugged the edges of her blouse together, but he shook his head. 
 
    “Off.” He issued the command in gentle voice. 
 
    Amber let it slide from her shoulders and fall onto the floor. 
 
    “Now the bra.” 
 
    She held his gaze as she unhooked it and let it fall as well. 
 
    In the muted light from the window sheers, his eyes drank her in, full of appreciation and admiration. He got up and hugged her, her bare breasts tight against the front of his shirt. “You’re beautiful, Amber.” His hands caressed her skin. “At any time today, if you don’t like what’s happening, just say I want to go home. We’ll stop. We’ll talk. And you can leave if you want to.” 
 
    She breathed in his cedar scent, clean and manly. “I don’t think I’ll need that.” 
 
    “Just in case.” He returned to his seat on the bed. His face turned serious. “Are you ready, sweetie?” 
 
    More than. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Come over here.” 
 
    Amber stepped close.  
 
    He guided her across his lap, his hands firm at her waist. 
 
    She put one palm on his knee, the other on the side of the bed, and lowered herself across his lap. The toes of her high heels dug into the carpet. Her breasts hung suspended, the undersides grazing his thigh. Just being in this position, bottom up, excited her. 
 
    Jake rubbed his palms along her skirt until his hands molded around her cheeks. “I’ve been waiting to do this for a long, long time.” He squeezed through the fabric, then raised his hand and delivered a love pat to each side of her butt. The rhythm continued, back and forth, left, right, harder and harder each time. It didn’t hurt, but the attention to her backside sent her deeper into arousal. 
 
    He paused and with both hands, raised her skirt, exposing the green bikini panties she’d bought just for this occasion. 
 
    “Nice.” He kneaded the silky fabric. 
 
    She couldn’t wait for him to notice the color. “You told me green is your favorite.” 
 
    “It is.” He kissed the back of her neck. “It makes me happy that you remembered.” 
 
    Amber pressed her toes down and arched her back as he returned to the rhythmic slapping, hard enough now to draw a slight moan from her lips each time. As the heat built, blood rushed to her sex and her pussy lips swelled. 
 
    “Spread your legs, sweetie.” 
 
    Eager for his direction she opened her thighs. 
 
    His fingers traced under the elastic legs of the bikinis, brushing by, but not touching her neediness underneath. 
 
    The proximity made her ache. “Oh, please, Jake.” 
 
    “Please, what?” His fingers did not stop teasing. 
 
    “I need to touch.” Usually, she did it herself. Today, she depended on him. “I need you to touch.” 
 
    His fingers roamed, dipped into her wetness. He smeared it forward over her clit. When his slippery fingers hit the swollen bud, she moaned and closed her eyes, sinking into the heat in her ass flowing to the delightful pressure up front. 
 
    “You’re a naughty girl, Amber,” he said. 
 
    “Mmmm.” She loved the scolding, too. 
 
    “You know what naughty girls get, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” His touch made her weak. 
 
    He pinched. “Tell me.” 
 
    She strained her legs open. “Naughty girls get spanked.” 
 
    “That’s right.” He continued rolling the nub. “Your bottom is going to get spanked.” 
 
    “Nooo.” Amber whimpered in false protest. 
 
    He stopped rubbing only long enough to pull her panties down. As he did, she raised her hips so that the bikinis slid off easily. The bare, exposed feeling excited her more. She knew he could see all of her most private parts between her open legs. She spread a little more. 
 
    “Oh, yes, sweetie. I’m going to tan your bottom.” He stroked her slit, then pushed two fingers inside. 
 
    Amber gasped as he stretched her, and humped forward until her clit pressed against his thigh. While he fingered, she rubbed back and forth, bits of pain mingled with her pleasure. She concentrated on his voice. The voice she knew, the voice that transfixed her and drove her on. 
 
    “You’re a naughty girl.” The words growled low in his throat. 
 
    “Oh, Jake.” The first orgasm was already rising inside her. 
 
    “I’m going to blister your bare bottom.” 
 
    “Oh, Jake.” She bucked against his thigh. 
 
    “You won’t sit for a week.” 
 
    He knew her triggers. “Oh, Jake.” She gasped and clawed at the carpet. “May I come?” 
 
    “Yes, sweetie.” Permission dripped like honey. 
 
    “Ohhh.” Amber threw her head back as the wave built. 
 
    “Come for me.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” Her legs stiffened. She strained and shuddered, a great release rippling through her, her vagina clamping down around his fingers. Then she relaxed with a little giggle. 
 
    Jake shifted her forward and sideways so that she now straddled his thigh. Every movement created delicious friction between her clit and the fabric of his slacks. He snuggled her body up close to his and held her with one arm around her waist. Then he started to spank. 
 
    Not as fast as before, but harder. A lot harder. Each time his hand landed, a loud smack rang out. Amber jumped and cried out. The glow in her backside turned to burn. She reacted to the pain, struggling against him, but he held her down. Each desperate, writhing motion jammed her clit harder against his thigh. 
 
    “Oh, Jake,” she panted. “It hurts.” The burn was not unlike the self-spankings he directed her through. When she obeyed his phone instructions, her bottom became red and sore, but her own sense of self-preservation kept her from truly pushing her limits. She realized he could take her far beyond any level she’d ever been. “It hurts,” she cried again. 
 
    His hand slapped her flesh. “I know.” His voice never wavered from the calm tone that reassured and excited her. “It’s supposed to.” 
 
    She whimpered. She bucked. The heat caused everything between her legs to ache. Her insides trembled. 
 
    “Oh, Jake.” 
 
    “Yes, sweetie?” 
 
    “May I come?” She slurred the words together. 
 
    “You need to come?” He stopped spanking and pressed the heel of his hand over her tailbone. 
 
    The increased pressure almost drove her over the edge without permission. “Yes, yes. Please, oh please.” 
 
    He ground down. “You sure you need to?” 
 
    “Yes! Please, Jake.” Begging for it made it even better. 
 
    He paused. “Yes, you may come for me.” 
 
    Lightning shot through her body as another orgasm gripped her, harder than the first, more exhausting than the first. Then she lay limp over his lap once again. 
 
    He teased his fingers across the heat he’d created. He stroked her hair. “What else did you bring for me to use?” 
 
    Amber sighed and answered from a dreamy state. “Ping pong paddle, riding crop, my old sorority paddle.” 
 
    “That’s good. Bring me the ping pong paddle now.” With his hands on her waist, he helped her stand. 
 
    As she came upright, Amber tossed her long hair back and steadied herself against Jake’s shoulder. He drew her in and licked each nipple, then unzipped the skirt and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    Amber stepped out, and naked except for the high heels, eased across the room to where she’d left her bag. Her languid mind could barely focus on anything beyond the prickling of her backside. Before she bent over to retrieve the implement, she touched her punished flesh, enjoying the heat beneath her hands. 
 
    “I didn’t give you permission to rub it,” Jake said. 
 
    She drew her hands under her chin and peered over her shoulder at him. “Sorry.” 
 
    He gave her a fake scowl. She knew it was fake because he was grinning, too. “Get the paddle and come over here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She knelt and found the bright red plastic toy. When she presented it to him, he laughed. 
 
    “Perfect color.” He held it up for comparison. “It’s going to take some work to get you this red.” 
 
    Amber shivered in anticipation. 
 
    “Back over, sweetie.” He patted his lap. 
 
    She dove forward, skimming his thighs until she’d returned to the former position, legs apart, bottom up, his arm encircling her waist to hold her tight against him. 
 
    He paddled in much the same way he spanked. He started with light, little stings, then worked his way up to sharp, firm smacks. Amber gasped and humped forward on his thigh with each blow, expecting and yet surprised by the pain. She panted and twisted uncontrollably as her whole world became nothing but the searing heat in her ass. 
 
    Left cheek, right cheek, back and forth, slow enough for her to absorb the sting of each slap, but not quite enough time to fully recover. The blood pulsed between her legs until her lips became full and distended. She pushed up with her hands against his thigh, her legs churning as the pain mounted. And as it grew, so did her excitement. She squealed and wiggled and bounced until her body became a tight coil in need of release. 
 
    “Jake,” she gasped. 
 
    “Yes, sweetie?” He did not stop the smacks. 
 
    “Jake, Jake, Jake.” His name dribbled from her lips. He knew what she needed. 
 
    “Yes, sweetie?” 
 
    He knew, but he always made her say it. “I need…need…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I need to come.” 
 
    He never made it easy. “You do?” 
 
    “Oh yes, oh please. OOOOhhhh owwww.” The paddle kept her desperate, his calm responses equally inflaming. 
 
    “You want to come?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, please Jake may I come?” She closed her eyes and moaned, holding herself right at the edge. 
 
    “When do you want to come?” 
 
    “Now! Now, now. Please, Jake…” She panted and gasped and squealed as he smacked her hard. 
 
    “Yes, sweetie. You may come. Come for me.” 
 
    With a great outlet of breath, Amber crashed to orgasm, her back arched, her legs stiff, her arms clutching wildly. 
 
    “Come for me.” Jake paddled hard through her climax and as soon as she fell limp again, he stopped. 
 
    “That’s my good girl,” he said. 
 
    “Mmm,” was the only thing she could say. 
 
    She offered no resistance as he gathered her in his arms and laid her across the bed. Her seared bottom throbbed. She could feel the pounding pulse in her clit as well as her temples. Through a veil of eyelashes, she watched Jake strip down to his boxers. He laid on the bed beside her, nestling her body against his, his hand cupping and handling the sore parts he considered his. 
 
    “You are such a good girl,” he whispered, kissing her neck and her hair. “Such a wonderful good girl.” 
 
    Amber soared. Those words made her happy. To please him like this was all she wanted. And in turn, she was cared for and safe. In his arms, she was free of responsibility and worry. Everything she wanted or needed was in his hands.  
 
    Soon he got up and brought her a water bottle, and she winced as she shifted around to drink. 
 
    “How’s it feel?” he asked. 
 
    “It hurts.” She twisted to catch a glimpse. “It hurts a lot.” 
 
    He smiled. “Good. I want you to remember me for a while.” 
 
    Yes, she wanted to remember him. She only knew him from pictures and his voice on the phone. Now she tried to imprint his presence on her mind, the feel of his lap and hand upon her flesh. 
 
    He gathered pillows and made a pile in the center of the bed. “I want your bottom up.” He patted the mound he’d just created. 
 
    Amber crawled over and laid forward, the pillows under her hips, thrusting her glowing backside into the air. 
 
    “Spread your legs.” 
 
    She parted her thighs. 
 
    “Wide.” He patted as he instructed. “Knees bent.” 
 
    Amber rolled back and forth, scooting her knees out as far as she could. She glanced over her shoulder for approval. 
 
    Jake groaned. “That’s nice.” He got up and searched through her bag, coming back with the crop. He hovered and stared at her complete exposure. 
 
    Her pussy lips hung open, still thick with desire. She knew he could see her anus, too, and it tightened under his steady gaze. Under normal circumstances, she might be embarrassed. Now, she was nothing but excited. 
 
    He lifted the crop and ran the leather flapper end up one thigh, across her sex, then down the other thigh. He traced it in light circles over her still burning bottom, teasing up and down along her crack. “You know we’re not done yet, right sweetie?” His voice caressed her, mesmerizing and hypnotic. 
 
    “No, no, no, Jake. Please, no more.” She whimpered at him, but she didn’t move to protect herself, either. The obstinate protest was part of the game. 
 
    “Who decides what we do?” he asked. 
 
    Amber hid her face. 
 
    “Who decides?” His voice became firm. 
 
    “You do.” The words came out wispy and faint. 
 
    “That’s right. And who decides when we’re done?” 
 
    “You do,” she said again. 
 
    “That’s right. Now push that bottom out for me.” 
 
    Even though her ass was already high, she arched her back and strained to push up more. 
 
    “That’s my good girl.” Every compliment fueled her desire to please him. 
 
    A second later, the leather flapper snapped against her already tender cheek. The tiny point of pain made her yip and lunge forward against the pillows. When she rocked back, the crop snapped the other side. 
 
    She sucked air between her teeth and fought the urge to raise up. 
 
    Jake waited until she’d settled and repeated the sequence. Snap, snap. 
 
    With a yelp, she pitched forward and rocked back to another set of blows. Snap, snap. She squealed and clawed at the bed sheets in front of her. “Oh, Jake, oh please!” 
 
    He answered with the flick of his wrist. Snap, snap. 
 
    Amber bucked. She rolled side to side and flailed her arms. Her eyes welled up. 
 
    Snap, snap. 
 
    With a cry, her hands flew back to grab at her bottom, an involuntary reaction. Then she jerked them out of the way with conscious effort. 
 
    Snap, snap. 
 
    She pressed her mouth against the mattress to muffle a scream. Tears ran. Her body shuddered to absorb the pain. 
 
    Jake stroked her hair. His breath tickled her ear. 
 
    “How many is that?” he asked. 
 
    She had no idea. She could barely comprehend the question much less form an answer. “I don’t know!” she sobbed. 
 
    “That’s a dozen. Is that enough?” Rhetorical question. 
 
    Amber bit back a resounding Yes. He’d taken her right to the edge of what she thought she could handle. She knew she could say I want to go home and he would stop. Oh, how she wanted him to stop, but she wasn’t quite ready to use the safe words. She wanted to hold on longer. For him. She caught her breath. “You decide when it’s enough.” 
 
    “Good answer.” He took her by the hips and rolled her off the pillows onto her back then guided her knees toward her shoulders. “Stay like this.” 
 
    She gripped her shins to maintain the position and gazed down between her open knees. 
 
    He ran the crop up her stomach and between her breasts. He flicked each nipple then traced all the way down to her pussy. 
 
    She held her breath. 
 
    Jake held the crop with one hand, so that it pressed between her legs, the end exactly over her clit. With the other hand, he pulled the tip of the flexible rod back and let the leather zing into place. 
 
    Amber couldn’t suppress a small scream. Immediately, her pussy lips swelled to puffy proportion. Her head flopped back and forth and her hips rocked. She strained and pulled back on her legs, keeping her knees wide even though every instinct made her want to curl up and protect herself. She fought that urge because she wanted to submit to his desires. She wanted to remain completely under his control. When the pain ebbed, her legs sagged open even wider. She wanted to take whatever he wanted to give. 
 
    Jake pinched her engorged clit, and even though his touch was light, she moaned. 
 
    “Would you like another?” he asked. 
 
    Amber squeezed her eyes closed. “I’d like whatever you want to give me.” 
 
    “You are my good girl.” He settled in between her thighs. “Such a good, naughty girl. For that, you may have blanket permission the rest of the day.” 
 
    She raised her head an inch. “What is that?” 
 
    “You may come as much as you want. As much as you can without asking for permission.” He bent his head and kissed the inside of her thigh. 
 
    Amber stretched her arms over her head. Her reward. It was one thing to masturbate, but quite another to have him down there to drive her wild. His tongue bathed her entire mound, and then his lips zeroed in on her clit, nibbling and sucking until her head spun. With no inhibition, she gave in to the delicious sensations that radiated from her center to the farthest tips of her fingers and toes. Her shudders and screams came from pleasure this time, pleasure deepened by the pain she’d already endured. Three, four, maybe five times she came, one orgasm rolling after the other until she fell back with a glow about her entire body. 
 
    Jake collected a pillow and tucked it under her head. When he lay beside her once again, Amber put her arms around him. She studied his face up close, memorizing each feature, appreciating each little wrinkle that meant wisdom and experience. He wore an expression of blithe contentment, one that fit perfectly with his gentle but firm attitude. 
 
    “What do you think about all this?” She ran her index finger over his fascinating facial hair. “How do you reconcile it with the rest of your life?” She knew that he was a church deacon and held a high-level corporate job. She also knew that his now ex-wife had been appalled by spanking play. 
 
    He glanced away, if only for a second. “I found someone who understands.” He touched her face. “Now I can stop telling myself it’s weird. I never thought that would happen.” 
 
    Amber clung to him. She’d never thought it would happen either. 
 
    Jake combed his fingers through her hair. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    Now it was she who glanced away. She’d gained a little weight since college, and she hated this latest haircut with bangs. Every time she looked in the mirror, she focused on her flaws—jaw too square, lips too thin, eyebrows so light they almost faded away to nothing. She never considered herself to be beautiful but the way he said it made her believe it. 
 
    “My beautiful, wonderful, good, naughty girl.” He spoke in rich, appreciative tones. 
 
    Amber giggled. 
 
    He had more in store for her. “You’ve done so well, but you know we can’t let anything you brought go unused.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What?” The atmosphere had been one of completion. 
 
    “Bring me the paddle.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    He put a finger to her lips to silence any protest. “The big one, the sorority paddle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she whispered. She teetered across the room, holding onto the back of a chair and then the TV stand for support. The sorority paddle scared her more than she wanted to admit. But along with the fear, came wild excitement. 
 
    He didn’t wait for her to wander back to the bed, but got up and put his arms around her waist. “Take those shoes off before you fall.” 
 
    She stepped out of the spikes, the kind of shoes she never wore on any occasion. Except today. For him. 
 
    He took the paddle and with his arms still around her, pressed his lips close to her ear. “How many swats should you get for initiation?” 
 
    She was sure he had a number in mind, he just liked to make her ask. If she asked for too few, he’d double or triple the number. If she asked for a lot, she would get just that. She chose a modest number. “Three.” 
 
    “Three? Okay. I was only going to give you one, but if you want three, you may have them.” He brandished the board. 
 
    She’d chosen as wisely as she could. Maybe three wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    He stepped back. “Hands on your knees, sweetie.” 
 
    She laced her fingers under her chin. “Please, not too hard. That thing scares me.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. Hands on your knees, sweetie.” 
 
    With her stomach in knots, Amber assumed the position. He patted the smooth wood surface against her buns for aim, then pulled back and swatted her. Hard. A loud whap echoed off the walls and her sore bottom blazed anew. With a shriek, she bolted upright, her hands flying to her cheeks. A second later, the full pain bloomed and she jumped up and down, rubbing furiously. Her tits bounced and her ass jiggled and under normal circumstances she may have been embarrassed by such a display. But her only thought at that moment was the fire in her behind. 
 
    Jake watched. He waited. Once she’d calmed down a little, he took her arm. “Hands on your knees, sweetie,” he repeated. 
 
    Amber wailed as she bent over. 
 
    WHAP! WHAP! 
 
    Two hard swats sent her dancing again, but this time he didn’t indulge her. Instead, he pushed her down on the bed and shed his boxers. Through the haze, Amber heard a condom wrapper tear. Then he was hovering over her, his eyes boring into hers. His hesitation was a question, a chance for her to say no. To utter the safe words and to stop anything she didn’t want. 
 
    She did want him. “Yes, Jake.” Even though she was sub and he Dom, she gave him permission. 
 
    At her acceptance, his erection spread her, filled her, stretched her slit. She writhed under him, soaring from the union of their bodies, driven past conscious thought by the twining of pain and pleasure. Nothing else in the world existed beyond her blistered bottom and his pounding cock. 
 
    She took it. She took all of it. And by submitting to him, she found her own needs more than satisfied. While he fucked her, she came again, a wild, slobbering reaction that took the last of her energy. After a few more deep thrusts he came with a dignified grunt. They collapsed together, arms and legs tangled, neither willing to be the first to move. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Fragile Balance 
 
      
 
    Jake didn’t know how long they slept. When he awoke, Amber’s hair trailed across his chest, her head nestled into his shoulder, and one leg lay draped over his. He took a slow breath, unwilling to disturb the quiet. 
 
    He’d finally found her. The entire afternoon had been the stuff of fantasy, but her weight against him now was proof he hadn’t been dreaming. He raised the sheet and admired her bottom, firm, round, and still red, with a few small bruises starting to show. He’d done everything he wanted to with her, and he thought she’d loved it as much as he had. 
 
    Dreams of a life with her floated around in his head. Why not? Even though this was his first day in her presence, he knew her and he knew her well. Their connection ran deeper than any other he’d ever experienced. 
 
    A shiver ran through him and he swept her hair back from her face. At that exact moment, he knew he was in love with Amber. 
 
    The movement, even though slight, woke her, and her eyes flicked open. She stared at him, silent and still for a few seconds before rousing to one elbow. “You’re still here.” 
 
    “Of course, I am.” He ran his hands through her hair again. “There’s no other place I want to be.” 
 
    She smiled, but then cringed as she shifted. “You did a number on my butt.” She twisted to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s an extremely sexy butt.” He rolled her over and cupped one cheek in each hand. “Especially like this.” 
 
    The moan she let out made him think maybe she could do it all again. 
 
    “What time is it?” she asked. 
 
    He leaned over and checked the clock. “After five. Do you have somewhere else to go?” He meant the remark to be flip, but what if she said yes? 
 
    “No.” She pulled herself upright, the sheet falling away from her chest as she settled gingerly. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    He stared at her breasts, the nipples pink and soft. “Me, too.” 
 
    She giggled and crossed her arms. “For food.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Me, too.” 
 
    He ordered room service and then got up to select a brush from his suitcase. He’d packed the inconspicuous implement, but she’d brought enough interesting items that he hadn’t even thought to use it. Now, he crawled onto the bed and showed it to her. 
 
    Amber’s eyebrows drew together, but she didn’t protest. 
 
    He held up the brush. “Turn around.” 
 
    She came to her knees. “Like how?” 
 
    He took her by the shoulders and twisted her away from him. Then he reached up to brush her hair. 
 
    She tipped her head back and let out a moan as sensual as any he’d heard today. He pressed the round nub ends of the bristles against her scalp and stroked all the way to the ends of her silky strands. Once. Twice. Over and over until he’d gathered a ponytail at the back of her head. He wrapped it around his hand and used it to pull her against his chest. She fell against him with an excited shudder. 
 
    Still holding her hair, Jake turned her face up and kissed her, fully enjoying the taste of her lips. They parted under pressure and his tongue explored the sweet territory he’d claimed a few hours earlier. He held her like that, kissing and nothing else until room service knocked.  
 
    He pulled on his pants and tossed her his shirt then moved to the door to sign for the rolling cart. When he turned around, the sight of her sitting in the middle of the bed, hair mussed up, lipstick gone, and swaddled in a garment that belonged to him, made him weak. At that moment he could have gone to his knees to worship her, grateful for the way she responded to him. Thankful that he’d found her in that sea of bullshit and deception known as the internet. 
 
    “That looks great.” Amber eyed the plates. 
 
    He picked up a French fry and held it to her mouth.  
 
    She took a dainty bite. “Are you going to feed me?” 
 
    Jake tipped his head closer to hers. “In many ways.” 
 
    She opened her mouth like a baby bird as he forked up coleslaw and peas and bits of meat in random order, occasionally offering her a sip of tea through a straw. She waited during the intervals while he wolfed off his plate, and never once asked for more or less of anything. It was a silly game, but he still enjoyed making even the smallest decision for her. He was so caught up in it that he jumped at the buzz of the phone, his sudden convulsion flinging vegetables onto the sheets. 
 
    Amber leaned over to chase the escaping green spheres with her tongue. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Jake stood up and fished the interruption from his pocket, frowning at the text that stared up at him. 
 
    Great job in Houston, his boss had written. They are happy. 
 
    Normally, he thrived on atta-boys, but at this moment it was merely irritating. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Amber wiped her mouth with a napkin. 
 
    “Work stuff.” He punched out a succinct reply. 
 
    Amber scooped up her purse and rummaged to show him an identical phone. “Twins.” 
 
    A lot of phones looked alike. She hadn’t made such an earth-shattering discovery, but he nodded at her observation. 
 
    She plucked the black rectangle from his hand and placed it on the bed. Then she set hers on top, with the screens face to face and jiggled them around. “Look, phone sex.” 
 
    Jake laughed at the silly joke, then scooped up the copulating electronics and chunked them on the nightstand. He grabbed her and they rolled over and over right to the edge of the bed. Amber squealed and clung to him as they fought for balance, but gravity won and they bumped onto the floor. Her knee dug into his thigh and the nearby table leg jammed against his shoulder blade, but Jake had never been happier in his life.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    [image: Description: spacer]Amber shared his joy. She squealed again as Jake scooped her up and tossed her on the bed. He straddled her belly and pinned her down. It was a position that could have conveyed a certain amount of threat, but yet it made her feel sexy. And safe. Any doubts she’d harbored about him completely disappeared. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    He meant it. She’d never tire of hearing it. She wanted to reach for him, to hold him, to caress him, but as soon as she tried to move, he pressed her harder into the mattress. A hunger came to his eyes that mirrored what rose inside her.  
 
    “Amber. Amber.” 
 
    She loved the way he said her name. She could not hold back. “Fuck me.” 
 
    With one hand he captured both wrists above her head and shifted so that he was no longer straddling her, but instead forcing her legs apart. She was once again exposed to him. With his free hand, he opened his pants and released another erection. 
 
    “Fuck me.” Amber’s gaze locked onto his face. 
 
    “Don’t move.” He released her wrists and sat back, once again tending to the unromantic but practical issue of protection. In a matter of seconds, he’d returned to hover over her. His eyes never left her face as he penetrated and worked them both to another climax. Afterward, Amber teared up as she clung to him. She turned her head away so that he wouldn't see. 
 
    But Jake noticed. He captured her chin. “Hey, what’s all this?” He brushed the dribbles from her cheeks. “You are supposed to save those for when you’re over my knee.” 
 
    Amber sniffed. “I’m just so happy.” It was more than happy. In his arms, she’d found the place she was meant to be. In his arms, she’d found joy. 
 
    He snuggled her against his chest. “Would you ever consider coming to Canada?” 
 
    Her heart lurched. “To visit?” What she’d resisted before now sounded wonderful. “I’d have to get the time off from work. I’m not supposed to take vacation for the first year, but I think they would advance me some days. If I found a good airfare—” 
 
    “No.” He interrupted. “I mean to live.” 
 
    That stopped her cold. Did he mean to live with him? Or just to be conveniently nearby? In many ways, leaving Texas would be infinitely easier than leaving Minnesota, but she wouldn’t so much as cross the street to follow a man ever again, much less leave her country. “Oh.” Her insides sagged. “Jake.” 
 
    “Hypothetically, of course,” he added. 
 
    Amber drew a deep breath. “Even hypothetically, I just. I don’t.” 
 
    “Forget I said anything.” He waved his hand in front of her face as if gathering the words and throwing them away. “How about a movie.” 
 
    She didn’t think he’d come two thousand miles to watch a movie, but after the long spanking session and sex twice over, her body needed the respite. He used the remote to make a pay-per-view selection, a comedy-action something or other she’d already seen, but she didn’t care. As long as they watched it together, she’d sit through the same show a hundred times. 
 
    When the credits rolled, Jake kissed her once more. He lifted her onto his lap, and with his hands cupping her sore bottom, they made love one last time before falling asleep for the night. 
 
    Amber woke to the sound of the shower. Light spilled in around the window draperies and the clock read seven fifteen. Morning already. She stretched and almost knocked a plate of fruit and pastry from the nightstand. A cup of coffee steamed beside it. Her clothes lay folded in a neat pile on the dresser. Jake’s suitcase sat open on the other side of the bed. Their time together had almost come to an end and now she wished for more. 
 
    She scooted to the suitcase and picked up the shirt he’d worn yesterday, bringing it to her face to inhale his wonderful cedar and spice scent. She wondered if he’d notice its absence if she took it with her. With another breath, she sought to imprint every detail of him in her memory. 
 
    As she contemplated, her phone chimed from the nightstand. She wondered if it could be Elaina fishing for details. Then she remembered she was supposed to make a safety text to Ms. Kennedy. Amber cradled the small black lifeline to the world. A badge hovered on screen with a partial message. 
 
    This is my ass after…. 
 
    What the hell? Who would be sending her a message like that? She pressed her finger over the home button, but the screen didn’t change. She rolled it side to side to allow the software to read her fingerprint, but still nothing. Exasperated she started to type her password when she realized this wasn’t her phone. It was his. 
 
    What the hell? Who would be sending him a message like that! She squinted. The sender’s name was Trina. Some woman named Trina was texting Jake with a reference to her ass. Amber’s mind churned. Who was Trina? What was going on? 
 
    The phone chimed again, and a photo appeared. She could only see the small thumbnail preview, but the subject matter was obvious. 
 
    This was a photo of a woman. 
 
    A woman’s bare bottom. 
 
    Covered with long, bright, red welts. 
 
    Amber shook, inside and out as her slow mind sorted the facts. Jake had been spanking other women. Probably fucking them, too. The way he talked and the time they’d spent together had given her the impression that their relationship was exclusive. Obviously not. She’d fallen into a trap by assuming he felt the same way she did. What a fool she was. Amber dropped the phone as if it were covered with spiders. 
 
    The bathroom door opened and Jake emerged, one of the fluffy white towels wrapped around his waist. His hair was damp and slicked back. A few beads of water still shimmered on his chest. Five minutes ago, she’d have thought sexy. Now her mind screamed jackass! 
 
    Unaware of his changed status, Jake smiled at her. “Good. You’re awake. Did you have something to eat?” He nodded toward the fare on the nightstand. 
 
    Amber stood up. “Who’s Trina?” 
 
    Jake froze. Only his eyelids moved as he blinked. “What?” 
 
    Amber crossed her arms. Playing dumb wouldn’t get him out of explaining. “Who is she?” 
 
    Jake stared. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed hard. “She used to be my secretary. But how, why are you asking about her?” 
 
    Amber grabbed up the phone and thrust it at him. “She sent you a picture of her ass!” 
 
    He gasped. “Oh, my God.” 
 
    She tossed the phone at him. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    Jake scrambled to catch the precious device. 
 
    Amber turned away and struggled into her clothes. 
 
    “I can explain.” From behind her, Jake’s voice shook. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder as she shoved her arms into the sleeves of the blouse. His face was ashen, expression crestfallen. 
 
    “You don’t have to.” She stuffed her belongings into her bag. 
 
    “This is a random text from a woman I don’t care about at all.” He held the damning evidence high. 
 
    She swept his arm aside and stomped to the other side of the room. “Do you think I want to look at that?” 
 
    He pursued. “I did spank her, over her clothes, but it didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel better!” Amber slung her purse over her shoulder. 
 
    Jake charged forward with his defense. “I never made a connection with her; it was never anything emotional at all.” 
 
    Even if she had been listening, she couldn’t be convinced. “I bet you tell her the same thing about me.” 
 
    “No, Amber. Please believe me.” He held his hands toward her, palms up, imploring. 
 
    Amber tossed her hair back. “Do you think I’m STUPID!” 
 
    His shoulders rounded. “Of course not. But I mean it when I say it’s different with you.” 
 
    She swept her phone from where it rested on the night table and flung a directive at him. “If that’s how you feel, then you shouldn’t have been messing around with anyone else.” 
 
    His eyes flashed. His tone changed as if he just now realized he had a counter claim. “And you shouldn’t have been snooping.” 
 
    “Snooping!” The accusation, although accurate, incensed her. “I wasn’t snooping.” 
 
    “Then what were you doing with my phone?” His tone turned angry. 
 
    “I picked up your phone by accident. I thought it was mine.” She held hers toward him. “In case you didn’t notice, they look alike.” 
 
    He wouldn’t be distracted. “You were snooping and you should be punished for it.” 
 
    “Me! Punished!” Her infraction was mild and innocent. His was atrocious. “You’re the one—” She let out a cry of embarrassed anger. She was done fighting about it. “Goodbye, Jake!” She threw the hotel room door open and stomped into the hall. A second later, the door slammed. 
 
    Tears sprang to her eyes. In a way, she hoped he wouldn’t let her go. But he couldn’t very well chase her down wearing only a towel either. This hadn’t ended at all like she expected. In the elevator, she sent a text to Ms. Kennedy. 
 
    I’m safe. Thank you. 
 
    That was the only true thing she could write. She wasn’t okay. She couldn’t gush about a wonderful meeting. Their magical encounter had gone sour. She’d been on the mountaintop yesterday. Today, she’d crashed to the bottom of a deep canyon, where bitter sobs replaced all hope. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Alternatives 
 
      
 
    Jake slammed the door and paced back and forth in the hotel room. Something wonderful had just turned to shit. His whole body shook with anger and frustration. How could she have done such a thing? He’d worked so hard to make her trust him that he hadn’t thought much about trusting her. He’d slipped into the shower this morning without a second thought and stepped out to betrayal. 
 
    He glanced at the phone, still taunting him with the banner notification. What good was a password when these things were openly displayed? Amber hadn’t seen more than a few words and a tiny version of the photo, but it had been enough. 
 
    He set his jaw. After so many glorious moments of submission, Amber’s insolence now stirred his anger, not his passion. Why’d she have to go and ruin a perfectly good thing? If only she’d have listened to his explanation. It made perfect sense to him. 
 
    A tremendous headache pounded behind his eyes as he packed up and took a taxi to the airport. He brooded the entire four-hour flight home. Their online relationship had grown and flourished. Their one day together had started out to be everything he wanted, but somehow all that promise had fallen apart. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and surreptitiously eyed the catastrophic photo. For a moment, he considered a way to salvage something from this disaster. He could call Amber. Plead with her to listen. He knew he could make her understand. No. He shook his head. He wasn’t going to crawl and beg. That was her place. It was time to take control. He punched out a reply to Trina’s text. 
 
    By seven am Monday morning, Jake waited in his office. He’d scheduled this meeting early because he didn’t want his secretary to see Trina down here again. When he heard the ding of the elevator arriving, he got up and went to the door. 
 
    Trina stepped onto the nineteenth floor and gave him a sultry look as if she knew the purpose of his summons. In awe, he watched her glide past him. Trina always moved quietly and with grace, even though at a glance her large frame gave the opposite impression. She turned and leaned on the edge of his desk, her expression smug. 
 
    Jake skirted her and sat in his chair. She didn’t move from the perch, simply swiveled her head to follow him. Now she peered over her shoulder. 
 
    He didn’t know if that was an attempt at sexy, but it didn’t faze him. “Trina, please have a seat. We need to talk.” 
 
    Still wordless, she settled into a chair. 
 
    He steepled his fingers. “It’s about the text you sent me.” 
 
    She smirked. “Did you like it?” 
 
    Hell no. “That’s beside the point,” he said. “It was inappropriate.” 
 
    A defensive roundness came to her shoulders. The tone of her voice changed. “You asked to see the marks.” She fired at him. 
 
    He parried. “I know. But you said that was out of bounds.” 
 
    She countered. “Maybe I changed my mind.” 
 
    “Maybe I did, too.” He punctuated with a curt nod. 
 
    “What?” She sat up taller. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Everything we’ve done has been inappropriate.” He couldn’t keep his eyes from darting to the tilt wand hanging innocently from the window blinds. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    He cut her off. “Please don’t send me any more photos like that. And I won’t invite you to my office again.” 
 
    Trina sat stock-still. Fury boiled in her eyes. “You jackass.” The s hissed out between her teeth. “I was only doing what you said you wanted.” 
 
    “I know.” He might have to accept the jackass label in this case. “But I want to keep our relationship professional.” 
 
    “Now you want professional?” she sneered. 
 
    “Perhaps we can both just forget about what happened.” If he made this go away, maybe it would magically bring Amber back. 
 
    Trina drew to her feet, her jaw thrust out, back stiff. “Gladly.” She turned on her heel and marched to the elevator. 
 
    As soon as the doors closed, Jake exhaled in a rush. Her reaction didn’t surprise him. No one liked to be rebuffed. He wondered why men were the only ones expected to brave rejection in the dating world. In spite of his physical reaction to spanking her, there’d never been any romantic sparks with Trina, and he regretted making any overtures in that direction. At least now he’d set the record straight and considered the matter closed. 
 
    Jake reverted to his standard coping method. He worked. Long hours became standard, the office more attractive than an empty house. A couple of weeks flew by in spite of his dismal mood. One day, after a long morning meeting, Jake’s secretary handed him a stack of messages. She pointed several times to the pink slip on top of the pile, her eyes worried. “Look at this one.” 
 
    He read her round, cursive writing. The company president wanted to see him. “What does he want?” Jake’s brusk tone made another new girl pull back. 
 
    “I don’t know. He said come to, like, his office right away, and like, that’s all I know.” 
 
    Jake grunted and swiveled. “Now what.” 
 
    A quick elevator ride later, the president greeted him with a big smile.  
 
    They exchanged pleasantries and settled in the spacious office space, the conversation drifting to company expansion. After a long explanation, which Jake didn’t think had anything to do with him, the president paused and squinted across the desk as if sizing up an opponent before a fight. “I believe it’s time for you to transfer to another office.” 
 
    Shock raced through him. He didn’t like these types of surprises and worked diligently to avoid them. “Another office? Why?” 
 
    “You’ve taken such initiative in visiting the branches in the states, we think you’re a great candidate.” The president smiled. 
 
    “For what?” Jake didn’t recognize his own voice. 
 
    The president pressed his lips as if to say Haven’t you been listening? “The expansion effort.” 
 
    Jake laughed to hide his discomfort and confusion. “It’s so sudden. I didn’t know I was being considered for anything like this.” 
 
    “You can thank Trina.” The president nodded toward the wall, presumably in the general direction of her desk, two spaces over. “We were having a hard time deciding who to offer this to. She gave you a glowing recommendation.” 
 
    His head swam. Trina? How did she have any hand in this? And why would she help him? “The states? I’d have to leave Alberta. I’d have to leave Canada.” The realization thudded hard. She wasn’t helping him. She was getting rid of him. 
 
    The president turned his palms up, offering alternatives to the objection. “Not permanently. A year, eighteen months, and we can reevaluate. You can have a choice as to where to go. Niagara Falls, North Dakota, Houston…” 
 
    Houston was in Texas. Texas! 
 
    Thoughts of Amber burst into his mind. He’d spent the past two weeks stewing in his anger, but now the memories of their perfect day flooded his mind. She was everything he wanted. And he’d let a misunderstanding ruin it all. No, he’d let his pride ruin it all. He’d wanted her to beg and crawl when instead he should have been doing everything possible to win her back. Even Doms make mistakes. It was time for him to admit that. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “What about Dallas?” 
 
    The president paused mid-sentence and raised an eyebrow. “We don’t have a foothold there yet. You’d be starting from scratch.” 
 
    None of that mattered. “I’d welcome the challenge.” 
 
    The president considered. “Well then, let’s see what we can do about Dallas.” 
 
    Jake coughed before he could speak again. He was going to Amber’s city. He’d have a chance to make things right. “That’s fantastic.” He hoped that would prove to be true. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, he wandered toward the elevator, a page of notes he didn’t remember taking clutched in one hand. He pushed the call button and caught a glimpse of Trina lingering in the doorway down the hall. The moment they made eye contact, she ducked inside. 
 
    A pang of regret settled in his gut. He hadn’t meant to give Trina the wrong idea when he’d asked to see more after the tilt wand. And he hadn’t meant to insult her by refusing another opportunity to administer discipline. They hadn’t spoken since the exchange, and something less than guilt but not quite fondness compelled him to approach her now. He eased close to her desk, quiet and cautious. 
 
    Trina didn’t look up from behind her computer. 
 
    Jake cleared his throat. 
 
    Trina still didn’t look at him, but she spoke. “I believe your business is finished here.” She sounded smug and satisfied. 
 
    He shifted in the cold wind. “I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    Her head didn’t move but her eyes flicked up to him. “Thank me? Why?” 
 
    For bringing me to my senses. “You know. For recommending me for the promotion.” 
 
    Trina lifted her face. “You think that’s a promotion?” 
 
    Jake ran the particulars through his mind. “It sounded like it.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s making the best of it.” She shot him a baleful smile. 
 
    However, she’d manipulated it, Trina thought she was getting her way. In this case, it was better for her to believe that. He fought the urge to win every conversation and explain why this was a good thing for him. “Then the move will do us both good.” 
 
    Trina’s eyes narrowed. “Goodbye, Mr. Upton.” 
 
    He turned away but then paused before his fingers brushed the door handle. “For whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry to have offended you.” 
 
    Her cold expression softened ever so slightly. “Thank you.” She crossed her arms. “Best of luck.” 
 
    He nodded and escaped. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Monday morning after the day with Jake, Amber awoke with swollen eyes and puffy lips. The first thing she thought about was him. 
 
    No. She wouldn’t think about him. She didn’t need him. 
 
    She pushed her hair off her face and sat up with a groan. Her whole body complained, with a soreness across her bottom that she could no longer enjoy. 
 
    She didn’t need him at all. 
 
    Amber staggered to the kitchen. Work today. Ugh. But she didn’t have much choice. She got in the shower, hoping the warm spray would beat some life back into her while she considered the situation. Picking up his phone had been an accident. How could that be called snooping? There was no reason for Jake to be mad. She would never do that on purpose. If only he would have listened to her, she could have explained away the circumstance. But that didn’t change the contents of the message. Or the reason this Trina woman had sent it. Accidental discovery or not, Jake’s actions spoke louder than words. She didn’t want to hear his excuses. 
 
    Tears threatened again, but she’d done way too much crying already. She rationalized. She didn’t know him that well. He didn’t mean anything to her. It was time to quit wasting time. They’d had their one day of fun and now it was over. 
 
    Amber dragged into work, heavy and slow with despair. She could hide from Ms. Kennedy, at least for a while, but there would be no dodging Elaina. 
 
    Elaina’s bright yellow sweater reflected her perky enthusiasm as she skipped to Amber’s desk. “So, tell me all about—” She broke off when she got a full look at Amber’s unhappy face. “Oh, honey, what happened?” 
 
    Amber wished she wasn’t so transparent. She’d never given Elaina many details when things were going well. Confessing to her failure would be even worse, but it was obvious she wouldn’t be able to hide it, either. “It didn’t turn out quite like I thought.” 
 
    “Was he a jerk?” Elaina put her hands on her hips. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that.” Amber put her hand over her eyes. “It started out good. We had fun, you know.” 
 
    Elaina nodded. 
 
    “But I found out I wasn’t the only one he was having fun with.” That explanation would make sense to any woman. No more details required. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Elaina gave her a quick sideways hug. “Guys can be such jerks.” 
 
    Amber drew a shaky breath, willing herself not to cry. “Yeah, they sure can.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know what he’s missing.” Elaina smoothed the back of Amber’s hair. “His loss.” 
 
    Amber nodded. “I’d rather not talk about it now.” 
 
    Elaina opened her mouth as if to protest, but then pressed her lips together. “Of course. But if you change your mind, you know where I am.” She pointed in the general direction of her cube before wandering away. 
 
    Amber elected not to talk about it. She tried not to think about it. She alternately nursed and ignored the marks Jake had left on her bottom. They faded, even though her memories didn’t. She drifted through a week without Jake. And then two. Frustration set in, and eventually she logged onto Spanking Good Times again. Only this time, she chose a better name. sweetiegirl. 
 
    She continued to create a new scenario to mitigate her heartbreak. Yes, she could find someone else just as interesting. Guys like Jake were a dime a dozen on the site. She could have any one she wanted. She picked a random male name from the list, CowboyKenny, and sent him a private message. It wasn’t difficult to set up a real-life spanking for the next day. 
 
    She met Kenny at a Waffle House across town. She’d rather he not even know the vicinity where she lived. In the small and sticky restaurant, Amber ordered a waffle, but then only picked at it as she sized up her new spanker. 
 
    He came as advertised. Older, in his early sixties, with white hair and the sun-weathered face of a life-long cowboy. He’d dressed nice for her, snap front shirt, starched jeans, and snake-skin boots peeking out from the stacked pant legs. A weathered Stetson sat on the window ledge. He was trim and fit, and although not handsome, acceptable for someone his age. Good enough. She didn’t plan on marrying the guy, just letting him warm her bottom. 
 
    Kenny drizzled syrup over his plate. “I spank all my women friends on their birthdays.” 
 
    So what. No woman wanted to hear about all the other conquests. 
 
    Kenny cut a hunk of waffle and poked it into his mouth. “Yes, sir-ree, I do enjoy birthdays,” he said around the big bite. 
 
    Amber fiddled with her fork. “So, how we going to do this?” She pushed forward through the small talk. 
 
    He turned and pointed out the window toward the Galaxy Inn. “I’ll go across the street and get a room.” 
 
    The Galaxy Inn wasn’t much, but she supposed it would serve its purpose. Just like Kenny. “Okay.” She watched him polish off the waffle. 
 
    “Ain’t you hungry?” He pointed to her all but full plate. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Nervous?” He grinned. 
 
    Not exactly nervous. But unsettled. She’d jumped into this meeting for the wrong reason and now realized how forced and possibly dangerous that decision was. She didn’t feel any connection. She didn’t know if she could trust him. He may be an okay guy, but he wasn’t Jake. Tears welled up and spilled. 
 
    “Now, now, what’s wrong?” Kenny signaled for the check. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She blotted her cheeks with her napkin as the waitress tore a slip from her pad and placed it upside down in the wet ring left by a water glass. The woman’s eyes drilled through her as if a total stranger knew what depravity she was about to indulge in. 
 
    “Go wait outside. We’ll talk.” Kenny went to the register. 
 
    Amber hurried to her car. She started the engine. The highway entrance was just beyond the Waffle House parking lot. All she had to do was drive away.  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    Kenny went to his truck, and then came over and opened her door. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”  
 
    That was reassuring. “Okay.” 
 
    “But you’ve come this far.” He didn’t want to let an opportunity slip away. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He produced a slender wooden paddle that he’d concealed against his arm. “I made this just for you.” 
 
    Amber stared at it. “Just for me?” 
 
    He nodded, the hat bobbing up and down. “Just for you. You ready?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The tears started again. 
 
    “Now, now. Save those tears for later. You’ll need them.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Even though he hovered inches from her, she could still drive away. 
 
    “Just think how this is going to feel.” He rubbed the wood over her thigh. Even through her skirt, the smooth surface was tantalizing and maddening. “I made it thin, so it’s nice and stingy.” 
 
    Amber shuddered. 
 
    “I’m going to paddle your bottom with it.” He massaged in small circles. 
 
    Her stomach tightened. “Yes. Hurry. Go.” 
 
    Kenny smiled and stepped back. “Follow me. It’ll only take a minute to get a room.” 
 
    Breathing hard, she watched his pick-up pull across the street and stop by the motel office. 
 
    She considered the highway ramp.  
 
    She drove into the parking lot. 
 
    With the first tingles of arousal low in her belly, she climbed the stairs toward a fake punishment, but as soon as the door closed, the click of the lock stirred up a bit of genuine fear. 
 
    What the heck was she doing here? 
 
    Kenny set his hat on the dresser and laid the paddle on the bed. “It’s time for that cute little bottom to get blistered.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Amber took a step backward. The way he laughed made her feel silly. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” He perched on the edge of the bed. “I’ll start real easy.” 
 
    But it wasn’t the physical aspect that bothered her. It was the emotional numbness. “I’m going to hold my keys.” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever you need to do.” 
 
    She slipped her middle finger through the key ring, her hand collapsing around the rough cutouts. Without looking at him, she stretched out on her stomach. 
 
    Kenny shifted close to her. She crossed her arms and hid her face as he rubbed his calloused hand across her ass. True to his word, he started with easy slaps to the back of her skirt. Left side, right side, a slow but steady rhythm. 
 
    Amber didn't move. She clutched her keys. She pressed her legs together tight as a slight sting built. 
 
    “Is it all right if I raise your skirt?” he asked. 
 
    Amber frowned into the crook of her elbow. She didn’t want to think that hard. If this was going to happen, he had to be in control. “Go ahead.” 
 
    She didn’t look up as the material bunched at the small of her back. She’d worn the green panties again, but for totally different reasons. Kenny continued to spank, the soft slaps muffled by the one remaining layer of fabric. The rising warmth brought the familiar rush of blood to her sex, and the first hint of moisture gathered between her lips. 
 
    “Is it all right if I take your panties off?” 
 
    Amber nearly groaned, but with frustration, not arousal. “Go ahead.” 
 
    The rough skin of his fingers grazed her hips as he drew the bikinis down and off, then he spanked her bare bottom. She lay absolutely still, trying to concentrate on the sensations she craved so deeply. But it wasn’t any more than a glow, at least not yet. She waited for the fire, for that urgency from him that pushed her forward with ever increasing passion. But he didn’t change pace. He didn’t change intensity. And as he plodded along, tears dribbled from Amber’s eyes once more. 
 
    “Already?” He seemed proud. “You need your cryin’ towel?” 
 
    “No.” She rolled to her side to stop the unsatisfying monotony. “I just feel bad.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She wasn’t obligated to explain anything to him.  
 
    He reached out and fingered the necklace that lay against her throat. “Has someone collared you?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Wearing such a necklace symbolized a bond deeper and more meaningful than marriage. She touched the gold chain, wishing that’s what it stood for. 
 
    “Well.” He took the paddle and rubbed it against her hip. The smooth surface glided across her skin. “It’s up to you.” 
 
    No. No! It shouldn’t be up to her. They’d already discussed the specifics. He should be directing the action, reading her reaction, setting her free by taking control. The questions dampened her desire, not her panties. 
 
    “Paddle me.” She got up and put her hands on the bed, spread her feet, arched her back, and tipped her face up toward the wall, all on her own. How she longed to be directed into that position. She ached to obey commands that did not come. 
 
    He got up, too, and patted the paddle against her warm cheeks. She held her breath as he drew it back. 
 
    Pop! 
 
    “Ouch.” It stung more than his hand, but not much. 
 
    Pop! Another stinger. 
 
    She jumped a little. “Ouch.” 
 
    Pop! 
 
    She wanted it to hurt more. She stamped her feet and pretended it did. Then she waited. As the seconds ticked by, she wondered what he was doing back there. She became highly aware of her position. Exposed and vulnerable turned her on. Being taken against her will didn’t. She peeked over her shoulder. 
 
    Kenny sat on the other bed, paddle in hand, staring at her. She’d half expected him to have his pants open, but everything remained buttoned up tight. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    He laid the paddle aside. “You’re pretty red. I think that should be it.” 
 
    What! “More.” She should not have to say that. 
 
    He hesitated. “I don’t want to bruise you.” 
 
    “More.” Amber shifted with breathless longing. She should be begging him to stop, not to continue. “More.” 
 
    “All right. Just a couple.” 
 
    Pop! Pop! 
 
    She jumped and stuck her butt out again, but he was done. “Do you want to come?” 
 
    “Yes.” She arched her back more to display her swollen lips. 
 
    Kenny put a big hand on one of her cheeks and jammed two fingers into her pussy. 
 
    “Oh.” Amber gasped in surprise. Maybe they were getting somewhere now. 
 
    Kenny twisted his fingers and began thrusting. The heat across her ass had brought forth plenty of moisture, and he slid in and out with a slurping sound. But the relentless and awkward pounding rhythm he settled into didn’t do anything to bring her toward orgasm. Her clit throbbed and ached for attention. 
 
    Did she have to tell him everything? 
 
    “Do you care if I just do it myself?” she blurted. 
 
    “Go ahead.” He pulled his fingers out and grabbed both her breasts, then lifted her backward onto his lap. She sat there, one hand clutching her keys in a death grip, while the other slipped between her legs. Her expert fingers teased and rolled as she forced herself toward orgasm. 
 
    With eyes closed, she tried to put the exact circumstance out of her mind. She tried to forget the man pawing her was worse than a total stranger. He was someone who didn’t excite her, didn’t know how to push her buttons, someone she didn’t care for much. But she couldn’t waste the pure physical reaction to the sting across her bottom, and so she dove inward into the sensations, deep into her fantasies where her dark prince waited. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Decisions 
 
      
 
    Amber’s dream man had been a faceless figment for many years, hovering at the edge of her sexual desires, directing her exploration, stirring her arousal to a fever pitch. At times he demanded all of her attention. At others, he slept peacefully, gathering strength until he burst forth once again. In the lulls, Amber almost considered herself normal, but then he’d arrive and sweep her away into the depths of submission. 
 
    But now, he had a face. 
 
    And he had a name. 
 
    Jake. 
 
    When she thought of him, her body shuddered, and a strong orgasm gripped her. She let out the little kitten-like mew that usually accompanied her release and prepared to start on round two. Thinking his job was done, Kenny let go of her without warning. Amber staggered forward and caught herself at the edge of the other bed. Her skirt billowed down around her, covering the redness, concealing her arousal. To a casual observer, she’d appear normal, dressed, right down to her little white socks and Keds. Only she knew she wasn’t wearing panties. 
 
    Kenny leered at her, not in a threatening way, but not in a star-struck appreciative way, either. His expression made her feel—nothing. And that lack of connection killed it for her. 
 
    “Pretty good, huh,” he said. 
 
    “Sure.” She stood up straight. “I’m going to the bathroom.” 
 
    “You need that crying towel?” he called as she closed the door. 
 
    Not hardly. 
 
    She took the few minutes alone to plan her escape. There was nothing to gather, nothing more to worry about than her keys and getting out the door. Well, her panties. She didn’t know where he’d put them. She didn’t care. At this point, all she wanted to do was leave. 
 
    Amber opened the door and washed her hands. Kenny leaned against the TV stand; his image flip-flopped in the mirror. He stood up straight when she turned around. 
 
    “I’m going to go.” She made a general announcement. 
 
    He nodded. “Maybe we can get together again.” 
 
    “Sure,” she lied. 
 
    He picked up his hat and settled it on his head. “I’ll give you the spanking challenge.” 
 
    She bit. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You have to bend over for the paddle. You take one. Then you take two. Then you take three, and on like that until we see how many you can take in a row.” 
 
    “Huh.” Why hadn’t he done that today? She eased by him. 
 
    “You be a good girl now.” He scooped his checkbook from a spot on the dresser and smacked her across the arm. “Hear me?” 
 
    He didn’t hit her hard. If anything, it was a friendly gesture, one a teammate or sibling might dish out when teasing. But Amber didn’t like it. Teasing or not, it broke through her boundaries. It diminished his already questionable stature as a Dom. 
 
    “Sure.” She made it to the door. 
 
    “See you online,” he called, waving. 
 
    “Right.” She ran and didn’t look back. Only once she was in her car and driving down the highway did she let out a breath. 
 
    With Kenny and the motel safely behind, Amber vowed to be more discriminating in the future. This wild desire could not be satisfied by just anyone. The simple mechanics might bring about arousal and even orgasm, but that alone did not make her happy. 
 
    She wanted Jake. No, she needed Jake. Wait a minute. She set her jaw. No, she did not. 
 
    Amber spent the weekend fighting the band of tension that settled between her shoulder blades. No amount of aspirin, or stretching, or even a chair massage at the mall touched it with so much as a sliver of relief. She hunched at the jewelry table, stringing beads into haphazard necklaces for the Moonlight Boutique. Usually, she loved creating new designs. Tonight, she didn’t care. 
 
    Monday at lunch, she gathered the jewelry she’d thrown together and made a trip downtown. The owner of the boutique laid out her latest offering, but after only a glance he sighed and pushed his glasses to the top of his head. 
 
    “This isn’t exactly what I was expecting,” he said. 
 
    Her already heavy heart sank more. “What do you mean?” Amber gestured toward the case, where her other creations were displayed under glass. “They’re just like the ones you have.” 
 
    “Not exactly, my dear.” He lifted a strand with one finger. “These are not the same level of quality as the others.” 
 
    She stared. “They’re not?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. This is sloppy.” He showed her a spot where she’d forgotten to trim the beading thread and two long ends dangled from an uncovered knot. “And it needs a guard here before the clasp.” 
 
    “I can fix that in just a second.” She reached for the offender. 
 
    “And this.” He picked up another necklace. “The pattern isn’t even an exact match from section to section.” 
 
    She counted. Three blue, one silver, three blue, one silver, two blue, one silver. Amber groaned. “I can fix that, too.” 
 
    “I thought you did better work.” His scolding tone made her shrink. 
 
    “I do.” Usually. 
 
    He rubbed his forehead. “I’m sorry, dear. I can’t accept these.” 
 
    She groped for leniency. “I’ll fix the mistakes and bring them back.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t have time for that. Hopefully, what I already have will sell, but I prefer to deal with someone more professional. Thank you anyway.” 
 
    She’d been dismissed. 
 
    Crushed, she slunk to the office, her bag now loaded with liability instead of investment. If only she’d paid a little more attention, this wouldn’t have happened. But how could she be expected to concentrate when she was so upset. And she wouldn’t be so upset if it wasn’t for Jake. 
 
    She thrust her finger against the elevator button with such force that it bent her fingernail. This was all Jake’s fault! If anyone needed to be punished it was him! 
 
    Her disappointment turned to anger, and by the time she reached her desk she was seething. She slung her purse into its customary spot in the bottom drawer and stomped to the copy machine with a sheaf of documents. She jammed them into the feeder bin and pounded the start button with her fist. The machine purred and spit out the warm, duplicate sheets, unaware of the rough treatment. 
 
    Amber drummed her fingers on the hard gray plastic as she waited, then grabbed up the papers and stomped back to her desk. She’d only taken a couple of steps when Mr. Harding appeared in the doorway of his office. He had several folders in his hands and when he almost ran into Amber, a flash of guilt crossed his face. 
 
    He pulled up. “I thought you were at lunch.” 
 
    “Just got back.” She snapped at him like never before. 
 
    He turned toward the cubicle maze. “Elaina,” he called out. 
 
    Elaina’s head popped up above the chest-high partition. “Yeah?” 
 
    Mr. Harding cleared his throat. “Would you run these up to Ms. Kennedy?” He lifted the folders. 
 
    Elaina eyed him. “Why are you sending her physical files? I can scan them and put them on the shared drive.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” Amber snatched the folders from his hand and stormed out. 
 
    She stalked through the hall, rode the elevator, and went directly into Ms. Kennedy’s office without waiting for the prissy secretary’s permission. 
 
    She found Ms. Kennedy standing at the window, staring out into the parking lot. The director jumped when the door banged against the wall and snapped around to face Amber. 
 
    “Here! You’ve been summoned!” Amber cast the folders onto the otherwise neat desk. The blank pages fanned out from inside. A few fell onto the floor.  
 
    “Ms. Lee—” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he just call you? Or text you? Why do you play this silly game?” She threw her hands into the air.  
 
    “Ms. Lee—” 
 
    “Why here? And why did I have to find out?” Amber pressed her fingers over her eyes. “I don’t want to know about it. I don’t want to think about it.” 
 
    “Ms. Lee—” Ms. Kennedy came around the desk toward her.  
 
    “It’s not right. It’s not fair. You said. You get. I don’t.” She slid her fingers up into her hair. “I don’t know what to do!” She fell onto the sofa, which flanked the far wall and pressed her face into the cushions. 
 
    “Amber!” Ms. Kennedy’s voice cut through her distress. 
 
    Amber froze. She’d forgotten she was at work and that Ms. Kennedy was not just her boss, but the big boss. She opened her eyes and peeked up through her hair. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy stood over her with her arms crossed. “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    Breathing as if she’d just finished a hundred-yard dash, Amber sat up and pushed her disheveled hair from her face. “This whole thing isn’t going right.” 
 
    “And what thing is that?” Ms. Kennedy tapped her foot. 
 
    “What do you think!” Amber pointed at the strewn papers. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy took a breath. “When you texted me, I thought everything was fine.” 
 
    “I told you I was safe. I didn’t say everything was fine.” Amber’s voice trembled. “Well, it was fine until I found out I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    Ms. Kennedy rolled her eyes. “Is that all?” 
 
    “All!” Amber drew back. “That seems like a big problem to me!” 
 
    “Amber.” Ms. Kennedy uncrossed her arms and sat on the sofa. “It’s quite common to have more than one spanking buddy. It’s nothing to get so upset about.” 
 
    “I thought—” She swallowed hard. “I thought it was more than that.” 
 
    “And it might be.” Ms. Kennedy leaned closer. “But usually, we fall in love with a vanilla who understands nothing about that extra something we need.” 
 
    Amber sniffed. 
 
    Ms. Kennedy plucked a tissue from the side table and offered it to Amber. “Do you think I’m the only one Mr. Harding sees?” 
 
    That hadn’t occurred to Amber. “You’re not?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Ms. Kennedy smiled. “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “How is cheating a good thing?” Amber struggled with the concept. 
 
    “I love my husband, and he’s great in every other way.” Ms. Kennedy twisted her wedding rings. “But occasionally I see Mr. Harding, and everyone gets what they need so that life goes on smoothly. I don’t consider that cheating.” 
 
    Amber wondered what Mr. Kennedy thought about this arrangement.  
 
    “There’s no shame in pursuing what you need,” Ms. Kennedy said.  
 
    Amber nodded but she wasn’t convinced. It was easy for Ms. Kennedy to say these things. She hadn’t been hurt and betrayed.  
 
    At home, Amber paced the kitchen rather than making supper, still fuming at the way Jake said she needed to be punished. She honestly didn’t think she’d done anything wrong; she refused to accept his authority on this. 
 
    The memory of their wonderful day zipped through her mind. There was something special about Jake, something magical about the way they’d connected. She flopped into the recliner pouting over her loss. How would she ever find anything so wonderful again? Just what was it that made the day so good? 
 
    Simple. She’d submitted to him. Obeyed him. She’d reveled in way he made decisions and issued instructions. With his control, he'd freed her from responsibility. He'd absolved her of guilt. Maybe no one else would understand, but at the time, it seemed exactly what she wanted. Was that as true now as it had been then? “Maybe I should just let him punish me, no matter what I think,” she muttered. 
 
    Immediately, all the tension left her body. The same sense of calm she’d felt with him came over her. Instead of fighting him, she should give in to him.  
 
    There's no shame in pursuing what you need, Ms. Kennedy had said. Well, damn it, she was going to pursue.  
 
    She rushed to the computer and wrote an email. 
 
    I surrender.  
 
    That was all she had to say. She hoped he would understand.  
 
    For the first time in two weeks, Amber slept well. For the first time in two weeks, she did more with her hair than a ponytail, and more with her makeup than a swipe of lipstick. She chose a bright outfit and settled at her desk with new calm. The workday buzz picked up all around her. 
 
    Elaina swirled in with the daily dose of gossip. “I saw such a cute guy at the grocery store last night.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Amber only listened to half of what Elaina gushed about these days. 
 
    Scott popped off the elevator and lifted his chin in their direction. “Amber, they want you downstairs.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. She’d just gotten up here. “Why?” 
 
    “Some delivery thing.” He continued toward his cube. 
 
    Confused, she frowned. She wasn’t expecting anything. The mailroom usually collected packages and delivered them later on rounds. “Won’t they bring it up?” she called to Scott. 
 
    “I don’t know. A guy was asking for you. Maybe you have to sign.” He shrugged and disappeared. 
 
    Elaina abandoned Amber and scurried after him, still on the hunt. 
 
    “Fine. Whatever.” Amber gathered her purse and rode the elevator to the ground floor. She went to the intake desk but the clerk stared at her like he’d never heard the word delivery before. Maybe Scott was being a dick and sending her on an irritating chase. Why would he do that now? The friction had calmed between them. 
 
    She turned to make a second trip to the office and caught sight of a figure lingering by the main door. An electric shock zipped through her. That man reminded her of Jake. But him here now was impossible. He turned his head and their eyes locked. Her heart skipped. He looked a lot like Jake. She had to be hallucinating. Then he smiled. Her knees weakened. It was him. Jake was here. Jake was the guy asking for her! 
 
    Her legs moved on their own. Without a conscious thought, Amber dodged through the stream of workers entering the building and ran toward him. She launched into his arms as if shot from a catapult. Here was the man she needed. The man no one else compared to. She’d do anything to be with him, including making a fool of herself in the building lobby. 
 
    He caught her on the fly, and the momentum spun them in a circle. Her feet flew off the ground, her heart soared free for a few moments before touching down again. She gasped out the obvious question. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Jake took her shoulders and gazed into her face, a sheen of emotion sparkling in his eyes. “I got your email.” 
 
    Her laugh was incredulous. “I only sent it last night.” 
 
    “And the first thing I did was jump on a plane. I’ve been traveling all night to get to you.” 
 
    Amber melted to him, warmth blooming from within. There was no more need to explain herself. His presence here indicated that he understood. 
 
    He pressed his face into her hair. “Amber, I’m sorry I acted like a jerk.” 
 
    The corners of her lips twitched. “Maybe you’re the one who needs to be spanked,” she whispered. 
 
    He laughed, but was it slightly nervous? With a stutter-step, he drew her outside to one of the sidewalk benches. "Seriously, I need to apologize," he said. "I was overreacting. I got defensive. I should have listened." 
 
    She smiled at him. "No. I realized you are in charge. What you say goes. And I like it that way."  
 
    He sighed. "And I never should have, you know. Trina." 
 
    She nodded. "Why'd you do it?" 
 
    His eyes shifted away fast. “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “You were two thousand miles away. She was right there. But it wasn’t at all satisfying. It wasn’t what I wanted. I'll never do anything like that again.” 
 
    Amber thought about Kenny. No connection. No emotion. No satisfaction. She hadn’t understood Jake when he’d pleaded his case before. She did now. 
 
    “All I want is you,” he said, and she believed him.  
 
    "All I want is you, too," she echoed. 
 
    He grinned and sighed big. “I have something for you.” He drew a fist-sized bundle from his jacket pocket and plopped it into her hand. 
 
    Amber turned the lumpy cloth sack between her fingers. Inside, the contents rattled and scraped against each other. 
 
    He reached over and opened the drawstring. 
 
    She tipped the bag upside down. Various sizes of golden stones poured into her hand. She recognized the substance immediately. “Amber!” She stirred her fingers through the gems. 
 
    “I figured you can make a specialty line of jewelry.” Jake grinned. “Amber Creations, or some such thing.” 
 
    She held one of the delicate drops to the light. “Aww, you can see all the little creatures trapped inside." She turned to him. "Thank you, Jake. They’re beautiful.” 
 
    He picked up a gem and rubbed his thumb over the smooth, yellowed surface. “Just like you.” 
 
    She laughed and funneled the handful back into the bag. 
 
    He reached to his pocket again. “There’s one more thing." 
 
    “What’s that?” She pulled the strings tight on the little sack. 
 
    He slid from the bench to one knee in front of her. “Amber.” His voice wavered. He held a necklace toward her, a huge droplet of amber dangling from a thin silver chain. “Will you be mine forever?"  
 
    Her stomach dropped. “Oh, my gosh.”  
 
    "This might not be a traditional collar, but it's a token of my promise to always respect you, always take care of you, and always give you what you need.” 
 
    The idea was theoretically beautiful. Spending her life with him was the stuff of her fantasy. But practically speaking, this was impossible. She’d left Minnesota, and that had been a huge mistake. “I told you. I can’t leave here.” 
 
    He didn’t seem upset by her refusal. “I’ve got that all worked out. I’m coming here.” 
 
    A jolt ran through her. Her eyes popped open. So did her mouth. “Here, as in Dallas?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His eyes sparkled. “Here, as in Dallas.” 
 
    “To live?” She squeaked out the question. 
 
    He blinked hard a couple of times. “If you’ll say yes.” 
 
    Amber started laughing. She laughed until tears ran down her cheeks. She laughed because it was the happiest moment in her life. “Yes!” She melted into his arms. “Yes, forever.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed this novel, 
 
    please post a review on Amazon. 
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    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Please visit my web page: 
 
    X Rated Reads 
 
      
 
      
 
    I've had kinky interests as far back as I can remember. As a kid, I didn't understand the what or the why, but I knew certain things were exciting to me. It didn't take long to figure out that my attraction to these subjects was—er—different from most of my classmates. And I quickly discovered that such topics were regarded as Taboo. 
 
    As I tried to understand myself, there was nowhere to turn. That was waaaaaaaay before the internet, but also no open discussion of such ideas was ever allowed. 
 
    Those who were brave found their answers in back alleys and porn shops, but for a young person with no resources and stranded in a small town, it was a lonely wandering through my fantasy world, always with the nagging thought, "What's wrong with me?" 
 
    It took many years to figure out there's nothing wrong with me. It was a long journey, still an open-ended one, and not without its conflicts and trials. But ultimately, I've come to a place of happiness and acceptance. 
 
    I embrace my kinks and enjoy them! 
 
    
You can, too. 
 
      
 
    Spanx from Monica 
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