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		Chapter One

		Caught in the Act

		

		I should have known by the crisp click of her heels against the bamboo corridor that it was LuAnn on the warpath—so imprinted in my memory, the solid sound of her approach would haunt me for months. But while that tap tap tapping noise still has the power to evoke every angered refrain that spewed from the woman’s red smudged mouth, it seems strange that on that day that tapping sound didn’t register in my brain cells until it was too late. I’d averted her wrath once before, just two months prior to my fateful reckoning, when she dropped into Tate’s office unannounced, wearing running shoes this time, so we had no advance warning at all. That day we were lucky. She breezed in so fast that she barely noticed that I was crawling on the floor, presumably to pick up a pile of scattered paperclips that Tate hastily threw against the carpet to cover up our crime. In truth I’d been half under his desk with my mouth covering his naked and very erect cock. I came up with a handful of paperclips in my closed fist and a sincere apology. After casting me a suspicious glare, she brushed me off, announcing that she needed to speak with Tate in private. I was more than happy to oblige. Dodged a bullet, I thought then. But I wasn’t so lucky on the second occasion.

		LuAnn threw open her husband’s heavy office door as if she knew what she’d see. There was no hiding the fact of our misbehavior. I was naked and Tate might as well have been. As I recall his pants were at his ankles as he stood behind me, leaning into my naked derriere with one hand squeezing the right ass cheek he’d so meticulously caned just minutes before. Damn, that hurt! But what a sweet hurt it was at the time, the kind that sets off sparks inside the brain, that flusters the senses, that suddenly shoots a spark cuntward, setting off another spectacular series of orgasmic highs. I’d grabbed the edges of the desk on either side, my knuckles white as I tried to handle the horrific tension. I loved every second of that last fuck. But suddenly the sound around me magnified in volume—the tapping heels, the shrieking voice, a door banging back against its hinges. Tate’s wife LuAnn is only five feet two, but she packs more bitch per pound than any woman on earth.

		“And you thought I didn’t know!” This didn’t sound like the typical opening salvo in a war that had been in the strategic planning stages for months. The two parties had been staking their territories for as long as I could remember. I tried to stay above their game, wisely keeping my kinky affair with my boss carefully scripted to ‘safe’ days only. Okay, so we’d been getting a little lax in recent weeks. As for me, I got the feeling that I’d been set up; Tate was hoping to get caught, at least on a subjective level. Of course he wouldn’t easily give up a fine ‘piece of ass’ like mine. He loved me for my body: the slender thighs, and perky breasts and toned ass—key physical features in Tate’s book of female assets, although I certainly wasn’t the only female in Chicago with Tate’s ideal form.

		Bailing out of the inevitable disaster would have been as simple as ending the affair the day before we were caught—just as we planned to do. We had to ‘lay low’, Tate had told me, while we sat huddled over greasy cheeseburgers in a grimy diner just south of town. Being in public with my boss meant dining in the dirtiest greasy spoons in the city. I agreed we’d cool it for awhile. But the next day, lured by a renewed sense of the verboten, we were back in his office playing risky sex games. He said he couldn’t give me up. And why would he, when sex was defined by him, according to him, on his turf, on his whim, in whatever way his imagination would allow. He had the perfect set-up for the sex he craved, and it would be a big hassle to start over with a new female when he already had me trained.

		On the surface, he had a rich trophy wife, the picture perfect family, and a successful advertising company. Underneath the happy façade of marriage and family, his life was in shambles. I knew it. His wife knew it. Even he knew it. It was only a matter of time before one of the three of us in this desperate trio called a halt to the affair. As one would predict, the scene was ugly, from its shocking inception, all the way through the horrid reckoning I was to face, and on to the bitterest of endings, it was ugly.

		“What the fuck are you doing here, LuAnn?” Tate’s voice was laced with malice. The sudden shift left me breathless and in the mood to shrink to a few meager inches and crawl into the nearest hole.

		Soon as Tate’s dick slipped from my wet cunt, I split, snatching up strewn articles of clothing and exiting the room through the door on the far side. Once inside Gaines Bradley’s adjoining office, I leaned against the door listening to my life go down the drain as the quarrel between husband and wife escalated to Biblical proportions—I presume. I’m not completely sure how far they went; by the time LuAnn started cataloging my faults, I knew I was history. I had no need to hear the entire debacle go down. Her every word joined the toxic lump inside my belly. Humiliation, anger, total despair...

		A lousy night of self-recrimination lay ahead.

		

		Tate called me the following morning. “The best I can give you is two weeks, official.” His voice lowered, as if he feared he was being overheard. “But I’ll add in another couple weeks on my own. It’ll have to be cash. Just one small thing, Claire.”

		“What’s that?”

		“LuAnn wants you to sign an exit agreement.”

		“Exit agreement?”

		“No big deal. But you need to come in. This afternoon, about three okay?”

		Why did I think I was being railroaded?

		Because I knew Tate, and I knew LuAnn.

		“Sure.” What else was I going to say? Still in the process of picking my dropped jaw off my kitchen floor, I failed to come up with a suitable wisecrack. The blood drained from my face; in fact, at the time I thought it was completely draining from my body. As soon as the blood was gone, I’d slip to the floor like a broken marionette. I don’t think the reality hit until the moment my limp body hit the seat of the kitchen chair and folded forward, my sobbing eyes wetting the sleeves of my new chartreuse sweater.

		I arrived at Larimer & Brittan wearing crisp black and white; strutting through the office in four inch ‘brandname’ shoes that clicked against the eco-friendly bamboo every bit as nastily as LuAnn’s size five stilettos had the day before. Despite the similarities, there was one huge difference between LuAnn and me. She had the power to hire, fire, move heaven and earth, and do whatever she damn well pleased in her husband’s place of work. My bold red ‘fuck me shoes’ could only carry me sexily into my inevitable fate. They had no power on the other side of Tate’s office door where the queen stood waiting for me to appear.

		“Imagine, she actually came,” LuAnn remarked with snide disdain as she turned to see me enter in response to Tate’s terse ‘come in.’

		He sat obediently behind his desk while she had the rest of the room to display her talents for mockery, artful putdowns and Nazi-style persecution—yes, the woman is really that mean-spirited. Then of course, she was the woman-scorned in this situation. I should have expected as much.

		“You have two options, Ms. Lawrence.” I wondered how long she rehearsed the speech. “The document on the right…” she said, referring to the front of Tate’s desk where two crisply printed documents lay side by side, waiting for me. “…establishes your guilt in a scheme to defraud the company…”

		“Guilt? Guilt! What the fuck are you talking about!” I snapped. I turned to Tate aghast.

		The only thing he could offer me was a defeated shrug. Get a pair of balls, asshole! I would have blurted out, but I was too stunned to make my mouth fall in line with my brain.

		He looked at me overtop the reading glasses perched on the tip of his nose. Below him a stack of opened files. A ploy to look busy…too busy to fool with a matter as silly as the vendetta currently being played out, while I stood helplessly watching my life go down the drain. He did bother to answer, finally, his voice lowered, each word carefully chosen. “Let’s just say LuAnn’s a master at manipulating data to cast suspicion on you. I don’t know how she came up with her figures, but if you study them carefully, she’ll convince even you of your guilt.”

		I stood back, mouth agape. “Suspicion of what? What are you talking about?”

		Her smile was sly, while her eyes darted excitedly from me to Tate then back to me.

		“That document will be shown to the board. After reviewing the evidence, they’ll unanimously decide to press charges, and you’ll be sent to jail. How sad for you, Claire.” She wasn’t sad at all. “But you do have a choice,” she arched one brow, her smirk so shrewd it seemed a bit cliché. She was proud of her revenge. “The document on the left is your resignation. It comes with a severance package of two weeks pay, half your vacation time, a month on the company medical policy, and,” this was the kicker, “a promise not to blackball you with future employers. Very generous. You sign that, the document on the right will disappear.”

		As if I believed that.

		My mind began shifting into gear after the long stall. “What’s the catch?”

		She sneered at me, lifting her brows and breathing deep as she savored the moment of my demise with haughty triumph. “And what would make you think there’s a catch?” she uttered in a singsong that set my teeth on edge.

		I didn’t answer. I knew she’d tell me and she did.

		“There is a codicil in the document which gives me permission to seek punitive restitution. It’s quite straightforward, and certainly nothing you haven’t been through before,” her tone darkened and she cast a brief but pointed glance at her husband. “Before you leave this office today, you’ll give yourself over to me for appropriate corporal punishment. Your duplicity, underhanded manipulation and disloyalty will not go unpunished.” She paused, noting my look of horror. “You blanch in horror at what I’m saying, but your arguments have no merit when you willingly relinquish yourself to Tate on his whim. He’s told me plenty about the sadomasochistic trysts you’ve enjoyed this past year. I’m only asking for a little action for myself. And, you’re quite right to assume this is not innocent experimentation. You’re going to walk away from here marked and bruised. You’ll live with the evidence of my power over you until those bruises finally fade and the marks disappear. Too bad your memory of this day will not fade as easily as the physical wounds. You’ll live with your disgrace for a long while. Just imagine…I’ll be on your brain, in your memory banks with my face burned onto your psyche. You’ll never escape me.”

		She looked as if she might spit in my face, then she sighed deeply, “So, what will it be, Claire? Sign the document, take your punishment and get on with your life—such as it will be, or see if you can wiggle your way out of the accusations that are documented in my report?”

		I felt as if I’d just landed in reality TV, its newest star in the game of pain and humiliation. “You don’t miss a trick, do you?” I wanted to be a million miles from that room, light years into the next millennium, or whatever dimension was waiting beyond our five tangible senses.

		“You underestimated my influence in this situation,” she was proud to announce. She wanted to bury me in shame, but at least for one brief moment, I refused to allow her barbs to pile on. Maybe I was too numb to feel at all.

		“And maybe you’ve underestimated me,” I came back in an attempt to sound indignant. “I suppose I was a fool to think I could get away from this place without looking this moment, and you, in the face. But now that we’re here, why don’t you just get it over with.”

		“You’d like it to be that easy, wouldn’t you?” The sing-song voice was setting my nerves on edge. She shrugged and strolled toward the window with a dramatic flair, then turned back with her eyes moving from my feet to my face, greeting my perplexed expression with a single word. “Strip.”

		I must have looked at her blankly because she quickly added, “I imagine that naked has been your customary attire here, so you should feel right at home.”

		I shrugged her off and with an air of nonchalance that belied the fear running through my veins, I began removing my clothes.

		There was little unique about the next half hour except for the fact that the cane was wielded by her vicious majesty and not the glowering man on the side of the room. I imagined him trying to justify to himself the debacle he was there to witness. That was apparently punishment enough for him. Of course, I wouldn’t know what prices LuAnn would extract from her cheating husband later. He actually looked annoyed. “Let’s get the fucking thing over,” he would have blurted out if he’d had the courage.

		Stripped of my clothes and my dignity, I went over the front of Tate’s desk as I had so many times for him. Seconds later, the bitch’s real fury began to fly.

		I expected a simple strapping, paddling, caning, whipping sort of punishment, and that is exactly what I received. She bruised my ass in less than three minutes time with an erratically twisting leather strap that left welts as deep as the ones she laid on later with the cane. She saved the most tender flesh for that vile bamboo rod, delivering a series of painful cuts to the back of my upper thighs. I didn’t dare howl, but I wasn’t exactly silent either. When I got too noisy to suit her, she came on me, yanking my head back by the hair and pulling it far enough so she could slap my face. After that stinging smack, she squeezed my chin between her manicured nails and spewed more venom. “The more you protest, bitch, the more you inspire me. So keep it up, keep squawking, keep making your play for my sympathies. It’s really a delight to hear you whimper. Too bad there’s not a sympathetic bone in my body, none for you at least.” I expected that she’d shove me back down and get on with the business of ravaging my ass, instead, she swiveled to the left with my hair still clutched inside her fist and pushed forward with enough force to propel me over the back of the leather loveseat, which was on the window side of Tate’s desk. I tried to resist, but her hold on me was firm.

		“You think I’m done with you? I’m just getting started.”

		The positioning on the couch was no accident. If I looked up, my eyes landed squarely on Tate’s weary face. He’d given up the uncomfortable nearness of his desk, retreating to the farthest corner of the room where I suppose he assumed he could safely wait out my ordeal without getting involved. But LuAnn had no intention of letting her cheating husband off so easy. Nor would my suffering be as simple as a well-caned ass.

		Over the back of the couch forced my body into a more strenuous bend, accentuating my ass cheeks, my quivering thighs and total vulnerability. Tapping her cane against my behind, she forced me to slide even further forward until my toes finally lifted off the floor. I grabbed hold of the front of the seat in order not to slide forward to the floor. Then I waited as the woman made up her mind what she’d do next. She began my second round of punishment with a dozen sharp smacks of a wooden paddle. As hard as these were, I worried that I’d never survive to see the finish. Following the paddle was a riding crop, delivering blows in a purposely erratic manner that had the tail whipping around my side and cutting into the most tender skin. Once she’d had her fill of that, a flogger laced my backside from my shoulders to the back of my knees. She practically had to climb over my ass to reach my shoulders with her weapon. Then with a suddenness that left me breathless, she pulled off of me and a second later I heard a dreadful whizzing sound, which was quickly followed by a searing heat burned into the scorched flesh of my ass.

		I didn’t realize until that moment that my brief stint over the desk was just her way to warm me up, although she’d done nothing in that time to prepare me for the full force of her anger vented on my defenseless body.

		It seemed for minutes at a time I’d zone out only to be awakened by the sudden and exhilarating pain of another vicious attack. My grunts and whelps were soon reduced to a constant, steady sobbing. By the time I realized that, I was unable to contain myself. She’d taken me down. There was nowhere left to go; no place, not even in the deep recesses of my own psyche was there a place where I could hide.

		LuAnn stopped her attack abruptly, and only in the moment of calm that followed was I able to understand why she was so quick to quit the punishment. Having seen the drizzle of sex juice sliding down my inner thigh, she had the satisfaction she needed. I could feel her gloating eyes as they stared directly between my legs. What triumph she must have felt realizing that she would get a whole lot more from me than she ever hoped. Her fondest dreams must have been realized in that moment.

		I waited to hear the cackle, but a smoother, more melodious voice was there to greet me when I came to from a brief retreat into the realm of my inner world.

		Was I making her horny? I wondered as I felt the palm of her hand graze my wounded behind. I could feel the welts as the touch of her hand released waves and waves of erotic heat. Soon, I was wiggling my pussy against the cushion enough for any eye to grasp what I was doing.

		Thwack! Something struck my ass, I’m not sure what, but it was enough to make me howl.

		“The pleasure is all mine today, harlot,” I heard her say. “I’m not done with you, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let you get any satisfaction from my abuse of you. She backed me off the couch enough so that my feet could touch the floor again. Then she pulled me up, clamped my nipples with clothespins, and pushed me back over the thick cushion. The pinched buds might have been bearable as they were, but with them pressed against the leather couch, pain was unavoidable—ceaseless, throbbing, unavoidable harm had come to me in the form of this lady viper. If the clothespins weren’t enough evidence of her sadistic character, then the thick black strapped-on dildo she shoved in my cunt was. I gazed back just before she entered me, shocked to see the leather crotch piece and the fat silicone prick. She seemed so comfortable as the witchy female Domme that I had to wonder, in my one split second of clarity, if fucking females—or males—was a regular practice for her. My body should have seized up in panic at the sight of her, but my own arousal was already too engaged to stop. I could have come, I swear I would have—if it hadn’t been for those silly wooden clothespins grabbing at my nipples.

		“Please, this has to stop!” I shrieked. The pain practically punched me in the gut.

		“Sure, slut, when it suits me,” was her reply.

		Thankfully, the pain eased some and I could manage. LuAnn went on with her rape until she wore me out and I was about to collapse into a heap of tears. I felt her body stiffen behind me, and her mewling cry rose up beyond the noisy chaos in my mind.

		She came?

		I haven’t a clue, but I suppose she did.

		Before I could quite get my bearings, Tate was hustling me out of the office, carrying my clothes in his hand and shoving them and me into Gaines’ empty office. My nipples were numb from the terrific pinching, and when Tate quickly pulled them off, the blood rushing back into those closed capillaries nearly drove me to my knees.

		That was the last time I saw LuAnn, the last time I saw Tate—although he was quick to follow up with the money he promised. He expended a little too much energy being utterly nice about the arrangements that had been made for my severance from the company. Wracked by guilt? In some far corner of his character I’m sure the incident rattled his sense of honor. He liked to think he was an honorable man. That last day should have been the end of his attempts to make something honorable of our regretful finish, however, in the days that followed, he was quite gracious to me whenever we spoke on the phone. I’m sure he adopted the attitude out of fear. LuAnn may have thought she’d triumphed in our battle, but she left a huge question mark roaming the world when I walked out that day. If I wanted to make things messy…

		Yes, I might have ruined her, if I wanted to make things messy.

		I preferred a clean break.

		

	
		

		Chapter Two

		Master In Disguise

		

		I took my sore behind and wounded ass home to an empty apartment, grateful that for once my ne’er-do-well brother Riley was not stuffing his face with junk food on my living room couch. He was nowhere to be found and it took all the decency I could muster not to lock him out by setting the deadbolt. I knew if I did that, he’d only find some way around the complicated locking system that I’d installed to keep the worst of Chicago’s riffraff from getting in. Picking locks was one of my brother’s few claims to fame; I didn’t even want to venture into the murky territory of how he learned his special talents and when he used them—other than to gain access to my apartment when I wasn’t there to let him in.

		I made myself a stiff drink, pulled some Chinese takeout from the fridge and popped it in the toaster oven to heat while I puttered around the apartment, mostly picking up after my lazy brother. Quite honestly, I had no desire to sit myself down until the food was ready to eat, even then, I thought I might just lie on the couch and avoid putting too much weight on my hurting ass while I surfed the TV for something to watch.

		Just as I was about to arrange myself on the couch, I thought to check my email—as if I actually expected an apology from Tate. None there. I sat back and sighed, feeling defeated. I went on to browse through the rest of my email, and when an email from masterindisguise@writersguild.com appeared in my inbox, I couldn’t stop myself from peeking at the message.

		

		Hey there, naughty baby, I hope you’re still on for dinner tomorrow evening. I’ve booked a table at that little Spanish Bistro I told you about last week. I’m taking you at your word. Answer when you get this. Patrick

		

		Patrick. My most devoted fan.

		When I’m not an advertising account exec, I spend my free hours penning kinky erotic stories that I post to a website I began five years ago. It wasn’t much but a simple blog when it started, then two years ago, a good friend of mine who’s a whiz kid at web design took my antiquated site and turned it into a smooth functioning story site where I could invite my fans and fellow writers to post their naughtiest fantasies in story form and comment back and forth. The new site took off faster than I expected, and in its second year, it began paying for itself, as well as giving me a tidy sum to pad my income. Little did I know that it would become my only source of income.

		Master In Disguise, Patrick, was one of the first to post his stories to the new site and we’d been regularly corresponding for over a year. Our communications over the previous three months had been strictly off the website and through our private email. From his first story, I could see that Patrick had a real flair for writing, characterization, good plots and blistering hot erotic scenes, which tended toward the kinky side of sexual relationships. My favorite. Every word he wrote I came to savor. Every time I opened one of his stories, I was practically drooling. Over time, my fantasies about this mystery man took some dark but delightful turns. My imagination went wild with the thought of actually meeting him in person, and discovering the ‘Dream Dom’ from my fantasies there to save me from my messed up life.

		After a week or so of these silly imaginings, I’d abruptly come to my senses and remind myself that Patrick, if that was really his name, was most likely just a mild mannered college professor with a keen wit and a brilliant pen, capable of sending my crotch into paroxysms of delight with his racy prose. Interesting enough for email, but a face to face relationship with a man I’d likely overlook in a bar or on the street? I doubted a meeting would be a good idea, and I’d been putting off his sporadic invitations for nearly two months. However, it seemed that we’d finally reached the point of no return. The week before, thinking solely about his sizzling story of female surrender to a grim, but sexy mercenary, I sat with my hand between my legs and agreed to our first meeting. One evening, one measly dinner out. What could it hurt? I kept telling myself, once my hand was out of my crotch and I was thinking rationally. If he had any expectations of something more than one casual dinner then I’d lay them to rest right then and there.

		Given the miserable state of my life when I received this latest email from Master In Disguise, I was about to make up some excuse, create an emergency—certainly the current state of my life could be called an emergency. No job. My backup funds nearly depleted trying to support myself and Riley. I might manage for a few weeks, but not much longer than that. I had sound reasons for turning the man down this time and I nearly launched in the sordid truth about my lousy day—minus the graphic details of my punishment from LuAnn. But I was simply too tired to spell it out for him in an email. Besides my desk chair was too damn hard to even sit on.

		After reading his email for the 7th time, I finally dashed off my reply, I’ll be there…Clarisse, and hit ‘Send’.

		

		To Patrick I was still Clarisse Laurent my on-line penname. Though he’d said he was sharing his given name with me, I was still unable to disclose the fact that I was just plain old Claire Lawrence. Until the following night when we finally met, I nurtured the belief that Patrick was exactly the man I pictured him being, nice but a little nerdy, certainly not my Dream Dom. He’d be as common and easy to know off-line as he was on-line. And that would be perfect. I’d have a sympathetic ear for my sordid tale, a shoulder to cry on. I couldn’t imagine telling any of my friends what happened with Tate and LuAnn, but Patrick who understands my kink? I hardly regretted that rash email after it so swiftly left my outbox.

		Resigned that I would be meeting him the following night, I downed my stiff drink, pulled dinner from the toaster oven and settled myself as comfortably on the couch as I could. That’s exactly where I remained until it was time to go to bed.

		

		***

		

		The little Spanish bistro seemed quaint and unassuming at first glance. The storefront restaurant was one of a half dozen small businesses along the busy downtown thoroughfare. It shared a doorway with an old jewelry store that looked as though it should have gone out of business in the 50s and had somehow managed to linger on, its aging proprietor hunched over his gems like a nearsighted miser. Glancing at the grimy window I wondered if anyone ever walked through that door.

		Patrick’s bistro created an entirely different impression, especially once I stepped through the front door and the fragrant aromas of spicy food practically knocked me off my feet. As I breathed in, the rich perfumes seem to move through my body in a pleasurable wave—my first happy breath since the day before and the sudden demise of my career. I stood in the entry waiting for the host to seat me and gazed around the room seeing not more than a dozen tables scattered through the dining area. The air glowed with a warm light. The linens were white. The goblets fine crystal. And while the glassware tickled musically and china plates clattered above the common noises of the restaurant, the strains of Spanish guitar music could be heard filtering into the air with a melody that seemed to open my senses as much as the smell of the food. I’d given little thought to romance or sex prior to this meeting—I suppose I was still too stunned from the events of the day before. For just an instant as I stood waiting to be seated, an intensely erotic feeling swept through me. That was quickly followed by a moment of utter panic, which I immediately squashed. Just one measly dinner, Claire!

		Peering more closely into the dining room, I could see that most of the tables were occupied, but there was none with just a single man. My heart lurched anxiously. I was at least twenty minutes late. Had he already left?

		“Are you dining alone tonight, miss, or meeting someone?” a pleasant, dark-haired gentleman greeted me with a warm smile.

		Flustered, I stumbled over the, “I-uh, am meeting someone,” and followed it with an unnecessarily bashful grin. He looked as though he needed more information. “I’m Clarisse Laurent…looking for Patrick?” How silly, I didn’t even know his last name.

		The host’s eyes sparked as if he knew exactly who I wanted, then he led me between the tables to one near the back of the restaurant where, as I approached, I could see a man seated with his back to me. The high-back chair had nearly hidden him from view when I made my first perusal of the dining room.

		“Mr. Helms,” the host addressed the man, then gave me a perfunctory nod as he motioned me toward the table and then backed away.

		With a youthful spring to his movements, the seated gentleman pulled out of his chair, turned toward me and held out his hand. He was dressed in a finely tailored suit, in fact, everything from the shoes to the cufflinks to the tie reeked of money.

		“Patrick Helms,” he announced—as if it weren’t perfectly obvious who he was the instant I saw him.

		Caught staring into his deep blue eyes, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I could barely think beyond my moment of panic. Not once in nearly two years had we even broached the subject of exchanging pictures, so I had only a vague impression of what Patrick might look like. Nothing had been mentioned about his wavy blond hair, the high cheekbones, the square-cut jaw, or the magnetic charisma he exuded in his flashy smile. Not once had he suggested to me that I might recognize him.

		“Cat got your tongue?” Damn if that gorgeous smile just didn’t quit.

		“You—you could have told me…”

		Figuring that I wasn’t up to the perfunctory handshake greeting, he lowered his hand and escorted me to the seat opposite his. Too weak to protest, I sat, still in shock, still trying to wrap my mind around the truth about Mr. Master In Disguise.

		“Told you…what exactly?” he asked as he settled back into his chair.

		“I’ve been corresponding with you for almost two years, and you never thought to mention that you’re a celebrity as popular as the fiction you write?” My surging anger surprised me, although the feeling seemed completely justified.

		“You weren’t ready to know until now,” he said, ignoring my obvious distress.

		“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I blurted out. I didn’t mean to be ungracious, but the Patrick Helms was the last person I thought I’d be meeting in that Spanish bistro. If I’d known I certainly would have done more than toss on a pair of slacks and an old sweater I rarely wore out.

		“You look terrific, by the way, as pretty as I expected.”

		“Thank you.” The blush was burning my cheeks before I finished saying thank you. “But do you think a compliment is going to get me beyond my shock?”

		“Would it have been better if you’d known who I was ahead of time? I doubt it.” He peered at me, his expression almost whimsical. I wanted to be infuriated by his nonchalance but for some reason, maybe all that infectious charm, my anger was quickly lost in the sea of my wildly divergent emotions.

		“You’re surprised, that’s obvious. Nervous…” he checked the gold watch around his wrist, “probably why you were twenty-five minutes late, and just guessing here, I’d say you look as though you’ve had a rough week. It stands to reason that you might be a little annoyed to have me showing up here as your date…”

		“You hit the nail on the head there, buddy.” My sardonic reply earned me a gentle laugh.

		Then he leaned in earnestly, capturing my left hand in his as it rested on the table. He held on tightly, refusing to let me pull it away.

		“Look at me, Clarisse.”

		“It’s Claire, not Clarisse. Claire Lawrence, not Clarisse Laurent,” I flipped off, sounding as if I resented the fact that I was not the mysterious femme fatale of my on-line profile. Just a career girl trying to make it in the big city was all the man better expect.

		“Look at me, Claire,” he went on undeterred. His focus on me had not wavered but the degree of empathy he displayed made me so anxious that I think every nerve in my body had seized up. “How about you let go the fact of who I am. Let’s just concentrate on you and me, on our first date, on taking our friendship beyond emails and the anecdotes. You think you can do that?” He raised his brows questioningly.

		“Maybe if I forget about who you are, or that your picture was on the cover of People a few months back, or that I’m so completely bowled over by your writing. Sometimes I read your stories and I want to throw mine in the trash, computer and all.” I tittered self-consciously. “Of course, if I did that, I’d be throwing away a very good computer that I can’t afford to replace.”

		When he laughed something in me seemed to lighten. And when his warm hand disappeared from mine, I desperately wanted it back. Instead, my hand retreated to my lap where it would uselessly remain. Although I could still feel where he touched it and a flutter of desire swelled in me.

		Ignoring my disparaging comment and, keeping things light, he launched into a conversation that covered a dozen topics that I think we may have already touched on over the past year. So much about our exchanges seemed familiar, as if taken from the pages of a book we’d both read. For minutes at a time I almost forgot who he was and centered on the friend he had become. When Patrick abruptly announced that he was famished and it was time to eat, small plates of tapas began arriving at the table in a steady stream, and our concentration became centered on marvelous tastes that were as erotic as the aromas that had earlier tickled my senses. Half the time Patrick fed me the first bite from the newest arrival and waited for my response—I found this very sexy even though it wasn’t intended to be. We each had our favorites and he chided me playfully if I disagreed with his. Wine flowed, further easing my nerves and turning me giddy after the third glass. I worried that I was getting drunk, though I didn’t let the worry linger long.

		“You know I do have to drive home,” I finally reminded him.

		“Or I’ll give you a lift and have your car brought around in the morning.”

		My face must have soured.

		“Just trying to be gallant,” he defended himself.

		I didn’t mind the gesture, but the fact that he could ‘have my car brought around in the morning’ instantly reminded me of the great disparity in our lives. Why exactly was I having dinner with a rich and famous author?

		“Sorry, I’m not used to that. I’ll grab a cab if I need to.”

		He shrugged, then moved on to dessert, which the waiter had just placed in front of us.

		“No, I can’t eat another bite.”

		“You’re sure?”

		“Absolutely.”

		He was momentarily perturbed. “Okay, then you’ll take it home. It’s too good to miss and if you warm it just lightly in the microwave, the sauce will come back to life. I think.”

		Regardless of the easy repartee that continued during those two hours, every time my eyes met the chilling intensity of his gaze, I was reminded that Patrick Helms was never going to be the ‘comfortable old shoe’ kind of relationship that I initially expected, especially when the raging lions of my sexual desire were pawing and leaping at my crotch in wild anticipation of pouncing on this sexy man. Just thinking of the intimate sexual subjects we’d discussed in our email conversations made me cringe with fear and an excitement I’d not felt, well, since long before the punishment sessions with Tate began.

		While Patrick knew me far beyond any casual first date—he knew me more intimately than Tate ever did—almost nothing was mentioned about those emails, or my kinky website, or anything to do with sex at all. Was that by design? He had carefully led the conversation all night long. So to the question of what purpose he had in mind for me—for us—I was left to obsess on that until I saw him again, a matter that was handled just minutes prior to his escorting me to my car.

		“I need a date for Wednesday afternoon, cocktail hour—if you can get away from work that soon. There’s this little gallery with an exhibit I’d like to see. Hopefully you’ll find it as interesting as I will.”

		“Any artists I’d know?”

		“Maybe. You’ll see when you get there. Pick you up at six?”

		“Or I could meet you there.”

		“I’d rather pick you up. Wednesday, six o’clock.” The tone of his voice left no room to quarrel. “Besides, you have to let me be chivalrous.” Another of those killer smiles and I was won over, completely wanting to be won over, in fact. I couldn’t remember when I was last with someone who, for the moments we were together, was absolutely focused on me and little else. This was something to get used to, but something I could grow to enjoy.

		

		By the end of the evening I was smiling as happily as Patrick was, but by Wednesday, my fear of the relationship had driven me into a stew from which I was certain I could not recover in time to make a presentable appearance with Patrick in a public place. I should have asked him if this was a dressy affair. I didn’t know whether to dress up or dress down. Unable to make up my mind, I wrangled over what to wear for nearly an hour, tossing clothes from my closet to the bed, the floor, the chair, anywhere they landed. At six o’clock, I still hadn’t a stitch on, and the intercom buzzer suddenly startled me back to life. I dashed to the console at the front door.

		“I’ll be right down,” I said, then I flew to the bedroom and tossed on some clothes, barely caring what it was. When I looked in the mirror, I liked what I saw.

		Twenty minutes later after he first buzzed the apartment, I was finally getting into Patrick’s Mercedes. Although he raised an eyebrow at my tardy arrival, he didn’t say a word. I’d seen him drive off behind the wheel the previous night. This time he had a driver and I was forced to climb into the back seat and sit directly next to him. My heart was beating so fast that I could barely catch my breath.

		“You look terrific.” He took my hand, then gave me a chaste peck on the cheek and settled back into his seat.

		“So do you.” T-shirt, jeans, sport coat, and looking very sexy. My black slacks, layered sweaters and scarves fit his style. I guessed well, or was just plain lucky. I took a nervous breath. “So the exhibit? You didn’t give me much to go on. This isn’t pornographic, is it?” I leaned in, speaking in hushed tones so the driver wouldn’t hear.

		Patrick chuckled. “I’m afraid not, strictly mainstream, but I was promised an absorbing look at the dramatic forces of light and dark.”

		“That sounds deep.”

		He shrugged, as if it seemed odd to him. He continued on about his friend who owned the gallery, and how he’d labored to put the exhibition together. He’d consulted with Patrick several times as he was working out the details. The more Patrick talked the more intrigued I became. Despite the self-effacing attitude toward art, he seemed to know his way around that world, either that or he talked a good line. His lengthy explanation took up nearly the entire trip to the gallery, which meant that I hardly needed to say a word, which was fine with me. I had to get my bearings with this man, find some firm and comfortable footing, otherwise who he was and his startling looks would continue to unnerve me.

		

		From the moment we stepped into the gallery I felt as though I was walking through a surreal dream. Little gallery, he’d said. From the street maybe it gave the appearance of being small, a quaint artifact of an older era. There was just the single door and one small window that looked out on the street. But as I walked through the entrance, I suddenly stood stock still, too stunned to move. Instead of a tiny hole-in-the-wall storefront, my eyes beheld the most beautiful light filtering through the back end of the gallery where the tiny space opened into a much larger one. The ceiling rose at least two stories high and huge canvases hung against the bare white partitions—reminding me that this, like all exhibitions in this building, was just temporary staging. Other paintings hung freely in the open spaces, dangling from chains, swaying slightly, a bit like the subject matter they portrayed. Most were oil paintings from various artists, though there were a few watercolors scattered among them. The subject in each was the same. Rocky, turbulent, stormy and dead calm—the sea gave up no secrets in these paintings. Its angst was rendered in brush strokes, in sweeping lines and curling waves, in dozens of colors, blue, green, brown, black, orange, hues strange and familiar at once. Each painting shed a different light on those tumultuous seas, which pitched and tossed before my dizzy eyes, or lay flat as a pancake, inert, immovable, hiding the kinetic energy beneath the surface of waves not yet formed.

		Patrick had led me around the gallery while I followed one step behind him in a perpetual state of awe. “What do you think?” he finally turned to me.

		“I think I’m seasick,” I answered. Although we’d finished with the last painting, I would have loved to start over at the beginning, viewing the entire exhibit again with a better pair of eyes and more focus. I was sure I’d missed half of what the exhibition was intended to portray. But by then my mind was a sea of confusing thoughts, although I knew the confusion had nothing to do with the paintings of restless seas. All through our meandering journey through the gallery, I was fully aware of Patrick’s touch; the feel of his fingers when they grazed bare skin; the smell of his breath when he was close. All this was enough to stimulate a jittery feeling inside my bones. The sound of his humming stirred feelings in me that I desperately wanted to experience. The tune was something he made up, at least I didn’t recognize it. I was a basket case of conflicting emotions. Fear mostly. Why I was there with him at all was the biggest mystery of the night.

		I admired his attention to detail, the small things about each painting he took time to point out. Things I hadn’t notice. Though he remained intently focused on the exhibit, he was just as attentive to me.

		“Seasick?” he laughed.

		“You’re not? Feels a little like my life.” I nodded to one particularly brutal scene of crashing waves. I should never had blurted out anything so deliberately leading without checking the implications first. As I feared, Patrick didn’t let the comment slide.

		“Your life. Stormy? Or just a lot of rolling waves and rough surf?”

		“Humm…stormy I suppose, but not so much now,” I dodged the question. He didn’t know about me losing my job and what a nosedive I’d been on for the last week—and he wasn’t going to know. I expected to be employed by the end of the month if the job with Halsey Lewis came through, and I had every reason to believe it would. Unemployment wasn’t a stormy sea, just a little turbulent water that would resolve itself in a short time. With no assurance that this face-to-face relationship with Patrick Helms would last that long, I was not about to delve into the archives of my life and dig up the worst of my crimes and misdemeanors to share with him civilly over a glass of wine. After all, I knew very little about Patrick’s life. Despite months of on-line correspondence, I wasn’t sure we knew each other well at all. Our email exchanges had been primarily about writing, kinky sex and safe subjects, like favorite movies, books, food, sports teams.

		“So, tell me about your interest in TV poker?” I abruptly changed the subject.

		He seemed a bit taken aback, then he thought a moment. “I study people. It’s good practice for writers.”

		“And professional poker provides you with material?”

		“In a way. Plus it keeps me sharp. I like to guess ahead and figure out how the game’s going to be played.”

		“And you’re good at this?”

		“Pretty good.”

		Something told me that he was better than ‘pretty good’, even though, to that point, I’d only had a small glimpse of his powers of observation.

		

		After leaving the gallery we walked down to the lakeshore, then alongside the lake in the direction of Navy Pier. The lake was choppy on the early evening, while trying to shed the winter as the earth yielded itself to the approaching spring. Despite the rough water, there was no mistaking that our close proximity to the lake had a soothing effect on me.

		It was dark, with the lights of the city growing more spectacular as daylight faded. The last rays of the setting sun sent a mellow glow over the cityscape—all freshly imprinted in my mind. We sat on a bench, where for the first time, I asked questions, feeling suddenly willing to spit out anything that popped into my head.

		“Did you always know that you could write?” I asked.

		“Sort of. But I didn’t start the first book in earnest until about six years ago.”

		“And before that? Before you started writing in earnest?”

		“Med school.”

		“Med school? You’re kidding!” I couldn’t believe that he’d never mentioned this before.

		“Nope. Three years in college, four years of med school, then my residency for two at a VA hospital where I counseled returning soldiers.”

		“That’s impressive.”

		His face dimmed. “Not really. I never felt so out of place in my life.” A darkness crept into his mood, and I wasn’t sure how to reply.

		“Psychiatry?” I finally ventured again.

		He nodded and smiled, but not the kind of broad Patrick Helms’ smile I’d grown fond of in the last few days. Rather there was something wry and knowing behind his expression. Something painful, as well.

		“Way out of my league with returning soldiers. I had nothing to say to them, nothing to offer, no pithy comments, no soothing words, not a thing to address their need. I might do better now, but at the time, I was the green behind the ears kid, way over my head in trauma I’d never witnessed firsthand. The only way I might have related to their suffering would have been to join the Army and take a tour or two in the Middle East, which I had no intention of doing.” He shrugged in a self-depreciating way I’d seen a couple of times before. “I’m not that brave, not that good a man.”

		“Maybe you are that good, just in a different way.”

		“No, I’m not.” He was firm about this.

		“So you gave up psychiatry altogether?”

		“I tried private practice once my residency was up. But my time at the VA ruined that too. It was a little hard caring about spoiled trust fund babies who were acting out, or neurotically wealthy females with too much time and money on their hands to find happiness. I got tired of being a weekly pacifier.”

		“So you made the leap from there to bestselling psychological thrillers?”

		“Pretty much. I’ve been writing since college, spare time stuff, all that kinky porn you have on your website.” A glimmer of mischief returned to his eyes.

		“Ah! Now I can see the origins of your writing.” I thought back to some of his most intriguing sexual tales that layered substance with S&M in a way I’d seen from no other author.

		The sudden mention of kinky porn—a subject I’d avoided up to that point—and the furnace between my thighs rapidly heated. Porn was the very thing that brought us together in the first place, and for the first time in our two meetings I allowed the familiar warmth of sexual arousal to spread throughout my body. For several seconds I felt as if I were burning up.

		Patrick abruptly turned to me. “Talking about porn is difficult for you, isn’t it?”

		I was unprepared for the question. “Why would you say that?”

		“I thought I should let you lead when it came to that.” He snickered, then without waiting for a response from me, he immediately rose to his feet, and taking my hand in his, we walked on. In the distance, I could see his Mercedes waiting for us, as if it had arrived exactly on cue.

		“How did your driver know to be here?”

		“I told him where to be.”

		“I’m not used to this ‘driver’ thing.”

		“It comes with the fame,” he shrugged it off and we continued walking.

		

		We ate in another small bistro, this one specializing in Cuban food. Though the spicy flavors were quite an aphrodisiac to a lust-struck female like me, I hardly needed more stimulation. Just being in Patrick’s company was enough. I did feel better once I allowed myself to enjoy the sexual infatuation. At least I was getting more comfortable with the dashing looks, the smile and all that cocky confidence. I was not, however, ready to broach sexual subjects in any kind of personal way. Just the thought and my tongue seemed to grow thick and fuzzy in my mouth. I squirmed in my seat more than I probably should have during that meal—especially if I wanted to keep my arousal a secret. It had been a week since my run-in with LuAnn, but I could still feel the soreness in my ass where the cane had left the deepest welts. That soreness made me horny. A yummy Jerk-chicken sandwich, Patrick Helms across the table; I needed nothing more to keep me aroused.

		It took some honest introspection to admit that the ordeal with LuAnn had aroused me.

		The incident just wouldn’t leave my mind. For days, I’d refused to acknowledge how much that horrific scene turned me on. But I was tired of putting up defenses, tired of fending off the truth. I knew my arousal betrayed me then. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t. Suddenly, I couldn’t stop my imagination from picturing Patrick as the one with the cane. This was particularly distressing when he asked, pointblank, “Are you feeling okay?”

		I laughed easily in reply, saying: “Just sore muscles—worked out this morning, probably more than I should have.”

		He nodded, but I doubt he believed me.

		

		Later, as we stood at the door of my condo, he brushed the hair from my face and ran his thumb tenderly against my cheek. No kiss, and yet the affection was so obvious to me that I remained nearly breathless until I was safely inside my apartment. I gasped and my lungs filled with air as I sank back against the door trying to calm myself. I could hear Patrick whistling as he retreated to the stairs. The image of that jaunty retreat put a smile on my face, but for just a moment, before a new crowd of disturbing thoughts replaced that brief euphoria. The dizzying moments returned to darken my mood.

		“You free Saturday night?” he’d asked.

		“I think so,” my reply.

		“Then you’re coming for dinner, I’m cooking. Six-thirty, that work?”

		“Sure.”

		“You’re sure it’s not too early?”

		“No, no. I promise, I’ll be on time.”

		“Great. I’ll email you the address. Take a cab. And you won’t find a place to park at that hour.”

		A cab sounded fine. As long as he didn’t mention the ‘driver’ thing. Made me feel like a kept woman, and I wasn’t anywhere near ready to make that kind of commitment to the man, no matter how attractive he was. My instinct for self preservation required that I keep one foot on the brake, and ease into this relationship slowly.

		I had already learned that Patrick was a master of the impromptu moment. The invite for dinner, which sounded like a command performance, had taken me off guard. In fact, he’d reached in and snatched my answer before I could think. I wasn’t quick enough to refuse. And why would I refuse? A matter of principle I suppose; I had the uneasy feeling that he was making too many assumptions about me too fast. Was it simple manipulation? A matter of control, perhaps? My Master In Diguise seemed to have emerged if only briefly, from wherever the dashing Patrick Helms kept him hidden, carefully cloaked behind mirrors and shadows, glib speech and beaming smiles. I could feel the dominant side of his personality waiting in the wings, enough to make me shiver with lust.

		I wanted him in the worst way, but I didn’t want him without my explicit consent. A small inner voice urged me to slam the door on the relationship, but my resistance to his charms was rapidly waning. He seemed to ride right past my objections. I didn’t know what to think of him, but this intrigued me as much as it scared me.

		

	
		

		Chapter Three

		An Elemental Truth

		

		Some lapses in good behavior are simply accidental, unconscious and unintended. Some are as deliberate as they are manipulative. Maybe I was calling him out; perhaps I was just too smitten or too scared to know what I actually wanted. I’m still not sure why I was twenty-eight minutes late for our 3rd date. I could have attributed it to the traffic, which was a bitch that night, or a queasy stomach, which was actually quite true, or the rotten day I’d had, having learned that I was just one of five excellent prospects being considered by Halsey Lewis. Same was pretty much true of the other major ad firms that had my resume for review. There were no guarantees for a job at the end of the month. All these circumstances might have made great excuses for being late, but I said nothing in my defense when Patrick opened the door. It was his face that clinched my silence. The moment I saw him, I knew a defining moment had begun. No jaunty smile, no snappy remark. His face was as solemn as a Sunday preacher’s. I shuddered, thinking it might be best to slink away and never return.

		But regardless of his less than friendly welcome, he wasn’t turning me away, at least not yet. In fact he stepped back from the door and allowed me to enter, just as he shot off the first cryptic retort.

		“You always so casual with your relationships?” Definitely not the Patrick I was used to.

		“I’m not sure what you mean.”

		“Aw c’mon, sure you do, Claire. Three dates, three specific times, a man who’s obviously a little anal about time in the first place, and you’re late, not just minutes late, but enough to make me wonder exactly how serious you are about you and me.”

		I turned and he caught my eye.

		You and me…the sound of it threw me into a panic and I was stumbling over a pathetic, “I’m so sorry.” I stared at him blankly, a tiny ray of hope looking for encouragement, but sorry had no effect on the man.

		“What? No excuse?”

		“Would any excuse be acceptable?”

		“Sure. You have a good one? I’m all ears.”

		“No, I don’t have a good one.” I stepped back, trembling. All the want and need clamoring through my body at that moment, and suddenly I felt the possibility of a relationship slipping from my grasp. With my current job situation off the table for discussion, there were no excuses for being late that I dared try.

		Without changing his expression, he moved beyond the entry way and led me into the interior of his upscale penthouse. Much like in the gallery days before, my eyes yearned to take in the visual impact of Patrick’s home. High-tech, sleek lines, glittering glass, rich woods, the comfort of big chairs and slouchy couches scattered with pillows. His one enormous greatroom covered all the elements of living—except where he slept and brushed his teeth, and I truly doubted that I’d get that far.

		The smell of garlic and Indian spices hung delicately in the air—and a hint of orange. My mouth watered for a moment. “Curry?”

		“Curry it is. Good guess.” Even then, he didn’t crack a smile.

		He moved into the kitchen, which looked out on a casual sitting area surrounding the fireplace. He poured two glasses of wine, then with me still hanging back, and far too hesitant to bridge the gap between us, he moseyed forward, with the same solemn expression. My heart thumped so loudly, I could hear it pounding in my ears, throbbing in my chest. The tension soured my stomach and I didn’t dare take a sip of wine.

		“Any chance you have a cracker…maybe a little cheese?”

		“Problem?”

		“Haven’t eaten all day. I don’t like to drink on an empty stomach.”

		“No, you wouldn’t. That would make you drunk too fast, too quickly out of control, too vulnerable to me. You’re very guarded, Claire. Closed up like a vice. Like you have something to hide. Do you have something to hide?” He viewed me with one fixed eye. The moment seemed unbearably intense.

		“Hide? No, no…I’m just…” I gulped and looked down at my feet before my gaze returned to him.

		“Just what?”

		I couldn’t think of a thing to say. He walked me deeper into his upscale lair, beyond the easy exit into vulnerable territory, shaky knees and sweaty palms. I felt like a prisoner being led to the gallows. Afraid of where these thoughts were taking me, I shook them from my mind and took a sip of wine—totally forgetting my nervous stomach. I needed a good buzz to get me through the next few minutes.

		“You know what I think?” He was in the kitchen, while I stood on the opposite side of the smooth granite countertop. “I think you’re scared of yourself and how you feel about me, about what could happen between us. Why wouldn’t you be scared? I’ve been in your head, I’ve read about your sexual secrets, I know what turns you on. Now it’s you and me face to face, and you wonder what I want of you, what the famous writer wants of Claire Lawrence. You can’t believe this could be real, so let’s chip away at character. Being chronically late diminishes you in my eyes, doesn’t it? Even if it contradicts the woman you really are who’s never been late for a meeting in her life.” He paused to let his words sink in. “So how am I doing? Feel free to set me straight if I’m off the mark.” There wasn’t a whit of sarcasm, just the cold hard truth, and a blistering stare.

		Shame broke out across my face in a feverish blush. “Boy, the psychiatrist in you doesn’t hold back,” I nervously blurted out.

		“No psychiatry necessary, Claire. Just simple observation.” He placed a plate of cheese and crackers on the counter, pushed it toward me, then plucked the wine glass from my fingers and filled it. I hadn’t realized it was empty.

		His lecture had left me reeling. I’d suddenly stumbled onto a Patrick I’d not yet seen, and though I felt shame raining down on me, my increasing arousal grabbed me by the crotch and tugged hard. The slightest touch might have set me off.

		“So what do you want from me?” I finally found my voice.

		“The truth. The plain unvarnished Claire. There’s so much bubbling up inside you, I think you’re about to burst. Yet you’re closed and cool and wary, nothing like the kinky, savvy, witty charmer I met on-line.

		Kinky, savvy, witty charmer, I might have said as much about him, but he saw these things in me. In me?

		He let me stew on this a while as he turned his back and began fiddling with the chicken curry bubbling on the stove. I watched him with the rice, the soup, the salad—like an episode of Iron Chef, his skilled fingers flew from one task to the next. Then suddenly he turned back to me, “I’m starting to wonder if this—you and me—was a good idea. What do you think?”

		Certainly he saw me shudder and how my face dimmed and the hopefulness I tried to nurture dwindle.

		“You can change this, you know. If you want to. I’m not forcing you into anything. You can walk out the door and never come back, never see me again. Or you could say what you need to say, what’s been pent-up and dying to get out. Up to you.” For a moment a flicker of a smile returned, but just for a moment.

		“All this because I’m a little bit late?”

		“C’mon now.” All hardhearted again. “You know it’s not the only reason, Miss Bursting At The Seams for something…”

		It would have been easier if he’d finished the sentence, because I wouldn’t have had to say the words myself. I knew exactly what was in his mind. It was in my mind too. The elephant in the room swaggered about, his footsteps so heavy on the hardwood that my entire body was beginning to vibrate from the inside out. I could think of nothing but that elephant, and what I should say, but the words were stuck like a razor sharp bone inside my throat.

		He was right; the woman I’d been with him was not the woman I needed to be. It wasn’t Claire. It certainly wasn’t the sexually kinky Clarisse Laurent of my stories. But if I was way off base in my reading of Patrick’s interest in me, I would die of embarrassment once I spit out what I really desired from him.

		I sighed heavily. “You know, I hate it that you’re so goddam right, Patrick Helms, and that I’m so transparent.”

		“Probably something you should get used to.”

		“Well, I’m not used to you, not yet. If you don’t like my being late, as if it’s a blot on my character, correct me.” My emotions sprung up fast; I felt sassy and snide. But I rushed on before I lost my courage. “Put me in my place, spank me if you want to spank me. Are you a Dom or just toying with me?” I baited him, I knew that. But I needed to know who he really was: The man I needed or just a friend? I was tired of the waiting, the wondering, the unanswered questions nagging me like some bratty kid, so I spit out the rest. “If you’re going to spank me then do it hard, because that is what I really need.” I paused, thinking that I had much more to say, but that was it. “You wanted the unvarnished truth. You have it now.”

		The words weren’t out of my mouth a second when I saw his jaw tighten and his cool eyes grow colder still. With that subtle shift his entire being took on the authoritarian air I’d seen just glimpses of to that point. Fear turned into arousal, arousal into desire.

		“Spank you? Sure.” My body twittered. “I’m sure I need this as much as you do.”

		He didn’t need to move an inch. He casually reached to his right and opened the drawer beside him, withdrawing a thick, broad, wooden spoon. “Not pretty, but it’ll do the job.”

		He pointed the spoon in the direction of the sitting area and nodded his head. By then, my mind was reeling so fast that I couldn’t think. My ass was burning, my gut clenched, and my face and neck must have been flushed with red.

		I don’t know how I got to the sofa, or exactly how I ended up over the back with my pussy tucked into the cushion of leather. However, I do recall with perfect clarity the first touch of his hand on my bare thigh and how my entire body quivered with the sudden rise in heat; how he reached beneath my skirt and drew it over my behind. I remember him yanking down my panties in anger, and the brief moment when he ran his palm over the cheeks, and how that titillating instant wasn’t nearly long enough to give me the satisfaction I craved.

		But then it wasn’t tenderness that either of us were after. I knew that I needed a spanking, about as much as the angry Patrick needed to vent his rage on me. This was justice, spoken in a language we both understood and I knew that the offended Patrick would not hold back.

		Extraneous thoughts can pierce the brain in a split second. For me the extraneous thought was a sudden instant of concern. I remembered the welts from LuAnn’s caning still faintly visible on my behind and taking forever to fade. I prayed that in the dim light Patrick wouldn’t notice them and suspect that I’d been recently punished. I didn’t want the moment to be about that awful piece of my past. The spanking needed to be solely about Patrick and Claire, and no one else.

		And it was.

		Wasting no further time inspecting my fair-skinned behind, he brought the spoon down against my ass with a thundering roar. Again and again in a repeated cadence he laid on the swats until I could no longer swallow the shriek that erupted from my throat. After that bone-chilling cry, he paused, “Shrieking females tend to rouse my wrath. Better put a clamp on it, unless you want your pretty behind torn to ribbons.”

		Of course he was exaggerating about the ribbons, but he made his point.

		He began with the spoon again, using the same methodical technique, but with new expectations of my verbal response. I bit my lips instead of shrieking like a banshee, even so, the air reverberated with the noise, with moaning cries, and the sound of wood slapping against flesh. I took the pain, trying hard to put up a good front, although the sting was too hard to bear in silence. I managed with a lot of cringing, and seething through gritted teeth. But even with the overwhelming sensation of pain threatening my resolve, I held on.

		By the time he put down the spoon tears were rolling down my cheeks. Then just to mock me, I suppose, he laid the nasty thing on the seat of the couch, where if I opened my eyes, which I did, it would be the first thing I saw. One look at the hated thing and I shut my eyes.

		While the tense moments ticked by, Patrick returned to the kitchen, poured himself a glass of water, which he downed in a single gulp, then he grabbed something from the countertop and returned to my side, yanking me back upright. My skirt instantly dropped to cover what was certain to be a very red behind, though his right hand remained, firmly clutching my right ass cheek. I didn’t dare move without his permission.

		I expected him to find some suitable segue to take us into the rest of the night—the delicious smelling curry for one—but he had other ideas.

		“You think I’m done?” he smirked, cracking that solemn expression for the first time that night.

		“I was hoping so.” I gulped back a sob, wiped my eyes on the arm of my sweater, and looked at him hopefully.

		“You had your moment, now it’s time for mine.”

		While pushing me toward the long fireplace wall just opposite his kitchen, he tucked the hem of my skirt into the belt at my waist. With my panties at my ankles, I stumbled forward awkwardly. Thankfully, I wasn’t going far.

		“Hands behind you, at your waist.” He ripped off the order with an air of authority that made me quake in all the right places. Then I watched, bewildered, as he placed the bottle-cap he’d snatched from the kitchen against the hardwood wall before my face. He gave me a gentle nudge. “Nose on the bottlecap, Claire. While I finish dinner, you’re going to stand here like a good little girl and entertain me with the sight of these rosy cheeks. It’s been a long time since I’ve spanked a naughty girl’s behind and I intend to appreciate this one. You forget to pay attention…the bottle cap drops… it’s off to the woodshed again. Next time I won’t be so nice.” This time when he lay his hand against my rear there was no tender gesture of affection. He roughed up the cheeks with several firm squeezes, raising the color I’m sure, while clearly heightening my humiliation. I could feel the playful Patrick emerge. I imagined his smile, the triumphant face, the glint in his eye. I was dying for a glimpse, but I wasn’t about to let the bottle cap drop. “When the color on your cheeks finally fades, we eat,” he explained, then he headed back to his curry.

		

		I poured every ounce of focus I could muster into keeping that bottle-cap pressed to the wall. I remained motionless, still as deer in the woods, waiting for Patrick to end my shame and set me free. Was it the clatter in the kitchen, my cell phone ringing, or just a stray thought that diverted my attention for that one moment? I still can’t say. But as soon as the bottle-cap hit the floor, the entire apartment seemed to freeze, Patrick included. For the next several seconds, I heard nothing but the sound of my beating heart. I assumed that he heard that small clink of metal on the hardwood, however, I think it was my bending down to retrieve the cap that brought his attention back to me. No sooner did I have my nose parked against the tiny thing again then I heard him spout out: “Don’t think I didn’t see that, Claire.”

		Though I breathed a little easier realizing that he wasn’t going to descend on me again with the wooden spoon, I didn’t dare assume he was finished. I returned my focus to the bottle-cap, while Patrick finished our meal. Ten minutes later, we were drinking wine and eating curry at a table by the windows.

		Without his making one reference about the spanking or my sore behind, Patrick began a brisk conversation about subjects that I no longer recall. I was simply relieved to be eating my dinner in peace—at least until he put his fork down and sat back, smugly appraising me.

		Though I wasn’t finished with my curry, my nerves suddenly took hold again and my hands retreated to my lap.

		“Don’t let me stop you.”

		“No, it’s fine, I think I’m done.”

		“But you’re not fine, are you? And you’re not really done with your meal.”

		“You’re probably right. But I don’t think I can take another bite.”

		“You know you’re very sweet when you’re nervous.” He beamed now.

		“It’s that obvious?”

		“Yes, but then you have reason to be nervous.”

		“I do?”

		“You did let that bottle-cap drop.”

		I blushed.

		“That can wait for now. I have this question that’s been burning in my brain.”

		“What’s that?”

		“‘Naughtybaby’. Seems like a good screen name for a kinky writer but I have the feeling there are other reasons for your choosing it.”

		I bit my lip, struggling for something to say. He didn’t seem all that perturbed by my lack of response, in fact, he chose that moment to stand up, take my hand and help me rise—like the perfect gentleman. One hand went around my waist and landed on my ass, while with the other he lifted my chin, leaned in and pressed his lips against my mouth.

		So much was wrapped up in that first kiss—tenderness, affection, a first taste, a symbolic claiming—all in one brief instant. I worried that I was reading too much into the moment, but the way our lips lingered, and how he pulled away still cradling my chin with his hand, I had to assume that the kiss was as important to him as it had been to me.

		“I’ll treat you like a naughty baby if that’s what you need, but I want a woman in bed, not a girl.”

		He didn’t wait for my reply. Returning his lips to mine, the kisses continued, and as our passions swelled, the fury behind this first sexual altercation exploded in us both. As if a battle had begun, we began ripping away clothes as we inched our way toward his bedroom door. By the time we were finally inside and had reached the bed, we were frantic to screw. We tumbled to the mattress with grappling hands and limbs entwined, moving from one end of the bed to the other trying to blend our savage desires into one savage fuck.

		My pussy spasmed, longing for his stiffening organ to plunge inside the empty spaces and fill me full. However, just the feel of his throbbing member sparked a thirst that drove me down his body to the soft nest of blond curls at his crotch. Eight inches of cock appeared before my eyes, producing a deeply erotic spasm. A sensuous feeling of euphoria replaced my anxiety. My breath was short, my mouth watering for a first taste. I smiled coquettishly, while licking the crown of his cock-head with my tongue. I began circling it around the rim, then with eager abandon, I dove in, taking in every bit of this flesh that I could fit in my mouth. I pulled back several times, playfully teasing the turgid organ, then after diving back down to swallow the entire thing, I retreated, taunting him one more time. He moaned as the rhythm of the blowjob continued, but apparently provoked at my attempt to control, he planted his hand against the back of my head and pushed down, forcing his organ down my throat until I struggled and pulled away, gagging.

		The crisp clarity of his senses had diminished into the same gauzy sexual haze that overwhelmed my own. He was driven. I was driven. And as if making up for lost time, he opened wide the truth of desire for us both—the frantic, elemental truth of his need to dominant and mine to be conquered. It couldn’t be any simpler than that.

		He continued to fuck my face to make a point about control. I sputtered and gagged, but he kept plunging his erection into my throat. Finally, he pushed me off and I toppled onto my back, at which point, he climbed on, straddling my face, banging his eight inch organ on my lips. Again my mouth watered with lust as my thirst for him worked its way up through my body and into my lips. While drinking in the pungent perfume of his crotch, I looked into his face. A dark and driven expression filled his visage—no beaming smile, not even a sneer. I stared in wonder at yet another side of my Master In Disguise. I opened my mouth and lapped him fiercely, working my tongue around that steely member. From deep in my belly, my arousal soared. I craved his body; not just the blowjob, although for the moment, taking his cock in my mouth was all that was necessary to set off a long string of painfully beautiful spasms through my lower body.

		I’d have to think back years to recall another lover who could do such wicked things to my desire, who could make it into something that would please him as much as it did me. Tate didn’t even come close, nor did any lover I’d been with since I moved to Chicago. That left my memories to the last real Dominant man to tap the well of darkness in my own soul. That was back in my Seattle days. That lover was the reason I fled to Chicago in the first place. I quickly wiped the memory from my mind and focused my lust solely on the man who owned me until the night ended.

		Sucking with frantic abandon, my body raged on, writhing and contorting, ready to continue that frenetic pace until he finally erupted in my mouth.

		With no warning, Patrick abruptly withdrew his cock and lowered himself along the length of my body, his groin poised against my crotch, where my pussy was wet and begging to be violated. There was a scowl on his lips, a fierce look in his steely eyes. When he sank the throbbing organ into my sex, my body exploded as the force of his entry drilled me to the mattress.

		“Yes, yes, god yes…” I heard the scream rise above the noise of slapping thighs and low grunts. I would be hoarse before the night was over.

		When he withdrew, I groaned and tried to grab him back, but he slapped my face, and brusquely flipped me over to my tummy, raising my ass. For the next several minutes he spanked me with the palm of his hand, back and forth from cheek to cheek until the sting I’d felt before returned, twice as painful as I remembered. I wasn’t sure how much more I could withstand before I was screaming again, but I did my best to keep quiet.

		Once the spanking finally stopped, he plunged his cock into my pussy from the rear and humped me in the same rough manner he used to punish my behind. He gripped my ass cheeks in his fists and banged away, while I groaned and grunted beneath him. The pain was over, in its place the raw joy of rough sex. Within seconds, a violent orgasm erupted from every part of my body.

		“Ohhhh, yessssssssss, fuck! Yes, yes, goddammit… fuck……….!” I wanted more.

		I wanted more. I wanted it to never end. I couldn’t get enough of his body, his muscles, his lust, his fearless domination. Even his arrogance aroused me. Especially his arrogance. As if he owned the rights to me and I owed him everything.

		He slowed for awhile, and began spitting out commands. “C’mon, Clarisse, move that ass for me.” For a moment, I struggled to understand what he wanted. Then, as if there were some sleazy tango playing in the back of my mind, I began to roll my ass to please him. “That’s it, move it, Clarisse,” he continued with the goading. Everything about the nasty performance played to all those evil fantasies I’d been dreaming of for so many years.

		“That’s it, let’s see the slut you try so hard to hide.” He slapped my cheeks again, moving from one to the other, but always landing his blows on the same few inches of flesh that he’d struck before. Soon, the hot spots on either cheek were stinging so fiercely that I finally had to wail.

		“Oh, God, Patrick, please!”

		“Too much?”

		“Yes, too much!” I pleaded with him hopefully.

		“No, I don’t think so,” he countered. His determination seemed to redouble, though his mood had lightened some. I could almost hear the sneer on his lips, and feel the jubilation in his voice when he spoke.

		I wriggled about in hopes that the spanking would soon ease off, although he’d still not had enough. His hand came down again and again. Again, my ass was unbearably sore.

		“No, no, please, I can’t take anymore!”

		“Sure you can.” The spanking only picked up in speed, and if anything the smacking was harder still.

		“Oh, god, Patrick, please, please stop!”

		He stalled for a moment, enough so I could take a breath. “Stop, you want me to stop? Hell no, this is justice, brat. Everything you deserve. I stop when I’m ready to stop, not because you want me to. We clear on that point?”

		I didn’t answer.

		“Are we clear, Clarisse?” he snapped, making an exclamation point of his next smack.

		“Yes, yes, yes…!”

		“And how do you address me?”

		“Yes, sir!” I tried that, hoping.

		“Good. Just as long as you understand. The moment belongs to me, not you. I’m in charge. I call the shots. You’ll just have to hang on and suffer—or choose to enjoy it.”

		Lecture ended, spanking cheek to cheek resumed. It was enough for me to know that he could bring the woodshed with him wherever we were; all he needed was the palm of his hand to make me suffer. And a lot more suffering followed, until my ass was burning and I was about to vent a long string of anguished shrieks, which I’m sure I would regret. Thankfully, he was ready to quit. He had other things in mind.

		With my body doing an orgasmic dance beneath him and his hands firmly gripping my ass, the fucking went on until I felt his body stiffen against my rear. He exploded into a powerful orgasm that shook the bed and me, then we landed with our backs against the mattress, panting with exhaustion. Without saying a word, we curled up close and let our breathing return to normal, our naked bodies relaxing against the other.

		Although I must have orgasmed several times in the spanking, fucking melee, I still didn’t have enough of him. At least for the moment, I was content to relax into the tender eroticism that followed in the wake of that amazing sex. I opened my eyes and found him staring into my face. He wasn’t beaming, just smiling in a lazy way. He brushed the hair from my eyes, and gave me a soft kiss.

		I was scared. Trembling.

		“You didn’t expect to go this far?”

		“Not tonight.”

		“And now you’re worried that it’s too much.”

		“I’m just not used to you.” I bit my lip, feeling surprisingly bashful.

		“You will be. Just enjoy the ‘new car’ thrill while you can.”

		I laughed.

		Although I love brusque sex and hard punishment, it was this moment that stunned me the most about our first night in bed. We shared in those quiet after-sex moments an intimacy that left me amazed and tongue-tied. I’d never felt this way about a man before, and I certainly didn’t trust it. Not this soon. Not after one night.

		“You need to be held, Claire, held and loved and nurtured, almost in a childlike way. That’s why the name ‘naughtybaby’. That’s why you fall into this so easily.” I saw some reluctance on his face, and a bit of wonder in his blue eyes. “Someone scared you badly, Claire.”

		“Scare me? Why would you think that?”

		“You run so hot and cold, trying to make up your mind about what you want. The truth is you really do know. You’re just scared this won’t work out.”

		“I don’t know about my past being all that scary, but you, Patrick Helms, scare the hell out of me.”

		“Why, because I ask the tough questions?”

		“Humm…maybe.”

		“Because you’re afraid of getting intimate?”

		“Maybe that, too.” I might as well have given him an enthusiastic yes considering how right he was.

		“Everyone’s afraid of intimacy. Everyone’s afraid of getting hurt. But that’s no reason not to try.”

		“Easy for you to say.”

		“Oh, I’m no great example. I’m shaking all the way to my toes.” He laughed. He was not shaking all the way to his toes, but he was trying to ease my nerves and I appreciated that. His scheme even seemed to work.

		“You mind if I ask you a question?”

		“Not at all.”

		“Why didn’t you just spank me for being late? Why make me ask for it?”

		“It was your call to make. You had to initiate. I won’t take what’s not mine to have without permission. However, you won’t need to ask me again—that is if you want this relationship to continue. Assuming you do, then all the hard work on your part is over. I take charge, I become your Dom and you become the dutiful submissive you’ve always longed to be.”

		“Boy, that’s quite a mouthful.”

		“A mouthful, maybe. Just straightforward, BDSM 101: Dom meets sub, sub gives herself away, Dom takes control.”

		“Just that simple,” I shook my head in wonder.

		“Just that easy.”

		“So, what else does BDSM 101 require of me?”

		“Obedience. Unfailing honesty—meaning you’d better not try to hide the truth, because I’ll know. I may not catch on right away, but I will catch on. And when I do, you’ll know what it’s like to be punished. Patrick Helms is not very nice when he’s angered. I may not act right away, but you’d better beware. I have a keen memory and your bad behavior will come back to haunt you.” He was playful and serious at the same time, which made the message go down so easily that I barely heard the threat. It also made me impossibly horny and with our legs scissored, I began to grind my crotch again his thigh. “Oh, one last thing,” he interrupted, “how about throwing in being on time to the list of rules.”

		I laughed. “Okay. I got that message loud and clear.”

		We kissed awhile, tenderly with our eyes closed and our hands exploring the newness of each other’s skin. We drank in the strange new scents of unfamiliar bodies but seemed to avoid those first awkward moments with a new lover.

		At least until Patrick suddenly popped up with an out the blue question that brought me back to reality. “Have you ever had chastity training?”

		Chastity training? I replied with a cautious, “No.”

		“Ah, I see.”

		He kissed me a little more, until I backed off this time.

		“You want to explain that question?”

		“No. Not if I don’t need to. Just gathering facts. I thought, since ours has been a primarily on-line relationship, that I’d better do a fact check once and awhile—separate fantasy from reality.”

		By then, my squirming movements had all but stopped, but as he began kissing me again, and his hands roamed my body, the churning arousal in my sex began to quickly rise. I ground my crotch against his thigh and came again as he held me tightly against him and stroked my back.

		“My god, you’ve made me horny!” I said, once the moment passed.

		“And that’s a problem?”

		“No.” Another bashful smile from me.

		For a while, I lay motionless in his arms with my head tucked to his chest so that I couldn’t see his face. I could smell his scent, that heady masculine odor made me want to dive back into his body. He was so still for so long that I thought he might have fallen asleep. But then he ran his hand through my hair, down my side and along my hip until he found my throbbing crotch and began to tease all those stimulated folds of flesh.

		“Humm, yes, keep that up,” I purred.

		“That an order, Claire?” he asked.

		“Oh, no, sir. Just a suggestion.”

		He went on caressing and I let myself drift awhile until something inside me, some fairy sprite or demonic gremlin, started whispering, wondering, asking questions I had no idea how to answer. I had no intention of saying a thing, and suddenly, a meek sounding, “Why me?” awakened us both.

		He lifted my head from his chest, so we were face to face again.

		“Why did I choose you? That’s your question?”

		“I suppose because I’m a submissive woman, right?”

		“Oh, but you’re not a submissive woman, Claire. You’re hardly a sub at all. A bottom, yes. Remember, I’ve read every last story of yours on that incredible website you host. Let’s see, in addition to Naughty Baby, you’re also Smarty Britches, the spanking brat, and Kinky Kate—that would be for more extreme S&M. And while I’m not sure about this one, tohellandback sounds an awful lot like you, too. Just one story from her, about a girl who runs off with a biker.”

		It didn’t surprise me that he’d picked up my other pennames, but to have found my tohellandback story, that I did not expect.

		“Woah, you are good. Is this research or just good guessing?”

		“A little of both maybe. I’m a well-trained observer.”

		“But you say I’m not submissive, I think you’re wrong.”

		“Nope, not wrong about that. You’re too strong, too driven, too relentless for a textbook sub. But you do like to submit. And more than that, you need submission, just like you need a dominant man. You need sub-sex, and subspace, probably more than any woman I know. It’s the only way you can make peace with yourself. That’s the woman I’m attracted to, the one who intrigues me, and that’s why we’re here now. That woman, that Claire, could make me fall in love with her.”

		Love? That was dangerous territory for me. I hadn’t used the word love in years and I wasn’t about to start, even as much as I was head-over-heels ‘in-love’ with Patrick Helms. I knew the difference between love and lust, and I knew that Patrick wasn’t talking about hormones and chemistry and the things that turn strangers into instant lovers.

		The subject turned me speechless for a long while. Too long for Patrick.

		“He must have really done a number on you,” he finally broke the silence.

		“Who?”

		“Whoever it was that makes you close up and run off at the mention of love.” He snickered. “I suppose he’s the one responsible for the yin/yang tattoo on your ass. Interesting choice.”

		He was right about the tattoo, but I wasn’t about to broach the subject of my ex and that tattoo. Patrick’s off-the-wall speculations about my past love life were too close to the truth for comfort.

		“I’m like an open book with you, aren’t I?”

		“Not necessarily. But apparently I’ve guessed well so far.” Suddenly, he pulled away from me, rose from the bed and brought me with him. “Let’s go take a shower. That should push a few buttons.”

		He was totally jubilant again, no messy intimacy issues to get in the way of a good time. Though he was right, that sexy shower—which included a blowjob for him and few frantic cums for me as he ravaged my pussy with his hand—pushed a few buttons and demanded an intimacy I was unaccustomed to. Still, I wasn’t balking, and wouldn’t need to, at least for the rest of the night. No more sticky subjects were raised, and all Patrick seemed to want was sex and laughter, which was perfectly all right with me.

		

	
		

		Chapter Four

		Obedience Training

		

		“Clarisse!” I heard him calling me, his voice sounding tight. Hearing the strain, every hair on the back of my neck stood on end. But this was something I expected, considering that I was late again.

		My “Yes, sir,” came out loud and clear, but without my realizing that Patrick was entertaining someone else that night, and that someone else might find it strange that I was calling my boyfriend ‘sir.’

		However, I wasn’t thinking much at all at that moment. I’d driven over at breakneck speed, rolling through a couple stop signs, running a yellow light—actually it was mostly red—and getting caught by a traffic cop. I knew then that I was doomed, but the cop just gave me a warning, and sped off to some matter that must have been more important than giving me a ticket. Still this left me later than I already was. For the previous two weeks, I was early for every date, just to prove that I wasn’t chronically tardy. On that unlucky night, as I struggled to hang up my coat on Patrick’s hall tree, I prepared myself for the inevitable punishment. Any excuse I could concoct would be feeble at best. He’d only roll his eyes and send me to the kitchen for the wooden spoon—if that was his weapon of choice.

		In the two weeks since our first sexual encounter, Patrick had only punished me twice. Once because I was in a nasty mood, having learned that I was turned down for the perfect job. Not that I actually expected to get the position, but I was really praying for a little good luck. I was still determined that Patrick not know that I was unemployed, so all my aggravation had to be stuffed down and locked away. When I first arrived at the restaurant for dinner, I was cross and crabby, something Patrick noticed right away. As soon as he remarked on my foul mood, I jumped on him. As the testy exchange continued, I knew I was headed for one hell of a beating. But I didn’t care. It was obviously what I needed—and what I must have wanted, given the way that I refused to back down. My submissive bones had been exchanged for ornery ones, and the only thing that would alter my mood was for Patrick to finally take charge with a vengeance.

		He didn’t say much during the meal, but as soon as we were in his apartment, he ordered me to strip, then he bound me into an elaborate rope dress that was as astonishing as it was arousing. My breasts, midsection and crotch were tightly roped, my arms fixed behind me. Every time I squirmed, the ropes set off new feelings of arousal that could, all by themselves, propel me toward an orgasm. But this was punishment not play and Patrick wasn’t about to allow me any pleasure until I’d paid for my mouthy behavior with a lot of pain.

		The punishment was rather brutal, but thankfully quick. The fucking that followed was rough, as if Patrick wanted to tear me apart with this hand—pure sadomasochistic bliss. All in all, it turned out to be a decent night. I learned that Patrick handles a grumpy sub as firmly as he handles a tardy one.

		The second spanking came at the end of a long night of playful banter. Almost from the outset, we knew pretty quickly where the evening was headed, but we let our good-natured teasing go on through dinner, the theatre and after dinner drinks with friends before Patrick finally got serious. By then, we were on the familiar turf of his apartment and I was practically begging him to get on with the good stuff. When he pulled his leather belt from around his waist, I thought he was just changing from his suit to sweats. But then he held it to my mouth and backed me into a corner, while staring grimly into my scared face. The thrashing I took while standing against the wall made me come before he even finished.

		Apparently, he wasn’t happy that I took the liberty of coming without his consent. When he ended the ordeal with seven cruel cuts from a bamboo cane—which I did not expect—he made his point. “Don’t come when I punish you unless you really want to tick me off,” he delivered the stern warning. Sex afterwards was another wild clash, another memory to savor. More of this and I was sure to fall in love.

		Both punishing occasions happened weeks before, and as soon as I realized I’d be late, I knew I was headed for another session with the wooden spoon. While the spankings filled a need in me I could satisfy no other way, I still dreaded the prickly confrontation. If only we could get it over with fast and move onto other things.

		“Clarisse!” he rifled off my name again, and I jumped. The choice of Clarisse over Claire was deliberate. Clarisse he used when speaking to me as my Dom. However, he could get the same quaking response from me when he called me Claire.

		Taking a deep breath and mustering up my courage, I moved around the fireplace wall. However I stopped short as I glanced at the couches. We were not alone. There on the couch with Patrick were two men: the redheaded Neil I’d met at a cocktail party the week before. He nodded at me, then Patrick introduced me to Jess, a light-skinned black man with a warm smile and a mischievous twinkle in his dark eyes.

		I gulped back my concern and looked at my sexy lover with a pleading glance, hoping that my late arrival would be ignored. But the look on that handsome face was as dire as any I’d seen. “We had an agreement about time, Clarisse.”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“And you forgot that?”

		“No, Patrick, I didn’t. But I did get caught up in my writing and when I checked the website there were several emails I really did need to answer.”

		“So you left late?”

		“Well, I didn’t leave early.”

		“Don’t try to twist this around. You could have been here on time, you just chose to be negligent when it came to your commitment to me.”

		“No!” Anxiety began tearing through my veins.

		Still hanging on to the sober face, he stood up and strolled my way, while I nervously fidgeted with my hands. Though I clung to the faint hope that I could do something to turn this around, any opportunity for that was rapidly slipping away. He gripped my right hand firmly and stared into my eyes. I tried to look away, but fending off Patrick’s piercing stare becomes impossible when he demands my attention. That night was no different.

		“Jess and Neil understand our relationship. Punishing you in front of them won’t faze them or me. It might be embarrassing for you, but you’re the one who brought this on. Go get my strap from the bedroom.”

		The strap, yes, much better than that awful spoon. But though I understood the order, I found it impossible to get myself moving in the direction of the leather demon that hung on his bedroom wall like ornamentation.

		“Patrick, please, do we have to do this now?”

		“You want to add whining to the list of your crimes?”

		“No, sir.”

		He wouldn’t say another word and if I didn’t get moving… well, I didn’t bother speculating about what would happen.

		Fending off cocky stares from Neil and Jess, a pair of blushing cheeks, and the sudden urge to flee the scene, I went directly to the bedroom, pulled the strap from the wall and returned with it in my hand, presenting it to Patrick like an offering. He accepted the foot-long spanker with a wry smile—another subtle putdown so perfectly executed that I could feel a strong surge of desire in its wake. I was anxious to get the nasty business over, but he was taking his own sweet time.

		He stood close enough for me to feel his breath tickling the hair on my neck. He stepped so way inside my personal space, that for a moment I forgot about the other men. It was just the two of us and no one else. I didn’t care about Jess and Neil, even though I was well aware that they were watching with some prurient interest.

		I suspected his friends thought of Patrick as unusual but definitely watchable. He’d do things with women few men would ever try. Charm, good looks and money could get him places. They bred confidence and swagger—which Patrick had in spades. But it was more than just the obvious about him that made men study him so carefully. That unattainable something always drew admirers. Few men can thumb their nose at convention the way Patrick does and get away with it so easily. He can be rash and unpredictable—a real charmer one minute, a bastard the next. I didn’t know this about him until I listened as he pulled his act on a smart-mouthed waitress with a bad attitude. By the time he was done picking apart her life with the skills of a psychic, she was no longer serving bitterness along with the bitter coffee. She might have been reduced to a pile of mush and tears if she’d let him go on, but the flustered woman escaped into the kitchen and sent out another waitress to take her place. He seemed a little cruel to me, and I told him so. He shrugged at first, then explained: “I can’t help it. I have this almost urgent need to ferret out the truth in any situation. I may not always speak my mind, but the truth is always in my thoughts. Something you just need to accept.”

		This was the darker side of Patrick, exposed in the light of day. I felt it when he made sudden, out of the blue demands, when he was punishing and brutal, when he was surly and out of sorts and nothing pleased him. When the tone of his voice changed, I bristled… fear first, then a throbbing pussy followed. If I’m not already in a masochistic mood, I make myself submit.

		Alarm bells in me went off the first time that darker side of him arose when he was speaking to a stranger in a public place. Was it a sign of something that should trouble me? I told myself to wait and watch—but I was too madly in lust with him by then to care about the callous way he shared his candid observations in unexpected places. These instances were rare, so easy to write off. But after his insightful explanation for his brutal candor, the same behavior seemed to creep into our shared lives with some regularity. It always stunned me, always took me off guard. Those times may have led to the most startling D/s sex, but at the same time, he reminded me not to think too highly of a man who could rip the unsuspecting to shreds with a single well-placed observation.

		People dismiss his faults because they find them interesting. And then, he’s such fun to be around, who would care? He had me, although I’d have to say that it was more than interest and a night of fun that bound me to this man. The lust I felt for him could excuse a lot of things. But in fact, I admired that he didn’t buy the easy lies so effortlessly bandied about in casual conversation; that he was discerning and even cruel when, for whatever reason, he chose to dispense what he knew was true, despite the awkward moments that usually followed.

		What a rush of thoughts crowded into my brain as I stood shaking before him, with Jess and Neil looking on behind me.

		Patrick pointed to a nearby chair, as he tapped the strap against his thigh. “Bend over and lift your skirt.”

		Trembling from my scalp all the way down to my baby toe turned me weak. The will drained from my body. There was no choice but to accept his verdict. No matter what I did, I knew that verdict wouldn’t change. No amount of pleading, cajoling, bargaining or bartering for a different outcome would change the certain course of the next half hour. However, I did bank on that other inevitable; that sweet tittering in my crotch, the little bit of expectation and arousal that would turn what was to happen into something more than simple punishment. Not right away, of course. I couldn’t imagine that he’d screw me right in front of them, too. But then, what did I know? The man continued to surprise me every day I was with him.

		I obeyed with little hesitation, bent over the back of the chair and lifted my skirt. My ass was clothed in a pair of pink bikinis trimmed with a delicate edging of black lace. I shivered as he reached out and gave them a good yank. He left them dangling at my knees, threatening to plop to the floor at my feet. By then, I didn’t care that my ass was naked or that my shaved sex was hanging down, red and swollen with arousal. I didn’t care that there were two near strangers observing the scene or that I was crazy enough to accept Patrick’s chauvinistic old world values. I only cared about the lust we shared.

		“Wider, Clarisse,” he said as he stood back.

		I inched my feet to the side, but only as far as the panties would allow. They were stuck at my knees, refusing to budge. But when I wiggled my hips, they finally dropped and I kicked them away.

		“Hands behind you, at your waist,” he ripped off crisply. “Move and I’ll tie you down.”

		“Yes, sir.”

		Within seconds of my getting settled, the strap came down across my ass about a dozen times. The hurt came on so fast that I could hardly catch my breath. In fact I didn’t breathe as the sting grew so strong that I could barely hold back the howl rising from deep inside me. After the first ruthless attack, I expected another, but the thrashing was over as abruptly as it had begun. My bottom was beet red—I didn’t need to check the mirror to know that. Once you’ve raced to a mirror after a blistering punishment, and seen the evidence, you don’t need to do it again. You know about the rash of red, the places where the weapon cuts into the flesh. You see the welts, you feel the heat. You experience the throbbing, how it gets inside, way inside…where the sexual part begins.

		After he tossed the strap to a chair, he laid his palm against my hot ass. “Eventually, you’ll get it, girl. Now, tuck your hem into the waistband of your skirt and go fix dinner. You’re lucky tonight. I’d put you in the corner if I didn’t need you to cook.” The scolding was as tough to take as the strap. Embarrassed by the whole ordeal, I quickly stood up, tucked up my skirt to expose my red ass and moved directly into the kitchen.

		Although I was virtually out of sight to Patrick and his guests, I couldn’t shake the sting of embarrassment that welled up within me, which kept me blushing every time I recalled the looks on Neil’s and Jess’s faces when I retreated to the kitchen. Sometime between getting the salad finished, and the pasta in the pot, Patrick finally came to the kitchen, sidled up behind me, and placed his hand on my cooled ass. He nuzzled his face against my neck. The skin burned with the feel of his lips against my flesh. His right hand moved into the cleft of my ass, deeper than a simple caress. I breathed in, seething as the arousal exploded in my lower regions and I ground my ass against his hand, whimpering quietly.

		“Don’t have to hold back on their account,” Patrick whispered in my ear. “Like me, they love hearing a submissive female who’s being forced to come.” I was more than pent-up; two days of disappointment in my job search were taking their toll. No question about holding back the ferocity of my desire. Although I didn’t think it was too cool to be masturbating in the kitchen, I desperately needed to get off. Patrick took care of that himself. With his skillful fingers touching all the right places, he worked me to a quick orgasm. I silently grimaced as he jammed as many fingers as he could get to fit inside my pussy.

		“Oh, gawd, geez…” I seethed beneath my breath. My mouth opened in a silent scream. Well, it wasn’t all that silent, something more like a gasping, choking, high-pitched wail emerged from my throat. “Yes, goddammit!” This exclamation was even more robust. Patrick wasn’t letting up, nor were the orgasms that ripped through my sex. He finally wore me out and withdrew his hand, while I eased back against him to catch my breath.

		“You’ll thank me later for doing this now,” he said, as he pulled away.

		I knew that I probably would. At least for the moment, the tension in my body eased and thoughts about the job search, my lazy brother, and the stack of bills waiting to be paid, disappeared. For the next few hours in Patrick’s house, I felt more peaceful than I’d had in a week.

		

		Later, when the spacey high of my surrender had worn off, a bit of agitation stirred in me again. We were in bed, after the guys left and after sex—outstanding sex, in fact; my mind began to wander where it never should have gone.

		“You know, that’s about the most embarrassing thing I’ve ever lived through,” I exclaimed. This was a horrible segue after hours of terrific sex, but once out of my mouth, there was no taking it back.

		“Not my problem,” Patrick returned. “You know the rules. No crime will go unpunished. Besides, it turned you on.”

		“But at what price?” The anxiety bubbling up inside was on the rise again. “Right in front of your friends.”

		“Don’t whine, Claire.”

		“I am not whining!” I sounded like a two-year-old on her way to a full-fledged tantrum. I took a deep breath and pursed my lips, conveying my displeasure.

		“If it’s your reputation with my friends you’re worried about, it’s too late to change that. That was written long before this night.”

		“You’ve been telling your friends about me, about the… you know…” I was aghast.

		“About you, of course. I don’t go into great detail, but from what they know about my past relationships with women, they’re hardly surprised.”

		This was like no big deal to him, but it still was to me.

		“What? This bothers you? You mean you haven’t told your friends about me?”

		I hadn’t told a soul. “My friends don’t know…about…” As I tried to explain, I realized how the secrets and omissions in my life were starting to pile up.

		“They don’t know about your kinky fantasies…?” He searched my face for the answer, while I stared at him blankly. “…the website… your erotica…?”

		“Hmm. All of the above…” I grimaced bashfully.

		He looked at me, perplexed. “In all these weeks, you haven’t told a single friend?”

		“I don’t really have that many friends. I’ve been such a workaholic.”

		“So the big truth about Claire stays hidden.”

		“Is that a blot on my character?”

		It took a moment for him to answer. “No. But you don’t need to keep secrets from me.”

		I must have looked as uneasy as I felt.

		“I expect upfront and honest, Claire. If you were being honest with yourself now you’d admit that you were turned on by your last little exhibition. My friends loved watching, what’s wrong with that? There’s nothing prettier than the sight of your red ass. I’m sure Neil and Jess agree.”

		I groaned.

		“Trying to keep your naughty baby a secret is only going to make you miserable.” He smiled broadly as he finished his lecture. However, if he expected to blunt the effect of his penetrating observations with an exuberant smile, he failed completely.

		Sometimes I just want to haul off and slap his face… especially that smile. So knowing, so perfect, so goddam sure of himself. But he was right, and that’s was what pissed me off. But regardless of what he put me through, I adored the way he made me feel inside, a kind of satisfaction I knew rarely. I didn’t want the feeling to go away.

		He pulled me to him in the bed, and we lay for a long while skin to skin, caressing, kissing, getting horny and having sex—twice more during that long night. He made me want to climb inside him and stay forever. I felt safe and protected inside his arms, cradled like a child. I needed that intimacy—another thing that I could not admit in words. I’m sure he already knew that I needed this closeness as much as I needed the discipline. Whether I was ready for him to take control of me, whether I liked the implications of that or not, I was his adoring lover and I didn’t want that to change.

		

		***

		

		I wore stilettos that night—along with a pale blue body hugging dress and a sparkling grey sweater with silver threads and fancy beading. The low-cut bodice and pushup bra lifted my breasts so they stood out more prominently than usual. The bare cleavage jiggled nicely when I moved. I even dusted the skin with a little body glitter and spritzed it with perfume, imagining Patrick burrowing his nose between my pretty tits.

		The club was new to me; an upscale venue that served elegant hors d’oeuvres and fine Scotch. Guests reclined on couches which were grouped together, perfect for a gathering of friends. As soon as I walked in, I surveyed the crowd and spotted Patrick with a group of people that included a few faces I recognized, Jess among them, smiling as broadly as my boyfriend. Jess saw me first and waved. Then Patrick looked up and caught my eye. I moved directly to his side.

		After introductions were made—a lot of names I was certain not to remember—I squeezed in next to Patrick on the couch, and for the next minute, I seemed to be the only one in the room he knew. He kissed me lightly on the lips, whispered a compliment on my choice of clothes then quietly asked me how my day had gone. It had been as miserable as every other day I’d lived through since I was fired. The only thing saving it was the thought of seeing Patrick that evening. It had been three days and my disposition needed a good booster shot of his sunny charm to lure me from my troubles.

		I spent the next hour trying to keep up with the conversation in hopes of understanding a little more about Patrick’s relationship to the dozen others who were seated around us. They all seemed like companionable friends. Although he had a sparring exchange with a bitchy looking female in black on the opposite couch. I knew her only as Doreen. The nature of their conflict seemed to run deep in both their veins. Though Patrick made light of their antipathy, the lady in black did not. It wouldn’t have surprised me if this had been going on for years. The rest of the group seemed well acquainted, except for a few newbies like me—new lovers who had recently replaced the old discarded ones, or maybe just friends who tagged along for a good time. While Patrick was speaking with another man who had crouched next to him for a private tête-à-tête, I struck up a conversation with the sweet-looking blonde sitting next to me. She was easy to talk to and the conversation moved briskly along. The first hour at the club went by in a flash, and when blonde Dianne suddenly stood up and grabbed her pal Jenna seated on a nearby settee, she turned back to me, mouthing: ‘I’m off to the ladies room. Wanna join us?”

		I immediately jumped up, recognizing my own pressing need. Though just before I started off, I looked at Patrick, to signal where I was going.

		“Not now, Claire. I’d like you here.” The cool authority in his voice came as a surprise to me. It left me stunned and quaking on my feet. I knew better than to object, but there was no easy way to diffuse the moment with half the group looking on wondering what I’d do.

		“But…” I started then stop.

		He patted the seat next to him, the one I’d just vacated.

		My cheeks were burning from embarrassment. “Yes, sir,” I said quietly, then I retreated to my seat, letting Dianne and Jenna go on without me.

		“Well, aren’t you the condescending asshole tonight,” the haughty brunette on the opposite couch interjected. “You’d think your new friend,” she nearly fractured the word with her mocking delivery, “would have a mind of her own.”

		Patrick looked at her directly. “She does.”

		“And she’s content to let you boss her around. You know when a woman has to go, she has to go.” She gazed around the crowd waiting for the tittering laughter to follow.

		He turned to me, “You desperate?”

		“No, not really.”

		“See, no harm no foul.”

		“That’s beside the point. You’re just proving my point once again. You’re a fucking chauvinist, Patrick Helms.”

		“I take it that’s not a compliment.” He seemed more amused than annoyed.

		“You are such a bastard,” she smoldered, then she turned to me. “He may be cute, honey, but soon as you see his darker side, you’ll turn your tail and run.”

		“I think I already have…seen his darker side,” I replied.

		“And you’re still around?” she came back snidely. “Then you must be a masochist.”

		I tried very hard not to blush. I certainly didn’t want to look Patrick in the face, I’d be sure to give myself away. On the one side I hated the implications inherent in the woman’s complaint, on the other side, I was being the dutifully obedient subbie that night, as I always was in Patrick’s company. I didn’t have a problem with that, but I did have a problem with Ms. Bitch-on-wheels spouting her opinions as if anyone cared. I think I cared, and cared too much, the way the nervous lump in my tummy was growing bigger under her wilting stare.

		I chose to ignore her remark, hoping someone would change the discussion, and was greatly relieved when an older gentleman friend of Patrick’s suddenly grabbed the conversation away from Doreen and the heat was off of me. I sat in my place, trying not to fume about the incident, and waited for a good time to make my bathroom request of Patrick. This was the first time he’d placed restrictions on me of this nature and I felt betrayed. So abrupt. So unexpected. So public. At least he could have warned me. While I sat obediently next to him, I spent a good deal of time framing the objections I’d lay out for Patrick as soon as I had an opportunity to speak to him freely and in private. However, despite my embarrassment, the scene had been strangely titillating and I could hardly stop myself from squirming against the couch.

		A half hour later, long after Dianne and Jenna returned from the ladies room, I whispered to Patrick that I really needed to go. But rather than just giving me permission to take off for the ladies room, he moved to his feet, grabbed my hand and led me through the back of the bar, right past the restrooms and into the alley behind.

		The night was filled with a hundred scents. Most in the alley were not that pleasant. However, something about the atmosphere was intensely sexual. If only I weren’t so damned uncomfortable.

		“Patrick, I wasn’t kidding, I really need to piss,” I whispered heatedly, even though there was no one around to hear me but him.

		“Not a problem. You can squat and piss…” he looked around, “over there.” He pointed to a sewer drain about twenty feet away.

		“You’re kidding.” The bile in my belly soured my stomach.

		No he wasn’t kidding. He pulled me close, but not in a particularly affectionate way. “I’m going to explain this to you once, Claire, so I won’t need to repeat it again. I don’t get into a lot of silly Dom/sub games, all that fancy protocol is boring to me. I prefer the element of surprise. Keeps you on your toes. But when I give you an order, I expect you to act.

		“You’re resisting me, Claire. In fact, you’re warring with yourself right now, and it’s tearing you apart. You don’t know whether to slap my face and walk out, or let me play my hand and see where it leads. But while you may be angry, and you’re certainly humiliated, that humiliation makes you crawl with arousal. You could barely stand it inside. All I’d have to do is lay my fingers against your sex and you’d come on the spot. So, you have your orders; either do it like a good sport, or walk. I asked for your obedience when we started this. Either you do what I say, or you don’t. But you can’t pick and choose.”

		“I suppose there’s no alternative?”

		“No. You win if I cave, and you’d hate me if I did.”

		The next minute seemed to drag into eternity. Not that I was pensively weighing my alternatives. Problem was, I couldn’t disagree with anything he said. But I was too goddam furious with him to think straight. Finally, because I couldn’t imagine giving up on Patrick over this one thing, I took a deep breath, walked to the sewer drain, squatted with my back to the street, then pulling my panties aside, I let it flow. By the time I finished, Patrick was standing next to me with a clean white handkerchief dangling from his hand.

		“If you need it,” he said.

		I was still warring with myself and still mad at him. I spit out a crisp, “No, thank you,” then stood and pushed down my dress.

		“Very good, Claire,” he said, sounding impressed.

		As I seethed in silence, Doreen’s assessment of Patrick caught hold. Everything he said now sounded patronizing, though I’m sure I was just caught up in the foul mood. Did I really want this kind of domination? was the first question I needed to ask myself. Although it would be a while before I’d consider the matter again.

		He moved me deeper into the shadows of the alley, to an alcove and what appeared to be a forgotten door embedded in the brick wall of the old building. It looked as if it had rusted shut.

		I should never have dressed in something so easy to pull off. With one quick swipe he had the stretchy bodice of the dress pulled down to uncover my breasts.

		“Patrick, really…” I moaned in protest.

		“Shush…”

		He took both nipples, pinching them between his thumb and index fingers, and drawing them up, so I had to stand on tiptoe to relieve the strain. Soon, there wasn’t anything I could do that would ease the hurt, and I breathed in, seething quietly as the pain in my nipples began to rise and move outward through my body.

		“Don’t think about where you are, think about how this feels.”

		“You are so out of line…” the strain made it difficult to speak.

		“Shush. This isn’t a discussion, Claire.”

		For the next several minutes, I put all my effort into transforming the pain into something resembling pleasure. Part of me wanted to hate every second of that torment, but there was no denying the erotic way my body handled the fierce sensation. The seconds ticked by as he pinched the buds with unwaveringly resolve. In that silent, steamy corner of that alley we were far removed from the rest of the nighttime world. For one faltering moment, my eyes were diverted by a noise some distance away. I could imagine that any second, someone would come around the corner and see me exposed.

		“Patrick please…” I tried.

		“Please what? Please stop?”

		“What if someone sees us?”

		“And who would that be, Claire? Who’s going to see?” He amusedly gazed around the empty alley like this was such a silly concern

		Not a soul there. Unless some drunk were to mosey through the alley looking for a good place to piss.

		When he finally released my nipples, he put his hand to my crotch. Didn’t move it around, just let it rest against my sex as if he were taking its pulse. Slowly, he inched the hemline upward, then using both hands, he pulled the skirt high enough to expose my crotch. The entire dress was soon bunched up at my waist.

		I’m a sucker for odd moments like that one, the meaningful stare, the knowingness in his blue eyes, the sheer audacity that allowed him to do this to me with hardly a protest. To think that I agreed to this relationship. And yet I had. My sex was faster than my mind to respond. An attack of desire leapt on me too fast to hide. I spent a few quick seconds considering my options, and by the time I was done, I’d clicked into another gear, a distinctly sexual one.

		“Hands up, against the wall,” he said.

		I backed up, feeling the cool of the brick against my shoulders and my ass, then raised my hands to the wall, feeling more like a prisoner than Patrick’s lover. I relished that feeling, though I was shivering from the chill.

		“Exactly how long is this going to take?” I asked.

		“As long as you draw it out.” As if this was all up to me—I suppose from Patrick’s point of view it was. “Just move for me, Claire. Whatever it is that you feel here,” he shook my crotch with his hand and then withdrew, “let it take you away.”

		“Patrick, I can’t.”

		“Of course, you can. If you can pee in a storm drain out in the open, you can do this under the cover of shadows.”

		“But…”

		He shushed me again with two fingers pressed to my lips.

		For as long as his hand lingered on my sex, my reaction was obvious to us both. I couldn’t help but dance on his fingertips, as a surge of sexual sensation began to flow through me. Even when his hand retreated to his side, the salacious tango continued. What a difference a few minutes can make on my attitude. I’d been breathing fire I’d been so angry, but once the sexual passion began to burn hot, I was happily back in the world of my desires.

		He stepped further away. “That’s a very alluring tango, Claire. Keep it up, keep moving like a sexy slut. Soon as you hear me call your name, you can join me. But not before. Understand, if you mess this up, I’ll whip you right here in this alley.”

		“You wouldn’t!”

		“You know I would. Just keep moving, Claire.”

		He stepped back even further. “Remember, when I call your name…” Then he turned on his heel and strode through the alley and out of sight. While my movements weren’t as exaggerated as they had been when he was looking on, I realized after a few seconds on my own that there were two men standing not far away, curiously eyeing the entire scene. One was Jess, the other I recognized from the nightclub, but I couldn’t recall his name. I was too flustered to think, too hot with embarrassment.

		“Claire!” Patrick’s voice suddenly rung out in the night.

		Within seconds I had my breasts covered and the hem of the dress back it its place. I raced away, past the two voyeurs, the storm drain and the nightclub’s back door. Just as Patrick reached the sidewalk I was at his side, my arm through his. His arm went around my waist, his right hand lowering to cover my right ass cheek.

		“And you thought you couldn’t do that?” he commented smugly.

		“But I didn’t like it.”

		“You don’t have to. I’m the one who needs to be pleased here. I’m the Dom, you’re the sub. Subs submit. Isn’t that how it works?” He gave my ass an affectionate squeeze. “Besides, you may swear up and down that you didn’t like it, but we both know that’s a lie.”

		Later that night in his apartment he took me over his knee, raised my dress above my ass and spanked my bare bottom with the palm of his hand. Despite the evening we’d had up to that point, the spanking took me by surprise. I wasn’t certain if I was being punished for something specific, or this was just for the pleasure of the act. While I squirmed, making the usual moaning sounds of displeasure, it took just seconds to have me writhing against his legs. I refrained from begging, but I’m sure he knew I wanted more.

		As if it were important to explain himself, during one pause in the fifteen minute over-the-knee chastisement, he said: “This is for being such a naughty baby tonight, Clarisse. Peeing in an ally. Exposing yourself to near strangers… what a tramp they must think you are…” He went on in this vein for several minutes, alternating a parental scolding with punishing spanks.

		On later reflection, nothing about his mini-lecture made much logical sense, however we weren’t dealing with reason and logic, but soul-deep needs that could make sense of that spanking. His lecture time-warped me back to the deepest yearnings from my childhood. Where and when these odd fantasies first appeared, I still can’t say. But as his words crammed themselves into my brain, I began to sob. From an unfulfilled ache lodged somewhere in my fractured psyche those hot tears formed, and wouldn’t quit until they were streaming down my cheeks. I hardly remember when the spanking stopped and Patrick lifted me onto his lap. Tucked in his arms, I buried my head against his shoulder and cried it out.

		Behind that logjam of emotion, the most wonderful feeling of desire rose up and took over. We began grappling with buttons and zippers, pushing down pants, tearing away clothes, until both stripped, he pushed me back against the seat of his leather couch and plunged his cock in my pussy.

		I shrieked, feeling a wildness of spirit rise up stronger than any passion I’d ever experienced. The wild girl inside wanted to jump off that couch and run naked through the alleys screaming with joy. I elected to stay and feel every stroke of Patrick’s cock as his erection pistoned in and out of that hot hole. Feeling his teeming organ swell inside me, I bore down and held him fast, relishing each throbbing pulse. “Yes, yes, yes, yes…” I went on until my voice was hoarse and I could feel his body move rapidly toward its peak. I clung to him as his seed jetted into my vagina, then my orgasm ignited in a series of sharp and grinding climaxes. I felt as if I could go on forever.

		Patrick was as far inside me as any man had ever gone. I was scared, reluctant and filled with worry, but at least for the rest of the night, I pushed my concerns away and relished the sweet feeling of belonging that lingered in me until we finally fell asleep.

		

	
		

		Chapter Five

		Glitch

		

		I knew I was moving headlong toward disaster, but with so many happy nights spent with Patrick and our kinky sexual activities, I’d done a pretty good job of pushing those disastrous thoughts from my mind. Surely some sort of job would materialize and my finances would be solvent again. That was my constant mantra.

		On Monday morning, three months after Patrick and I first met in person there was a letter in the mail, the official kind and not good news.

		The practical part of me had already made a few plans, a few queries of the building manager.

		I called Jack as soon as I read the bank’s cold and impersonal verdict. My request for an extension had been denied and I needed to move now.

		“You know the one bedroom on the second floor you mentioned to me two weeks ago? Is that still available to rent?”

		“Sure is,” Jack replied. “In fact, a deal I had on that one fell through just last Friday.”

		“Good. I’ll take it.”

		I had just enough left in reserve to ease out of my fourth floor apartment and seal the deal on the much smaller one two floors below. How I would pay for it after the first two months, I wasn’t sure. But if I had to resort to a waitress job, I would. The only problem: I needed to move by the weekend to satisfy the bank and make sure that Jack wouldn’t lease the apartment out from under me. The call to Patrick came next. I’m not sure how my lack of employment had flown under his radar for all those months, but apparently it had, and I had no intention of changing that fact, especially with the deadline looming.

		“Hey there, hot stuff,” I said, trying to be cheery. “You’re not going to be too put out if I back out of our weekend plans. I have a huge deadline I need to meet and there’s no way I’m going to get it finished by the weekend. I really need to postpone the trip.” He’d mentioned a trip to the Michigan Lakeshore, but as far as I knew, no reservations had been made. However, the silence on the other end of the phone made me so nervous that I jumped back in with a few contrite remarks, “I’m really sorry, Patrick, I just didn’t allow enough time to get this done. You can spank me if you want?”

		“I can spank you any time I want,” he chimed in, though his mood didn’t sound particularly cheery.

		“That you can.”

		The uneasy silence continued, then, “Don’t worry about it. Do what you need to do. I’ll fish around here for something to keep me busy.”

		Someone was beeping in on his phone so the conversation was cut short. We had a quick lunch together on Wednesday, though we were both distracted by other things and I didn’t hear from him again that week.

		

		***

		

		Saturday night was my first night in the new apartment. Riley wasn’t particularly pleased with the arrangements, since he would be sleeping on the couch instead of his own bed. My hope was that the move would be the silver lining in this cloudy situation and he would be motivated to find his own place.

		The apartment was crammed with boxes so that we could barely move. Although Riley had managed to clear out the space between the couch and TV so he could catch up on his sports. I was in the kitchen unpacking boxes when the doorbell rang. I figured it was Jack with the extra key so I shouted out, “Come in,” without really thinking, then continued unloading a box of glassware into the kitchen cabinet. “The contract’s on the hall table,” I called out. “You can leave the key there.”

		I heard no reply, no rattling papers, no closing door. When I finally shut the cabinet and turned around, I jumped, gasping with surprise. Patrick was standing by the kitchen entry with a bemused look on his face. In t-shirt, jeans and leather jacket, his blonde hair sexily disheveled, he looked as dreamy as ever. As I greeted him with a look of horror, he lifted a brown bag he was holding. “Brought some subs, in case you were burning the midnight oil.”

		I opened my mouth, but not a word came out. I wasn’t even sure how he found me.

		For several unnerving seconds, we were caught in a stare down, then a flicker of a smile crossed his lips. He set the bag on the counter and moved directly into the living room. The kitchen opened into the living room, and from there, I watched with a degree of awe as he dispatched my brother in less than thirty seconds. For a moment he simply stared at the TV as if he were actually interested in Riley’s sports report. Then turning abruptly, he held out his hand. “Hi! I’m Patrick, you must be Riley.”

		Riley barely came to, but enough so that he sat forward and shook my boyfriend’s hand, a flustered look on his unshaven face. He yawned big as if he was waking up from a sound sleep. Most people would have recognized Patrick’s face without much trouble, but Riley doesn’t read much, so the fact that I was seeing a famous author didn’t register with him. Figuring that Riley wouldn’t be impressed, I’d never bothered to explain who I was dating. “Nice to meet you,” he managed to reply.

		“And you, too,” Patrick came back. “But you suppose you could split for a while. I need to speak with your sister—in private.”

		If I weren’t so petrified myself I would have been laughing inside at Riley’s hasty exit. He looked from Patrick, to me, to Patrick again, then grudgingly lifted himself from the couch, clicked off the TV and headed for the door. It slammed as he went out, rattling the thing on its hinges. The whole apartment seemed to shake, then there was dead silence, and finally Patrick turning toward me. We stood frozen in another stony silence for nearly a minute, and when I didn’t speak, he finally did.

		“You have something you want to tell me, Claire?” His icy stare produced a shiver from me, a rash of goosebumps on my arm.

		Not really, was what I was thinking, but not what I actually said. While he waited for my reply my brain worked feverishly trying to come up with a decent story. I’d rehearsed my explanations a hundred times in my head on dreary nights when I was sleeping alone and all I could think of was Patrick stumbling onto my secret. I couldn’t have imagined the scene any better, any badder or more embarrassing. He might as well have smacked my face. While the truth was on the tip of my tongue ready to blurt out, I stood stock still unable to get my mouth to work.

		He finally broke the silence himself. “There hasn’t been any job, has there, Claire?”

		I took a deep breath, and with my head bowed and my face red from embarrassment, I confessed. “No. I was fired from Larimer & Brittan the day before we met.” I met his eyes with a wincing look.

		He nodded, and when I didn’t say more, he nonchalantly waltzed around my apartment, peeking in boxes, peeking into my bedroom, and finally moseying back toward the kitchen where I was still stalled waiting for whatever came next.

		“And you were going to tell me about this, when?”

		“Never, if I had my way.”

		He smiled, every bit as charming as the day we met. I knew I was doomed to tell him the whole story, it was just a matter of getting the courage to start.

		I smiled back, making a stab at being coy. “You’re so good at putting two and two together, you probably had it figured out already.”

		He shook his head. “No, not this time. But I would take one of those subs I brought while you’re spilling your guts, maybe a glass of water, unless you have beer.” He sounded like the sunny Patrick I knew, although I could feel his darker edges as if they were lapping at my toes.

		I brought him a beer and the paper bag and he settled himself on the couch. “You mind if I get a little done here, while I’m talking?” I asked.

		“That would be easier on your nerves, wouldn’t it? No. You can sit right here and spit it out.” He peered into the paper bag: “Turkey on whole wheat or the Italian classic?”

		My stomach had done so many flip-flops during that few minutes that I wouldn’t have dared eat a bite. “Maybe later. Whichever you like is fine with me.”

		“The Italian it is,” he said, sounding positively delighted with his choice.

		“You know I haven’t exactly lied, I’ve just not told you everything. And there’s a good explanation.”

		“I’m sure there is. So, you were evicted from your apartment.”

		“Yes, I was. You know that or you’re just guessing?”

		He shrugged. “Just putting two and two together. Except that I’m a little lost between your getting fired and getting evicted, which apparently covers the entire time period of our relationship.”

		I toyed with making the explanation as simple as that, throw in a few innocent facts about my failed job search and hope that would be enough. But I knew that Patrick would never be satisfied with the short version, so I started at the beginning spilling the entire sordid tale.

		“I was having an affair with my boss… if you could call it that. I worked for him for five years. For the first three the relationship was strictly professional. I was good, very good at my job, but there was always this spark between Tate and me, something edgy and a little frightening. I don’t know exactly when he started sounding so dominant, but it seemed to take that edgy spark and turn it into quite a flame…” After months of keeping silent, everything rushed out so fast…did he really need to hear the whole thing? I suddenly stopped. “You don’t want all the gory details, do you?”

		“Probably not, but go ahead and embellish your story. Just makes it more entertaining.” What a strange man he was, taking so much pleasure from my embarrassing misdeeds. I suppose I deserved as much for keeping this from him in the first place.

		Taking a deep breath, I launched back into my monologue, determined to barrel through to the end. “We were working late one night…I was trying to catch my breath after a long session with a couple of attorneys who had finally left the office… just staring out the window. Suddenly there’s Tate standing directly behind me. He’d done things like this before and it was always terribly unnerving—but exciting. Until that day, he’d never made a move. But this time, I felt his hand on my ass. Set’s off every alarm bell in me. But I didn’t stop him. I didn’t want him to stop. I wanted his hand there and a whole lot more. He must have read my body language. Before I know it, he smacks my ass…and, well, that’s how it started.” I paused for a gulp of air. “For two years, I was the woman Tate spanked and fucked during office hours. He had a mistress in Milwaukee, a wife in his lakeshore penthouse, and me at the office, totally submissive to him. Probably the only one he could actually control.”

		For a moment, I looked away, unable to continue staring at Patrick’s face—at least there was no smug or beaming smile, although his solemn expression was almost as unsettling.

		“You tell yourself that you’ll never get involved with a married man, but, well…You know how my sexual brain works. Playing sub to my boss was safe, an easy way to live with my kink. It was going along rather well, I thought at the time, that is until his wife walked in and found me naked, with her husband’s cock drilling me from behind.” I cringed just listening to myself. There was hardly a wrinkle in Patrick’s expression.

		“A day later I was fired…not a pretty picture. More rancorous than most, but probably not as entertaining. As long as I let Tate’s bitchy wife punish and use me for an afternoon, she wouldn’t accuse me of telling trade secrets to the competition.”

		He raised his brows at this. “Ah, scorned woman needs revenge.”

		“What else could I do but let her use me—strap-on dildo and all, and right in front of her cheating husband. I sometimes wonder how many mistresses and office fucks I paid for with my ass that day.” I shivered with rage and shame, while the bitterness in my heart splashed across the apartment walls like paint on a Jackson Pollack canvas.

		“Didn’t help much that it turned you on, did it?” Patrick cut in.

		I gazed at him sharply. “No, it didn’t,” I snapped. “One would have hoped she had enough revenge with that, but she really couldn’t stop until she’d buried me completely. Three days after I ‘resigned’, I had three hot job prospects ready to go to war to have me. Within two weeks all three backed down. I heard plenty of reasonable excuses, but we all knew I’d been blackballed, and there hasn’t been so much as a nibble on my resume since. No ad exec is going to touch me and incur LuAnn Larimer’s wrath, even if they know that her innuendoes are nothing but lies.

		I stared blankly at the empty paper sack and my turkey sub, sitting untouched on the coffee table. I still wasn’t ready to eat.

		“Money was tight before I was fired and it’s only gotten worse since.” I stared around at the scattered boxes realizing how dramatically my life had changed over the last few months. “So, there you have it, the truth about your kinky girlfriend.” I stopped talking, deciding that I’d said enough, and waited for Patrick to respond.

		He wasn’t quick to reply. He finished off his sub first, took a swig of his beer and then finally sat back.

		“So, that’s the big secret?”

		“That’s it.”

		“And you think if you’d told me this from the start that I would have turned my back and walked away?”

		“I don’t know. Telling you didn’t even cross my mind…”

		“No?”

		Too fidgety to sit, I stood up, then crossed to the window and stared into the black night beyond. “Well, yes of course it’s crossed my mind, but not in any serious way until now.” I turned around, seeing him rise as well. He moved toward me until we were just inches apart. His hand went to my side and I shuddered. That gentle touch had the effect of taking me deeper into the submissive feelings I relished. He owned me with that simple touch alone. “I kept thinking that I’d get a job and you’d never have to know the rest.” I fought back my tears, praying that there might be some hope for me yet. At least he hadn’t stalked out.

		Quite the opposite, he pushed a stray hair from my face and smiled warmly. My whole being seemed to vibrate and I realized that, despite how difficult that confession had been, it had stirred up something in me that felt profoundly erotic.

		“So, just whisk reality under the rug so you can revel in your angst all alone. Is that what Claire does to cope?”

		“No, not at all,” I said, disheartened.

		“But it is, Claire. Let’s be honest here. You keep a tight lid on your feelings. You’re careful, discreet, as if letting people see what’s behind your well crafted façade might make them walk away.” He sighed. “However, that’s a discussion for another day. You know what troubles me about this?”

		I shook my head.

		“If it’s one thing that I can do, it’s throw money at a problem. You didn’t even give me a chance with the truth and the opportunity to help you out.”

		“I’m sorry. I am. At the time it seemed like the right thing.”

		“Did it really?”

		“No, it didn’t really, it never felt right.” A fire rose up in my gut. “But it’s what I did and I can’t take it back, so if you don’t mind, it would be lot easier on me if you just left now so I can sort through this stuff and get on with my life.” Tears were spilling from my eyes. All I could think of was pushing him off and running to the bedroom to hide. Let him walk; he’d only prove my point about telling the truth.

		“You don’t need to worry about what comes next. That’s already been decided, unless you have something better going for you that you’ve not told me about.”

		“This is all I have, Patrick,” I bit out spitefully. “You don’t have to take pity on me. Just go if you need to, I’ll get by. I always do.”

		Seeing the sudden irritation on his face, I regretted every word. “I could bruise your behind for acting like this,” he snapped.

		“I’d probably feel a whole lot better.”

		“Sorry, but punishing you is going to wait this time. Tomorrow morning you’re going to be at my apartment at 7:00 am sharp. I’ve been without a public relations assistant for the last five months. I need a good one, and I suspect you’re it. When you’re not involved with putting a good public face on Patrick Helms, you can edit my next book. There will be plenty to keep you busy. I pay well, but you’d better live up to your stellar reputation.”

		I don’t know if he was being straight with me, or there was a little mockery behind this last caveat. Either way, I was stunned speechless for the second time that night…maybe the fourth or fifth time. I was losing count.

		“So you’re not angry with me?”

		“Oh no, I’m pissed as hell,” his blue eyes flashed. “But with you and me working side by side, I’ll have plenty of occasions to deal with the naughty Claire.” He looked positively gleeful at the prospect.

		“Why not just punish me now? I’m sure I could find a wooden spoon that would work just fine.”

		“That would be too easy. You’re forgetting that I’m a sadist. I’m going to enjoy making you suffer, and since you’re one hell of a masochist, I doubt if you’ll mind all that much.” His eyes narrowed. “If you could keep the masochism to your fantasy life and sex with me, you’d be a whole lot better off.” He drew me close to him, so tight that I couldn’t get away. I wasn’t sure if this was comforting or just more unnerving. My mind was a swirl of thoughts, my emotions flip-flopping back and forth from elation to panic to a fierce desire to fuck him crazy. He was close enough to sense all this, to feel every heart palpitation, every struggling breath, every anxious jitter in my body. Lifting my chin, he forced my eyes to his. “I’m going home and leaving you to your new apartment. I’ll see you at 7:00 sharp. I wouldn’t be late.”

		He was at my front door before I could draw him back.

		“Patrick Helms, why do you do this to me!” I suddenly exclaimed.

		He beamed back at me across that ten foot space, “Because in spite of yourself, you love it when I take control.” He walked out, still grinning.

		I went through the motions of unpacking several boxes, thinking of Patrick every single second, trying to process all that had happened that night. Nothing seemed to settle me. I was so worked up and getting nothing done, that I finally decided to go to bed. I masturbated for nearly an hour before I was calm enough to sleep.

		

	
		

		Chapter Six

		New Rules

		

		I couldn’t sleep after five a.m..The moment my eyes popped open panic struck. A job. I actually had a job…working for Patrick Helms. Had all my dreams come true or was this a disaster waiting to happen? Betting on hope, happiness and a little good karma that I might have earned in a previous life, I put aside my reservations and jumped out of bed to get ready for the day. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t be late, so I scurried through the next hour getting dressed. What to wear took at least ten minutes of that hour since I couldn’t find my clothes among the heap of boxes and bags I’d thrown together during the last minutes in my old apartment. I settled on understated and professional: my grey tweed slacks, which fit snuggly to my ass, and a pink cashmere sweater, cut low across my chest, but not too low for general office attire. This was business, after all—or so I assumed. Finally, I woke Riley from a sound sleep to let him know that I was now employed, and I expected him to be as well by the end of the week. Employed and looking for his own place. He grunted like I was nothing but a bother, but he got the message. More importantly, he got a first taste of his reborn sister who would be riding him hard until he was out of her apartment and on his way. Lazy days sleeping on my couch were over.

		Once on the street, I dashed to my favorite coffee bar for an extra large latte and a whole wheat muffin. At 6:30, I was at Patrick’s front door, exactly one half hour early; there would be no complaints from Patrick about time.

		However, too early to announce my arrival—just in case he slept in—I slumped to the floor opposite his door, drank my coffee, ate the muffin, and waited for 7:00 to arrive. Though I tried fending off the mounting fear that gathered in my weary brain, I could feel my anxiety rise with each passing second. I wanted to just forget the whole crazy idea. But despite the second guessing and my dire prognosis about this risky gamble, I remained in that hallway the entire half hour rather than turn tail and run.

		Just as the sweep hand on my watch hit the hour, Patrick’s door opened.

		He peered out. “You’re one minute late.” I don’t know why I was so worried about what to wear. His working attire was obviously casual, well worn jeans and a white t-shirt, although he looked as sexy as I’d ever seen him. But I quickly moved on to other concerns, zeroing in on ‘one minute late’ with a fervor that amazed even me.

		I jumped to my feet, not a hint of guilt this time, and announced without hesitation: “I am not late! I’ll have you know, I was here at 6:30 and decided not to disturb you.” I marched right past him into the apartment and added in a demanding tone: “So, where will I be working?” I must have sounded like some bitchy battle axe, admittedly much harsher than I intended.

		“Hey, slow down, girl.” Patrick grabbed my hand and jerked me around. “If this is an example of your working demeanor, you’re not going to last very long.” His eyes delivered the message, narrowing on me with a gravity I’d not yet seen.

		I shivered at the sound of his warning tone, feeling utterly, rightly chastised. Chagrined, I made my apology. “Sorry. I’ll dial it down. I’m just nervous.”

		“There’s nothing to be nervous about, Claire.” He did all the right things—brush the hair from my face, run his palm against my cheek and kiss my neck as if we were getting ready to make love. He could say there was nothing to be nervous about, he could touch me with flirty tenderness and I would hardly balk, but no amount of gentle consoling would untie the knot in my gut until I finally settled into the job and I understood why I was there. At last he pulled away.

		“So, how about breakfast first?” He moved past me toward the kitchen and I followed along behind. However, when he handed me a plate of scrambled eggs and toast, one whiff of the eggs and a wave of nausea swept over me.

		“Oh, Patrick, please no.” I tried to hand it back. “I can’t eat now.”

		“You’ll feel better if you do. You didn’t touch the sub last night, did you? And half of your muffin is wadded up in a napkin you stuffed inside your purse.” What was that? I’d stuffed the muffin in my purse within ten minutes of sitting in his hallway; he must have seen me through the peek hole in his front door. He pushed the plate of food back into my hands. “Sit down, take a deep breath, and eat. You’ll be just fine.”

		He managed me well with the patronizing father act. This was no friendly suggestion, so I sat and ate…small bites to please him. By the time the meal ended, my hunger pangs had receded, so had the nausea. Once again he’d proven himself right.

		His apartment was cozy and cool in the early morning hours. The blinds were drawn, the lights low. I could have settled in on one of his couches and fallen asleep in his arms if given a chance. But this was Monday morning, this was my workplace, and after Patrick finished his breakfast, we moved directly through the dimly lit apartment to his office. After all the time I’d spent in his penthouse, I’d only seen it once, and then just briefly when he gave me a quick tour. For me, a writer’s space is sacred territory and I ventured in with some trepidation.

		As soon as he opened the door a new light hit my eyes, something startling and unexpected.“Wow!” I had to catch my breath.

		For several seconds we stood near the doorway looking out on Lake Michigan and the glowing pink waters colored by the rising sun.

		“This is why I write early in the morning.”

		“If I had inspiration like this, maybe I’d be writing bestsellers.”

		“Maybe you would.” He smiled tenderly.

		“This is your office…” I noted the papers strewn across the large desk and the computer screen, opened on a Word doc, “…so, where will I be working?”

		“Right through here.” He led me through a door that connected to a smaller office. The room was empty and cold by comparison, but then it hadn’t been used since his last assistant left. The functional space was as neat as a pin, furnished with a desk, chair, computer, a bookshelf and a separate reading chair, all reflecting the same high tech design of his office next door, and at that moment, all colored in the same pink glow off the lake. I walked around, almost afraid to touch a thing. My nerves were taking hold again.

		Patrick finally interrupted my careful scrutiny, “How about we talk this out next door?” he said, and we moved back into his office.

		The strange hue of the morning sky lent an almost ethereal quality to the surrounding light. I could envision Patrick padding into his office before daybreak, turning on the computer and working in the peaceful silence as the new day quietly dawned before his eyes. I finally took a breath and let my gaze return to him.

		Suddenly, the events of the night before crashed into my brain, packing quite a wallop. “This is going to be awkward, isn’t it?”

		“It doesn’t have to be. But there are going to be a few rules in place before we begin. How about we sit down?” He motioned to the leather loveseat angled in the corner by the windows, while he sat in his desk chair and swiveled around to look at me. “Claire, I can’t pretend that you’re just an employee anymore than you can pretend I’m just your boss. For me, this is the first time I might actually have the working relationship I’ve needed with my assistant. The fact that you’re the woman I love and a submissive should make the arrangement easy. But don’t expect there to be a sudden shift between us the moment we walk through that door. You may see a few sides to me that you haven’t seen before. I’m sure I’ll see you differently, too. We’ll get used to that. At least for now, my expectation is that you’ll be as acquiescent and submissive in this situation as you are otherwise.”

		“So you’re the boss and I’m your lowly slave?”

		“Something like that. But don’t misconstrue this. I value your opinion on public relations, as well as editing, and I expect your honest opinion, regardless of whether it conflicts with mine. You won’t suffer for speaking up. That’s a promise.”

		He flashed me one of his beaming smiles as if that might allay my worries.

		“So what about rules?” I gently ventured.

		Laughing, he said, “Actually, I don’t do rules very well, you should know that by now. We’ll just play it by ear and see what inspires me. Just remember, everything is on the table…sex, discipline, afternoon quickies, and your obedient submission.”

		“Everything that titillates me.”

		“Exactly.”

		“And you really expect me to work efficiently under a high state of arousal?”

		“Of course. It works well for me. I’m a much better writer when I’m horny.”

		The twinkle in his eye caused me to melt a little. “But I will have something to keep me busy other than being your daily pleasure slave?”

		“Isn’t that enough?”

		I glared at him suspiciously.

		“Don’t worry, there’s plenty of real work to do. There are several files on your desk, where you’ll find information on my publisher and my agent. Make calls to them today and introduce yourself. I’d suggest making an appointment with each of them at their earliest convenience. Start with Angie Meyers, my agent. You’ll be working closely with her. There are several press releases I want you to go over and some other materials you’ll need to review. There are updates to my website—you’ll find the passwords in the files—and once you’ve made yourself familiar with all that, the first fifty pages of my latest novel are printed and sitting on your desk, ready for you to read. The editing process can get pretty grueling. I’ve been told I can be overly obsessive. I doubt that will change. You’ll learn to deal with that. You’ll be doing a lot to prepare the manuscript for the editors at Harper. You get a first crack at the book, and I expect you to show off your editorial expertise. I assume you’ve read all my novels?” He abruptly stopped, waiting for a reply.

		“I-I’m not sure…” I hesitated to admit the truth. In fact, I was quite sure that I’d read just three of his latest novels; there were two remaining that were still on my nightstand waiting for the right time.

		“You’ll need to know all six in fairly close detail…when I refer to them, I expect you to know what I’m talking about.”

		Six? There were six? I’d only seen five listed on-line.

		“I’ll get to that right away.”

		“Good.”

		I realized that despite the talk of a sexual atmosphere as we worked together, Patrick’s tone had dramatically changed as he covered every point of my employment with almost methodical precision. The sexual tease was nearly gone from his eyes and he was all about business. A bit of a relief for me.

		“Why don’t you familiarize yourself with what’s on your desk and get started. There are a few thoughts stuck in my head that I need to get down before I forget them.”

		I was only too happy to take a break from Patrick, just to process all that had happened in the previous twenty minutes.

		“Okay then, I’ll get settled. Write to your heart’s content.” I stood and moved to the door.

		“Oh, and Claire.” I turned back. “You look very nice today, but from now on, I’d prefer you wear a skirt to work.”

		“A skirt?” I looked down at my designer slacks and the cashmere sweater wondering what could be wrong with such an innocuous choice of clothes.

		“You do have a few?” he probed.

		“Of course.”

		“Good. And no panties.”

		“No panties, right.” I began to tremble again.

		“The last thing I’ll ever be is politically correct.”

		I managed a laugh, once again whisked away by his charm. “Yes, I understand that.” I started for the door again, but this time my own curiosity caused me to stop. “Do you mind my asking why your previous assistant left?”

		He hadn’t expected the question, and for a moment, I could see the gears working in his mind as he formed his reply. “Well, let’s see. Devon, my last assistant, quit just prior to my meeting you. She’d been with me five months, maybe. It would have been too long if she stayed five days. She liked the idea of working with the famous Patrick Helms, but the glamour of it faded pretty quickly. When she gave her notice, I think she suggested that I was too, let’s see… erratic… moody…and dictatorial. I believe those were her words.” He gave emphasis to each one as if he wanted me to remember them by heart.

		“I see.”

		“Casey, before her, lasted nearly a year. She was much like you, genuinely submissive. I think she might have actually enjoyed what you and I share, but she was scared, too scared. She said I frightened her. I had two others before her that I blew out rather quickly. Apparently, I’m not easy to work with.”

		“Maybe I should keep my resume up-to-date.”

		“Don’t worry about the others. We’ll make this work.”

		“Well, since I don’t have any other options at the moment, I’ll just have to trust you about that.”

		I didn’t see Patrick for the next several hours. He was lost in his work and I dove into mine, trying, at least in my own mind, to separate my job from the wildly savage feelings that I had toward my boss. With his brief description of his other assistants, a picture of him formed inside my head that was consistent with the man I knew, but more fully fleshed out. The fact that he could be erratic, moody and dictatorial wasn’t anything that I hadn’t already expected. How exactly I’d fit in, and make this work, when other assistants were quickly washed out, was still not quite clear to me. But it was a job, a job I desperately needed and being close to Patrick every day couldn’t be all that bad.

		

		We had lunch at noon, another meal Patrick forced me to eat over my objections. I didn’t quibble with him, I just ate sparingly and he was satisfied. Preoccupied with his novel, he went back to work within twenty minutes while I cleaned up the kitchen. I returned to my desk and began looking over notes on his book promotions. At four o’clock, while still going over his files, I looked up from reading a lengthy press release from the previous spring, and found Patrick standing at the door.

		“Hi there,” I greeted him.

		He looked at me thoughtfully. “You know, I’ve had my doubts, about this too, but I think it’s going to work. You’re going to do fine, Claire.” There was no easy smile this time. The sincerity behind his compliment prevented me from brushing it off as an attempt to bolster my ego.

		“You’re sure of that?”

		“I am.”

		I could feel that he was, and for him to say it so directly took another worry off my mind.

		I smiled faintly. “You know, I’ve been sitting here, absorbed by all this…it makes me happy to be working again, to know that I can do this job—with my hands tied behind my back if I need to.”

		“Hum, I’ll have to see about that.”

		“I really didn’t mean that literally.”

		“No you didn’t. Though it’s an intriguing idea. I’m just happy to see you at that desk.” My heart swelled with that thought.

		“Thank you, Patrick…for this, this chance, for believing in me, for not getting too crabby about my, you know, about not confessing things sooner…and for saying that…I’m the woman you love…” This last bit about ‘love’ was the hardest to say. I was blushing by the time I finally spit it out.

		“Someone had to say it first.”

		“I’m still amazed that you’d feel that way. I don’t think I’ve been an easy woman to love…”

		He mulled the thought. “You’re probably right about that. But then, I’m not going to be any easier.”

		What began as Patrick’s simple observation had become a flirtatious back and forth that had me giggling inside. “At least your dark side is everything I desire.”

		“Oh, I wouldn’t be making any snap decisions on that until you’ve been here a while.”

		The long shadows of the afternoon had crept up on me fast. The room was a solemn grey, though there was an expectancy in the air that had my nerves all jittery, though not in the terrible way they’d been that morning. The tension was all about sex, and within the space of seconds, the erotic feelings seemed to rush through me with surprising speed—the last thing I needed during working hours, and Patrick was doing nothing to alleviate that tension. If anything he was egging me on.

		The look of desire in his eyes headed straight toward my crotch and unsettled me further. I finally put my hands in my lap to stop them from shaking—something Patrick didn’t miss.“Tough day, huh?” I couldn’t gaze into his smiling face without quaking all over.

		“Yes, you could say that.” I diverted my eyes, blushing again.

		“Well then it’s time I changed things…” His jaw twitched, my tummy fluttered. “Put the files away, Claire.”

		I stared at him quivering and afraid, then began closing files and neatly stacking them next to me. Then because that didn’t seem to be enough, I nervously gathered them up, opened the file drawer to my right and laid them inside, closing the drawer until it clicked shut. When I finally looked up, my whole body was trembling with fear as if it were the first time we’d been together and we hadn’t made that sexual leap.

		“You look good sitting there—or maybe I’ve already said that.”

		“I think you have.”

		He nodded his head. “Yes, you do look good there…you’re my submissive, you work for me, you belong to me…you might say I own you, Claire. Is that how you see us?”

		My heart pounded, my pussy throbbed. “Yes, sir.” I could barely speak.

		“Then I think it’s time you were on your knees. Time to act like the slave. Get down on the floor and crawl to me.”

		The order might have come as a shock earlier in the day, but after hours of denial, of tamping down my rising sexuality, of trying to whisk away the thought of my sexy boyfriend working in the next room, the abrupt about face was exactly what I needed. Whatever would take us from being working associates to lovers again was all right with me, including crawling like a lowly slave. Becoming that slave was a role I knew. I may not have mastered it, but it put me in familiar territory…and so I crawled.

		Seeing him standing by the door, the handsome, cocky, smiling Patrick Helms, my libido leapt on me fast, turning playfully wicked. I dropped from my chair to the floor with the surge of arousal fueling my need. As my hands and knees propelled me forward in a catlike stroll across the carpet, my quivering body undulated, my hips rolled and my ass bounced seductively. I licked my lips, cocked my head and batted my lashes, being coy and cute and mischievous. The glint of desire in his eyes was all I needed to keep going.

		“You little tramp,” he quietly commented.

		I liked the name; it fit my mood.

		Once at his feet, a rope dangled before my eyes, and within seconds, I was tethered with the thick hemp around my throat and drawn tight against my neck. The rough feel of it made me quiver. Once in his office, he jerked up on the tether and had me kneel upright before him. Suddenly, the sexy man I’d seen at his office door became a grave disciplinarian. The quick transformation gave my body an anxious jolt, although it made me desire him even more—no matter what terror he put me through.

		“I doubt there’s much that will wipe that scene in Tate’s office from your memory, but I’m going to give it a damn good try.” His speech was terse, his hold on the rope like a death grip. I cringed hearing Tate’s name and the allusion to that awful scene months before. I never expected my sad tale to fuel Patrick’s lust in quite that way. “You look surprised. Don’t be. In case you’re wondering, this isn’t just a way to celebrate your first day on the job. In fact, I doubt it will be a celebration for you at all. I’ve not forgotten that you lied to me for three months. That omission won’t get swept under the rug.”

		By then, I was nervous and scared, but aroused too much to do anything else but submit. I suppose I was hoping for something a little more lighthearted to end the working day. But there was nothing playful in his mood now. I’d be answering for the gross omissions of the past, a punishment I deserved. I even expected it—just not so soon.

		I adjusted quickly, putting my mind in a place of surrender. Ridding myself of all expectations. Accepting the fact that this would be painful. Every reprimanding word, every crawling step, every humble act took me deeper into the submission he demanded. Whatever punishment was required to make right the long list of crimes would be delivered that day. I was ready, frightened, but ready. This was how justice worked in the world of my tormented desires. The guilt I carried with me would not be assuaged until Patrick was satisfied that I’d been properly punished. Only he would decide when I’d suffered enough.

		“I need this, Patrick,” I looked up at him pleadingly.

		He jerked on the rope. “Did I ask you to speak?”

		“No, sir.”

		“Then not a word unless I ask you a direct question.” He pulled on the rope till I was on my feet. When I looked into his eyes, the ferocity in his expression gave me reason to tremble even more. “You may have been justified in keeping your employment situation a secret for a week or two. But let’s get this clear now. Anything that affects you, affects me. There’s not going to be any hiding, half-truths or lies between us, or this relationship will not work.”

		He backed up and let go the rope, letting it dangle down in front of me.

		“Take off your clothes. I want you naked.”

		I shuddered, feeling almost dizzy from a fresh wave of desire. I had to catch myself against his desk. My trembling fingers could barely work the buttons on the sweater, or the zipper of the slacks. I could barely get my bra unhooked, and even my panties seemed a struggle to remove. You would have thought I was stripping for him for the first time.

		He observed me carefully, watching as each article of clothing dropped into the heap of pink and grey beside me. This was exactly the kind of brutal stripping down that appeared so prominently in my erotic stories. I shouldn’t have been surprised he demanded that kind of exhibition now. He tapped into my guilt with ease, and knew how the scene fueled my desire. Though I remained afraid, my physical desire became evident to him as his fingers grazed the wet gusset of my discarded panties.

		He grabbed them from my hand and put them to his nose…then smiling, he tossed them atop the heap of clothes. He didn’t need to verify my arousal, but it was a darn good move that humbled me further in his eyes.

		When nothing remained but the dangling rope, Patrick moved in behind me and grabbed an ass cheek. “He had you bend over his desk?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“Then you can bend over mine.” He pushed me forward toward the desk. I couldn’t remember how many times I’d fantasized about a moment such as that one. It had my heart racing so fast that I could barely breathe.

		Although the situations may have looked similar, there was so much about a punishment from Patrick that neither looked nor felt like the punishments I’d suffered from Tate—and even less like the one that I endured from LuAnn. I cared for Patrick, he cared for me. Love was never a word that crossed my lips or Tate’s when we were together. This was a real relationship, not just a way to cope with kinky fantasies.

		The smooth surface of his desk was cool against my naked skin. I spread my legs as he directed and reached for the far side to steady myself. Then I turned my cheek against the wood and let it rest there as I waited. The first smack landed on my ass and it was all I could do to keep myself from crying out.

		Of all the implements he might have used, the ruler had to be one of the most sadistic. His was the wooden kind with a metal edge, eighteen inches long and thick enough so there was hardly any give. He rushed on with the spanking as if he were in a hurry to be done, laying one blow atop the next in ceaseless repetition until my sore ass was squirming and my feet were frantically dancing beneath me as I tried to get away from that stinging blast. After a dozen painful smacks I started to moan—another dozen and I moaned even louder, too loudly to suit Patrick.

		“Not a sound, Claire. Not a single groan!” he reminded me, and he delivered another mean thwack.

		My knuckles were white from clinging to the desk; my throat ragged from holding back the screams. He wasn’t into rules, he said—a bit of a prevarication, I wanted to point out as I struggled to focus on his command for silence. Of course, he’d be quick to remind me that he was the Dom and I was his sub. He had the liberty of being inconsistent, of changing his mind on a whim, and doing whatever he damn well pleased. As much as the punishment would turn me on after the fact, while he was raining blows on my behind, I was in too much distress to think about being aroused. The agony grew worse by the second, until I began to wonder if I could get through the ordeal without falling to the floor in a heap of tears.

		I thought I was managing well. The next minute or two went by in a blur. Then suddenly, an unexpected feeling of rage rose up from my gut. It must have been stirring inside me for some time to gain so much strength in so short a time. Clouded by rage and pain and the miserable sting of that damn ruler, I couldn’t stop the scream that escaped my mouth.

		“Stop, stop, stop, stop,” tore from my lips in an angry wail. “Fuck you, bastard, stop!”

		The cry had hardly hit the air when the commotion abruptly stopped. Sidling up next to me, Patrick leaned down and whispered in my ear. “Screaming make you feel better?”

		“Yes, yes, it did!” I sobbed loudly, still angry, still hurting.

		“My naughty baby assuage her guilt?”

		I snuffed less violently, croaking out a petulant, “Yes…maybe…”

		His hand was on my ass, firm and controlling. I needed it there just to calm me down. As the emotion in me finally lessened, he began stroking the hot cheeks with a tenderness that put aside my ire altogether and tapped the wellspring of desire lying just beyond the pain. I instinctively moved against his caress, and when his hand began to spank me directly on my sore cheeks, I didn’t resist. The line between pain and pleasure became blurred and rather than fend off the punishing smacks, I invited more.

		“You have a huge need for punishment and that is not about to change. You understand that?” He smacked me several times more.

		“Yes, sir.”

		“I don’t care how much you cry or rant, or stomp your feet, your histrionics will not move me, Claire.” Every new smack just punctuated his message.

		“Yes, sir.”

		None of the smacks had quite the punch or produced the same sharp pain as his ruler—the subtle shift had begun as soon as he tossed that detestable thing away. While the strike of his hand only increased the fierce sensations on my hurting ass, the furnace of heat that moved through me was entirely sexual. My pussy was begging to be fondled, begging to come.

		He began squeezing my cheeks, going from one to the other, back and forth, until my ass began writhing against his hand.

		“You want it harder, Claire?”

		“Hummmm…yessss…” I hissed, and the squeezing got rougher.

		“You want a pain so big that you have to scream…”

		“Oh, God yeesssssssssss…”

		He answered with sharp smacks against both cheeks. Then he seized my left cheek and squeezed without stopping. “Don’t make a sound. You take this in. You absorb every hurt. You understand what this means about you and me.” He didn’t need to say more. I knew what he meant, and I knew what I needed.

		Soon the pain was as horrific as before, but this time there was no rage to fuel any angry outburst, just my determination not to make even a tiny peep, to do as he ordered and allow myself to feel the full extent of his dominating power. Settling in to a new place of surrender, something in me began to let go.

		Patrick felt it almost instantly, and the spanking eased off until he finally stopped. His hand dropped between my thighs and moved to the center of my sex. It took just seconds for him to ignite the first savage climax. His cock came next with the turgid organ teasing my pussy lips, then the head moved along the length of my anal cleft. He teased both openings so I had no idea which one he would use, until he finally zeroed in on my throbbing cunt and shoved forward. I climaxed again the instant his cock hit my cervix. One climax after another followed while Patrick’s cock rapidly pistoned in and out. When the orgasm was on him, he drew my body upright and held me tightly against his chest. He came with long deep thrusts, each one both cruel and beautiful, then he held me there until the spasms finally died away.

		I leaned back against him, forgetting all about being silent, as the pleasure generated several moaning sighs. When he at last withdrew, I turned inside his embrace and he held me close, unwilling to let go. When I tried to struggle free, he only clung to me more fiercely.

		“No, you are not going to run away from this, Claire,” he whispered.

		I tugged against him for a moment then gave up, wilting into his chest, sucked in by his warmth. Before I could stop the rising emotions, tears were streaming down my face. He held me like a child, stroked my hair in a fatherly way, and let me be until the feeling passed.

		I will always be amazed and grateful for the way that Patrick can segue out of an awkward moment, steer my attention elsewhere and proceed with a jaunty smile to match his sweet charisma. His smile caught my attention first.

		“How about you go get cleaned up and dressed. We’re going out to dinner to celebrate your first day. Steak or Mexican? Your choice.”

		I wiped the last of my tears from my eyes and looked up, still dazed. “Um…either one’s fine with me.”

		“All right then, steak it is.” He beamed.

		“But I really wanted…”

		“Sorry, should have spoken up when you had the chance.” He was out the door before I could jump back in, leaving me to gather my clothes and head off for the shower.

		

	
		

		Chapter Seven

		No Place to Hide

		

		He knocked twice before I heard the sound, the second knock louder than the first. Patrick stunned me just by being there. I’d only left him an hour before, after a long and very stressful day going over two problematic chapters in his book. I had thought when I walked out, with his grumbling complaints still ringing in my ears, that we needed a break. For three days we’d been battling back and forth about the direction of the novel. Not that I actually had any say. But I did have strong opinions. If I tried to hold them back, he sensed I was editing my comments and he forced me to speak the truth—which he really didn’t want to hear. No wonder he couldn’t keep assistants long. His editing process was grueling, and if I could get him to change a single word, I’d accomplished quite a feat. Most of the time, he left me to do my job, which I could handle with little problem, but on other occasions he was a nightmare to work with.

		Thank God I loved him. I wouldn’t have survived any longer than his last five publicist/editors.

		“This is a surprise!” I exclaimed, as he crossed the threshold of my doorway without saying a word.

		I followed him into the living room, which he was inspecting in a rather odd way. He fiddled with a lamp, tested the strength of the chandelier hanging over my dining room table, then took a turn in the bedroom, going through another mysterious appraisal of my living space.

		“What are you doing?” Still not a word. “Why are you here? I thought you’d had enough of me.”

		He finally turned around.

		“I had. But that was then, and this is now. Besides, the fact that I can’t get enough of you, and we haven’t done anything nasty in nearly a week, I figure we need to get whatever it is that’s rankling you out of your system.”

		“Me rankled?” I was incensed. “What about you?”

		“You think today was my problem?”

		“It certainly wasn’t mine.”

		“Oh?” He looked at me skeptically.

		“You are a boorish prick,” I blurted out the first thing that popped into my head. Right…open mouth, insert foot. I’d been trying to avoid saying the wrong thing all day long, but by then, I didn’t have the patience to try. If he was going to punish me, he’d have every reason he needed because I wasn’t about to be friendly and compliant. He’d have to make me submit—not that the idea wasn’t appealing. Hard sex was about the only thing that could set things straight. It wouldn’t be pretty and it wouldn’t be nice. But that was exactly where we were headed.

		He didn’t reply right away; there wasn’t even a trace of a response on his pretty face. He went back to roaming the room, which I took as a deliberate ploy to unnerve me. I followed him into the bedroom where he continued with the mysterious inspection. I stared at him waiting, then finally he whipped around and leveled me with his single-eyed stare. He looked as puzzled as he was serious. “Boorish? Really?” Anyone who didn’t know him would have thought he was amused by the description. I knew better. If he didn’t rebuke me for that rash assessment on the spot, he’d bring it into whatever wicked act he had planned. However, for the time being, he simply moved on and returned to the real reason he showed up in the first place.

		“I guess this will have to do,” he announced. He removed my Boston Fern from the overhead hanger in the corner and set it on the floor. Then reaching for a paper sack he’d brought with, he rifled through the contents for nearly a minute and finally withdrew a length of rope. By then my heart was pounding fiercely in my chest. A dozen flippant retorts were on the tip of my tongue, ready to ignite the scene into something truly painful, but I managed to hold back while he inspected me for several more grueling moments.

		“What on earth are you doing—” I finally couldn’t stand the wait.

		“Shush. Come here.”

		Only then could I detect the lust, the sadist behind the urbane man, the feral animal coming out of hiding. His eyes hardened. I imagined something festering deep in his psyche. My sex raced in response, my desire soared and the prickly heat between us flamed. I was still annoyed and ill-tempered from the miserable day; one wrong move and I might have snapped. Though still suspicious, still seething on the inside, I wisely shoved my emotions aside and padded toward him like a dutiful pup,

		He grabbed my hands, looped the rope around my wrists from behind me, then reached up to thread the loose end through the ceiling hook. He tugged on the ropes to make certain that the hook wouldn’t suddenly give way, then tugged on the end that connected to my wrists. My arms rose up high behind me, awkward and uncomfortable, forcing my body to bend at the waist in order to ease the arduous stretch. Before I even uttered a sound, he pulled from his bag of toys a ballgag that went into my mouth and between my teeth, the leather ends buckling behind my head.

		I saw the knife blade next, and shivered from my darkest places. When he swiped it once, twice, then three times through my old t-shirt, all I could do was squirm my objections, making muffled sounds of protest.

		“You keep up the wiggling, you’re going to get hurt. Stop it!”

		Bound, silenced, and deprived of the usual theatrics, all I could do was glare at him.

		“Aw, c’mon, Claire,” he jibed, as he stuck his fingers in my sex. “This turns you on as much as it does me.” He lifted his wet fingers from my cunt, mocking me with my own glistening sex juice. Having made his point, he wiped the fingers on the torn t-shirt then proceeded to cut his way through the rest of the tattered thing until it fell in pieces around my feet. Though he could have easily worked around my flimsy thong, he cut both sides of the thin waistband and discarded it as well.

		Tears were forming in my eyes as the tension in me swelled. He was a colder man than I’d seen before—and the solemn power of his lonely eyes unhinged me. A hundred questions passed though my brain about his curious mood, but they moved on just as quickly. Though his changeable moods ceased to surprise me, something in this darker attitude gave me reason to shiver with concern more than usual, however I didn’t have time to let my thoughts linger on his present state of mind.

		When his hand moved to my crotch again, that first touch was like a bolt of lightning going straight through me and up my spine. I jerked violently, which snapped me about, and created an even bigger strain on my stretched-back arms. Bent over as I was, I realized how truly vulnerable I was.

		“You give yourself away, little girl,” Patrick mocked me with a knowing sneer. He stood at my side and reached in, resting his hand against my sex, making clear to me who was in charge. Despite the fact that my arousal was edgy and ready to explode into orgasm, the effect of his hand on my fidgety crotch was surprisingly settling. Once I’d calmed enough to suit him, he began running his fingers the length of my sex from my back door to my clit, igniting a series of small internal spasms—hopefully not strong enough for him to notice. I was still pissed, still nurturing my own anger, still unwilling to disclose how horny I’d become—as if I could actually hide the truth. I knew how the scene would likely end, that I’d eventually lose the battle to my own desires, but part of the payoff for me was playing the petulant brat and forcing him to stand his ground. Some Doms have been known to cave to a fractious sub, but not the good ones.

		Maybe I was testing him, maybe just ready for a really good fight.

		Patrick paused the sensuous caress long enough to fuck my vagina for several seconds then he went back to a milder caress. Soon my body spasmed at will, unable to suppress the surfacing arousal despite my wish to squelch it. I was still ticked off, still not ready to give in. But my whole crotch was growing hotter by the second, that sexual heat unfamiliar to me. The tender skin burned as if it had been set on fire. What the hell had he done!

		I gazed at him alarmed. “Ginger,” he explained. He came prepared for this war.

		Fuck! I could feel the burn: on my ass, in my pussy, along the delicate folds of flesh. All were burning up from his spicy torment. I shifted in place as though that would ease the fire, but my movements only augmented the strain of the awkward pose.

		“Don’t worry, it’ll pass,” he said, still mocking me.

		His small leather paddle began to beat against my pussy, smacks in quick succession, none too hard, but everyone taunting the arousal from my body. I shook my head in protest, unwilling to give in even then. Of course he’d win the war, but I wouldn’t make it easy.

		“Your every stubborn attempt to avoid what’s going on only inspires me, naughty baby. I suggest you give up now.”

		No!I wanted to scream. Instead, I merely grunted out something unintelligible, shaking my head, determined to be angry…but that damned burning ginger was impossible to ignore. The more he spanked my pussy, the more my desire leapt up and demanded a response. While still trying to will away the feelings, my efforts to thwart the man’s intent were sideswiped by a sudden and powerful climax that savagely tore through my sex. After the first explosions yanked me back and forth, the orgasmic spasms continued to roll through me in an unrelenting parade until Patrick finally lowered his hand and the intensity of that angry fire finally dwindled away.

		Giving in wasn’t an issue any more.

		“Now isn’t that better?” he purred, bending a bit so he could nuzzle my ear as he spoke. He nibbled on my earlobe, which produced another mini-spasm. Minutes before, I would have glowered at his sarcasm, but I didn’t have it in me. I didn’t have the strength to fight him; in fact, the fervor for our silly war had vanished. Left was an urgent and throbbing heat between my legs, that despite my previous climax, was waiting to be explode into another and another brilliant come.

		Patrick warned me as he untied the gag, “You start screaming, I’ll shove it back in, beat you till you’re raw and make you sleep in the corner.”

		“I won’t, I promise.” I wouldn’t quarrel.

		While the pussy spanking had stopped, his hand continued to caress the ginger-heated folds of flesh. A flood of sex juice gushed my pussy and covered his hand. The slurping sounds coming from my crotch did nothing but shame me further. Was I really that easy? What quarrel could I have with the man now? My body swayed back and forth, grabbing hold of every good feeling that arose from that fiery place.

		Moving around behind me, he ran his hand along my anal crack, his fingers carefully probing the one place Patrick had not yet violated in any meaningful way. I’d often wondered why he skirted over that sensitive place, when other lovers were ready to dive right in that tight back door and take me as they would my pussy. Perhaps he sensed my hesitation. Perhaps I seized up whenever his hand chanced to graze across that taut rosette. Despite my previous anal experience, this was a sex act that I didn’t particularly enjoy, even if in my fantasy stories I raved about the anal orgasm as if it was the next best thing to a good old-fashioned fuck. I steered my lovers in a different direction when I could, and for those who were more insistent, I turned anal sex into an act of submission, one to endure, if not enjoy. So far, however, I had little experience with Patrick when it came to anything anal, and it loomed before me, a huge question mark. I knew the relationship would never hinge on anal sex alone, but I wanted to make it a pleasure for us both.

		“Tell me how this feels, Claire,” he whispered, as his artful fingers continued stimulating the sensitive opening.

		“Frightening,” I gasped. I breathed deep, trying to calm my frayed nerves.

		“What frightens you?”

		I shook my head, I didn’t know.

		“Don’t you go quiet on me. I took out the gag, I expect an answer.” He gave my ass a firm smack, then he resumed the anal exploration. One of his fingers began to press against the portal, delicately, finally poking through the opening. “What frightens you, Claire?”

		“It hurts.”

		“Hurts? Really.”

		“Not now, but it will.”

		“It doesn’t have to hurt, Claire. Someone rape you here?”

		The question took me by surprise. “N-nnnn, noooo!”

		I felt him momentarily hesitate on that stumbling reply, though the anal play continued. While his one hand worked its way into my ass, his free hand reached around and caressed my face so tenderly that I almost forgot what was happening in my nether regions. My lips opened as his soothing fingers poked and probed my mouth—like a mirror image of the intimate activity down below. With both places stimulated, my fear seemed to dwindle away. I swam in a sea of sensation propelled along by his skillful hands. He owned my every response, controlling them with his touch alone. I could have remained in that blissful state for hours, however, as my mind briefly surfaced, I realized that Patrick was standing squarely behind me with his cock pressing firmly into my backdoor.

		I immediately seized up.

		He immediately responded, “Let it go, Claire, there’s nothing to fear.”

		Nothing to fear, nothing to fear… I grabbed for that mantra and repeated it with him until the tension fell away again.

		As his cock began to move, his hands reached around to caress my body. Lips, breasts, nipples, belly and clit were all alive from the stimulation. His cock still worried me. For a time I thought it would bloom in size far larger than I could accommodate. I fended off the urge to revolt at least a dozen times, while trying to make something supremely erotic of his anal penetration.

		I’m not sure if there was a monumental shift in my psyche, or I simply gave up the last piece of resistance. I gave no conscious thought to the matter until I realized that Patrick’s cock was vigorously hammering my ass and I was giving him my animated consent, the cry on my lips encouraging him on, a seething if muted, “Yes, yes yes yes…”

		He pistoned hard and fast, the same way he fucked my pussy, and we came together. For a moment, the pleasure unhinged me. It made me crazy and scared and wanting more of something I swore I’d never enjoy. Swept up in the sensations, I completely forgot his demand for silence. While he reacted with a forceful string of, fuck me, babys, I answered back with a yes, yes, more, harder, yes yes yes! until the raucous noise filled the space around us, reverberating off the walls.

		Though Patrick could easily slump to the bed after he withdrew from my ass, I was left to hang bent over from my bound hands. “Oh please,” I uttered in hopes of a little compassion, and he mercifully untied my hands and set me free.

		Dragging me with him to my comfy reading chair across the room, he collapsed into the seat with me in his lap, and my head fell against his chest. We rested there, surrounded by the silent room. I could hear his heart beating inside his chest. I could feel his heat, his lust, his authority even now in the hushed quiet. Content and well sated, any warring thoughts were little but a memory inside his enfolding arms. We spent the next few minutes quietly contemplating what had happened—until Patrick breached the awesome quiet.

		“And if I’d been a black man you could have gone on for hours.”

		I pushed back and sat up. “Where did that come from?” Though I already knew.

		“It’s not true? Don’t even try to deny it.”

		Damn, if his hand wasn’t on my crotch where it felt the jolt of energy his words produced.

		“You’ve read too many of my stories.”

		“You give yourself away so easily, Claire.

		“I wish you’d think of them as fiction.”

		“If that were only true.” Though he playfully mocked me, there was no edge, no darkness in his tone of voice.

		“But they are fiction! You seem to forget that.”

		“You’re telling me that you wouldn’t be turned on with a black man’s dick in your tight ass?”

		I blushed. “I didn’t say that.”

		“Then don’t deny what you want. You know I’ll just rub it in your face until you admit the truth.”

		I cocked my head and pursed my lips, and stared into his beaming face, understanding that the matter wasn’t closed. It would be impossible to take back all those sexy tales of lily white heroines ravaged by their big black lovers that so often populated my stories. Patrick had read them all and he discerned the truth. He could discern fact from fiction, simple fantasy from an expression of deep need by an author hungering to have her dreams fulfilled. Just as he pounced on every other unearthed truth about me, I feared that this one would not go ignored for long. At least for the night, however, I could snuggle in and forget the matter while relishing his sweet embrace.

		

		***

		

		A Friday, two weeks later…

		

		I’d gone home for a shower and a change of clothes, returning to Patrick’s apartment just long enough for him to grab me by the arm and steer me to the door.

		“Got to go, we’re almost late.”

		“I thought we were eating here and taking off later?”

		“Sorry about that. Plans changed,” he winked playfully.

		We were already in the elevator on our way to the parking garage. Originally, he implied that in the morning he’d be whisking me off to some obscure B&B in the country. “What plans changed?”

		“Entire weekend. I’ll fill you in later.”

		“Will you tell me where we’re going now?”

		“Jess asked us over for cocktails. A few friends. Nothing fancy.”

		“Nothing fancy, and you have me dress in stilettos and a skin tight dress?”

		He kissed me on the cheek. “You know I love it when you dress slutty. And don’t worry, you’ll fit in just fine.”

		The clingy black dress with the plunging décolletage was a gift from Patrick specifically for the weekend. When he presented it to me earlier in the day, he gave explicit instructions: ‘no underwear tonight’. He delivered the message with enough gravity in his voice to suggest he wouldn’t listen to objections. The suggestive glint in his eye mitigated some of my apprehensions so I arrived at his apartment as his dutiful submissive, sans the usual concessions to modesty. It wasn’t until he quickly whisked me off to the car that I realized just how risky and dangerous the night ahead might be. It was one thing to dress up for a romantic evening ‘in’, a good deal different to be headed for a cocktail party dressed like a high-class call girl.

		I’m sure half the single women in Chicago dressed as sexily for an evening out, but not me. I’d bypassed the glitz and glamour look, opting for more modest clothes, perhaps a reaction to my wild days in Seattle, when I threw modesty aside and ran with a crowd into everything daring and defiant. When I turned my back on that, I returned to the more prudent attire of the business world.

		My suspicions were raised and I was on alert as soon as Patrick announced we’d be going to Jess’s. He was never cagey without some nefarious plan afoot. “And what else about the weekend’s changed?”

		“I said, I’d tell you about it later,” he clammed up, irritated. “Just let it be a pleasant surprise. Besides, you keep asking questions, I’ll get pissed and neither one of us will be happy with the result.” He didn’t need to say more; the tone of his voice was enough to shut me up.

		I knew he was up to something. He rarely pulled out the ‘Dom’ card—but once laid before me, I felt it trump any desires I might have had for myself. I’d tuck away the curiosity and enjoy the fantasy he’d begun to spin, not in words so much, but innuendo and the look of mischief in his eye. The payoff was easy for me to accept. As soon as Patrick took control, I let go my need to know the details, and a surge of lustful energy reminded me how much this mystery turned me on. This would be no ordinary evening, and the fact that Jess was likely in the picture gave me every reason to be quaking in my spike heels and tiny dress.

		

		***

		

		Unlike Patrick’s modern lakeshore condo, Jess’s bachelor party house was a 1920’s Craftsman style mansion in Oak Park. Wainscoting, elegant wallpapers, turn of the century built-ins with natural woods and the aroma of spicy polish—I liked it all. Once we crossed the threshold through the heavy oak door we stepped into another world. The main living room extended from the front of the house to the back, with seating areas at either end, chandeliers above, a fireplace on the wall in-between, and a baby grand angled strategically opposite the hearth. Scattered amongst the elegant antiques and ornate settees were a half dozen couples laughingly drinking themselves to a sensuous oblivion, while the butler Amos poured glass after glass of bubbly champagne. Like Jess, most of his guests were African-American, each with a distinct shade of dark skin, from the tawny Loretta with the voluptuous body and crazy laugh to the bewitching Jamal, a coal black African who demonstrated an amazing power to seduce women. His sexual charisma exuded directly from his crotch, or more specifically, from his lustfully swaying hips. He was dancing with Maggie, Jess’s latest girlfriend, doing an Uma Thurman, John Travolta, Pulp Fiction imitation, while Jess stood off to the side watching his girlfriend gyrate her ample booty in an undulating come-on. The two looked as if they were ready to drop their clothes and screw, two forces of nature, male and female colliding, although Maggie didn’t play her role quite as easily as Jamal did his. Half the time, she sounded like more a self-conscious schoolgirl than a woman of thirty-five. When Jamal finally swept her up with his arm going around her lower waist, he pushed his groin against hers, and the two twisted and tangoed from the fireplace to the piano. Cullen, a white man, was at the keyboard, playing anything the crowd suggested, from soul, to blues to rock and roll.

		Patrick and I watched the show while drinking champagne and whispering hellos to Jess as he left Maggie to Jamal, and worked his way around his circle of friends. Just fifteen minutes in, the laughter and liquor were already giving me quite a buzz. Patrick was right, my sexy black dress fit right in with the other women—although most made splashier statements than me, dressed in purple or gold or Chinese red. The room glittered before my eyes and everything was starting to blur. I ate a couple of cocktail sandwiches to settle me down and for a while, I seemed to come back to earth. But with another glass of champagne in my hand and my inhibitions already dashed on the altar of this hedonistic night, I didn’t hold out much hope for staying sober for the remainder of the evening. Patrick drank, but he never seemed to lose his steady rein on me, his surroundings, or his state of mind. Sometimes I wondered if it was even possible for him to get drunk. He observed carefully, made playful banter with guests who were obviously his friends, and kept his hands on me. His hand on my ass…a playful peek down my dress…a wet, warm, opened-mouthed French kiss…and suddenly, we were snuggling hip to hip as we kept time to Cullen’s fancy rhythms.

		As another hazy delirium set in, I let my mind wander, while my body adlibbed a few of Jamal’s hip-swaying moves, all unconscious, all because I let my guard down. Far in the back of my mind was Patrick’s unspoken agenda still tickling me from time to time. I’d better be vigilant. Any moment he could strike.

		However, these things never materialize quite the way my imagination sees them unfolding.

		The dancing had slowed and one couple was making out in the far corner. But for a moment, the action was on hold and Cullen was taking a break from the piano.

		Maggie stood before the keyboard, idly working out a melody, humming as she did. Suddenly, I gazed across the open space and my eyes lit on Jess, who’d just finished charming his guests with a joke. The laughter died away, and for a moment the man’s eyes held mine in a sexy stare. The darkness I saw inside them was frightening and I looked away.

		“Hey there, girl, you and I have got a date,” he called to me as if I should understand exactly what he meant.

		I looked at his smiling face, blushing coyly. Jess always made me nervous. He finally excused himself from the couple he’d been speaking with and sauntered over, just as Patrick headed toward the bathroom. Although Jess was only a few inches taller than me, he always seemed to tower above me, his presence overwhelming, being both benign and ominous. I’d never been sure what he thought of me. He’d seen me disciplined in front of him. He had a firsthand look at my naked and punished behind. He’d witnessed my public humiliation both in front of friends and in a lonely alley after dark. Though he’d never made a sexual move on me before, when he stood at my side with his fondling hand on my left ass cheek, he acted as if he owned it. I remained where I was, a little shaken, feeling powerless to stop the crazy rush of sensations that authoritative touch produced.

		“You like this, baby, huh? Feels good,” he whispered, but not all that quietly. I had the impression that he was trying to alert the rest of his guests and gain their attention. He had the back of my dress hiked up so far that the crack of my ass must have been exposed. A cool draft of air lightly tickling my bare flesh only confirmed my suspicions.

		I looked around, seeing the eyes in the room gravitating in our direction. I’d already begun to blush, and as much as I tried to be discreet, it seemed impossible to stop the jiggles and shakes and twists when Jess’s hand began to probe more deeply beneath my dress.

		“Should we let everyone in on your secret?” Patrick’s voice suddenly rose above my brainless stupor of frayed nerves and confusion. I felt as though I’d been plunged back to the room, momentarily stunned sober. Though he didn’t seem to speak all that loudly, Patrick’s question effectively parted the waters between where I stood with Jess and where he stood about ten feet away. The rest of the guests were scattered around, all looking in our direction. Even the couple who had been making out in the corner stopped their kissing to stroll back to the scene.

		Although his question required my answer, I had no idea what he meant. “Sorry, Patrick, you’ve got me there.”

		“Do I? Or is letting a friend have intimate access to your behind something that you ordinarily do?”

		I wanted to back away from my companion, but Jess was too involved with my body and too firmly lodged against me for me to break away without making a scene.

		My face reddened, and though I made a modest attempt to wiggle Jess’s hand off my ass, it stayed put, and became even more invasive. The room looked on as his long black fingers eased my dress up another inch and then another, until his hand was on my bare behind, caressing it more zealously than before. They couldn’t actually see how Jess exposed my ass since my face was toward the crowd, not my bottom. But it wasn’t hard for them to figure out what he was doing.

		“Patrick…please…” I tried, in vain, to communicate my discomfort, which I’m sure was no surprise to him.

		“You’re doing just fine, Claire. You aren’t going to offend these people because you have Jess’s hand up the back of your dress.” My cheeks burned even hotter. “They’re all friends. They’re enjoying the exhibition. I don’t see any reason for Jess to stop.”

		My eyes widened in alarm.

		“Don’t look so shocked. You can do this. You may protest, but you always rise to the occasion when you’re put on the spot. You never fail to turn on…cunt wet, belly on fire, lips watering. Even now, sweetheart, you’re showing all the classic signs of arousal. This is just about as hot a scene as you could imagine on your own―” he paused, snickering, “oh, that’s right, you have imagined this on your own. More than once, I think.”

		I shouldn’t have been so shocked, however, this was not what I expected when the night began. As far as my being aroused, he was right on about that.

		“Tell them about naughty baby, Claire. I’m sure they’d love to hear about how much you want a black man fucking you up the ass.”

		I immediately bowed my head, wishing I could minimize myself and hang out in the corner until everyone had gone. However, I knew Patrick’s game, I knew what he wanted from me and I could already feel myself sliding down the rabbit hole of submission as my body reacted sexually to every word.

		“C’mon, let’s not be shy.” He sauntered forward, bridging the distance between us and forcing my eyes back on him. He stood just two feet off, while behind me Jess’s long finger moved into my anal crack, concentrating its caress on the clenched little anal rosebud. After fingering the outer rim, he placed the tip of one finger directly on that bud and pushed forward. My lips parted, and I held my breath as his finger eased into the dark channel. “He has his finger in your ass, doesn’t he?”

		“Please, sir, do I have to do this?”

		“Yes, you do. And no bowing your head. Lift your eyes, there is nothing to be ashamed of here. Just because you’re a submissive woman doesn’t mean that these women don’t understand what a powerful attraction it is you’re dealing with.

		“You want Jess fucking you. You want his black dick in your lily white ass. This is something you’ve dreamt about for years. And now it’s happening.” His eyes grilled me as much as his clipped speech. I felt weak and dizzy, flushed with arousal, and overcome by the power of his words to move me so. “Tell them, Claire. Go on, tell them. Tell them what a slut your naughty baby is and how much that naughty baby wants this big black man to fuck you.”

		“No, Patrick, please!” I groaned.

		“You’re telling me you’re not aroused?”

		“No, sir.”

		“Then just say it, sweetheart and we’ll get on with this. Postponing it will only extend your suffering. As soon as you tell us how much you want Jess to fuck your ass, you’ll get your wish. It’s certainly no secret, the way your ass is dancing so sexily on his hand.

		My crotch had gone from cold to hot. My limbs were burning, my face, my neck, my fondled behind, all burning with desire. The skin was prickly and sensitive to even the smallest touch. But until he called attention to it, I hadn’t realized how much I moved in syncopated time to that fondling hand.

		I waited, hoping that someone, something, some earthquake, fire or flood would save me from the next few minutes. But there was no reprieve, there never was.

		“Okay, you’re still being shy,” Patrick jumped in again, “let me start you out.” He moved close enough for me to smell his scent, and for that aroma to work its way through my physical sensors, as it titillated every nerve. “Tell them what a slut you are. Start with slut and I promise it will all spill out.”

		I shut my eyes and squeezed them tight, and when I opened them, not one eye had strayed from me. “Isn’t it obvious that I’m a slut…” I stammered. I felt a hot blush rising on my cheeks again. “I write about it all the time…about me…about black men fucking me, about them taking my ass and owning me.”

		“And Jess, what about Jess?”

		“I want him to screw my ass…hard, I want him to pound it hard.” My words inspired me as much as the black man fingering my behind. There were at least two, if not three of his fingers, ramming themselves into that dark interior, while my tortured body tried to stay upright.

		“So are you asking my permission?” Patrick asked.

		I hesitated on the question, then seemed to drive right on to the inevitable end without forcing Patrick to spell it out more clearly. “Yes, sir. I’m asking your permission to let Jess use my ass.” After I spit out the words I clamped my mouth shut. I wanted him despite the circumstances, despite the staring eyes and curious faces and my own utter humiliation.

		“Hey, honey, I’d want that big black dick in my ass too, if I didn’t have my own man’s to screw!” A robust mama named Roberta took some of the attention off me with her boisterous outburst. I remembered her from the introductions. She provided some necessary comic relief when I needed it most, and a soft chuckle of laughter skirted the room. For a moment some of the focus on me eased—even if it all returned a second later.

		“Now was that so bad?” Patrick pushed the hair from my face and ran his hand along my cheek bone. Surprised and buoyed by his tenderness, I actually believed that I would survive the mortifying scene. I might have even forgotten the fingers in my behind if Jess hadn’t shoved them in again.

		“Aw, uh…no, sir,” I could barely spit out my reply.

		“And so appropriate that you should ask my permission since Jess is going to be training you properly for anal sex.”

		“Whooee!” Roberta really liked that.

		While the other guests tittered at my expense, I stood shaking but unable to move, as I waited for Patrick to explain himself. I had the sinking feeling that this was the change in plans he’d warned me about, and my suspicions were soon confirmed.

		“He has the weekend to break you in, Claire. While I don’t have any firsthand experience with this, I understand that while his training methods can be brutal, they’re remarkably effective. Maybe Roberta could fill you in—” he turned to her smiling.

		“Oh, baby, have you got a treat in store,” she quickly responded.

		“The women who’ve lived to tell the tale,” Patrick continued, “all seem to glow after they have their bottoms properly opened up, just as yours will be. Maybe you’ll even get the double penetration you describe in your fiction with such exacting detail. That would be a new experience for you, unless you’ve been holding out on me.” His head angled slightly, questioning. Was I expected to clarify this point in my personal history?

		I would give nothing away. I was far too concerned about the weekend to worry about another of Patrick’s many speculations regarding my past sex life. For all he knew I was nearly a virgin to anal sex, and I had no intention of shaking that belief. If Patrick had his way, which he would, the matter of my anal virginity would soon be laid to rest.

		“Maybe you want to start now?” He addressed his comment to Jess, then with a grin on his face, he moved to the side of the room relinquishing the stage to his friend.

		Jess needed no further invitation. What had been a gentle caress, a little innocent penetration by two fingers, turned into a vigorous mauling. After working me up to an orgasmic edge right where we stood, he laid me over one arm exposing my behind and opened the rear cleft so the tiny world inside that room could clearly witness the violation of my ass. “Maggie, please,” he said, pausing to grab his girlfriend’s attention from Jamal.

		“Yes, boss, right!” She snapped to, then exited the room for thirty seconds and returned carrying a leather-bound case about the size of a laptop computer.

		She dragged a small side table from the side of the room to the center, opened the case and laid it on the table. I stared at the contents, aghast. Against a background of cobalt blue velvet were a series of seven anal plugs of increasing size. Withdrawing his hand from my ass, Jess wiped it on a disinfectant wipe that Maggie handed him, then he reached for the second smallest of the anal plugs. Although it was significantly smaller than the ones to its right, it was still at least an inch in circumference and four inches long, which made it enormous to me.

		“No different than my fingers, baby, you just let this ease right in,” he softly whispered in my ear. An instant later, I could feel the rounded end breach the clenching ring of my sphincter muscle. The pressure increased and the strain on the tight muscles of that aperture became more intense until the wide center portion of the plug slipped beyond the barrier. Jess continued pushing until the rest of the plug glided into place with the flat end pressed against the outer rim of my anus. He stood me upright. “Don’t you go losing that, baby.”

		Patrick remained emotionless on the sidelines, his expression unchanged even seeing the distress written in mine. By that time, I was beyond embarrassment. More important than my own shame was keeping my body from pushing out the damn thing—and finding some relief from the overpowering arousal, which grew more intense by the minute.

		“You get used to this one, I got a bigger one ready and waiting,” Jess informed me. “Later tonight, naughty baby, later tonight.” His dark eyes gleamed. His intent was as evil as Patrick’s. He turned to his girlfriend again, taking from her a fistful of straps: a belt for around my waist, and a second strap that would pass through my crotch and connect to the waistband front and back. After buckling the waist strap in place, he thread the lower strap between my ass cheeks and pulled it in tight against the plug. The inch wide strap held the plug in place, then it split into a ‘Y’ at the bottom of my crotch and two smaller straps rose up on the other side, fitting on either side of my labia leaving my sex open and my clitoris exposed. The entire thing was cinched up and fastened into the waistband. The blunt edges of the straps cut into my flesh, but as much as they might hurt, my discomfort wasn’t Jess’s concern. Once satisfied that the plug was secure, he pushed my dress back over my behind, and after fondling the cheeks for several seconds, he withdrew from me. “Anyone who wants to feel up that pretty white ass, go right ahead,” he announced. “She’s nothing to anyone here but our white whore—all weekend long.”

		I stood in that empty space, alone and fearful, while a murmur of hushed voices moved through the room. An electrified energy filled the air. When I looked for Patrick, I found him locked in conversation with a woman I had not met. He was apparently uninterested in my current situation. I hoped for at least a brief, comforting glance. Instead, he led the woman from the room without looking back at me.

		Panic was about to send me fleeing, until I felt someone come in behind me with a hand going directly under my dress. Two other men descended on the scene, feeling up my breasts, my cunt and ass, until the overwhelming sensation sent an orgasm crashing through me. I could have fallen into their arms and let them work me to another, bigger climax, but suddenly Jess was back again, leading me from the room, up the mansion’s beautiful staircase to the second floor. The sudden change was unexpected, but the break from those voyeuring eyes brought me some relief.

		We continued on to the third floor, proceeding down a narrow hallway to the very last door. Jess pulled a key from his pocket, undid the lock, and pushed the squeaky door open. “On your back,” he ordered, pointing to the bed in the corner.

		I laid down on the small cot, which was barely wide enough for my body. The room smelled of dust, of furniture polish and old things, of liniment and musty boots. The only light came from the hall outside the room. By then, I had forgotten the embarrassment of the earlier scene, and was preparing myself for sex with Jess. I could taste the excitement on my lips, feel it rising through my turned-on body. Lust reeked from his sexual body attacking mine, and with no restrictions to hinder me, my desire for the man exploded, fueled by all those backdoor scenes I’d invented in my imagination.

		“Arms up,” he said, and I lifted my arms.

		He tied my hands above me to the headboard of the narrow bed, then lifted each of my legs, cuffing the ankles and tethering them to the sloping roof beams above. My feet were spread at least two feet wide, leaving my pussy open and vulnerable. I lay back trembling. All I wanted to do was fuck but I suspected that I would have to wait. Jess stayed long enough to finger the plug and stimulate a fresh response, as if I needed a reminder.

		Finally finished with his teasing, he left and the room went black. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could see a line of light from underneath the door, but that too vanished once Jess returned to the second floor.

		A string of frantic ‘what ifs’ bounded through my mind as I waited in that silent room. Occasionally I heard the murmur of voices from the house below, what managed to drift through its aging walls. For at least a minute there was the distinct sound of two people making love—one man, one woman, bedsprings creaking, cries of passion building, until a few of those heated exclamations lifted into the air. The sound diminished into nothing, and was soon replaced by inebriated laugher, conversation, and then more fucking noises. As I lay listening to the sounds of the house, I imagined the guests idly drifting toward the bedrooms where the night would be consummated with more unbridled sexual activity. This left me thinking of Patrick…where he was and with whom and what exactly was he doing with my replacement…if that unknown female was a replacement for me.

		By the time Jess returned to the third floor room, my leg muscles were aching from the strain and lactic acid was building up in my thighs. I couldn’t imagine the misery I’d suffer if I was forced to remain in the awkward pose much longer

		I heard his footsteps and looked toward the door where suddenly a glaring light seared my eyes. I couldn’t see him at first with the bright hall light behind him turning him into nothing but a dark shadow. As my eyes adjusted, his large form began to take shape, looming before me like an ominous beast. When he stepped into the room, I saw his face more clearly, the darkness in his eyes, the firm set of his jaw. He brought with him the case of graduated anal plugs, along with some paraphernalia that caused me to shiver anew. A bloated enema bag, a long line of plastic tubing, a metal bucket. This was hardly what I hoped for. The smell of disinfectant joined the musty scents in the ancient attic. And on seeing a stack of towels already sitting on a stand beside the small corner sink, I knew exactly what he was about to do.

		“Jess, please, is this really necessary?” I gasped.

		“Ain’t nothing about this is gonna hurt you, baby,” he spoke in soothing tones, but that did nothing to allay my concern. “You just lay back and relax. This’ll make the plug go in easier.”

		“But…”

		“Shush, you gonna be just fine.”

		My leg muscles were beginning to cramp. “Oh, fuck, do anything you want, just please untie my legs!”

		“Hurting, huh?”

		“They were numb, now they’re starting to cramp.” I peered at him through tear-filled eyes. “I can’t do this much longer. Jess, please!”

		He smiled down at me. “Numb? Certainly can’t have that.” He sounded like kindly old physician. Then he went right to work, freeing both of my legs and easing the stress. “Just keep them wide open and there will be no problem.” With my legs finally able to relax, I really didn’t care what he did after that.

		He’d hung the enema bag on a hook above my ass, and after untwisting the tubing, he greased the fat nozzle along its tip and slathered more lube down my anal cleft. As soon as he pressed the nozzle end against my anus, I felt it sliding past the doorway and sinking deep inside my ass. Seconds later, a flood of water began pouring in and traveling deeply into the tight channel. I held my breath and closed my eyes and prayed that I could get through the ordeal without bursting at the seams—a feat that seemed more difficult as my belly filled and the pressure began to rise.

		When he finally cut the flow of water and pulled out the plug, he warned, “You’d better hold it in. You don’t want to know what I’ll do if it starts gushing water.”

		The pressure had already reached a painful peak. “But I can’t hold it in!” I shook my head defiantly.

		“Sure you can.” He had a whole lot more confidence in that than I did, although he immediately stuffed an anal plug where the nozzle had been in order to prevent any of the water from leaking out. “Just hang on a few minutes and you can let this go,” he said. “I’ll be back when you’re ready.”

		“I’m ready now!” I called to him as he walked out, but he closed the door. The sound of his retreating footsteps echoed in my ears. I’ll never get through this! Never. I was doomed to fail! I cursed both men, Jess and Patrick, however, that only made my dire situation worse.

		I managed for a lot longer than I believed possible. Several times during those tense moments, the pressure built up so strongly that I was sure the plug would expel on its own. However, each time that pressure reached an inconceivable peak, I bore down to push it back and the intensity diminished on its own with the flooding waters receding for awhile.

		When Jess finally walked back in the room, the pressure was rising yet again. This time, my belly was starting to cramp. I couldn’t hold it off much longer.

		“Oh, thank God you’re here!”

		I realized moments later that a man and woman were standing in the doorway, eyeing the scene.

		Jess turned to them. “You want to see this?”

		“I wouldn’t mind if I did,” the man spoke. I recognized him as one of the guests from the cocktail party. Needing no further invitation, the pair moved to the side of the room and watched like ghouls as the show began.

		I was in no position to protest. But as long as Jess finally ended my painful struggle with the enema, I honestly didn’t care who was looking on.

		He chuckled to himself as he casually inspected my trussed up, waterlogged body. Then, moving at his same calm and methodical pace, he washed his hands, opened the case of plugs and then placed the bucket in the far corner of the room. I bit my tongue to keep myself from blurting out something I’d regret, but after watching each painstaking act, my irritation swelled beyond my good sense.

		“Please, Jess, I can’t stand this anymore!”

		“Oh not true, Miss Claire,” he said peering down at me. “You’re no more desperate now than you were when this started. You just think you’ve been through hell. I’m sure hell’s a whole lot worse. What do you think, Jarrod?”

		“I think the tramp could hold another hour or two,” he answered.

		“You wouldn’t be that mean!” the woman next to him retorted.

		The two men went back and forth about the subject so long that I worried their silly banter would never stop. When Jess returned to my side and began untying my wrists, I breathed a sigh of relief. This time he focused on the restraining plug, and began twisting it right to left and back again. The cramping sensation only got worse.

		“Don’t move, and don’t you dare let go,” he warned. He continued working the thing right to left, left to right, slowly pulling it from my rectum. When it finally popped free, he stood back. “You stay right there and listen to me.”

		I wasn’t about to ignore him.

		“When I tell you, you’re going to get up and walk, very carefully, to that bucket.” He pointed to the corner. “You squat, you do your business, then you clean up at the sink. When you’re done, get back on the bed on your hands and knees. I’ve got something to help you sleep.”

		“You’re not going to drug me, are you?”

		He laughed. “Trust me, baby, I don’t need to drug you to make you relax. Too many weapons in my arsenal to bother with drugs.”

		“Oh, you all think you’re so cagey,” I spouted.

		“And you sound like you’ve forgotten all about the enema,” he chided, grinning.

		“No, I have not forgotten!” I objected.

		Maybe for one split second, I’d forgotten the painful pressure, but this massive overdose of stimulation wasn’t taking a backseat to anything. It roared up strong, and Jess’s soothing bravado could do nothing to allay it. Without the plug to prevent a leak I had no assurance I could make it to the bucket without an accident. That worried me most. Not only was Jess there to witness my certain failure, his two friends were just salivating for such a scene.

		After stretching those tense moments to the breaking point, Jess finally took my hand, and pulled me to my feet. I needed no further encouragement; my mad dash to the bucket was accomplished without a moment to spare. Despite the embarrassment of the disturbing exhibition, I made it through the next few minutes and was back on the bed, on my hands and knees, ready to suffer through whatever indignity came next.

		That indignity began with his probing fingers, with plenty of lube to grease my back door, and finally the stiff feeling of something trying to wedge itself into a space much smaller than was available.

		“The #4 plug. How about we give it a try?” he said.

		He wasn’t asking my permission.

		I saw it greased and gleaming before my eyes. “No!” I vehemently shook my head, “That’s never going to fit.”

		“Sure it is. I’ll make it fit.”

		“Oh, please!” This was not what I wanted to hear. I knew that big thing would never go inside my ass, but within seconds, Jess proved me wrong. While in the midst of cringing, in the midst of my silent arguments, a plug two sizes larger than the one he used before was neatly fitted inside my anal cavity. Before I realized what Jess was doing, he’d tightened up the straps and had it secured in place.

		“This won’t be easy, baby, but since I didn’t have time to shave you, you can do it yourself now. I want those pubes clean of hair, not one speck left. You hear? And go deep, as far back as you can. Push the straps aside if you need to. But don’t remove that plug. You clear?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“I’ll be back in a while to take you to bed.”

		He left with the two strangers following him out.

		

		His last comment was such a loaded statement that I spent the next hour wondering exactly what ‘taken to bed’ might mean. Whose bed? And where would it be? Would I be fucked or going to sleep? Was Patrick in any way involved? The questions lingered on as I followed orders and shaved my pubic area of every hair I could reach. I finished in time to be on the bed and waiting when Jess walked through the door.

		Another inspection followed. He was apparently pleased with my smoothly shaved mound.

		As promised, Jess took me to bed, which for me was a four by four metal cage in the corner of his bedroom. He cuffed my hands behind me, and warned me not to even try coming—as if I could. As the cage door closed with a heavy clang, and the lock made an ominous click, I wondered how I’d even sleep.

		While the cage, the hard floor and my bound hands were bad enough, Jess made my attempts to sleep even harder. The night was already old and the rest of the house seemed to have fallen asleep, but Jess was just gearing up. While I lay locked inside the cage, I listened to the boisterous sounds of Jess and two women having sex. He was liberal with the spanking and must have slapped each one a few dozen times, but no one seemed to be complaining. The two shrieking, wailing, cumming sluts made it impossible to sleep, or for that matter think of anything but sex—as if my overwrought body needed more stimulation. Although I was afraid they would go on all night, the savage fucking finally slowed, and the sexual noises in the darkened room became sporadic, enough for exhaustion to finally overtake my weary mind. At last, I fell asleep.

		

	
		

		Chapter Eight

		Purchased

		

		“So, slut, you pissed in the cage?” I stood in the center of his breakfast room, naked and stinky from the night. Jess, cool and measured in his scrutiny of me, circled me, clutching a leather belt in his fist. His #4 plug was still lodged in my ass and my hands were still bound behind my back.

		“I’m sorry, I couldn’t hold it any longer,” I stated my case as simply as I could.

		“You think I believe that?”

		“You should because it’s true,” I replied, maybe a little too flippantly.

		“You know, Patrick told me you have a real smart mouth. Know what I do to stinkin’ smart mouthed bitches?”

		I shook my head.

		His thick lips broke into a cocky smile, and as he wound his way around me, I worried more about what he said next than I did any punishment he might inflict with his ominous belt. After making a single rotation, he stopped directly in front of me. “I make them eat my ass until they stop complaining.”

		I flinched, ignoring the urge to step away from him. Needless to say, I didn’t open my mouth again. I knew he wasn’t kidding and eating his ass was not something I was ready to do.

		After he made his point, he continued to circle me, adding an occasional flick of the leather to keep me alert. I did my best to hold myself steady while the belt snapped against my legs, my thighs and my ass. I breathed a little easier when he moved on. But on the fifth or sixth rotation, when he was again at my rear, he stopped, took aim and laid on a long string of stinging thwacks until I was in too much pain to keep silent.

		To me, it seemed like just a small cry, but the sound reverberated off the walls—too much noise for a Dom who liked his subs to be restrained. When I nearly lost my balance, Jess was immediately in my face with another warning. “Got to do better than that, baby, or you gonna be on the floor between my legs.”

		While we had been alone when I first entered the breakfast room, the guests in the house slowly trickled in for their morning coffee and juice. The couple who’d sat in on the enema were there. So were the pair of sluts Jess screwed all night. I sensed another one or two were hanging on the sidelines, but I didn’t dare look.

		I fought the urge to gush out an apology along with promises to do better. I couldn’t care less about Jess thought of me. But I had convinced myself that while Patrick was not visible to me, he was there in some form watching, through a peephole, the fly on the wall, via a one-way glass, a hidden camera. He couldn’t have been far off. The powerful force of his energy was all around me, so close I could taste it on my tongue, feel it brushing against my cheek.

		Even if he wasn’t in the house, he would know if I messed up.

		I could feel Patrick’s hand guiding his friend from fantasy to fantasy, as he used the black man to open desires in me that I never expected to experience. I’d never been given to a man before in quite this way. No black man had fucked my ass, nor had I slept in a steel cage. The enema was new to me, too. And while the anal plugs were a nuisance at first, once I got used to them, I loved how they invaded me so deeply. I was reminded every time I felt them move inside my rear that my body, down to this basic part of my anatomy, was no longer mine to control. I may have been coerced into this, pushed, shoved and driven to surrender, but it was exactly this kind of profound submission that I’d been seeking since the desire to submit first appeared in my sexual fantasies.

		As Jess continued circling me, I did much better keeping quiet. I centered my thoughts on Patrick, and drew strength enough to stand my ground, to not flinch, or make a noise as the belt teased me at will. For a while I seemed to lose all memory of that snapping leather and the pain. My focus on surrender became that intense, until the sound of Jess’s deep baritone finally broke my concentration.

		“Get your stinking body to my shower and get cleaned up,” he snapped. He strode back to the table and sat down.

		I was too frightened to move.

		“Now!” he thundered from across the room and I took off. His gathering guests were nothing but a blur as I made my hasty exit. The only thing that registered in my brain was the shocking sight of Patrick’s face among the crowd. His coolly critical eyes made me pause, if for just a moment, before I dashed on through the foyer and up the stairs.

		

		***

		

		The #5 anal plug had been inserted in my rectum prior to coming down the stairs for the afternoon soiree. I call it a soiree because the scene had all the makings of an elegant cocktail party—clearly not as raunchy as the previous night, at least on the surface.

		He allowed me to dress for the occasion, but not in my own clothes. For the early part of the afternoon, I served drinks to a room of men, wearing a creamy see-through blouse tucked into a short black pencil skirt. The sheer material of the blouse pressed against my chest, leaving nothing but a gauzy sheen to cover my tits, and the hard nubs of my nipples poking through the fabric. While moving was awkward enough in the snug-fitting skirt, once I fit my feet into the five inch stilettos and tried to walk, I suspected that Jess was setting me up for another embarrassing fall—a literal one this time.

		At least Patrick wasn’t there to see me. Earlier that morning, after the scene in the breakfast room, I spotted him from an upstairs window driving away in his Mercedes. His leaving disturbed me at the time, but I hardly needed the added stress of his presence now. The horny men lounging in the living room were enough to handle. For most of the afternoon, I was no more than serviceable ornamentation, delivering drinks and food on silver trays with a gracious smile.

		He delivered a stern warning before the party began. “Behave like a slave and you’ll do fine. Your job is to look pretty and keep my guests happy. You start thinking beyond that, slut, you’re in for hurt you can’t imagine. Your boyfriend gave you to me to train. You’re going to return to him compliant as a lamb, or you’ll feel the consequences from us both.”

		The men in his living room were a mix of black, white and Latino. None stood out in particular, just Jess, who sat in his overstuffed easy chair, sharing the conversation and the laughter, as he partied with his friends. After a few drinks the men loosened up, and the lazy banter back and forth between them grew more suggestive, more sexually provocative. I could feel the heat of their eyes on my body, exploring my ass inch by inch, savoring my nearly naked breasts, giving my long slim legs a thorough inspection. A few teasingly licked their tongues while I was looking, just to see how I’d respond. Though my nervous hands shook and the silver tray wobbled, I kept a smile plastered on my face and moved on with my assignment. Every few minutes I looked at Jess reclining in his easy chair and received a nod of approval.

		Another drink or two down the insatiable gullets of those lounging men, and their hands began to reach for what they’d been horny for all afternoon. When I bent over, they massaged my ass and felt up my breasts, while I endured the fondling with a nervous smile. One man even ran his tongue along the back of my thigh as I cleared the coffee table of used glassware and dirty napkins. The tongue startled me, and I jerked upright.

		“Hey baby, no one’s hurting you.”

		I blushed bashfully and went on with my job. As soon as I bent over again, that anonymous man’s tongue started in again. This time, he tugged the snug skirt up, and licked me all the way to the straps that held the butt plug in place.

		“Getting her ready, man. You sure know how to pick the hot broads.”

		“How about we take this pretty slut for a long ride?”

		“I told you, you’ll get your chance,” Jess replied.

		Fearing that they’d just rattle me further, I tuned out the rest of their conversation. However as the chatter became more sexual, the roving hands became more bold. While still attending to drinks and snacks and playing the good little waitress, I suddenly found myself in a black man’s lap, his black lips on mine, and his large black hand running up my skirt. Even Jess hadn’t been this intimate with me—not this close, this real, this tangible. I couldn’t stop squirming.

		“I think what you need is a little catching up,” the man snickered playfully. He put his drink glass to my lips and poured the rest of his gin and tonic into my mouth. At least it was something that went down easy. For the next several minutes, I was offered sips of wine, beer, scotch and bourbon. I managed to stomach a tiny bit of each one, then Jess abruptly interrupted the force feeding and handed me a gin and tonic of my own.

		“Let’s not make her sick. She’s no use to me if she starts throwing up just because you want her drunk.”

		I was grateful for the intervention, but my gratitude didn’t last long. By the time I’d downed the drink, I was flying, and Jess was ready to get on with the main event. When he pulled me from the man’s lap, I stumbled into him and was met by a gruff slap on the face. “You get a hold a yerself, baby. I ain’t done with you tonight.” Staring into his coal black eyes, I felt a new wave of fear sober me up in seconds.

		“Yeah, slut, it’s time I had a little fucking.”

		“Ain’t it time we stripped her naked?”

		“Ooo, yeah, baby.”

		The comments and catcalls went around the room again. Every man was eager for me, while I was growing more anxious by the minute. I was certain that Patrick wouldn’t set me up for this, but my certainty meant nothing in the company of these men. They had their own ideas. Jess alone knew the extent that I would be used that night and he wasn’t talking. At least not to start.

		When he finally quieted his noisy friends, he pulled me to the center of the room and pushed them all away. “Getting ahead your selves. This ain’t a mob scene, or a gang rape. The lady’s being trained to take it up the ass. You want to help with that, fine, otherwise you keep your sorry dicks in your pants. In fact, ya all keep them cocks where they belong…”

		“They belong in her fat ass!” one of the men drowned out his message.

		“Hey, and whad I tell you bout speakin’ out a turn?” Jess shouted right back.

		‘Loud mouth’ shut up fast, and Jess glared at the lot of them until they settled down. “We’re gonna do this right. Poor girl wouldn’t last an hour taking all the cock in this room. You want her, you’ll have to pay for privilege, just like you would for a real whore.”

		“Looks like a real whore to me!”

		“Maybe now she does. But whoever’s going to take her rear tonight is going to have to pay plenty for the privilege. Haven’t auctioned off a slut in some time. I plan to enjoy this one.”

		Before his words registered in my brain, he had pulled a scarf over my eyes and

		tied it tight. Then he pushed me forward and I stumbled into another man, who kindly helped me stand up straight.

		“Now, Miss Claire,” Jess said, “how about you give us a striptease? Let my friends here see what they’ll be bidding on.”

		Striptease! I was blindfolded, and he wanted me to strip!

		I must have stood stock still for nearly a minute before I undid a single button. Even then, it took a little prompting to get me started. I finally got going when Jess rattled off his newest threat.

		“Do it yourself, or I’ll do it for you…with my knife,” he started. “Then I’ll string you up, beat your sorry ass and give you to the lot of them for free.”

		Any one of those threats would have been good enough…in fact a simple nudging might have done as well, but the added gravitas made deciding easy. The buttons on the blouse opened in seconds and my breasts spilled free. Even without looking at them I could feel my nipples tighten as fresh air tickled the sensitive buds. Removing the skirt was much trickier than the blouse, requiring balance in those dangerous heels and more poise than I had under those extreme circumstances. I stumbled once, falling into the hands of the same kind soul who’d helped me out before—I could tell by the smell of his cologne. The second time, I was on my own and tumbling to the floor in an awkward sprawl.

		“Hey you get up, baby, and finish this off, or we’ll never get to the main event,” Jess’s voice rang out again.

		For several seconds I struggled to stand in those five-inch heels, but with little success, until my rescuing friend finally reached out to assist. Once on my feet, I carefully shoved the pencil skirt to the floor and stepped away without a mishap. I can’t remember when I felt so relieved to be naked in a room of horny men. At least with the blindfold covering my eyes, I couldn’t see their faces.

		The bidding went around the room for several seconds, but I was far too flustered to think straight, or have any clue about who was bidding, and how much, and who finally bought the rights to fuck my ass. The auction went by in such a blur, that when Jess finally came forward and ripped the blindfold away, it took some seconds before I realized that the bidding was over and I was staring into the eyes of the man who’d purchased me.

		One look at him and I knew that I would have gladly fucked the man for free. His gleaming eyes aroused me in a way I’d been before. He was tall, well-built, with rich black skin, a bald head and an inherent kindness in those stunning eyes that charmed me. While everyone around me was thinking ‘slut’, I felt like a bashful girl on her first date, blushing, almost giddy as I stared into the depths of those captivating eyes. Although he was middle-aged and much older than the rest of the crowd, he was clearly the most intriguing man in the room. Calm, self-possessed, elegant, and totally focused on me. Though he’d been in the room all afternoon, I couldn’t recall him saying a single word, or making one crude and disparaging remark, which made me wonder exactly who he was.

		He’d bid for me and won—perhaps the most intriguing thing of all.

		“Turns you on, doesn’t it, baby?” It might well have been Patrick asking that question, but it was clearly Jess speaking in my ear, close enough for me to feel his breath tickling my skin, as he jerked me from my reverie back to the present.

		Turned on? Was I turned on? I’d hardly checked in with my body in the previous half hour, but it took just a moment to realize that my pussy was wet and my insides were throbbing almost painfully. I could taste the desire on my lips so strongly that I would have dropped to my knees before any of those drunken men and begged to suck their cocks.

		Proving his point about my arousal, Jess ran his hand between my thighs and fucked my cunt with several fingers.

		“Her pussy may be wet, but I believe it’s her ass that is the focus of the evening.” The comment came from my elegant buyer. His voice projected the unwavering bravado one would expect of a man with his dignity and good manners. As he moved forward to claim the prize he’d purchased, my anticipation intensified until every nerve in me tingled. Just as I expected, his first touch was like magic. The sensation fluttered through me like a soft summer breeze. But as he led me away, rather than feeling panicked I found myself extremely calm. I entered into his sexual world feeling grounded by his reassuring command of those bristling moments, a reassurance I very much needed.

		He steered me toward the far end of the room where I faced a strange contraption that was far more alarming than anything I’d faced so far that day. The odd device was made up of four vertical posts about 4 feet high, set in a square, and connected along the bottom with slats which were bolted through the wood. Inside the frame hung a heavy muslin swing large enough to hold a woman’s torso. At each corner, the swing was fitted with a grommet, each grommet threaded with rope and attached to the corresponding post. Though I was initially baffled by the strange device it didn’t take much instruction to realize what was expected of me.

		Without explanation the buyer lifted me into his arms like a nearly weightless child and deposited me face down in the middle of the contraption with my belly resting on the muslin swing. My arms were bound with rope to the front of the frame, while at my rear, my feet were cuffed, pulled wide apart and locked into stirrups set just inside the two rear posts. In that position, my entire backside was wide open from my anal cleft all the way to my pussy, and positioned at the exact height and angle for a cock entering my ass.

		The buyer rubbed me gently for a time with his fingers grazing the flat end of the #5 plug. Every time they did, his touch produced a shiver thrill in me. As my ass swayed, the swing moved forward and back and side to side. In one brutal moment, he rammed his fist against the plug and I shrieked, though I quickly squelched the cry. I’d learned that most Doms just didn’t like screamers.

		“We need the #6 now,” he announced, and my entire body shuddered. The source of that shudder came from deep within my veins, from the elemental forces that have always pushed me toward D/s relationships. The buyer’s voice contained the kind of unequivocal authority that I longed to hear from a dominant man. I feel safe, less likely to fight or balk when I feel so owned. Such a profound feeling of submission was rare for me. I had only begun to trust the surrender that Patrick demanded. To have yet another dominant man bless me with that extraordinary thrill confirmed that I was being led exactly where the submissive woman in me needed to go.

		As the buyer pulled the plug from my ass, I let go with a huge sigh, feeling grateful for a few moments of freedom. I expected that the #6 would immediately replace the #5, but it wasn’t an anal plug but his erection that speared me next.

		“Ohmygod…!” My body instantly wrenched with his huge member widening me further. I couldn’t decide if it was pain or pleasure I was feeling. I moaned quietly as I swayed inside the swing, and as the man’s cock moved in and out, slowly at first, then picking up speed. I worked hard to adjust to his ever increasing demands, but despite my focused concentration, I felt one step behind him, on the verge of pain with every new stroke. As his cock continued to drill me, going deeper and deeper with each successive thrust, it took all my wits to keep me there, to keep my spirit from crumbling beneath his powerful force and my desire holding on for the physical reward I craved so much. My nerves were frayed, and my determination faltered. But the feel of his huge hands on my ass were enough to keep me steady, a clear reminder that he alone was in charge and the only requirement of me was my unequivocal submission.

		I couldn’t imagine him losing control, even at the moment of climax. While he repeatedly banged his groin against my bottom, at the moment his orgasm began, he gripped me tightly and let his powerful force move into me. Jets of cum ejaculated into my ass, and I remained fused to him. I have no clear memory of that fantastic finish, although I can still recall with a sweep of longing, how for an instant we seemed like one body, moving in tandem to a mutual end. The frenzied eroticism of that fuck went on until we were both worn out.

		I continued to sway gently in the swing for several moments afterward, while the buyer’s massaging fingers clutched my ass. The fitful spasming persisted as long as his hands remained there, and slowly diminished when he finally dropped his hold.

		I was given little time to recover. An anxious Jess was there to free my hands and feet and lift me off the swing. He carried me away like a hero claiming his prize, then just as quickly abandoned me in the middle of the carpet, on the floor. I had no time to recover before I was surrounded by a circle of horny men, each one with their cock in hand and jacking off like a schoolboy just discovering what an amazing tool his penis was.

		“On your knees, slut,” Jess’s voice rang out. “And open your mouth.”

		One cock after another thrust its way inside my mouth, at least five, I think, though I actually lost count. I was never without a dickhead demanding my mouth and my open throat, but none of them had enough time to get off before I was jerked away by the next horny man. They soon began coming on my tits and face and mouth, down my arms, even in my hair. I finally cocked my head to the side, closed both my mouth and eyes and let them come until they were all wasted, all backing away to the couches, until I was the only one left on that lonely piece of carpet. By then, I was covered with cum and exhausted.

		“Rub that cum on your tits, slut.” The order barely grazed my consciousness at first, but Jess repeated the command until it finally registered, and I began smearing the combined cum of five men across my tits. Their juices stained me. I wouldn’t forget the stench of it for a long time, pungent, foul, dirty and magnificent. I had not felt that utterly demeaned since Seattle and the ‘old days’ of my young life when things like this were new and frightening. I had no ballast to cling to in those days, and under Jess’s roof, I felt just as vulnerable. I trembled, uncertain and anxious. Patrick was still missing and my elegant buyer had disappeared.

		“Take her to the bathroom,” Jess ordered. “She’s to clean up, fix her face, but no shower. Let her sponge off, but not her breasts. If they stink all the better. Where she’s going, cum-stained tits will be a badge of honor.” I heard him laugh. “Or maybe just a great conversation piece. Go on, take her. When she’s done cleaning up—and you’d better watch her like a hawk as she does—get her dressed for the night. The clothes are on my bed.”

		I stood, somewhat awkwardly, happy to know that the fuck-me shoes had been discarded at some point. I was surprised to realize that the full feeling in my ass was not only because the elegant black man had just fucked me there. In the confusion following my ordeal in the swing, I’d been unaware that the #6 plug had been shoved into my ass and was secured in place with the simple harness, just as the others had been. Realizing that my ass was filled again and being stretched even further, I knew the training had not ended. The reality of my humble position hit me hard. I wanted to feel that debased, that demeaned, that taken down. But I wanted more than those subbie feelings, I wanted something even better than my fantasies, and an essential ingredient of my desire was sadly absent.

		

	
		

		Chapter Nine

		Dancing for Sex

		

		Rock music blared. Bodies crammed the dance floor. The air smelled of liquor and sweat and perfume, a dozen scents, some expensive, others like dime store toilet water. The flashing lights were bright and annoying, and my head was spinning even before Jess pushed me to the dance floor. I’d been in nightclubs like this before, in the hours after midnight, when every sober person had already left and those that remained were hardcore party animals who would rock the night till the wee hours and dine on breakfast in some greasy spoon when the sun rose.

		The packed room made me dizzy, but I had no complaints. I didn’t even mind the smoke. It felt like it belonged there, essential to the atmosphere. The dancing bodies surrounding me were especially freeing. Dressed in a micro-mini, a sequined halter, fuck-me boots and nothing else, I fit right in with the crowd. The little silk skirt swayed as I moved, but it was so flimsy that it would fly up with just the slightest gust of air. Mine wasn’t the only pussy for sideline voyeurs to peek at that night. Bare tits and asses appeared everywhere, usually for just a few fleeting moments before a skirt dropped back where it belonged or a blouse was pulled into place. I was likely the only dancing slut with a #6 ass plug up my rear—but then what did I know? The whole place might have been populated by subs being trained to take it up the ass.

		Although there were distractions everywhere, I tried to keep my focus on Jess—which wasn’t all that tough. The man had more rhythm in his little finger than I had in my whole body. I kept up with his dancing, almost mesmerized by his hips while I stared at his moving crotch and conformed my movements to his. He reeked sex. I suppose I did too—in more ways than Jess. Carrying the scent of five men’s ejaculations on my unwashed tits was a fact that I had to shove from my mind every time I caught a whiff of that pungent perfume.

		While the ‘modest’ Claire might have winced if anyone around me noticed, Patrick’s Clarisse did not. When I caught Jess staring directly at me, I relished the attention. He made me blush. So sexy, so smooth, I fell under his spell, putting thoughts of Patrick aside while concentrating on dancing for Jess. He drew me to him, his chest pressed against my skin, his arm around my waist, his lips at my ear. “Patrick’s a lucky man. If he didn’t own you, I know I would.”

		This was the kind of remark that made me bristle inside, a little indignation, a little fear. But not that night, not after a night in a cage, an anal rape and a chain of men around me jacking off on my bare chest. I’d been perfectly prepared to walk into this night and into this nightclub as a slavish slut, willing to do anything this dominant man demanded.

		The second time he pulled me close, he had a message to deliver. “You’re gonna be on your own now, baby. You want to make Jess happy, huh?”

		“Aren’t I making you happy now?”

		He laughed “Happy as a pig in shit. But we wouldn’t want to waste a night like this, all these available men.”

		I shuddered to think what he had in mind, though more of me was aroused by the possibilities than was worried about the outcome.

		“Oh, you’re gonna make me real happy, baby,” he flashed me a toothy grin. “You’re going to find yourself a man to screw. You’re going to march right up to one of my black friends here and you’re going to tell him you need a man to screw your ass. You work your way around the crowd until you hook your mark, then you bring him to me. And he’d better have one fat prick, something that will stretch this little #6 asshole into a #7.” He reached under my skirt and pressed his fingers on the end of the plug.

		I wanted to be titillated by his order, not so fucking scared. But then something nasty in me caught hold as Jess shoved me further into the crowd. I was on my own. A little disorientation followed, but within a few seconds, a darker, sluttier piece of me emerged. I meandered slowly through the nightclub, checking out men, batting my lashes, smiling to seduce and occasionally mouthing some suggestive hello before moving on. A half hour later, I still had not found my man but I wasn’t going to get discouraged. I found myself at the far end of the nightclub and as I turned to start back through the crowd, my path was blocked by two hefty male bodies with their backs to me—bouncers. I sidestepped them and ran smack into another large man—this one with chocolate skin and a smooth, sexy grin.

		I stared at his face, appraised his size and swooned a little inside. All I could think of was the size of his cock, and if it would fit in my ass without too much trouble.

		“Hi there.” I offered him a dreamy smile.

		We jockeyed for a moment, then he laughed. “Looks like we’re going nowhere.”

		“I guess not.”

		“Buy you a drink?”

		“Sure.”

		Jess would like this. I wondered if Patrick would, too. Maybe it was a good idea that he wasn’t there to watch… at least good for me. I couldn’t bear the thought of Patrick seeing me seduce another man.

		A bar table with two tall stools opened up directly behind the man. He grabbed my hand and pulled me through the throng. It felt good to sit. We didn’t talk much, though we managed to exchange names, his was Tyrone, then we sipped drinks and listened to the noise. When the music wasn’t too loud we flirted back and forth a little more, enough for me to wonder if he might be interested in Jess’s plans.

		“This your guy, baby?” Jess abruptly appeared out of nowhere as if he’d been waiting to pounce. He stood behind me with a claiming hand on my behind.

		I looked back at him nodding, and when I turned back to Tyrone, I saw the man’s eyes narrow suspiciously.

		“Tell him about this…?” Jess pushed against the anal plug. “And what’s on your tits…and why.”

		I blushed embarrassed, and a quick moment of panic almost sent me heading for the door. Taking a deep breath, I leaned in and gave it to the man straight, speaking in a heated whisper, cutting out any unnecessary details.

		“I belong to him…and he’s ordered me to find a man to screw my ass.”

		His brows lifted. “Is that so?”

		“Un-huh.” I kept my eyes riveted on his face, afraid if I were distracted that I’d lose my nerve. “He’s training me for anal,” I said, blushing demurely. I felt a little spark light between my legs. From that point on there was nothing demure about my seduction of the handsome Tyrone. Some inner tramp kicked in, and the flirty moves I used to conquer men when I was new to the Chicago bar scene came back to me. Batting my long black lashes, I smiled slyly. “In fact,” even my voice lowered to a sexy timbre, “I have this dildo up my butt right now.” I wiggled in my seat, letting a flutter of arousal rise up from my throbbing pussy as the tease went on.

		“You don’t say?”

		“Uh, huh.” The music around us seemed to amplify in volume, so I leaned in even closer and whispered in his ear, “To make me wide enough for a big cock.” I didn’t know where the words were coming from but the whole conversation seemed to come pouring out without any effort to censor a word. “I think he wants two men in my ass.” I didn’t know this but I couldn’t imagine that I was far off.

		It took him a moment looking back and forth from Jess to me for the message to sink in. Then Tyrone’s face broke into a broad smile. He spoke directly to Jess before he said another thing to me. “Is what she says true?”

		“If she told you she wanted you to fuck her ass it is. You can feel what she has in their now if you like.” I couldn’t see his face, but I could imagine the smirk.

		Tyrone sat up straight and so did I. He appraised me thoughtfully, his eyes gliding over my body as he considered the proposal.

		“Sure,” he finally said, nodding his head real slow. “Might not get a chance like this again.”

		Tyrone pretty much ignored me once he and Jess had made their pact. I was whisked out the backdoor, where a hired limo was waiting to pick us up. All the way back to the house, the two men played with me. On my knees before them, I sucked their cocks until their black dicks were standing at attention and pulsing before my eyes. So much meat. I might have freaked had I given any consideration to their both screwing me at the same time. I decided to avoid the thought.

		Inside the mansion, it was dark and cool and empty, so different from the crazy commotion of the afternoon. Nearly two am, I could feel the exhaustion making my body ache and my eyes hurt. However, not much was demanded of me except that I submit, and that I could do without even thinking. As soon as we landed in Jess’s master bed, the two men were on me, removing the plug and playing with both holes until they were wet with my natural juices and plenty of lubricant.

		With Jess on his back, I climbed on, straddling his hips. He immediately thrust his organ in my pussy and he rode it nice and easy until I became accustomed to the feel of him inside me. Once we hit a steady rhythm, I felt Tyrone nuzzling in behind. His hot crotch felt good against my ass. I dropped further forward, sinking into Jess’s muscled chest, while my new black friend began to ease his cock slowly into my rectum. He might have been a little larger than a #6, but it was too late in the night to think about such details. I never did get accustomed to the fullness, the way the two erratically moved, not at all in unison, but one in one direction, the other moving in the opposite way until I began to feel torn apart. It was a happy feeling, though, as if I were completing a special assignment. I could see my moment of triumph shining before me. I wish I could say that Patrick was never once out of my thoughts, but I did lose track of him as I focused on my lovers’ undulating bodies. Working toward that final explosion, my single focus was keeping them both inside, anticipating their movements and feeling my fired up body respond.

		I can’t ever remember being so happy as when the pair finally reached their peak—nearly at the same moment. In the midst of hammering my pussy, Jess suddenly paused. His entire body frozen for that split second just before the orgasm hit. I bore down hard, muscles clamping around that beautiful cock, while I listened to his groaning, “fuck, fuck, fuck me baby,” as he exploded. Tyrone was coming by the time Jess began to ease back to sanity. By then, I was on automatic. I let myself be taken away, my mind drifting, my body going along for the ride. I didn’t realize until minutes later that I was orgasming, too. Though my climax was a much quieter and less animated version of bliss than my lovers’ jubilant moments of ejaculation, I was intensely pleasured by those jarring cocks. The spasms continued to come in waves until I was finally too wasted for more.

		When I surfaced again, my first thoughts were of Patrick and my mind filled up with questions. Was I trained now? Ready for him to take me back? Had he been aware of how I handled these two men? As the questions continued to flood into my head, I could sense Tyrone and Jess rising from the bed. I heard their hushed voices, and the door softly shutting behind them as they left the room. Jess could have kicked me out of bed and back to the cage. Instead, he allowed me the luxury of his bed for the rest of the night. I settled in under the thick cushion of covers and went to sleep.

		I didn’t see Tyrone again, and wouldn’t see Jess again until morning.

		

		I slept long and hard. When I awakened it was nearly noon.

		My first clue that things had changed in my tiny universe arrived with the first whiff of a breeze that came in through the open window. The air was cool and fragrant with the smell of mown grass. I could hear the hum of a lawnmower in the distance and the sound of children playing in yards nearby. More lovely than that was the distinctive scent of a man behind me and the warm feel of his body. It could only have been one person, Patrick, lying behind me. Feeling his pulsing erection press against my naked rear, I smiled inside. His arm was around my waist, and his nose rooted through my hair. When he nibbled my neck, a shiver of desire moved directly to my crotch, triggering a delightful twinge deep in my pussy.

		“Good morning, Patrick,” I murmured happily.

		“Good morning, my naughty baby.”

		I giggled. I’m not sure what I expected when I awoke that day, but it certainly wasn’t anything as romantic as this.

		“So, am I properly trained now?” I asked. I tried turning over, but Patrick wanted me right where I was with my back to him.

		“We’ll see, won’t we?” he whispered. He continued to caress me, lighting fires in my body everywhere his fingers touched. He drew in even closer with his nakedness moving erotically against me. His skin was so warm and his hands so enchanting that I could have gone on this way for hours. But when his erection finally reaching its fucking size, he wedged it between my ass cheeks and thrust forward. He slipped into the tight space and carried me away with him until his body tightened against mine, and I heard his pleasured groan. When he finally relaxed, his arms were around me holding me close. Cocooned and comforted by his warm body, I was in no hurry to change a thing.

		

		***

		

		I sat next to Patrick in the Mercedes as we drove back to his penthouse, staring out the window while going over in my mind all that had happened to me in the previous two days.

		“I’m glad you didn’t see me,” I lamented.

		“See you where?”

		“In the nightclub.”

		“Where you hooked up with your big black friend?”

		I shot him a worried glance. “Yes…there.” Something seemed a little fishy about the remark, but I wasn’t sure what. I wasn’t sure how far I’d get trying to pick his brain for answers but I couldn’t stop myself from trying. “You weren’t there, were you?”

		“Where?”

		“In the nightclub, Patrick!”

		“Would it have made a difference if I had been?”

		“I don’t know. I certainly would have freaked if I’d seen you.”

		“But you didn’t see me.”

		“No, of course not. But you’re still not answering the question.”

		He didn’t even bother with a reply, even though that reply was becoming more important to me than anything else at that moment. I mulled what to do, knowing that I’d better be careful how far I probed. Patrick could be pretty unpredictable when it came to touchy subjects and I had no intention of sparking a war between us as we were on our way home.

		“You’re not going to answer my question, no matter how many times I ask, are you?”

		He flashed me a smile. “Probably not.”

		I let the matter drop, even though I had the strong sense that Patrick was more involved in the weekend than he and Jess let on. He might have even orchestrated the whole thing, but I imagined it would take a month of Sundays for those key tidbits of information to finally slip out.

		

	
		

		Chapter Ten

		Interlude

		

		While being Patrick’s lover, his sex kitten, his publicist, his sub or slave, depending on the day and the hour and his mood, our relationship went far beyond the kinky sex that brought us together. Patrick meant big things to me that I’d never dared to feel. After a long and tenuous dance with fate and my crazy lust, he provided the discipline and love I needed. Feelings of home, warmth, stability and peace began to feel possible in a life with Patrick Helms. I hadn’t experienced these things in years, and I felt as if I was finally coming home after a long exile.

		It had been a rough journey.

		In the blissful days just prior to my eighth birthday, life was tranquil. I felt complete with all the right things in place: mother, father, two siblings and a roof overhead. One errant bullet ended that innocent bliss, one split second of doom, and twenty years later I still felt the effect of that momentous shift; that day when lead and bone collided and I was left to fend for myself without the nurturing hand that fed and clothed me. Daddy survived that gun blast, but only the shell of the man remained. What the bullet left behind were bitter, lingering days for a former cop who’d once made manliness his prime virtue, and heroic acts the fire that gave his life its purpose. Locked in his wheelchair, Daddy never was the same.

		Twenty years later—enter Patrick Helms, and the driven life I’d been leading for so many years was finally able to slow to a lazy first gear.

		“You know this scares me sometimes,” I mused aloud one afternoon, when, after a wild scene of punishment and sex, we lay side by side in bed absently staring into the ceiling.

		“This what?” he came right back. He’d just taken my pussy to a dozen climaxes on his tongue and mouth, brilliant ones. Flipping me over, he’d tied my hands behind me and raised my bottom high so he could screw my asshole from behind. Since my training with Jess, I never balked about anal sex. That day was no different. With him ravaging my behind, I shuddered deep, screaming softly as the rugged orgasms ripped through me, as violent as any I’d ever felt. It wasn’t long before the savage bucking had wrung us both dry. In the aftermath of such intense physical pleasure, the most peculiar questions often pop into my head from out of nowhere, just as they did that day.

		I turned on my side and lazily fingered his chest hairs. “It scares me how well you and I fit together. How much I like being with you. How I have my hopes up and do silly things like mapping out my future—like we’ll even be together twenty years from now.”

		“You don’t think that’s possible?”

		“Possible, yes. But I’m not that kind of lucky.”

		He turned to face me, reaching for my hips and drawing me close. “Why wouldn’t you be that lucky, Claire?”

		“Oh…” I wanted to sidestep the question—though that was never easy with Patrick, especially when he was looking into my eyes. If he didn’t demand an answer at the moment, he could be counted on to bring it up later—days even weeks later. I smiled like a flirty debutante. “Oh, you never know what kind of damming secrets I might be hiding,” I shot off in jest. A few wrinkles creased his brow and he cocked his head as he stared at me with that one keen, clichéd eye. Humm…that gave me the jitters, and ruffled my sexual feathers so much that I dove back into his body, in particular his cock, and staved off the unpleasant questions I sensed him formulating in that genius brain of his.

		

		There were still secrets that I wasn’t yet ready to divulge—that I never planned to divulge. However, life happens and circumstances change. I didn’t realize until I was already heavily invested in Patrick Helms that our relationship had put me on a collision course with those secrets that I wouldn’t be able to avoid. The barriers that separated me from my past were crumbling, as if the steel, the stone and the mortar erected in my mind was never anything but an illusion, held fast by thought alone. What had held that impermeable wall together turned to dust now nearly every day as memories floated back to me, first like dreams, all fuzzy and clouded by a lack of focus, then more tangible, when I would see those memories clearly, touch them, taste them, smell Bellis’ breath, hear Bellis’ voice, remember well his unshaved and surly face and how it felt against my cheek: warm, invigorating, and dangerous. Dangerous but safe—because this was Bellis, and Bellis was indestructible as a steel door.

		He’d been my umpteenth crush, but my first lover—maybe boyfriend is a better word. I’m not sure there was ever ‘love’ involved. Just sex and domination and my utter surrender to the man. When I was just a girl, he was the man who made me into a woman.

		After years of sidestepping him in my thoughts, the memories of him came on me with every northwestern breeze…

		The night I turned sixteen, my cousin CJ arrived at my front door. CJ—that’s short for Chrystal Jean, though I later dubbed her Calamity Jane, since she usually brought a whirlwind of chaos with her. Pissed over another disaster of a birthday, I hopped into her busted up old CJ-7 (I think she just picked it for the name) and we took off for the mountains, stopping at old Jeeters Hideaway, a biker bar where she normally found the men she fucked. She was just a couple years older than me but she had a lifetime more experience with men and sex. She was never one of the biker girls, just a kinky hanger on who liked it rough with no attachments and no grief to clutter up the hard sex she required from time to time to calm her down. “They take me down a peg when I get too cocky,” she told me once. “I think I need that now and then.” However they ‘took her down a peg’ was probably good medicine for the over-the-top CJ.

		That night at Jeeters, she managed to get me served. I wasn’t even carded. I’m not sure the clientele, or even the owners of the bar, worried about what was legal and what was not.

		A little uneasy in a tavern, I sat back and observed, mostly the burly leader of the ‘Riders’—short for some bigger bolder club name that was barely uttered in my company. His name was Bellis.

		We took turns shooting glances back and forth for nearly an hour. As soon as I saw him look at me with those daring eyes, I immediately looked away. I knew I didn’t belong there, and that the two beers I’d downed the first half hour were more than enough to make me drunk and unstable. When I saw him hoist himself from his chair and amble toward the back of the tavern, I breathed a sigh of relief and turned around to talk to CJ, who’d just landed back at our table with a dreamy sigh on her pale face.

		Not more than a minute later, someone brushed against my side. Bellis. I could tell without looking up. The leather pants, the boots, the jingling hardware, the tattoo of a snake that began at his wrist and moved up his arm—all Bellis. Where the hell had he come from!

		When he didn’t move on, I turned into a bundle of fear. Looking at CJ across the table, I saw her smile slyly, as if she knew something I did not.

		I felt him breathing down my neck, then his hand in my hair tugging my head back.

		“What the hell are you doing out here with the likes of me?” he finally demanded.

		“Umm… ah…keeping CJ company,” I stammered.

		My head hurt, my palms were sweaty and I was afraid I’d pee my pants.

		“You want to come with me?” he asked.

		I didn’t have to think twice, though it took a lot more than a few brief moments for me to answer the question.

		“No second chances, bitch,” he went on. “But then you’re just jailbait, ain’t ya?” He started to laugh and he let go my hair. I was about to be pushed away like someone’s tagalong kid sister.

		“Hell no! Just turned eighteen,” I spit out proudly. Lying made me nervous. But it made me tremble with excitement, and I liked the way that felt. I sure hoped that CJ hadn’t already disclosed my age. She’d left the table when Bellis decided to stay, and I saw her beaming at me from a few feet away, smiling broadly.

		“Yeah, right,” Bellis chuckled darkly.

		I lost my virginity that night, in a half-drunk, half remembered event that’s been little but a blur to me ever since. So shocked by the stunning events of that night, I wouldn’t get in CJ’s Jeep for months, afraid that she would take me back to Jeeters and back to Bellis. I knew at some point I’d return to that bar to find him, though for a long while, as I focused on finishing high school and getting into college, he was far off my radar, just a passing thought that would cross my mind from time to time.

		

		Bellis didn’t have me again until I actually was eighteen. Although it had been two years since we met at Jeeters, when we ran into each other at another biker bar, the instantaneous attraction was as strong that night as it had been before. Bellis was ready to pick up where we’d left off, as if two years prior he’d just staked his claim and was waiting for the final paperwork to come through. Older and wiser, I was ready for him. Just a kid before, I was woman enough to have him.

		Once we reconnected Bellis became my world. I rode with the ‘Riders’ whenever I could, though there was always sneaking around involved. Lies. Deception. I learned how to con my parents with such panache that I doubt they would have ever learned what I was up to if my brother Duncan hadn’t started telling tales.

		What I didn’t do was screw the man that first night, nor the second or third night I rode with him. In fact, he made it clear that he wouldn’t screw me until I’d been properly initiated. Nearly three weeks passed before that finally happened, and by then my lust was on the edge and I would have done anything the man wanted.

		When the Riders took off for the beach that night, I was clinging to Bellis’s back as the Harleys moved in a synchronous tandem through the winding mountain roads. The small inlet where they conducted their tribal rites was secluded on all four sides, enclosed by trees on three, and open to the water on the fourth.

		After being ordered to strip, I stood on the sand while Cougar etched a quarter sized yin/yang symbol on my ass with tattoo needles. I suppose I was lucky it wasn’t my boyfriend’s initials, or some garish ‘Rider’ insignia. The ancient symbol was Bellis’ personal choice. He gave no explanation, he didn’t need to. Although Cougar told me I could figure it out myself, he went on to elaborate—I was the girl with two faces, two souls, two hearts, split in the middle. That was way too weird for me to understand at the time, but I was willing to let the matter rest for another day and another explanation.

		After the tattoo, my hair was cut short, no more than a butch. I understood that most of the Riders’ female initiates were shaved bald, but not Bellis’s women. He preferred a little fuzz.

		I knew that the rest of my world would freak when they saw me, but I was ready to a make statement and ready for something that extreme. Those were days when flipping off one’s parents was a rite of passage. As long as I fit in with the Riders, that’s all that mattered to me.

		The night had already taken enough odd twists to tie my stomach in knots and send my arousal to the breaking point. But before I could get to Bellis, I had a few other men to take care of. A bonfire burned on the beach, while music blared from loud speakers. Dragged to the water’s edge, someone christened me with Rider’s ‘holy water’ while reciting lines from some obscure poem. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it then, nor remember the incantation now. Gales of laughter rose up from the once somber crowd, but once the laughter died away, I was thrown over the seat of my boyfriend’s Harley, tied down so I couldn’t move, and was pretty much fucked and abused until dawn.

		Piss was running down my leg before I was finally untied. Thankfully, Bellis didn’t notice that I peed on his bike, or I would have taken a hell of a beating before he set me free. All that mattered to me was that the initiation was over, I was officially one of the Riders’ girls, and I could finally fuck the man who’d I’d been dying to fuck for two years.

		It didn’t matter that Bellis had reduced me to a stereotype. I was his pretty white-trash bitch and proud of it.

		

		I managed to make it through my freshman year, maintain my honor roll status, and still be Bellis’ white-trash bitch. But by the following summer as sophomore year approached, I knew that there was no way to combine my two lives into one that worked. College was more important than riding with Bellis…and things were getting increasingly dangerous with the club. What had been a wild lark for the first few months had lost its glitter. I was bored with his friends, the fucking became surprisingly routine, and the Riders’ brushes with the law were starting to scare me. Nothing but petty crimes, but how did I know that’s all they had in mind? What I really wanted—whips and chains and S&M sex—seemed reserved for his part-time females. I watched dozens of scenes, hungering for my own. But when I told Bellis I wanted that kind of sex myself, my appeals were met with a scowl. He’d bait me, tease me, take me nearly to the brink of doing something wickedly wonderful, then drop me cold with a derisive laugh.

		He always said that he was just getting geared up, that he needed the right time, the right place, the right inspiration, and most importantly I needed to be ready for the shock. What shock? I’d already seen what he could do and I wanted the same thing for myself. I pleaded with him, knowing that I was as ready as I’d ever be, but he brushed me off. I didn’t know my own mind was all he’d say.

		The night of the summer solstice, the most risky of Bellis’s illegal activities went off without a hitch. I should have rejoiced with the others while they partied on the same beach where I was initiated the summer before. Instead, I remember smoking my third joint while I stood alone on the sidelines near the water. Suddenly, I felt as if the heavens were opening up, the stars and the moon, with its big bright face, were converging on me from above. In that quiet rapture, a year’s worth of wisdom seemed to descend into my head all at once. I turned and stared toward the crowd of boisterous bikers, becoming more detached as the whirlwind of laughter, fights and fucking played before my eyes like a grainy black and white film. This was the family that I’d chosen over my own broken one at home. Distraught by that fact, a decision began to form in my mind. Within seconds, I knew what I had to do. Even after coming down from that brilliant high, I didn’t waver from that firm resolution.

		I was gone a week later. As soon as I set my plan in motion and could slip unnoticed from Bellis’ apartment, I dropped by my home, packed up what I wanted, kissed my parents on the cheek and assured them I’d be okay. Daddy had pretty much written me off, but I got the feeling he was okay with my leaving, abrupt as it was. He certainly didn’t argue. Mom just sobbed as usual, her little girl was going away again.

		With that unpleasantness done, I pointed my old Toyota in the direction of Chicago, and took off.

		My college transcripts were already in the hands of three prominent institutions. I’d be accepted to one of them by September, if I was lucky. Or I’d take a few junior college classes until I was. That part didn’t bother me, nor did finding a place to live and a job to get me by. I’d mapped out my future years in advance, and I wouldn’t budge from the plan. I’d graduate in three year, have an internship with a major company before I was finished, and be jump-started into the ad world with plans to become its next superstar. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d put my career, my livelihood and my future above the people in my life. Career seemed to be the safest place to put my trust, the one thing I could always fall back on, the one hope to cling to when everything else failed.

		My career path didn’t fail me, until that fateful day when Tate Larimer put his hand to my ass in his office, and sacrificed a damn good ad exec to satisfy his own prurient need. Had I known then what I learned later, I would have stopped the man when I still had the power to do so.

		I’d placed a lot of importance on keeping my career above my sexual escapades, but apparently not enough. I guess some things written in stone need to be erased, no matter how tough that might be.

		

		***

		

		Six months into my relationship with Patrick, thoughts of Bellis began appearing to me almost daily. He showed up in dreams, in daydreams, in nightmares, looming in my life like a ghost. I’d reach into the back of my closet and some article of clothing or an old snapshot would fall from the mess and jog another Bellis memory. I started to wonder if he’d finally met his demise and had come back to haunt me.

		Despite the annoyance of those old memories, I knew why they were returning with such vigor.

		Returning to Seattle had always been in my plans. But it was something that was easy to put off. I’d made two quick trips to visit my parents in seven years, but just as soon as Daddy started harping about my life and mom started tearing up, I’d have to split. As much as I still loved them and the wide open spaces of the Northwest, I knew that moving back would never be a good idea.

		Suddenly, Bellis was back, riding shotgun in my mind, clinging to me like a steel claw. I couldn’t shake him, no matter how hard I tried. Just a figment of my imagination, I kept telling myself. But I knew better. I knew that his haunting presence wouldn’t leave no matter how hard I tried to will it away. It was time to meet it head on.

		

	
		

		Chapter Eleven

		Finding Bellis

		

		The visit with Mom and Dad was brief, just two days. In that time, I’d managed to extract the information I needed from my brother Duncan—the successful one. He was a junior member of his law firm, a lawyer on the rise and working at least 60 hours a week as he positioned himself to make partner. The only way I’d see him was to meet him on his own turf. I must admit, walking into that perfectly professional business office gave me quite a chill—so reminiscent of Larimer & Brittan. The resemblance was uncanny.

		Shrugging off the jitters, I marched right in and had my answers from Duncan within minutes. He was on a tight schedule, so he didn’t question me directly. I saw his raised brows, the look of concern, and I stopped him when he started in with, “Are you sure you know what you’re…”

		I knew exactly what I was doing and I told him so. He didn’t have time to argue, so I was on my way.

		I drove a rental car to the turn-off that Duncan described and parked there. Although my backpack was packed for an entire week, I didn’t plan to spend more than a night in the woods, if that. If Duncan was right, I could reach Bellis’ shack within three hours, get my visit over in an hour, and be back at the car before dark. If I ran into something unexpected, I had a bedroll, food, a high-powered flashlight and plenty of batteries. I’d even packed the service revolver my dad had given me before I left for Chicago. What he didn’t know was that I’d left the gun behind, safely stored in a secret compartment beneath the floorboards in my room. Why would I want a gun when one had been responsible for my father’s miserable life? I didn’t even want to touch the thing.

		Somehow that logic wasn’t operative seven years later when I decided to make the trek into the woods in search of my ex. My feeling about guns had changed over time, and though I had no expectation of using it, I brought it with me just in case. I had no idea what I’d find when I finally found the man.

		

		I thought Patrick was going to go right through the phone when I finally reached him shortly after I arrived at my parents’ house. I’d been stewing over Bellis and little else for days, until I finally made my bold decision. I expected to tell Patrick before I left Chicago, but he’d been on the road, finishing up a book promotion. Tied up in meetings and taping interviews, he hadn’t been answering his calls. By the time he finally did, I was miles away.

		“Where the hell are you?” he came back at me dumbfounded after I told him I needed a few days off.

		“Seattle.”

		“Seattle! What the—”

		“I had to see my parents.”

		“You did? Is this an emergency? One of them sick?”

		“No. They’re fine. I know I should have called sooner… but I was afraid you’d try to stop me, or want to join me.”

		“There’d be a problem if I joined you?”

		“Oh, I wish I could explain.”

		“But you can explain, and you’d better start right now.”

		“Please, Patrick. I know you’re furious, and you have every right to be. This was a rash and impulsive move, totally out of bounds for our relationship. I should have explained a long time ago. But this is something that I have to do on my own. Please trust me, I have to be here. There’s some old business that needs taking care of. I’ll explain everything when I get back.”

		“You’ll do more than explain.”

		His terse voice made me wince. “I know. But please, I’m okay, everything’s going to be fine, and I should be back in two days. I’ll make it up to you, I will.”

		I could hear the grimace over the phone, see his jaw flinch, feel the slow burn. “Well, don’t do anything stupid,” he finally ripped off, then the line went dead.

		I had the sinking feeling that it would be tough getting back in the man’s good graces, if at all, but I was too far down my reckless road to turn back. I’d get through the next few days, and pay whatever price he wanted to extract. I didn’t even consider that he’d be too pissed off this time to want me back.

		

		***

		

		I slogged through the wet terrain, picking my way carefully along the forest path, while a steady drizzle kept my face wet, and began soaking through my clothes. Stupid of me not to expect that drizzle on a cloudy Seattle day. I’d packed my windbreaker at the bottom of my pack, and didn’t want to take the time to stop and pull it out. Eventually I had no choice.

		A certain gloom had come over me, and when my hand grazed the cold muzzle of the revolver as I was retrieving the coat, I shuddered, a prescient shiver, perhaps? I hoped not.

		Another half hour along the path, and looking north, I spotted the shack in the distance. A thin trail of smoke was rising from the chimney.

		I stopped and closed my eyes, letting the prickly feeling in my body pass. Then I hiked on, trying to ignore whatever else was rising in me at the prospect of seeing Bellis again. Fear, emotion, lust. It was all a toxic stew. I wanted this done and as quickly as I could make that happen.

		I figured I’d march right up to his door and give it a firm knock, but my fantasies never materialize the way I envision them. Not more than twenty feet from the shack, I heard heavy footsteps behind me and before I could turn around, someone grabbed me from behind and put me into a neck hold.

		I froze instantly.

		“I might have known you’d show this pretty face again.”

		“Gustav?”

		“So’s you actually remember my name.” I heard him chuckle.

		Gustav Josef Bellis. German. Rugged and nasty in every stereotypical way.

		I remembered the smell of him too, the earthy scent of sweat, tobacco and marijuana. Something about that distinctive perfume made me shiver deep in my panties. I cursed the automatic response, but could do nothing to stop it.

		“Please, let me go…” I croaked my request, and the pressure on my neck started to ease.

		“It’s just me, Claire,” Bellis said.

		“Like I don’t know who you are.”

		Though he finally let go my neck, he just as swiftly pushed me into a tree and pinned me there with his hand at my throat.

		“You here for me?”

		“Yes.”

		“Why?”

		“Old business…I need to…”

		“Shuddup!” He glowered. “You’ve said enough. You were always better at communicating with this cunt than you were with words.” He had his hand between my legs, grabbing hard and yanking down.

		“You’re hurting me!”

		“When was that ever a problem? Weren’t you the little tart who always begged to be beaten?” he sniggered. “Is that what you want now?”

		I tried to shake my head, but it was tough with his hand still at my neck.

		“Gustav, please.”

		“An’ don’t call me Gustav. That’s for people who care about me. We know that’s not you. What’s it been, ten years?”

		“Seven.”

		“Seven, huh? And you’re still thinkin’ of me. Well ain’t that nice.” Such a sneer. “You already wet for me, slut?”

		“I’m soaked from the rain.”

		“Right…” he chuckled.

		He was all of six feet tall, and built like a tank. Not an ounce of flab, with all the muscle and prowess of a mountain man, or biker. Pretty much one in the same when it came to Bellis. His dark hair was longer than I remembered, smoothed back into a ponytail and tied off with a string of leather at the base of his neck. His beard looked as rough and scratchy as I remembered it. All in all, he hadn’t changed much, and it seemed that on a sexual level my reaction to him was exactly as it had been when we were together.

		He knew this. He could feel the heat rising out of my crotch. But he wasn’t satisfied with that.

		Soon as I saw the sneer broaden on his lips, I knew what was coming next.

		He had the button loose and my jeans down in a flash. His hand in my panties was warm, his fingers penetrating, and when he triumphantly brought them out for me to see, my eyes just flashed.

		“Pavlovian response, Bellis. Doesn’t mean a thing.”

		“No?” He laughed as if I should share in his joke.

		I hated that quick trigger on my pussy, but it really couldn’t be helped. Our relationship began as sexual and even though I hoped I could avoid the unwanted assault, I wasn’t surprised that I’d be as juicy as he’d find me, and he’d take the liberty of ferreting out the truth. Just a little fondling and he could have taken me right past the revulsion I felt for him and straight to orgasm.

		Thankfully, I didn’t have to suffer through that shame, at least not then.

		When he backed off, I hastily pulled up my pants. Before I realized what was happening, he had a rope looped about my neck like I was his prized steer.

		“Bellis no!”

		“You want to see me? That why you’re here?”

		“Of course that’s why I’m here.”

		“Then you do it on my terms, bitch. You left me once before I could have my way with you. I’m remembering that now. Been a while since I’ve had a pretty broad like you to screw.”

		“You’d be raping me.”

		“And that’s a problem for me?”

		He shrugged me off, pulled the rope tight against my throat, and led me up the remaining fifteen feet to the top of the rise while I scrambled to keep up and not strangle myself in the process. The rope dug into my skin and I finally had to stick my hand between it and my neck to keep from choking.

		When Bellis looked back at me, he chuckled again. “Don’t worry your sweet ass, slut, I’m not going to kill you. I don’t need murder on my rap sheet.”

		I followed behind him to the cabin porch, marched up the steps, and watched as he tied the end of the rope to the railing.

		“Don’t you dare move,” he said before ducking inside the shack.

		There was plenty of time to free myself and run, but I couldn’t imagine it necessary. This was just Bellis showing off for me. Maybe he’d dredged up a little anger from my hasty exit seven years before, but I couldn’t possibly mean anything to him now but maybe a good fuck.

		Bellis returned within seconds, slapping a thick metal collar around my neck—even before he removed the rope. Instead of the rope, he used a chain and lock to tether me to the railing. In less than a minute, I went from being a friendly visitor to his chained captive.

		“Bellis, this really isn’t necessary,” I tried pleading rationally. “I’m not going anywhere. I came here voluntarily. I just needed to talk.”

		He shrugged.“Talk? Right.” He shook his head in disgust. “How ‘bout you take off the clothes?”

		“How about I not?”

		“Like you have much choice.” He reached around to his back pocket. “Almost forgot, mouthy as you are, I’m gonna need this.”

		I squirmed and struggled for the next thirty seconds while Bellis attempted to shove a ballgag in my mouth. I had no traction on his damp porch steps, and only a fraction of the strength necessary to overthrow the man. This was not going as I planned and suddenly, with little way to communicate, I realized how stupid it was to think that I could mosey onto his property and demand a civilized discussion without paying a price upfront. Bellis had always demanded payment in advance. That hadn’t changed.

		“Don’t look so scared,” he laughed as he buckled the gag’s straps behind my head. “I ain’t gonna keep you. Just use you till you bore me. Take off the clothes, slut. I wanna see my little girl all grown up.”

		Shackled, gagged, my options were down to nil, and so the clothes came off until I stood bare and shivering before him. I already knew what he planned to do, and though I didn’t like it, I just prayed that he’d get to it fast. Once Bellis screwed a woman hard, he’d be like a lamb for several hours—long as he wasn’t riled again. Maybe we would talk then.

		However, a fast fuck wasn’t in his plans. He moved back into his shack, returned with a beer, then sat down in a creaky wooden rocker and eyed me with a self-satisfied grin.

		“You know, you just made my day. I didn’t know when or where I was gonna get a little pussy, and suddenly you show up like all my prayers are answered.”

		I hated not being able to snap back. All I could do was shake my head in exasperation and slink down with my back to the shack wall. There were no other chairs on Bellis’ porch.

		

		Bellis drank three beers while launching into a rambling assessment of my life, filled with odd segues about his own, and a few reminders of what he’d once meant to me. I could barely follow that long discourse, but after he started his third beer, it dawned on me that not only was he getting a little drunk, he was stoned enough to cease making sense. He dozed for a while, and when he woke up, he smiled at me, then shot off the porch and began going from here to there in the yard, doing chores, I suppose. I wasn’t paying attention. After a while, he returned to the porch, and ignoring me, he moved into the cabin to fix some food. When he finally emerged again, he removed the ballgag and handed me a sandwich.

		“If you keep quiet, I won’t put it in again.”

		“Oh, tha—” Thank you, I was about to say.

		He shook his head, and curled his lips into the same ugly sneer. “Don’t you dare.”

		I shut up and began eating.

		His churlish mood seemed to have eased some, and I hoped we could finally conduct that simple conversation. But as soon as the first words were out of my mouth, he was on me with the ballgag slapped between my teeth. He was no easier to manipulate than he’d been seven years before.

		

		As daylight grew short and the evening shadows lengthened, the air chilled and a breeze picked up. Bellis had been on the porch smoking a joint, making snide remarks from time to time that made him laugh and only made me shiver more. I clutched my upper arms with my hands, hoping he’d notice how cold I was sitting there naked. Certainly he wouldn’t make me spend the night this way!

		Finally, he pulled himself to his feet, staggering a bit, then he opened the screen door, about to retire for the night. I immediately launched a kicking, groaning, squirming fit until he finally noticed the commotion.

		“What? Too cold out, you think?”

		I nodded my head with some urgency and gazed up at him hopefully.

		“Yeah, well, now might be a time to get a little use outta that sweet ass of yours.”

		He unlocked the padlock, unhooked the chain and led me inside.

		It was too dark to see at first, but as my eyes adjusted to the dim light, and Bellis lit a gas lantern, the room came into view. Much nicer than I expected. There was a double bed in the corner—probably the same one I screwed him on seven years before, and a small kitchen in the opposite corner consisting of a table, two chairs, a sink, stove and cupboard. There was a woodstove opposite the kitchen, and beside it an overstuffed chair with the image of Bellis’ big body imprinted in the worn brown leather. The air was surprisingly fresh inside, just a trace of pot and cigarette smoke, which must have been embedded in the curtains, the blankets and wood. The windows were wide open, making it hardly warmer than outside. The first thing he did was light the stove—he muttered that he was conserving wood so he only kept it lit from evening to dawn. Then he worked his way around the room, closing all but the window over his bed, which he left open a crack. “Room’s got to breathe,” he said.

		While I watched him work, I sat on the floor and slowly inched my way toward the stove, hungry for the warmth. After awhile, Bellis sat in his chair and smoked a pipe. After lighting the bowl and giving it a few puffs to get it going, he picked up a book and began to read. I couldn’t see the title, though it seemed to be a weighty tome, not the pulp fiction he read when we were together.

		I hardly moved and I didn’t squawk, though every once and a while, I shifted my weight and sighed heavily enough to get his attention. Twice he looked up at me and sniggered, twice he told me to stop making so much noise; I disturbed his reading. At least he still knew I was there.

		Finally, I heard, “C’mere, bitch,” awaken me from my thoughtless daze. I gazed up, hopefully, then crawled in-between his open thighs. He reached for the gag, and removed it with a swipe of his hand. “Get to work, little girl. I’m horny.”

		My hands were at his crotch in seconds, unzipping his pants, my mouth going over his dick soon as I had it free. I let it slide down my throat, remembering the familiar scent. It gave my pussy quite a jolt.

		“Man, you’re better than you ever were. Someone must have been teaching you how to suck cock.” He laid his head back and let the pleasure build, groaning as he did. Soon his hand was on my head pushing down until my face was buried in his feral darkness. I gave him the blowjob on automatic pilot, going through all the right moves, my tongue going round and round the head then lapping the rod from his stiff pubic hair to the crown of his erection. At one point, he dropped deeper into the chair, and with his midsection rising, he lifted his cock and balls and pressed my face into the underside. “C’mon lick it!” he demanded.

		Fending off the strong stench, I licked frantically, doing my damnedest to please him, although I never quite got it perfect enough to suit him—then or now. I wondered where Donna went to. The best damn cocksucker in the Northwest, he used to tell me. When Bellis wasn’t with me that year, he was humping Donna, getting blowjobs from Donna, and beating Donna’s ass black and blue. She’d been my main competition then, and I resented her at the time. But as the blowjob went on, I wished she’d been there to take over. She had a way of finishing him off that I never mastered.

		After giving it my best effort, Bellis finally scowled, stood up and pulled me to my feet by my hair. “On the bed,” he ordered.

		The bed was old, the springs creaking with even the slightest touch. Bouncing on the mattress, I made quite a racket. From ten feet away, the man glared, so I sheepishly sat on the edge and waited.

		I was sure to be in for a fast fuck. Even seven years later, Bellis hadn’t changed routines. But while I almost hoped he’d stick to his old habits and take my ass or cunt, he chose instead to stuff his cock back in my mouth. With two hands grabbing me by the ears, he banged his erection in and out, until the thick organ finally exploded, and he left his seed everywhere from my mouth, to my chin to my naked tits.

		When he finally pushed me off the bed and to the floor, he shackled my wrists in a pair of crude restraints. “Get in the corner,” he referred to the one near the stove. Once there, he threw a ratty Army blanket over me. Then he returned to his bed, stripped down, curled up under the blankets and fell asleep. Even as uncomfortable as I was, my spinning mind finally let go and I managed to doze several hours before I awakened.

		

	
		

		Chapter Twelve

		Madness in the Moonlight

		

		I was back on the porch once Bellis fed me a breakfast of cold toast and some lousy oatmeal, which I was required to eat from a dog dish in his kitchen.

		“Nice to see you so submissive. You musta learned a few things while you were gone.” I sensed a little fondness in his tone that made me shudder in all the worst ways. I was suspicious of this kind of talk, and sensed that he wasn’t so eager to use me up and spit me out as he suggested the day before.

		Back on the porch, I was chained to the railing again, the collar still circling my throat. I sat with my back to the cabin wall and watched the man go in and out, tending to whatever was important to him. When he took a break from his work to smoke a joint or light his pipe, he’d toss off a few more snide remarks, remind me of the old days, and make some allusion to the plans he had in mind for me that night.

		I hadn’t expected to be in the woods so long. One night had been fine, but another? I didn’t want him getting too used to me. I didn’t want to earn my keep, make myself too convenient to throw away. The Bellis I knew sort of stumbled through life without much plan, so grabbing up an unsuspecting female and making her into his slave wouldn’t have surprised me. But it would be a worst case scenario if he decided that unsuspecting female was me.

		Bellis was out working in the early afternoon. I’d lost track of where he was, and with my head resting against the cabin, I dozed off. First thing I heard as I started to awaken was the sound of a new voice—not Bellis’s voice, but one I knew.

		Patrick?

		“I’m looking for Claire Lawrence, she anywhere around here?”

		My god, it was Patrick! He and Bellis were on the side of the shack so I couldn’t see either one, but I could hear their conversation as if I were standing in the middle of it. Suddenly the gloomy day looked a whole lot brighter. My heart leapt and I wanted to scream for joy, but I was wise enough to remember who Bellis was and how unpredictable the dangerous man could be. If anything happened to Patrick because of me…I didn’t even want to think about the possibilities.

		“She might be,” I heard Bellis reply. “Who’s asking?”

		“The name’s Patrick.” I could imagine his smile. Their shaking hands.

		“Something familiar about you?” Bellis said.

		“Not sure what that could be,” Patrick replied.

		“So, you’re looking for Claire. Why’s that?”

		“I understand she might have come to see you. I was a little worried.”

		“Worried, huh? Who’s she to you?”

		“Just a friend.”

		A friend!

		“You come here just for a friend? Maybe she’s more than a friend?”

		The voices were getting closer, and soon I saw the two come around the side of the shack.

		“So, she belong to you?”

		“Belong to me? You mean do I own her?”

		“Yeah. I won’t take another man’s girl. Don’t care who she is.”

		“No quarrel with that. But I don’t have any hold on Claire.”

		“None?”

		“No. Just making sure she’s okay, she sort of took off unexpectedly. She’s here, isn’t she?” He had on a pair of old jeans, hiking boots and a slightly tattered sweatshirt I’d never seen—his ‘going to see Bellis’ clothes, I guess. His blonde hair was tucked inside a knit cap and was pretty much out of sight. I hadn’t realized how much his tousled blond hair defined him. The cap managed to subdue the charisma, probably a very good thing. Bellis hated pretty boys and I had a feeling that he’d find the full blown Patrick Helms in that hated category.

		“Yeah, she’s here. Still waiting for me to screw her.”

		Patrick didn’t even flinch. “A good screw, huh?”

		“I was just getting her broken in when she splits on me.” He let out a terse laugh. “What the hell, women like her are a dime a dozen, hanging all over me. They like the bike. They like badboys.” He shrugged like it didn’t really matter, but he seemed rather proud of his power over the opposite sex.

		“A badboy? That’s you, isn’t it?” Patrick observed.

		Bellis didn’t answer right away. But he cocked his head, like he was trying to figure something out. “Don’t I know you?”

		“I don’t think so.”

		“But I do. But not from around here.” He gave him another long hard look. “You wouldn’t happen to be…naw…” He shook his head, but he just kept staring. “I seen your face. I’m sure of it.” Patrick smiled and Bellis’ face suddenly lit up. “Yeah, I do know you,” he pointed his finger directly in Patrick’s face. “You’re the guy on the cover of Tempting Angels.”

		Patrick looked surprised. “You’ve read it?”

		“Sure have. Love your novels. Think I’ve read every one. You wouldn’t by any chance autograph the one I got on my bookshelf?”

		“Sure.”

		Forgetting about me, the two men moved to the shack and mounted the steps, stopping briefly to look at me.

		“There she is, safe and sound.”

		“So, you think she needs to be locked up?” Patrick asked, just conversationally, he didn’t seem particularly alarmed that I was collared and leashed to the porch railing. Maybe the fact that I was Bellis’ captive registered in him with some concern, but it certainly didn’t show in his expression. The fact that Bellis had me tied up like a dog seemed perfectly acceptable to Patrick.

		“It’s an old vendetta. I wanna keep her till I’m done with her.”

		“Gotcha.”

		They moved into the shack without any further regard for me.

		With the windows open, I could pretty much listen in to their conversation. Bellis seemed to know Patrick’s novels as well as I did. He said he’d read them all at least twice. A real fan. Who would have figured? I took this as a positive sign. Bellis was pretty protective of his place, his bike, and the woman, or women, he’s fucking at the time. Most trespassers he’d just as soon run off with his shotgun. But to hear the two men jawing like old friends, I knew that Patrick had earned a welcome place in Bellis’s private fiefdom. I had to believe that Patrick had something in mind, that in his own manipulative way he had things well in hand and my release was more certain than it had been earlier that morning. It bothered me some that he didn’t just say that we were a couple. Bellis would have released me on the spot. The man was right; he didn’t take another man’s woman no matter what the circumstances. A matter of pride and honor in his world.

		While I waited for the outcome of their friendly chat, the two discussed suspense fiction, drinking and joking around like old friends. Bellis had his opinions, so did Patrick. However, I’d never seen Bellis so star-struck in all the time I was with him. For once Patrick’s fame worked in my favor.

		“So, you have plans in mind for Claire?” After so much male bonding chatter, I immediately perked up hearing the question.

		“Yeah, I have plans. She says she’s here on old business. I know what that is and I’m gonna make sure she gets what she wants from me before she gets too scared off and runs again.”

		“That happened before, right?”

		“She was too young, but you figure that men like me, like you…sluts like Claire can’t get you out of their minds, even after seven years.”

		“Maybe you’re offering something she can’t get anywhere else?”

		“That’s right,” Bellis came back proudly. “You know her well enough to know the kind of sex she likes?”

		“I think I do.”

		“You ever mix in a little S&M?” His voice lowered, as if he wanted to keep nosy neighbors from listening in.

		“From time to time.”

		“But not with, Claire, though.” This wasn’t a question but a statement of fact that Patrick did nothing to correct. “You know what might be fun?”

		“What’s that?”

		“A little wager.”

		“Wager?”

		“Yeah, I take you on in a game of poker, whoever wins, wins Claire for a scene at my bonfire. That’s what I had planned tonight.”

		“Really?” Patrick sounded fascinated.

		“Why not? Sure she stirs me up, but winning her in the card game puts a different complexion on the evening.”

		It took a moment for Patrick to reply. I wished I could have seen his face. “Then sure. Why not? Five card stud?”

		“You’re on,” Bellis answered.

		My fate rested on a card game. I almost giggled when I heard this. Patrick didn’t even have to mention the game himself. And what a clever ruse. With Bellis half-drunk and Patrick still as sharp as a tack, I was home free. He’d win the game, have me released, and I could try to undo the damage I’d done to our relationship with this foolish stunt. It was a stunt, rash, ill-conceived and dangerous enough that, if Patrick still wanted me after this, I was going to be paying penance for a month, maybe the entire next year, but I had no problem with that.

		

		The shack got quiet for a long while. I could hear the cards being shuffled, cards dealt for five-card stud, then the moans and the intense back and forth as each hand of poker was played and the two men concentrated on the game. I couldn’t tell who was winning, and had no idea who lost until at least an hour later, if not two. I thought the game would never end. Finally, a chair scraped against the rough wood floor and I heard Patrick sigh real deep.

		“Man, I better brush up my game,” he exclaimed. “You’re a heck of a lot better at this than me.”

		He’d lost!

		“Yeah, well, after I use and abuse her, you can have her.” I winced, hearing the triumph in Bellis’s voice.

		“Well, that’s real kind of you, Gustav,” Patrick returned, sounding like a gracious Southern gentleman.

		First name basis! Next thing I’d know, he’d be inviting ‘Gustav’ to the penthouse for dinner.

		Patrick lost a poker game? He actually lost! What the hell did that mean? He must have blown the game on purpose. It couldn’t have been anything else. Bellis isn’t that smart at cards and Patrick is. He’d never lose unless he planned to. For the first time since he arrived on the scene my belly filled up with worry and I was about to cry. I had something to fear again. There’d be no easy exit off this mountain. Damn him! Damn them both!

		

		***

		

		The day had rattled me so much that it took Bellis’ conscientious fire building to spark a flame between my legs…and a furtive comment from Patrick to turn that spark into a heated throbbing inside my sex.

		The comment came when I least expected it. Bellis was gathering kindling in the woods, and for the first time that day, Patrick stopped on the porch where I was tethered and spoke directly to me. I hoped for some sort of explanation of his plans, but all I got was this: “I suggest you take every advantage of the man and what he does to you. This is what you came for, Claire. Don’t miss the reward.”

		I shook my head no, as if I wanted none of it, but he was already off the porch and striding toward the firepit and his new best friend.

		

		Bellis may not have been a poker player up to the skills of Patrick Helms, but he could build a bonfire better than anyone I knew. Once he had everything ready, a meticulous process that took the better part of an hour, he lit the match, tossed it in and suddenly flames burst toward the evening sky. The clouds had parted, a half moon was on the rise, and sparks were flying into the night. As the air cooled and the heat from the fire grew, ash landed like snowflakes and the air crackled with the noise of burning timbers. By the time I faced that bonfire, Bellis’ clearing had taken on an eerie glow. My spirit echoed the mood, feeling uneasy like something sinister was about to happen.

		The shackles were gone and the collar removed before Bellis led me toward the brilliant flames. I gazed to one side of the fire and saw the crude wooden frame that was ready for me. I had watched the two men create the thing out of scrap wood just a couple hours before. I never knew that Patrick was so handy with hammer and nails. The frame looked hardly able to bear my weight when it was initially constructed, but by the time they added a few support pieces, the thing seemed solid, even with Bellis shaking it as hard as he could.

		When Bellis marched me into the clearing there was Patrick waiting. His cap was removed and his blonde hair seemed to gleam in the dancing light. When I moved toward him, his eyes looked directly into mine as if he were repeating that earlier message on the porch, silently this time. He could have given me one small hope on which to cling, some assurance that I wouldn’t still be dangling from that frame two months later as Bellis’s slave. But he didn’t. Maybe the absence of an explanation was a clue itself. Perhaps he wanted me to suffer a little of the grief I’d given him with my abrupt exit from Chicago. Maybe he was playing his role until he could act, biding his time, teaching me a lesson, letting his festering anger play out through the scene I was about to endure. Perhaps he had no intension of rescuing me from Bellis.

		That was a prospect I couldn’t face, and I was almost thankful to turn my attention elsewhere.

		While I stared into the flames, Patrick sat on a fallen log behind me. Feeling his eyes boring into my back, my nervous agitation amplified. I didn’t want him seeing me with another man. I couldn’t imagine how I’d get through what was certain to be a rough scene, with Patrick coolly appraising me. However, as soon as my mountain man ex took up his place at my back, thoughts of my boyfriend seemed to fall away. Until that moment, I’d pretty much forgotten Bellis’ awesome power, and the baffling spell he could conjure up in his darkest hours. It was on me then, enclosing like arms around my body, dancing across my skin, reminding me how much I’d once desired his gruff command and begged for him to take me to the depths of my depraved desires.

		He used a knife blade, not his hand to bring my sexual arousal to a peak. Reaching around me, he rested the blade against my right breast. My racing heart beat faster still.

		“This what you wanted from me?” I heard him speak. He wasn’t referring to the knife as much as his domination.

		“Yes, sir.”

		“Then why run off?”

		“I shouldn’t have.”

		“No, you shouldn’t. I should cut you now, engrave my name on your ass so you’ll never forget what I mean to you. You’ll always remember me, no matter where you are or who you’re with, I’m in here…” he lifted the knife and pressed it against my skin between my breasts, “…and here,” he moved it lower so it was sticking into my gut, “…and here,” the knife point pressed my flesh just above my pubic bone. The spasm that shot up from my sex caused me to jerk when I least wanted to move at all. “Better watch yourself, slut, unless you want me to draw blood.”

		“No, no, no…” I shook my head.

		“But the thought of it does make your juices flow, doesn’t it? You always were too easy, Claire. You wonder why I never took you down? Cause you begged, cause you wanted it too much. You were just too easy, no spit, no fire. This time’s better. This time, I feel your fight. I feel you hesitate. I feel your silent screams, and I’m loving every one. You don’t want to submit to me, that’s what you think, but what’s here…” This time it was the palm of his hand that smacked against my horny belly, “it wants it more than you ever did on that beach. You might think you can run from it, but you know it’ll haunt you until you finally relinquish yourself to me. That’s why you’re here. Forget the other reasons, that’s what drove you back to me.” He paused for me to catch my breath, then as if he were taking a page from Patrick’s book, he said, “Tell me something different, tell me it ain’t so, and I’ll stop right now. I’ll let you hike your way back with your friend Patrick and go on with your life, just like it was before. That should make you happy. Tell me you want me to stop, that all I’ve been doing is making up lies, and I’ll stop. Easy as that.”

		I didn’t know what to say.

		“Tell me, Claire, am I making up lies?”

		I didn’t speak and he shook me harder. “Tell me!”

		Twice more he had to shake me until I finally gasped, “No, no! You’re not making up lies. I want to be here. I want you.” I felt like such a traitor…

		Hearing what he wanted to hear, he finally backed down. “Now isn’t that sweet…ya really want old Bellis after all,” he mocked.

		I remember S&M on the beach. Women, naked and in chains, bound to racks, to motorcycles and fallen logs, their asses, backs and thighs streaked with blood and welts. This was all I could think about as Bellis led me to the frame, pushing me along by my neck until I was between the four posts. To secure me inside, my feet were locked at opposite ends of a three foot wide metal bar that had been staked to the ground. Then he fitted each wrist in a cuff, threaded the attached rings with chains and stretched each arm out to bind it off to one of the beams.

		Vulnerable. Helpless. Captive.

		“Be thankful you’re not gagged,” he told me. “This time, I want to hear you scream. I’ll bet your boyfriend does, too.”

		What boyfriend?

		He fondled me roughly, going over every inch of flesh, seeing how much pain he could cause pinching my nipples, yanking my labia, slapping my face, and delivering an endless amount of torment to my ass first, and then, my pussy. He moved to the serious punishment next, and there was no warming up, just pain, bursting at every corner of my body as he worked me over with a paddle, a whip and a bundle of stinging switches he’d plucked from the woods that afternoon.

		The paddle came down on my ass and the sobs began. I hate wood. I hate rulers and spoons and paddles and slats…if I had my way, they’d all go into the fire and burn up.

		“Stop, nononon, I can’t… pleassssssssssssssss…” I hissed, angry and in pain.

		“Stop? Why stop? It’s turning you on.” He swiped a finger through the juices leaking down my thigh and stuffed it in my mouth. I coughed it out, but I got his message.

		I was glad when he finally picked up the whip. But when the crackling tail snapped against my tender flesh, I howled. I howled again when it wrapped around and bit into my side. My cuffed fists banged against the empty air as if they could bang my way to freedom. However, my attempts to twist away from his next strike ended up with my feeling a searing pain to the soft underside of my left tit. I howled even more, knowing that Bellis was behind me enjoying every livid scream.

		When he moved around to my front, his face was dark with lust and his eyes were burning, reflecting the fire in his irises. He scared me silent.

		“How much can you take?” he taunted me. “Huh? How much can you take?”

		I can take anything you have to give me, I wanted to shout back. My defiant eyes must have told him pretty much the same thing.

		“You want it, don’t you?” He held the whip before my face. “On your tits?”

		“No!”

		He chuckled. “Don’t lie to me, bitch. I know better than that.”

		He stepped back and landed a half dozen blows across my tits, then another half dozen across my pussy. With each cut and each howl from me, I saw Bellis’s mood darken further. He grew more restless. Something rankled him that was beyond my understanding. He was edgy and irritable and I didn’t like the look, or how it made me feel.

		Finally he shoved the whip between my teeth, saying, “Bite down and don’t let it drop.” The worn leather tasted like dust and sweat.

		He turned away, disappearing behind me for a time. When he moved back in my line of sight, he stood with the bundled switches dangling from his hand. The longer ones trailed out behind him on the ground, others dripped with the salty brine he used to soak them.

		“You remember Brigitte?”

		I nodded, as my mind filed back in time, locating the picture of her whipped, wasted body lying on the beach…

		Frightened, I spit out the whip. “No, Bellis, please!”

		“You’ve had enough?”

		“Yes.”

		His steamy eyes glimmered, and he moved in close enough to feel his spittle when he spoke. “Maybe you have, but I haven’t.”

		He let those switches work their way across my body leaving streaks of red everywhere they hit. I dreaded every blow. He moved to my backside and did the same. The brine made the sting unbearable. Unhinged and delirious, I seemed to lose it for a time until there were no more blows, no switches, no whips, just his hands mauling me into a frenzied arousal I couldn’t stop.

		He used something to grease my ass, something cold that stung almost as much as Patrick’s ginger. He followed the lubricant with his cock, and with his arms going around my waist to steady himself, he fucked me hard and fast. The drilling was hard to manage, but the anal training seemed to pay off. The more I relaxed, the more the pain receded. It took no longer than a minute for him to come. Just enough time for me to feel my body spasm. I climaxed without wanting to. Another Pavlovian response, I would have explained. But Bellis didn’t seem to care one way or another about what was happening with me. He was done.

		He staggered around the frame as he was zipping up his jeans. The switches were in his hand and for a moment I was afraid he’d start over. Instead, he tossed them into the fire and turned to Patrick.

		“You want her, you can have her,” he told him. “You can sleep in the shed if you like, but I don’t recommend walking out until morning. It’s too dangerous in the dark.” He stalked away and a few seconds later I heard the porch door slam shut.

		

	
		

		Chapter Thirteen

		Old Business

		

		Once in the shed, Patrick laid me down against several old blankets he used to cover the scratchy straw. At least it was better than the hard floor of Bellis’s shack. For several minutes he inspected my body, then he finally nodded. “You look okay. Nothing that won’t heal in a day or two.”

		“Feels worse than that.”

		“It’s not. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”

		“That’s a rather cavalier attitude to have about what just happened.”

		“It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

		“Not really. Not even a little bit.”

		“You expect me to believe you?”

		I thought a moment. “No…” I felt like pouting.

		“Then tell me the truth.”

		I hedged a bit because the truth was tough to confess, especially after I’d just sworn that I didn’t want that beating. “Okay, I admit…it’s always bugged me. I always wondered what would have happened if I’d stayed…”

		“And you think you have an answer now?”

		“I wouldn’t have stayed long,” I conceded. “Bellis is just a bully. The fact that I’m actually attracted to that isn’t something on which to build a relationship.”

		“And it took you coming here to realize that?”

		I looked at him sheepishly, saying nothing.

		He searched my face so long and so thoroughly that it was starting to make me nervous. “You know I think I got it now,” he said at last, nodding, as if something had finally fallen into place. “The scene by the fire is not the reason you came here.”

		“Why would you think it isn’t?” I asked cautiously.

		He continued to stare at me until I shook from the chill.

		Until that moment, I hadn’t paid much attention to Patrick’s state of mind. He could be so difficult to read and I hadn’t been particularly cognizant of anything when he released me from the frame and helped me into the shed. But I could see a subtle irritation in his expression. It grew the longer he stared at me. Obviously, he was expecting me to say something, admit something, spill my guts again.

		“What do you want me to say?” I finally blurted out, annoyed.

		“I want you to stop lying to me, Claire,” he bit off his words with a heavy dose of spite. “I want the truth. You didn’t just come here to get your ass beaten—though that’s probably a bigger factor than you think. But you brought a gun, the man’s dangerous…”

		“How did you know about the gun?”

		“Bellis gave me your backpack, so I searched it.”

		“You searched it!”

		“Yes, and I found the gun.”

		I grabbed for my pack and rooted through its contents, passing over the revolver and locating the one thing I was hunting for exactly where I left it. I laid back and took a breath.

		“Stop lying to me, Claire. Even given your impulsive screwball streak, Claire Lawrence wouldn’t put her life in danger just because she needs a final confrontation with an old lover—one she gave up seven years ago. It wasn’t a clean break. But it had little to do with what’s happened tonight. Why’d you leave? Why did you return?”

		“You know, you really missed your calling,” I said, not holding back the sarcasm. “You would have made one hell of a courtroom prosecutor.”

		“Snide is just going to get you deeper in trouble,” he warned.

		I closed my eyes and I shook my head, and finally took a deep breath. The need to protect myself didn’t seem so important any more. I was tired of lying, Patrick wanted the truth, and the truth seemed a whole lot easier than trying to fabricate another smoke screen to keep the man from knowing the facts about my past. Before I could change my mind, I reached for my backpack and fished through the thing again, and finally pulled out a thick envelope. “I came for this.” I thrust it toward him. “Go on, read it.”

		He stared at me bemused, then he opened the envelope, flipped quickly through the contents and looked up. “Divorce papers? You and Gustav were married.”

		I nodded. “It’s hard to give yourself to someone completely, when you haven’t cut all the ties to the past. I need him to sign on the dotted line.”

		“You told him this?”

		“He hasn’t given me a chance…and by the time you showed up I knew he would take what he wanted from me before he would give me this.”

		“And the sex, the S&M with him didn’t matter?”

		“Oh, they mattered, Patrick,” I conceded. “He’s always haunted me. I like neat, tidy endings, and this was another messy one that never felt right. I didn’t know what would happen when I got here, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t make it easy. But I didn’t expect this. Now I wish I’d done things differently.”

		“How so?”

		“I should have told you first. I mean the way he’s fawned all over writer Patrick Helms, we could have had his signature in ten minutes, spent an hour talking about your books, and walked away without going through all this nonsense.”

		“But then you and Gustav would have never had a bonfire scene and you would have spent the rest of your life wondering what you missed. I’m glad this happened exactly as it did. It wasn’t easy to look at, but it’s done now.”

		“That’s why you lost the poker game?”

		“That should have been your clue.”

		I had no snappy rejoinder for that.

		“So, exactly where does this leave you and me?” I finally asked.

		“About the same place we were when I walked up the hill and found you chained to a strange man’s porch.”

		“Meaning?”

		“We’re still digging our way to the bottom of your barrel of secrets, and we’ll keep on digging until we’ve unearthed them all. Anything else you want to tell me?”

		I searched my mind and shook my head. “No.”

		“You’re sure?”

		“I’m sure,” I said. I was pretty sure he wasn’t finished with the interrogation but he’d had enough for one day—and so had I.

		“Good.” He sighed, took a gulp of water from his canteen, then after snuffing the lantern, he snuggled in next to me on the makeshift straw bed.

		I laid for awhile hoping to sleep, but I was still thinking, still wondering…

		“You’re not going to quit on me, are you?” I finally asked.

		“I came here to get you, didn’t I?”

		“Yes, Patrick, you did.”

		I had to be content with that. I fell asleep in his arms, wondering how I could have possibly earned this kind of blissful ending to such a horrifying day.

		

		***

		

		I caught up with Bellis in the morning. He grumbled when I told him I needed to speak with him, but he voluntarily moved into the shack and closed the door as if he knew what was coming next.

		Pulling the envelope with the divorce papers from my pack, I slapped it on the table.

		“I think it’s time we did this, don’t you? I mean to make it all legal?”

		He glared at me, then pawed through the papers and looked up. “You going to marry this guy?”

		“Don’t know yet. He wasn’t particularly happy that I left to come see you. I’m not sure what’s going to happen once we’re back in Chicago.”

		“Well, you should marry him if you get the chance. What woman wouldn’t? Wealthy, handsome guy like that.”

		“Well, we have some bridges to cross before we get to that point. But I can dream.”

		“Yeah, you dream on.”

		He scanned through the document a second time, though he really wasn’t paying much attention.

		“Just a legal formality,” I chimed in. He was hesitating, though I wasn’t sure why. Finally, he heaved a sigh, and scratched his signature above his typewritten name and handed the document back to me.

		“Thanks, Bellis. I really appreciate this.” I stuffed the papers into my pack and turned to leave.

		“Hey, wait, I’ve got something for you.”

		“What’s that?”

		I watched with curiosity as he moved to his kitchen, bent down and searched for something inside the cabinet beneath the sink. When he stood up, he held a paper sack covered in a plastic bag. “This is yours.”

		“What is it?”

		“You earned it. The night you left. Certainly you remember that.”

		I stared at the package, then Bellis.

		“Your share of the cut,” he went on.

		“You kept it for me?”

		“What else could I do? I can’t spend what’s not mine.”

		I was dumbstruck. He’d saved a stash of stolen money as if it belonged to me? He always had a strange take on right and wrong, but I never expected this.

		“Oh, no, Bellis. I can’t take that. It’s not mine, it never was.” I backed up toward the door as if the plastic covered paper sack and its contents were a deadly virus. “Give it to charity if you don’t want to spend it yourself, but I’m not touching a dime of that money. Never!”

		“You’re sure?”

		“Absolutely.”

		He shrugged. “Okay by me.”

		“So, listen, I gotta go, Patrick’s out there waiting.” I flashed him a grin. I couldn’t get out of that shack fast enough.

		“See you around,” he said as I went flying down the stairs. I didn’t look back.

		

		Patrick was ready to head down the mountain when I emerged from the shack, and I joined him as he took off. Once we hit the main path about thirty feet down the trail, I abruptly stopped.

		“Patrick, can you wait up a minute?”

		He turned back. “What for?”

		“I have to tell you something.”

		“Another secret?” Funny how he zeroed in on that right away.

		“Might as well get it off my chest now, it’s sure to come out later.”

		“All right, but maybe you can do this while we’re hiking…?”

		“Yeah. Sure. I suppose I could.”

		“All right then, you confess and we’ll just keep walking. We’ve got a plane to catch.”

		I liked the sound of that.

		As we trekked down to the rental cars, I told him about the robbery, my part in it, then I added every detail I could think of, ending with the conversation with Bellis when I walked away from a plastic covered paper sack and $8,000.00.

		For the rest of the hike Patrick picked my brain about my past with the intention of leaving no stone unturned, not even a small secret undisclosed. I spilled out everything possible that I could think of until I could finally say, “That’s it, that’s all there is, there ain’t no more. I swear to you.”

		I didn’t get a lot of response from him, but I know he recorded every detail and filed it away, just in case.

		

	
		

		Epilogue

		

		Six Months Later…

		

		He’s here…behind me…

		Breathing

		down

		my

		neck…

		

		I’m reading in the penthouse office. I turn to Patrick and he smiles.

		“Time to come out and play, Claire.” He’s changed from the shirt and slacks he’s worn all day into shorts and t-shirt, looking ready for the beach.

		“I have to read this!” I object. I point to the thick stack of manuscript pages. “Your deadline, or don’t you remember?”

		“You’re working too hard, Claire,” he came right back.

		“Maybe so, but my boss is a slave driver.”

		His eyes light mischievously and he jauntily replied, “Yes, and that’s exactly what I want to do, drive…my…slave!”

		“You’re telling me to quit now! We spent three solid hours, that’s three hours, arguing over the street scene in chapter two, ad infinitum, and you expect me to drop this now when it’s due on Maxine’s desk in the morning?” My speech is terse, I’m still reeling from what became quite a pointed confrontation over words…a few measly, misplaced words. You’d have thought we were arguing over something that was actually important.

		“Oh that.” He thought a moment. “You know, you were right in the first place. I’m going to fix that passage in the morning. You’ll like it much better.”

		My face burned, my ears burned. “You…you…” I don’t want to tell him what I’m thinking because it’s not very nice.

		“You ass! That’s what you wanted to say and didn’t,” he finished for me.

		I purse my lips and refuse to reply.

		“You think I’m an asshole, the most cocky, arrogant, bastard on the planet.”

		“I do.”

		“I know. You’ve only told me a hundred times before.”

		“I have not.”

		“Oh, but if looks could kill, your eyes alone would be incarcerated for the rest of your natural life.”

		“Real cute, Patrick.”

		“You know I really do appreciate all this dedication, all the attention to detail. But since I’m your boss and I say it’s time to stop, it’s time to stop. I make the deadlines, I can break them. Any more objections and it’s off to the woodshed with you. C’mon, on your feet.” He pulls me out of the chair then playfully pushes me backwards toward the door, through his office and into the hallway, undressing me all the way. I’m giggling and bitching the whole time. My blouse hits the hardwood in the hallway…my bra is discarded just before we reach the kitchen. Then he yanks my pants to half mast as we move into the entry. I figure we’re headed toward his bedroom on the far side of the penthouse, however, we halt abruptly as we start to pass by the front door. Standing just inside with the door still open are the two carpenters who have been working on new shelves for his media room.

		“Sorry, Mr. Helms, if we’re interrupting something…” one of them says with an embarrassed smile, as they see me standing before them nearly naked, my pants around my ankles, my panties at my knees.

		“No, you’re not interrupting a thing,” Patrick comes right back. “If you’ll wait here a minute, I need to speak with you about the veneers you brought yesterday, but I need to spank my naughty girlfriend first.”

		“Okay, so we’ll just…” they are about to walk right past us.

		“No, no, stay, you’ll enjoy this.”

		I’m embarrassed, the carpenters are embarrassed, but none of us are budging an inch. And Patrick? He’s positively ecstatic to be sharing my shame with the whole goddam world!

		He grabs my hand, shoves me over one arm, and with the wooden ruler he swiped from his office without my notice, he starts striking my behind with blistering smacks that have me howling within seconds. I do the usual wiggling and twisting and stomping my feet to no avail, but the smacks keep on coming at a steady pace. My heated ass just burns all the more. Knowing Patrick, he won’t stop until I find a way to settle myself and allow my libido to appreciate the eroticism of the humiliating scene. Worst thing about this? I know it eventually will.

		I do my damnedest to adopt the submissive mood he’s after and in the process find that my squirming gyrations are more about the pleasure than pain and humiliation. When I finally have this figured out, when I begin to groan as if I’m enjoying myself—which I am—the punishment stops.

		As soon as he tosses the ruler to the floor and stands me back upright, he turns to the voyeuring carpenters with a smile. “Thanks for your patience.”

		I’m still naked, my ass is bright red, and all I can think of is getting to the bedroom. While Patrick starts discussing bookcases with the carpenters, I gather up my clothes and start to leave, but he abruptly stops me when he sees me trying to sneak out.

		“Hold it! I didn’t give you permission to leave.” I’m holding my pants in front of me, scant cover that they are, and bashfully blush as I stay put. Please, Patrick don’t make a big scene out of this, I repeat my silent prayer in hopes he’ll give me a reprieve. However, after much scrutiny from those searching eyes, he rattles off his orders.

		“It’s been awhile. You need some corner time.” He points to a corner alcove in the entry, directly across from the front door. “Nose to the wall and stay there till I get back.”

		“You ass…” I whisper under my breath as he pushes me toward the corner.

		“Yes, indeed, I am an ass,” he spouts out loud.

		While I park myself in the corner with my nose to the wall, he leads the carpenters into the penthouse, continuing with the discussion of woods and veneers until their voices are just a blur to me.

		

		***

		

		The carpenters have left, the penthouse is quiet. I’ve been released from the corner, on orders to dress myself in whatever I want to wear on the beach. When I see the sundress laid out on his bed, I finally smile…but if he thinks he’s heard the last from me about the afternoon, well, he’s gonna learn he’s not.

		Once I dress, I head off to find him in his office hammering away at the keyboard and deeply absorbed in thought. Even after all this time, I still don’t know if I should interrupt, stand and wait, or leave when he’s so busily occupied. I start to turn away, and suddenly, the typing stops.

		“Ready?” he asks, and I turn around.

		“I don’t know what for, but I guess I’m ready. I just have one question though.” He’s already closed out of his work and is on his feet.

		“So, what’s the question?” he asks, and he heads for the kitchen with me in tow. After grabbing a beer from the fridge, he pours me a glass of ice water, and sits on a stool at the bar and motions me to mine.

		“You have me so confused, Patrick,” I say, shaking my head in exasperation. “Why the three hour argument, if you were agreeing with me all along? That was such an unnecessary waste of time.”

		He chuckles to himself. Then there’s a winsome smile and all the charm he needs to melt my testy mood. I’m caught up in that easily, but when he starts to talk, he leaves the charm behind, no wit, no wisecracks, just a straightforward explanation.

		“It was not a waste of time. I study arguments like I study all human behavior, it’s what writer’s do. Sparring conflict breeds emotions, it had its own energy, its facial expressions, its figures of speech, distinctive body language and so many things to learn that I savor the opportunity, especially when it’s an argument with someone I care about. I file it away, put it all in my memory banks for later…for a year down the road when I need a scene, like the one this afternoon. All I have to do is pull it from my mental archives, tweak it to the situation and, like watching a movie, the cameral rolls through the scene while I describe it in the most minute detail. That’s why the three hour argument. Did we need to go on that long? No. But now I have tons of possible material filed away.”

		He finishes and I sit back aghast.

		“You’re not joking, are you?”

		“No joke at all.”

		“Humph,” I consider this a moment. “You must study me a lot, don’t you?”

		“All the time, Claire. I can’t help myself.”

		I’m trying to sort this out in my mind…but I can’t quite make sense of it. He finally intervenes. “It’s okay, Claire. Trust me, it is.” He tenderly lifts my chin “My observations are just grist for the mill, what I’ve learned to do that develops my writing. With you, it is different. With you, it’s personal. The emotions are stronger, I have to keep myself in check. I’m not going to damage our relationship. But the interaction is important. Am I going to use you for research? Of course. You’ll always be a good study. But it’s all good with you. After all,” he lays his hand on my cheek and his soft eyes carry me away with the gentleness I see there, “it’s taught me how to hurt you without going too far, how to use you and strip you down to the bare bones of your desires. But most importantly,” he strokes my cheek with his thumb as he does so often to reassure me, “it’s taught me how to love you, Claire.” He cocks his head a moment, another brief appraisal, then his eyes light and his lips break into a beguiling smile, “… or is it going to be Clarisse tonight? Hum?”

		I can’t answer, I’m too agog to speak. But the old signature twinkle in his eye draws me to him, and like I do every day with Patrick Helms, I fall in love all over again.

		The spell breaks. He winks at me and stands. “Enough deep thought for one day,” he quips as he heads for the front door. “How about we grab the EL and head for Rosebud’s. I’m in the mood for pizza.”

		He opens the door and I’m there at his side, walking hand in hand to the elevator.

		I have a feeling that I’ll be ‘naughty baby’ tonight. I’ll get another round of spanking because we both need that to diffuse the energy between us. Later in bed, he can play with Clarisse to his heart’s content, and we’ll take off in whatever direction our kinky play leads.
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