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Chapter 1
Owen wiped the sweat from his upper lip and shifted in his chair, willing his erection to subside. As he stared at the scene before him, his yearning was suddenly almost too big to contain. The sudden, fierce need to feel the sting of a whip and the grip of strong rope and chain moved through Owen with such raw intensity he had to clench his hands into fists and press them hard against his thighs. How he longed to kneel naked with head bowed, ready, willing, desperate to do the bidding of the woman who would dominate not only his body, but his heart. 
Owen’s gut tightened as he tried to imagine himself in Jerry’s place, bound and naked on the black satin-covered bondage table. Owen’s eyes slid toward the piercing needle that rested on a bed of sterile cotton beside the gold ring that would soon adorn Jerry’s cock. He took in a breath and blew it out slowly, wondering if he would have the courage to lie unrestrained as Jerry was, or if he’d have be held down when the sharp needle pierced his flesh. Maybe if he had a lover like Mistress Alana, someone who truly understood and embraced his need for erotic submission, without judging him in the process.
 “We will begin.” Mistress Alana said, sweeping the invited guests with a cool gaze, her eyes stopping on Owen, as if she could read his agitated thoughts. Turning back toward her slave, she bent slightly forward from her position at the head of the bondage table and stroked his cheek. Her buttercup blond hair obscured her face as she leaned down to kiss his forehead. The piercing artist, a slight man dressed in black, stood behind the table, facing the room.
The room flickered in the flames of the dozens of candles set about the space. Soft music, something with guitar and flute, floated in the background. Jerry’s eyes were fixed on Mistress Alana. His hands were folded over his chest, and now her hands covered his. The gold band he had placed on her finger at the beginning of the ceremony matched the one waiting on the tray. 
Mistress Alana spoke to Jerry, but loud enough so everyone could hear. “Love isn’t always easy. To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything and your heart will certainly be wrung, and possibly broken. But hearts are strong, especially when we are there for each other, able to forgive and to help heal the pain. When you and I entered this lifestyle seven years ago, it not only saved our marriage, it took it to a higher plane, a rarified place of purity and passion that sustains us both.”
She bent down and kissed Jerry’s forehead. Standing straight again, she said, “Are you prepared to accept this ring as a token of your obedience and love, slave Jerry?”
“Yes, Mistress,” Jerry breathed softly, his expression one of serene adoration.
Alana faced Owen and the other people who had been invited to the ceremony. “With these rings, Jerry and I are renewing our vow to love and cherish each other in our special way as Mistress and slave.” 
Turning back, she nodded toward the piercing artist. When he gripped the base of Jerry’s cock, it caught at Owen like a hand around his own throat. His mouth was dry, his heart hammering as he watched the small receiving tube inserted into the head of Jerry’s cock. He caught his breath as the needle pierced the skin, a quick press of silver, followed by the golden ring. A drop of bright red blood was blotted quickly away.
Mistress Alana helped Jerry from the bondage table and draped a black silk robe over his shoulders. When Jerry turned toward her with an adoring smile, Owen half expected him to drop to his knees, but instead the couple wrapped their arms around each other and kissed, a long, deep kiss that left no doubt of their feelings. 
Everyone in the room must have been holding their breath, because they all seemed to exhale at once, and then there was a scattering of applause and appreciative laughter, and more than a few of the couples in the group turned toward one another, exchanging a quick kiss of their own, or taking one another’s hand. 
Everyone there was part of a couple, it seemed, except for Owen.
Everyone there was also heavily into the BDSM scene, again, except for Owen. He’d been watching for years from the sidelines as his old college friend Jerry and Jerry’s wife moved from a vanilla relationship to experimentation with BDSM, and finally into a 24/7 Mistress/slave relationship. 
Still feeling the aftereffects of his strong reaction to the piercing ritual, Owen wondered if it wasn’t time, at last, to step off the sidelines and into the game. Maybe he was finally ready to begin his own exploration. 
But how? 
 
The party had dwindled, and Owen was in the kitchen with Jerry, who was rinsing the champagne glasses and handing them to Owen to dry. Jerry was the only person in whom Owen had confided his secret and lately growing desire to explore the world of sexual submission.
“I talked to Mistress Alana about your situation,” Jerry said.
“My situation?”
“You know. The fact you want to explore BDSM but you aren’t sure how to start.”
“You told her?” Owen wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about that.
“Owen, you know I tell Mistress everything. And why is this something you want to hide? It’s a beautiful thing, man. There is nothing in this world that can compare for guys like me and you.”
Like me and you… 
“Tonight was fucking incredible,” Jerry enthused. “When I felt that needle, and she was looking down at me, her hands on mine, I could have died right then, you know? Right then because I had everything I have ever wanted.” He looked over at Owen, shaking his head. “Owen McCarthy, I love you like a brother, but I just don’t get you. What the hell are you waiting for, man? I frankly don’t know how you’ve survived this long in your bland, vanilla world.”
Owen snorted. “Bland and vanilla, huh? Yeah, I guess that about sums up my sex life—shit, my whole life. But I really don’t want to get involved in the singles scene, even a BDSM singles scene. It’s just not my style.”
“I know. Mistress Alana had a good suggestion. She wanted me to give you this.”
Jerry moved toward the small bulletin board over their kitchen telephone, upon which was tacked a jumble of receipts and reminders. Taking a business card from the top right corner of the board, he handed it to Owen. It read:
Mistress Sylvie 
By Appointment Only
No phone number, no address—nothing. Owen looked questioningly at Jerry. 
“What you have there, my friend, is a ticket into BDSM heaven, provided you’re willing to pay her not-insignificant fee. Mistress Sylvie Dubois is the real deal, one of the best in the business. It’s word of mouth only. You have to be referred by someone she knows and trusts.”
Owen raised his eyebrows. “Alana wants me to go to a pro Domme?”
“It’s not like you think. Mistress Sylvie isn’t some player just out there to make a buck off smacking guys’ butts with a crappy whip she bought from some catalog. Mistress Sylvie is known in BDSM circles as the crème de la crème. She and Mistress Alana trained together in Paris under the same Domme.”
“That’s right.” Both men turned toward the sound of Alana’s sexy, low voice. She was standing in the doorway between the kitchen and living room, and in the bright light of the kitchen Owen could see the outline of her nipples poking against the red lace of her sheer gown. “I saw your expression tonight, Owen, while Jerry was getting pierced. Let’s just say that the word longing only barely scratches the surface of what I saw.”
Owen felt his face heat at her words, though he couldn’t deny their truth. “You have what I call the mark,” she continued. “The mark of a true submissive. I’ve sensed it for a long time, even before Jerry talked to me about it. It’s time, Owen. It’s time you took control of your own destiny. You need training and discipline. You deserve the chance to find the joy that’s been missing all these years.”
Just those words—training, discipline—had a visceral effect on Owen and he felt his cock harden. He looked down at the card in his hand, running his finger over the raised black lettering. He looked back at Alana, who was regarding him with a small smile, her eyebrows arched in question. He glanced at Jerry, who was gazing at his Mistress, the adoration shining in his face. Was it possible Owen might find someone like her? Someone to love and cherish, as Jerry so clearly did? 
Though Owen wasn’t naïve enough to think true love was waiting in a pro Domme’s dungeon, at least he could find out if his longing for erotic submission was anything more than a masturbatory fantasy. 
“What do I do? How do I get in to see her?”
“Now you’re talking.” Jerry thumped Owen’s back. 
Alana smiled. “I’ll give Mistress Sylvie a call. She sees new clients only by referral. Her assistant will set up an interview and you go from there.”
“An interview?”
Alana nodded. “Mistress Sylvie will want to know about your experience level, expectations and that sort of thing. This isn’t just some hour where you get your kink massaged. This is about real training with a pro Domme who takes her work very seriously. If she thinks you’re just looking for a cheap thrill, I doubt you’ll get past that initial interview.” Alana moved closer and placed her hand on Owen’s arm, squeezing it reassuringly. “But that won’t happen. Because you don’t just want this, Owen. You need it. Am I right?”
Her clear gray eyes stared into his. Owen looked away, aware he was far too old to blush like a boy. He looked down at the card in his hand to avoid her gaze. Finally he lifted his head. 
“Yes,” he said. And with that single word, something heavy that had been resting on his heart suddenly lifted. 
~*~
Two weeks later Owen stood on the stoop of the address he’d been given, hesitating as he stared at the red door of the Greenwich Village townhouse. Did he really have the balls to go through with this?
Don’t be a chicken shit. This is what you want. Don’t back out now.
Owen reached for the doorbell located on a small intercom panel to the left of the front door. Before he could even depress the button, the door was pulled open by an imposing blond with ice-blue eyes. She was wearing a tailored silk suit, the skirt hem just below the knee, her feet shod in high black heels. 
“Good afternoon. Won’t you come in?”
“Thanks.” Owen replied, entering the small foyer as she gestured him inside. 
“My name is Isabel. Follow me.”
Owen followed the woman into a sitting room. The furniture was modern, black leather and chrome, the walls adorned with abstract paintings in splashes of color. The woman’s heels clicked on the dark hardwood floors. Owen admired the curve of her ass in the slim skirt as she moved.
Isabel sat on one of three chairs set in a group beneath a large bay window that looked out onto a small patio enclosed by iron railings. She gestured for Owen to sit as well. 
She reached for a clipboard and pen from the end table beside her chair. Crossing her slender ankles, she leaned forward. “I’m going to ask you some questions. You will answer with complete candor.”
“All right,” Owen said, hiding his nerves behind a smile. 
“First question. Do you consider yourself a submissive or a masochist, or both?”
“Oh, I, um…” Owen felt his face heating and told himself to get a grip. This was what he was here for, wasn’t it? Isabel was just gathering information. It was part of the process. “I’m not really sure. I don’t have a lot of experience.”
She looked at him, lifting one eyebrow in a delicate arch. “Answer the question.”
Owen swallowed and blew out a breath. “Both, I guess.”
“You guess?”
“Both,” he said more firmly, a little annoyed.
She nodded and made a mark on her clipboard. “Gay, straight or bi?”
“Straight.”
“Any hard limits?”
“Excuse me?”
“Things you can’t or won’t tolerate. Some people don’t like being slapped in the face, for example. Others faint at the sight of their own blood.” 
Their own blood…
Owen felt sweat prickling under his arms. An image of himself, shackled in chains, his back crisscrossed with bloody lines from a single tail whip wielded by a tall woman in a black leather corset leaped full blown into his brain. “Um, I don’t really know, to be honest,” he hedged. “I guess I’m open to pretty much anything.”
Isabel nodded and scribbled something on the clipboard. “Okay. Any injuries we need to be aware of? Back. Knees. Surgeries.”
“No. I’m in good health. Fit as a fiddle.” 
She continued the questioning, asking Owen for pretty personal details about his sex life and fantasies. He tried to answer as honestly as he could, hoping his answers passed muster. Finally she stood, smoothing her skirt. “Wait here. I’ll be back in a few moments.”
She turned on her heel and left the room. Owen could hear her ascending the staircase. He leaned back in his chair and stared out the window, noticing the flowering vines climbing over the iron railings. Was he really up for this whole pro Domme scene?
What the hell. If she came back and told him to take a hike, so be it. He wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. 
Liar. 
Owen sat up expectantly at the sound of heels on the stairs. He waited for Isabel to reenter the room, hoping he’d passed whatever tests had been hidden in the interview questions. 
But instead of Isabel, a tall, willowy woman with coppery hair and large gray-green eyes swept into the room. She wore a sexy black lace blouse that hugged perfect, round breasts and a long, narrow torso. As she approached, Owen saw flashes of shapely bare legs, visible along the slits of her ankle-length black skirt.
Owen stood as she came to a stop in front of him. She held out a slender hand and he took it. Her grip was strong and confident as she looked him in the eye. “Bon jour, Owen. I am Mistress Sylvie.” Her voice flowed like smooth honey, the accent decidedly French. 
“Enchanté,” Owen replied in his best high school French.
Mistress Sylvie graced him with a smile and a slight nod. “You will follow me, please.”
Owen felt a sudden surge of adrenaline—part elation, part jitters. Mistress Sylvie led him up the stairs, passing one closed door and stopping at a second room, the door of which was ajar.
If he had expected a dungeon, he was disappointed. There were no whips or chains anywhere in sight. The room was more like an office, albeit an inviting one, with fresh flowers in a vase on the table beneath the window, and a comfortable-looking sofa and chairs set near a large desk made of pale blond wood. 
Mistress Sylvie entered first and turned to face Owen. “Come inside,” she said. “Close the door behind you.”
Owen did as he was told. Mistress Sylvie sat on one of the chairs, crossing her gorgeous, long legs. Owen stood uncertainly, waiting. “Take off your clothes and stand at attention. You may leave your underwear on, for now.”
For a moment Owen didn’t move. He wasn’t shy about his body, but he hadn't been expecting this. He’d been told today would only be for the interview, and then, if he was accepted, he would make an appointment for a full BDSM session.
“Tout de suite. I don’t have all day.” Mistress Sylvie lifted her eyebrows, tilting her head as she waited for him to obey.
You’ve come this far, Owen reminded himself.
Having gone to the appointment straight from work, he was still wearing his suit. He removed his jacket and laid it on the sofa. Reaching for his tie, he pulled at the knot and slipped it over his head. Mistress Sylvie remained seated, watching his every move. 
When he was stripped down to his boxers, she stood and moved toward him, her eyes glittering. “Hold out your arms on either side of your body and stay still while I examine you.” Owen did as he was told, aware his heart had picked up its pace. 
“You will answer my questions promptly and honestly. Otherwise you are not to speak.” 
“Okay,” Owen said.
Mistress Sylvie frowned. “When you speak to me, you will remember to address me as Mistress Sylvie. Is that understood?”
“Yes, Mistress Sylvie,” Owen replied, feeling a little foolish, but also very excited.
Mistress Sylvie wrapped her fingers around his right biceps and squeezed lightly. “Nice,” she commented with obvious approval. “You work out, I see.”
“I swim, Mistress Sylvie. And do some weights.” 
“I did not ask you a question.” 
Owen pressed his lips together, feeling his face heat. Mistress Sylvie began to walk in a slow circle around him, moving her hands over his shoulders, chest and back, squeezing and prodding him as if he were a horse. She drew her fingertips lightly along the inner part of his arms. Whether or not she intended it, her feather-light touch tickled when she reached his armpits and though he hadn’t meant to, Owen pulled slightly away.
“Stay still,” she commanded. “Have you no discipline?”
It was a question, but was it rhetorical, or did she want an answer? And what was the answer, when it came to that? He’d had this fantasy of submitting to a strong sexy woman a thousand times in one form or another, and now it was actually happening. But was discipline part of the equation? 
“I will answer for you,” Mistress Sylvie said, standing directly in front of him. In her heels, she was nearly as tall as he was, and she leaned in close, so close he could have kissed her if he’d dared. She spoke softly, but her voice was hard. “You have no discipline. You are untrained and I’m not sure I should bother to take you on.”
“Please, Mistress Sylvie,” Owen interrupted, startled at the intensity of his need. “I’ll do better. I promise.” 
Mistress Sylvie stepped back, her look skeptical. “Will you? Are you sure?”
“Yes, Mistress Sylvie.”
Her lips lifted in a small triumphant smile. “All right, then. Show me. Put your hands behind your head, locking your fingers at your neck. You will look straight ahead, no matter what I do to you. You will not move or resist me in any way. Can you do that, Owen?”
“Yes, Mistress Sylvie.” Owen moved his arms, relieved at the change in position. She drew her fingertips lightly over his biceps and underarms. Owen realized he was clenching his jaw in his effort to stay still. He hated being tickled, but at the same time found himself deeply aroused and excited by her actions and his position. Somehow he managed not to move, save for the rise and fall of his chest and the twitching of his throbbing cock.
“Much better,” Mistress Sylvie said softly, and Owen found himself smiling, pleased by her praise.
She moved behind him and he felt her cupping his ass cheeks through the cotton of his shorts. “Have you ever been spanked, Owen?”
“No, Mistress Sylvie.” Owen’s skin tingled in anticipation of the hard slap of her palm, but instead she moved again to stand in front of him. She pressed her hands against his chest, the palms flat against his nipples. 
“Have you ever been tied down?”
“No, Mistress Sylvie.” There had been some bondage play with a girlfriend in college, but he’d been the one using the rope, not daring to admit his fantasies back then.
Mistress Sylvie slipped the tip of one finger beneath the elastic at the waist of his boxers. “Have you ever been whipped, Owen? Have you ever felt the sharp, sweet sting of the lash?”
Mistress Sylvie stared deep into Owen’s eyes, her lips lifting in a slow smile that made him forget how to breathe. “No, Mistress Sylvie,” he finally managed, though it only came out as a whisper. He wanted to look away but found himself unable to wrench his gaze from hers. He could feel her power, and his own powerlessness to resist it. 
“Do you like pain, Owen? Erotic pain?”
“I don’t really know, Mistress Sylvie,” he answered honestly, though his cock was hard as steel. “I want to find out. I know that for sure. I—think about it. I fantasize about it.”
“Tell me more,” she whispered, her lips close to his ear. “Tell me your darkest fantasy. Hold nothing back.”
Owen’s heart lurched into overdrive. “I’ve never told anyone—”
“But you will tell me,” she interrupted. It wasn’t a question, but a statement, and he nodded slowly in agreement.
“Yes, Mistress Sylvie. I will tell you.”
“Go on,” she said, her voice a sultry purr. She took a step back, looking pointedly at his crotch. Owen’s cock was pulsing. His balls ached and his heart was galloping like a racehorse in his chest. 
“I’m standing in a room,” he began nervously. “I’m naked and my arms are bound over my head, cuffed into chains that hang from the ceiling.” Owen closed his eyes, letting the well-worn movie spool on its mental reel. Only now, instead of a faceless woman standing behind him, he saw Mistress Sylvie, a long, cruel whip in her hand. “There’s a woman,” he continued, his eyes still closed. “She’s got a whip. A single tail.” Though he felt his face heating, Owen forced himself to continue. “She uses it. On me. My back, my ass. She’s relentless, whipping me until I beg for mercy, but she shows none. She strikes me over and over. She doesn’t stop until—until I…” Owen trailed off, embarrassed. Sweat had beaded above his lips and pricked at his arm pits. 
“Until you come,” Mistress Sylvie supplied. 
Owen opened his eyes in surprise, his face scalding, though his cock felt like it was going to explode if she so much as touched him. “Yes,” he admitted. “How did you know?”
“How would I not know?” She smiled, her eyes sparking with a fire that turned them to pure emerald green. She placed her hand over his erection and Owen groaned. “I know because we are two sides of a coin, Owen. It’s what I want, but more importantly, it’s what you need. Am I correct?”
Owen’s mouth had gone dry. He was at once relieved and disappointed when she took her hand from his shorts and stepped back. He licked his lips and tried to swallow. If this was just the interview, what in god’s name were the sessions going to be like? 
“Yes, Mistress Sylvie,” he finally managed, the words pulled from a hidden place that was filled with yearning. “It’s what I need.”


Chapter 2
Owen pressed the doorbell, giving his name when asked through the intercom speaker. The door was once again opened by Isabel, dressed in another tailored suit. This one had a plunging neckline, and no evidence of a blouse beneath the jacket. Owen tried not to stare at the woman’s cleavage, but failed.
“Good afternoon,” she said, a small smile lifting one corner of her mouth. She stepped back, allowing Owen to enter. “Your session is for one hour.” She looked pointedly at the silver tray that was set on a high narrow table just inside the door. Owen had been advised he was to pay in advance for the time booked. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope that contained the agreed-upon fee, dropping it onto the tray.
He followed Isabel up the stairs, his heart already beginning a thump of anticipation. He’d changed before he left the office, and felt more comfortable in jeans and a pale gray button-down shirt of light Indian cotton, the sleeves rolled to his forearms.
Isabel knocked softly against the door at the top of the stairs and stepped back. “Come in,” Mistress Sylvie said from the other side of the door. 
Isabel turned the knob and pushed the door open. She nodded toward Owen and as he walked into the room, she pulled the door closed. 
The space was much larger than the office he’d been in the week before. This room was clearly where Mistress Sylvie conducted her sessions. The walls were the same cream color as the office, the floors of dark, polished hardwood. But there the similarities stopped.
BDSM equipment lined one wall, including a whipping post, a St. Andrew’s cross, a spanking bench and a bondage table. Along a second wall was a large rack containing all manner of whips, floggers, crops and canes. Chains hung from thick beams that bisected the ceiling, and a table set beneath a curtained window had several sets of leather and metal cuffs, along with clips, fishing weights, and all sorts of wicked-looking clamps, and other toys Owen had no name for. All this Owen absorbed in an instant, before his eye was drawn to Mistress Sylvie.
She looked even more striking than the first time he’d seen her, her long, copper hair waving over her shoulders, her sea-green eyes fringed with thick, dark lashes, her lips painted ruby red. She was again wearing black, but this time it was leather, a form-fitting bustier that emphasized the curve of her breasts, and low-riding pants that looked as if they’d been painted onto her long, shapely legs. A strip of smooth skin was exposed just above her hips.
She stood in front of a square of thick carpet in the center of the room, her hands on her hips, her stiletto heels planted wide. “Come in, Owen. I want you to strip naked and kneel here on the carpet. Every time you come to me, you will do that at once, without being told. You may leave your clothes on that table.” She pointed toward a small table that stood just inside the door. Her tone was matter-of-fact and she was clearly used to being obeyed.
Owen hesitated, though he knew he was expected to be naked for the session. Mistress Sylvie lifted one eyebrow and her eyes widened slightly, her expression one of barely contained patience. Not wanting to get off on the wrong foot, Owen forced himself past his initial hesitation and unbuttoned his shirt, relieved his fingers were steady.
He pulled off his shirt and reached for his belt buckle, while slipping out of his loafers at the same time. When he was completely naked he piled his clothing on the table and faced Mistress Sylvie, fighting a sudden urge to cover his genitals. 
She pointed toward the square of carpet and Owen moved toward it, lowering himself to his knees, not sure what to do with his hands. As if reading his mind, Mistress Sylvie ordered, “Hands behind your back.”
Owen obeyed, feeling very vulnerable at this imposing woman’s feet. He wasn’t sure where to look either. Was it a sign of disrespect to look directly at her while she spoke? Or was he expected to? What were the rules? What was the protocol? Did it even matter since all this was on his dime?
Mistress Sylvie solved his dilemma by reaching down and cradling Owen’s chin in her hand, forcing him to look up at her. She was staring down at him with an intense gaze. Owen almost fancied he could see bits of green fire sparking in the sea of her eyes. Her lips were full and lush, like ripe strawberries he wanted to taste. Even as this thought occurred to him, he knew it would never happen. Pro Dommes were not in the habit of kissing their clients, of that he was certain.
“Today will be an introduction—an exploration. For this session we will focus on sensation. The feel of being restrained, the sting of leather.” She let go of his chin and stepped back. “Stand up. I want to look at you.” 
Owen stood, again resisting the urge to cover his cock and balls with his hands. Mistress Sylvie moved her eyes slowly over his body, her gaze frankly appraising. Owen wondered if she liked what she saw. Once upon a time he would have asked the question aloud. He knew better now and held his tongue.
Mistress Sylvie stroked her chin in contemplation, finally saying, “I think we’ll start with the cross. Come along.” She strode toward the large wooden cross that had been bolted into the wall. It was painted a shiny black and large O-rings were embedded at varying heights along the sides of the X. 
Mistress Sylvie directed Owen to stand with his back against the cross. “I want you facing me so I can be sure you’re paying proper attention,” she instructed. “Wait here while I select your cuffs.” 
Owen leaned against the cool, smooth wood of the cross while Mistress Sylvie went to the table of toys. She returned with two sets of leather cuffs wrapped in clear plastic. “These should fit you,” she said, slipping the first set from their protective sleeves. “Hold out your wrists.”
Owen did as he was told, aware there was no going back now, not that he wanted to. “These cuffs will be yours and yours alone,” Mistress Sylvie said. She wrapped the first cuff around his right wrist and pressed the small metal D-ring through the second of four slits cut into the leather. She attached one end of a double-sided clip to the D-ring to keep the cuff in place, and then did the same thing with the second cuff on his left wrist. 
She nodded in approval as she looked at his cuffed wrists before sweeping his naked body with her penetrating gaze. “That suits you, Owen. Black leather and nothing else.” Her smile was cruel, her eyes glittering. “Extend your arms high against the cross,” she ordered, and again Owen did as he was told, aware his cock was rising as well. Standing on tiptoe, Mistress Sylvie reached up and clipped Owen’s cuffed wrists into place against the top O-rings on either side of the cross, stretching his arms taut. Owen bit his lip to keep the moan of pure lust that threatened to erupt from being audible.
“Lift your foot and place it on my knee,” Mistress Sylvie ordered, the second pair of cuffs now out of their plastic sleeve. 
“Yes, Mistress.” 
Mistress Sylvie wrapped a cuff around each ankle and then directed Owen to spread his legs against either side of the cross. Kneeling, she clipped the ankle cuffs into place, one at a time.  His cock was throbbing by the time she was done shackling his ankles to the base of the cross. 
Standing again, Mistress Sylvie leaned close to Owen, so close he could smell her perfume, something spicy and exotic. He was keenly aware of his nakedness as her leather-covered breasts brushed against his bare chest. She put her mouth close to his ear and whispered, “Are you ready to suffer for me, slave Owen?”
An involuntary shudder moved through Owen’s frame. “Yes, Mistress Sylvie ,” he said, though it came out only as a whisper.
Mistress Sylvie stepped away, this time going to the whip rack, from which she extracted a long-handled riding crop dyed the same color as her ruby-painted lips. Returning to Owen, she lifted the crop as if to strike him and he winced involuntarily, his heart suddenly leaping into his throat.
But instead of smacking him with the leather flap, she drew it teasingly over his bare chest, dragging it down his torso and stopping just above his bobbing cock. “I’m going to begin with the crop. I will start lightly and keep going while I learn about your body and your reactions. If at any point the pain becomes too much or you just need me to slow down, or even stop, you tell me, okay?”
“You mean like a safeword?”
Mistress Sylvie nodded. “I don’t really go in for what you Americans call the safeword, because in my experience, more often than not when one is really at the point where a safeword is needed, one doesn’t always have the presence of mind to recall pickle or lemon drop or whatever other cute little term one has chosen.” She began to tap his skin lightly with the crop, moving it over his chest and abdomen in a steady smacking rhythm.  
“I should tell you,” she continued, shifting her focus to his thighs, “it’s very rare that anyone gets to that point with me in a session where they feel the need of a safeword, because I pay attention. I’m as aware of what you’re experiencing as you are, in some cases even more aware, because I don’t have the fog of lust or endorphins confusing the issue.”
She drew the leather slapper in a circle around Owen’s erect shaft and lightly tapped his balls, making him jerk in his restraints. “So, as I was saying…” Mistress Sylvie smacked the side of his cock and again Owen jerked, drawing a sudden sharp breath. “You don’t need a specific word. You just talk to me, okay? And if you aren’t in a position to speak, open and close your hand, like this.” She demonstrated, closing her free hand into a fist and then opening it again. “Is that clear, slave Owen?”
Just as he started to say, “Yes, Mistress,” she struck him suddenly, a sharp sting to his left nipple. “Ah!” he ended up shouting instead, as much from surprise as pain. She struck his right nipple even harder and Owen bit his lip to keep from shouting a second time.
“I asked a question…” Mistress Sylvie continued to smack him with the crop while Owen struggled to catch his breath.
“Yes, Mistress Sylvie. Yes!”
“You feel the pain, and it hurts, and yet it’s perfect, is it not? It’s as if your skin has been asleep, and now suddenly it’s awake, wildly awake, every nerve tuned and sharpened, waiting to be played like a musical instrument. You’ve been silent all this time, your whole life, waiting to be taught how to sing your pleasure and your pain.”
Mistress Sylvie’s voice was lilting, her accent adding music to the poetic words, but beneath the poetry was a truth that resonated with something deep inside Owen’s soul. 
Yes, he’d been waiting, all his life, for this—precisely this.
Again, do it again.
The Domme complied with his silent wish, cropping every inch of available skin, though she avoided his bobbing cock and aching balls. The cropping hurt, and yet it didn’t. Or rather, it hurt, but the pain wasn’t anything like stubbing your toe or bumping your head. There was a fierce sweetness to the pain, a pleasure so sharp and strong it took his breath away.
“Is it good, Owen? Is it what you hoped for? What you dreamed of?” Mistress Sylvie’s voice was a low, sensual purr. 
“Yes, Mistress,” he whispered devouring with his eyes the beautiful imperious woman standing before him, eyes flashing, hair flying as she cropped him. “God, yes.”
A part of him wanted to be let down from the cross. He wanted to push Sylvie Dubois to her knees and thrust his rigid shaft deep into her throat. He wanted to take her into his arms and kiss that luscious mouth. Mentally he shook his head at these thoughts. They were not lovers. She was being paid to do this, and there were boundaries neither would cross. 
Owen closed his eyes, letting the sensation of stinging leather mingle with the thrill of the cuffs holding him fast against the smooth wood. He was naked and fully restrained, at the mercy of an incredibly sexy woman who didn’t question his need for this. On the contrary, she understood completely. 
“I’m going to increase the intensity now, slave Owen. Are you ready for that?”
Owen swallowed and nodded, hastily adding, “Yes, Mistress,” when she started to frown.
“Yes, you are,” she pronounced. “And so—” Without warning, Mistress Sylvie smacked the head of Owen’s cock with the crop.
“Ah!” Owen shouted, as pain exploded through his nerve endings. He could have said stop. He could have said, enough! But Owen said nothing more. He felt sweat beading along his forehead and upper lip. He was clenching his hands into fists and his heart was going mad in his chest. 
“Good boy,” Mistress Sylvie murmured, leaning close, the intoxicating scent of her perfume again reaching his nostrils. She brushed her lips over his cheek, the movement so light and quick that he wondered if he’d only imagined it. 
Stepping back, she began to smack his inner thighs with sharp, stinging blows. “Slow your breathing,” she said, though she didn’t stop hitting him. The crop moved past his rigid shaft, landing instead on his stomach. “Take in a breath and exhale it slowly.” Owen tried to obey, drawing the air into lungs that felt constricted by his wildly beating heart. 
“That’s better. In…and out. In…and out. Yes.” The flat of the crop struck his nipple again, even harder than before. Owen winced. His balls felt tight and he could feel sweat rolling down his sides. He expelled air in a long, shuddering breath and was suddenly aware his body was shaking.
Mistress Sylvie set the crop down for a moment and drew her hands softly over Owen’s torso. “Shh,” she murmured as she stroked him, drawing light circles with her fingers over his heated, stinging skin. “You can do this. I know you can.”
It wasn’t a question and Owen didn’t answer, but he knew she was right. He could do this. Not only that, he wanted to do this. He never wanted it to stop. He felt as if he could stay here forever, bound in leather cuffs, spread eagle against the wall while this beautiful, sexy woman worked her magic on him until time itself stopped.
Mistress Sylvie dragged the leather tag of the riding crop lightly over his stomach, drawing it in a teasing circle around his raging erection before sliding it up his body. She slapped at his biceps with the crop. 
“You’re strong,” she said. “I like that.” She smacked him harder, the blows like tiny leather bees up and down his arms and along both sides of his body. 
Finally she set the crop down and reached up to unclip Owen’s wrist cuffs. No! he wanted to shout. Don’t stop. Not now. Not ever. But somehow he managed to keep his mouth shut. Had the hour already passed? Could it be possible? He’d have to get ninety minutes next time.
But instead of telling him to get dressed, she said, “Turn toward the wall and assume the same position against the cross. We’re not done.”
Owen’s gratitude must have shown in his face, because Mistress Sylvie laughed, shaking her head. “Greedy boy. Go on. Do as you’re told.”
Owen did, lifting his arms high and allowing himself to be cuffed into place. She knelt behind him, her hair brushing his bare legs as she leaned to cuff his ankles to the base of the cross. Owen’s erect cock was caught between the intersecting midpoint of the cross and his body, pressing hard against his belly. He turned his head so his cheek was resting against the cool wall. He could feel his heart, still beating fast and high in his chest.
“We’re going to use this for your ass and back.” Mistress Sylvie held up a flogger for Owen to see. The handle was tightly braided in a red and black checkered pattern, the dozen or more tresses hanging from it made of black leather. 
Just looking at the flogger made Owen’s cock go even more rigid, if that was possible. He could see Mistress Sylvie in his peripheral vision. With a flick of her wrist the leather tresses of the flogger made contact with Owen’s ass. He jerked forward, the wood of the cross rubbing against his shaft as he moved.
She struck again, harder this time. The pain was more diffuse, easier to take than the crop, which landed in such a concentrated area. But to make up for this, she hit him harder, the leather tresses flying, some of the tips curling cruelly around his side, the skin of which was already tender from the crop.
She flogged his ass, his thighs, his back and his shoulders. With each blow his cock was pressed against the wood and he realized he was inches, seconds, away from shooting his load. 
“Fuck,” he whispered under his breath, his hands clenching into fists as he fought the familiar tug in his balls that signaled an impending orgasm. Maybe she didn’t realize what she was doing, or maybe she did, but Mistress Sylvie didn’t stop. If anything, she struck him harder, focusing on his burning ass, forcing his body against the wooden cross with each stroke. 
She struck him again and again, and yet again, a rain of stinging leather slapping against his ass, punctuated by his own involuntary grunting, pulled from a place deep within him. 
“You need this pain. You were born to this, weren’t you, boy?”
Owen couldn’t answer, unless his gasping grunts could be considered a reply. He was doing everything he could to keep the jism pulsing up through his shaft from erupting against the wooden cross. All at once he felt her moving close behind him, her leather-clad breasts touching his back, strong fingers kneading his welted ass. 
He couldn’t help it. Her nearness, her touch, her scent, his burning skin, the leather cuffs tight around his wrists and ankles, the vulnerability of his position—it all conspired to send him over the edge, helpless against the torrent of his orgasm, which was as powerful as any he could remember. He felt the gush, and his body shuddered in its aftermath as he sagged in his cuffs and struggled to catch his breath.
He felt the cool air on his back. Mistress Sylvie had stepped back. She said something in rapid French and gave a small, trilling laugh. “Oh dear, dear, dear,” she continued in English. “Do you know what happens to slave boys who come without permission?”
Owen felt his face scalding and he closed his eyes. He could feel the sticky ejaculate against his stomach and found himself wishing he could disappear. But bound as he was, he wasn’t going anywhere. Not only that, she had asked him a direct and very embarrassing question. 
“No, Mistress,” he forced himself to reply.
He felt her hand on his cheek. When she spoke, her voice was surprisingly gentle. “They get punished, Owen. They need to be taught a lesson. By the time you leave me after your next visit, you will know exactly what I mean.”
Taught a lesson. 
The words seared themselves into his mind like a brand. Fantasy was one thing, but as he leaned against the cross, naked, bound and at the mercy of this strong, sexy woman, he had to wonder—was he really up for this? She’d called today’s session an introduction—a focus on sensation. An actual punishment had to involve more pain—both physical and mental.  
A sudden image leaped sharply into his mind. He saw himself naked and lying on his back on the floor with Mistress Sylvie, standing over him, hands on her hips, green eyes flashing. The vision broadened to include Isabel and several other women, each sexier than the last, standing in a circle around Owen, laughing as Mistress Sylvie ground the sharp point of her stiletto heel into his balls.
Owen was jerked from his brief fantasy when he felt the soft press of Mistress Sylvie’s breasts against his back as she released his wrist cuffs. He immediately missed her sensual proximity when she stepped back, kneeling behind him to unclip the ankle cuffs. 
“Turn around and thank me properly,” she ordered.
Owen lowered his arms and turned slowly toward his Mistress. “Thank you, Mistress Sylvie,” he managed, aware his face must be beet red. Mistress Sylvie offered a knowing smile as she raked his naked body with her eyes. Owen glanced down at what should have been his flagging cock. Instead, he realized with chagrin he was sporting a raging erection that pointed toward Mistress Sylvie like a divining rod.
“My, my,” she said, her mouth curving into a small, cruel smile. “Next time I think we’ll have a longer session. From the looks of things”—she raked his naked body with a cool, amused gaze—“you’re going to need it.”


Chapter 3
Owen had thought of little else but Mistress Sylvie in the four days since their last session. He alternated between anxiety and thrilled excitement at the promised threat of punishment for his uncontrolled orgasm. 
As a partner in a small but successful Manhattan architecture firm, Owen could pretty much make his own hours. He had wanted to meet sooner, but this had been the first ninety-minute slot Mistress Sylvie had available. 
As before, Isabel opened the door of the Village townhouse, ushering him in. She was dressed in a pantsuit this time, cut from pale blue silk that matched her icy blue eyes. She was attractive, in a cold, Nordic sort of way, with angled cheekbones and white-blond hair, but she couldn’t hold a candle to Mistress Sylvie’s warm, vibrant beauty.
Once upstairs, Isabel knocked softly at Mistress Sylvie’s door and stood back, letting Owen enter. Having again come straight from work, he set down his briefcase just inside the door, his breath catching in his throat as he took in the lovely Mistress Sylvie. She was sitting on a high stool in the center of the room. Her coppery hair fell in soft waves around her face, and her large, green eyes flashed toward him as he drank her in.
She looked incredibly sexy in a sleeveless white silky blouse, so sheer he could see her bare nipples beneath it. Her breasts were round and full, but with a yielding curve that told him they were not implants, but her own natural perfection. Her black leather skirt hugged her curves, stopping several inches above the knee to reveal slender but muscular thighs. Her feet were shod in black, shiny high heels. Owen was mesmerized as she crossed one long, perfect leg over the other, revealing a brief flash of red satin panties.
“Are you forgetting yourself? What is the first thing you are to do when you enter a room in my presence?”
Owen snapped out of his reverie. “I’m sorry, Mistress.” He tugged at his clothing, working buttons and his zipper as fast he could, placing his things in a pile on the table. Naked, he approached his Mistress and knelt on the square of carpet at her feet.
“Better,” Mistress Sylvie said, tapping one perfect red nail against her knee. Owen’s heart was beating high in his throat as he waited for whatever came next.
“Our last session was an introduction,” Mistress Sylvie began. “Today we will delve a little deeper into what makes you tick. I want you to be entirely honest in your reactions, is that understood? I demand complete obedience, and this includes withholding nothing of yourself. True submission can only come with the honest baring of your soul.”
Her words jolted through his brain like lightning and he touched his throat, wondering what it would be like to wear a slave collar. “Hands at your sides,” Mistress Sylvie commanded. Owen dropped his hand, but the imagined snug of leather against his throat lingered.
Mistress Sylvie slipped from the stool. “Follow me. I want to try something.” Owen started to rise but Mistress Sylvie’s hand on his shoulder stopped him. “You will crawl behind me.”
Owen felt his cheeks flame with humiliation, though a flame of a different sort was heating his loins. Getting on his hands and knees, he crawled behind Mistress Sylvie on the hard wooden floor to the bondage table, his eyes trained on her swaying ass and hips. He climbed onto the table and started to lie on his back until Mistress Sylvie said, “On your stomach. Rest your face in the cradle cushion.”
At the head of the table was a horseshoe-shaped pillow, covered in the same black leather as the padded table. Rolling to his stomach, Owen placed his forehead against the pillow, his arms resting on the table along his sides. He didn’t like that he couldn’t see Mistress Sylvie, facing down as he was. He was tense with anticipation. Was the promised punishment from last week to take place on this table? Or had she forgotten about that altogether? Was he relieved or disappointed? A little of both, perhaps.
Mistress Sylvie stood beside him and placed her hands flat against his back, moving her palms over his skin. “Relax,” she said softly. “I can feel the tension in your muscles. Close your eyes and focus on letting go.” She began to knead his muscles with strong, sure fingers. Owen closed his eyes, enjoying her touch. Her hands moved lower, stroking and massaging his ass cheeks. 
“Have you ever been fucked in the ass, Owen?”
“No, Mistress,” Owen replied, glad now she couldn’t see his face. 
“You are an anal virgin?” she asked in her sexy French accent.
Direct question. “Yes, Mistress Sylvie.”
He tensed as he felt her spreading his ass cheeks and realized his hands were clenching into fists. “We will remedy that, Owen. I will claim every part of you, is that understood?” She held his cheeks apart.
Owen gulped, his face burning as he imagined her staring down at his exposed asshole. Nevertheless, he forced himself to reply, “Yes, Mistress Sylvie.”
“Relax your hands. Stop resisting me. I won’t have it.”
Owen forced his fingers to unfurl and took a deep breath, which he exhaled slowly.
“Better.” Mistress Sylvie let go of his ass cheeks. She continued the massage a while longer, digging strong fingers into tight muscles Owen hadn’t realized he’d been clenching. Slowly the muscles released their anxious grip, relaxing until Owen felt as if he were melting into the padded table. 
A sudden, sharp smack on Owen’s ass woke him from the sensual lethargy her touch had induced, kicking his heart back into gear. He could hear the click of her high heels as she moved away and then returned to him. He kept his face pressed into the cradle, resisting the impulse to raise his head just enough to follow Mistress Sylvie with his eyes.
Again his ass cheeks were parted. Owen started a little when he felt the sudden cold wetness of what he realized must be lubricant cover his puckered hole. “Relax,” Mistress Sylvie soothed above him, as her finger lightly rimmed his asshole. “Relax, my virgin slave boy. I will be gentle.” She laughed, a low, sexy laugh, part taunting, part genuine humor. He loved the sound of her voice, which was smooth and soft like velvet, but with more than a hint of steel beneath it. 
Owen smiled in spite of himself and did relax, if just a little. The finger pressed gently against his entrance, moving easily past the ring of muscle. Owen felt his cock rising hard beneath him, caught at an uncomfortable angle, and he lifted his hips slightly to try and straighten out the kink.
“Oh ho,” laughed Mistress Sylvie. “Offering yourself to me. Very good, Owen. Very good indeed.” She pushed her finger deeper inside him. Owen didn’t correct her error. He grunted as she began to move the digit inside him. Though he’d expected to hate it, he found to his surprise that it wasn’t altogether unpleasant.
The finger was withdrawn, but a moment later he was invaded again. From the stretch, he realized she’d added a second finger. As they moved deeper, he felt a sudden, sharp zing of pleasure shoot through him. 
“Oh!” he cried involuntarily.
“Found it,” Mistress Sylvie said, triumph in her voice. “Your sweet spot, Owen. Every man has one, if you know how to look.” She crooked her fingers inside him, and again the shooting, hot pleasure moved through him. He moaned softly, arching against her hand, this time on purpose, as she chuckled her approval.
She continued to stroke him from the inside out, while his cock pulsed against the padded table. Jesus, he thought. If she keeps this up, I’m going to come again. Knowing he shouldn’t, but too aroused to control himself, Owen began to grind his hips against the table, the friction sweet against his throbbing cock. 
Oh shit, I’m going to come. I have to. I have to.
All at once Mistress Sylvie’s fingers were withdrawn. Owen heard the soft, snapping sound of latex and realized she must have been wearing finger cots, which she’d now removed. 
He was distracted from his thoughts by a sharp smack on his ass and the cracking sound of flesh on flesh resounding in the air. The pain counteracted his urge to orgasm.
“You. Will. Control. Yourself.” Each word was a sentence unto itself, punctuated with a strong, open-handed smack against Owen’s stinging ass.
“Turn over.” Mistress Sylvie’s tone was brusque, all the teasing sweetness gone.
Owen did as he was told, ashamed at his lack of control a moment before. Mistress Sylvie looked into his eyes, her expression stern. “I imagine you think I forgot your transgressions from last week. Now you have compounded your sins. You are a very, very naughty boy who needs to be punished.”
Owen’s cock was standing rigidly at attention. Hardly a boy at thirty-nine, he couldn’t deny the thrill her words engendered. And really, she was right. In terms of his fledgling submissive exploration, he was in fact just a boy, untried and inexperienced, but aching for discovery with all the ardent passion of youth. 
Reaching down, Mistress Sylvie grabbed Owen’s flag pole of a cock and squeezed. She stared into his eyes and Owen stared back, unable to look away. “You are entirely too focused on your own pleasure,” she informed him. “Now it is time to focus on the pain. Since it is your cock that you seem unable to control, it is your cock that must be punished.”
Owen was breathing fast, too fast. His cock throbbed against Mistress Sylvie’s cool fingers. When she gripped his balls with her other hand, Owen closed his eyes, trying to think about boring things like his grocery list and the bills that needed paying. He knew if he came now, he’d ruin everything.
Mercifully, Mistress Sylvie let him go before he crossed a line of no return. “Get up and crawl to the carpet. Kneel there and hold out your wrists.”
She walked toward the toy table while Owen scrambled to obey. He moved as quickly as he could on his hands and knees toward the square of carpet in the center of the room. He knelt, hastily wiping away the droplet of pre-come that had formed at the tip of his cock.
Mistress Sylvie came toward him with his leather cuffs in her hand. “Wrists.” Owen held out his arms, allowing Mistress Sylvie to lock the leather cuffs in place. 
“Stand up,” she ordered.
Owen obeyed.
“Arms over your head.”
Owen looked up as he lifted his arms, noticing the two chains hanging from the beam directly overhead. Mistress Sylvie brought over a small stepladder and, slipping out of her high heels, climbed to the top. She reached for Owen’s right wrist, using the double-sided clip to secure him to the chain. She did the same to the left wrist, pulling his arms taut in the process.
Climbing down from the stepladder, Mistress Sylvie slipped her dainty feet back into the stiletto heels. Leaning close to Owen, she brushed his ear lightly with her lips. He could smell her scent—a hint of spicy perfume, sweet soap and pure woman. His ear tingled where her lips had touched it and a part of him wanted to be free so he could take her into his arms and crush her lips with his. 
And yet, the hot, powerful thrill of being bound in leather and chain, naked before his Mistress, far exceeded any desire for a traditional romance. He was where he wanted to be—where he needed to be—at this moment. Mistress Sylvie confirmed this as she said, “Are you ready for your punishment?”
Owen’s lips parted but no words came.
Strong fingers closed around his balls and squeezed. Owen winced, letting out a hissing breath. The fingers gripped tighter, pulling a groan of pain from Owen’s lips. 
“Direct question, boy. Answer me!”
“Yes, Mistress,” he gasped.
Mistress Sylvie let go of his balls, but a split second later she slapped his face hard with her other hand. Owen reared back in surprise, jerking hard against his wrists cuffs, his cheek stinging from the sudden, unexpected blow.
Mistress Sylvie stepped back, her green eyes flashing. “Don’t make me ask you things twice. You will need a lot of training if you are to become worthy of my attentions. Do you think you are worthy of my time?” She cupped his balls and Owen winced in anticipation of her grip, but this time her touch was gentle, caressing.
“I hope so, Mistress,” Owen answered fervently, suddenly desperate to prove himself worthy of this amazing woman. 
Mistress Sylvie continued to stroke his balls, her touch achingly sensual. Owen drew in several shuddering breaths, praying he didn’t come from her touch. He closed his eyes, willing the rush of sexual energy zinging through his cock and balls to subside. He sighed in relief when she finally stepped back, letting him go.
Mistress Sylvie began to walk around him, moving with the slow, easy grace of a panther assessing its prey. Owen felt her fingers grazing his ass cheeks. “Spread your legs,” she commanded, while at the same time lightly kicking the inside of his ankle with the pointed toe of her shoe. Owen shifted as ordered, which increased the tension on his wrists as the cuffs pulled hard against the chains that bound him.
He heard Mistress Sylvie moving away from him. When she returned to stand in front of him, she held out her hand. “Do you know what this is?” Owen looked at the thick, hinged silver ring that rested on her open palm. It had an eyebolt soldered on either side.
“No, Mistress,” he replied, afraid to even speculate.
“It’s a hinged ball stretcher. It fits nice and snug. Here, I’ll show you.” Grasping his balls in one hand, she pulled down on them and wrapped the cold metal ring around the loose skin above his testicles, snapping it into place. The fit was tight and Owen could feel his balls swelling beneath it. His cock was instantly erect at his predicament, but Mistress wasn’t done.
Leaving him, she returned a moment later with several teardrop shaped lead fishing weights with small hooks at the top. As she attached them to the eyebolts on either side of the ball stretcher, Owen groaned at the painful tug on his balls. 
Reaching behind herself, Mistress Sylvie produced a steel-handled whip she must have tucked into the waist at the back of her skirt. Owen recognized it as a cat-o’-nine tails, the leather tails knotted on the ends. It was small, the handle maybe five inches long, the leather tails about seven inches.
“Meet the stinger.” Mistress Sylvie drew the leather tresses over Owen’s chest. “I use this solely to punish naughty cocks.” She brushed the leather tails down his abdomen and flicked them lightly against his rigid cock.
Her nipples were erect, tenting the sheer silk of her blouse. Owen’s mouth actually watered with longing to lick and suckle at her breasts. 
Mistress Sylvie cupped Owen’s bulging, aching balls, which were trapped beneath the wide steel ring. “Are you prepared to suffer for me?” 
“Yes, Mistress,” he breathed, his eyelids fluttering shut. 
“Open your eyes,” she commanded. “You will focus on what is happening to you. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Mistress.” Owen’s eyes were fixed on hers, his heart smashing against his sternum. 
“Count for me. Ten lashes on your naughty cock.” 
The first sting of the knotted leather made contact with the base of his cock, sending sparks of pleasure-pain through Owen’s groin. 
“One,” Owen managed.
“Louder.” She struck harder, the knotted tips of the cat catching the underside of Owen’s shaft.
“Two!” he grunted.
She struck harder still, leaving a trail of stinging fire over the sensitive, taut skin of Owen’s cock. He managed to keep count as the whip made painful contact with every inch of his cock and constrained balls, calling out the numbers with each stinging blow. 
When the knotted leather struck the head of his cock, he cried out, forgetting to count as his jerking body caused the weighted ball stretcher to tug painfully on his scrotum. 
“That’s two extra,” Mistress Sylvie said.
Owen could feel the sweat under his arms and at the small of his back as she struck him again and again. His cock was on fire, his balls throbbing, and yet, through it all, his erection never flagged. He was at once in heaven and in hell, the pain almost too much to bear, the pleasure exquisite. The dichotomy of sensation left him dizzy, not sure whether to cry or to come.
Finally Owen gasped out, “Twelve.” His hair, normally neatly combed over to one side, had fallen into his eyes. Sweat covered his body. His chest was heaving and he realized he was trembling. He would have sunk to his knees if he hadn't been held up by the chains dangling from the ceiling beam. And yet, through it all, his cock remained hard as steel. 
 He sagged in his bonds as Mistress Sylvie unhooked the weights from the ball stretcher and then removed the apparatus itself from his aching scrotum. When she released his wrist cuffs, he dropped to his knees, though his cock remained fiercely, achingly erect.
Mistress Sylvie reached down, pushing the wet, matted hair from Owen’s eyes. “You took that very well, slave Owen. I am excited by your masochistic potential as well as your willingness to suffer for me.”
Owen looked up into Mistress Sylvie’s beautiful face, a hot, sweet rush of pride shooting through him. “I think you deserve a reward for your submission today, Owen.” Mistress Sylvie smiled down at him, and Owen couldn’t stop his own answering smile. 
Was she going to let him come? He would kneel at her feet and jerk himself off. He would spurt into his hand and not let a drop spill. His cock twitched, his balls tight and heavy. Oh, please, oh, please, let me come, Mistress, he begged silently. 
Mistress Sylvie pointed toward her shoes. “For your reward, you may kiss my feet.” She fixed Owen with a penetrating look that dared him to refuse.
Owen bit his lip, all sorts of emotions tumbling over themselves in his head. His cock still raging, he bent until his head was nearly to the ground. When he pressed his lips to the soft, shiny leather of Mistress Sylvie’s shoe, something seemed to crack inside his heart—a kind of seismic shift that sent a rush of warmth through his limbs. 
He forgot his aching cock and balls as he licked and kissed his Mistress’s feet, losing himself in the task. It felt so good—so right—to be on his knees like this, naked and worshipping this goddess standing before him. 
When he felt her hand on his head, he lifted his face toward her, the rolling chant that had been running like a sweet, warm river in his mind escaping into words. 
“Thank you, Mistress. Thank you.”


Chapter 4
Sylvie picked up the glass of Chardonnay and sipped it absently as she stared at the television screen. Bogey was lecturing Ingrid Bergman about staying with the right man, reminding the teary-eyed girl that they’d always have Paris.
Absurdly, a single tear rolled down Sylvie’s cheek. “Idiot,” she said aloud, laughing at herself. Since when had she become a sentimental fool? Flicking off the movie, Sylvie stood up from the sofa, surveying her small living room with her usual satisfaction.
The first two floors of her Greenwich Village townhome were devoted to the business and were decorated accordingly—modern, with leather and chrome, the focus on the dungeons, with their state-of-the-art BDSM furniture and gear.
But this third floor was her home, off limits to clientele. In the five years since she’d moved to New York, Sylvie had worked hard to make the place her own, focusing on harmony and balance, and the use of light and airy spaces to make the area seem bigger than it was. She was happy with what she’d done, bringing a flavor of the French countryside where she’d been raised, including the natural wood antique armoire, the deep-cushioned sofas and chairs upholstered in soft pastels, and the functional but welcoming kitchen with its buttery yellow walls, terracotta tiled floor and the wrought iron chandelier hung over the round oak table that easily seated six. 
Sylvie's cell phone chirped and vibrated against the sofa cushion where she’d left it. Bending down, she retrieved the phone and read the screen: Chloé Martin.
“Chloé! Comment ça vas?” Sylvie easily slipped into her native French. “Is everything okay?” 
“That’s what I wanted to ask you! I had a premonition that told me to call.”
Sylvie laughed fondly, if with a touch of exasperation. Her best friend since they were five, Chloé fancied herself a psychic, tuned in to the secret vibrations of the universe, and most especially those of her family and friends. The funny thing was, she was right more often than not. 
“What is it there, five in the morning? Are you nuts?” Sylvie scolded.
“It’s six, which means it’s midnight in New York and high time you were in bed, young lady,” Chloé retorted.
Sylvie laughed again, settling back onto the couch and reaching for her glass of wine. She had always been a night owl to Chloé’s early bird. Many an evening over the years had been passed with Chloé struggling to stay awake to attend one more party or see the end of the late movie on television, while Sylvie was dragged out of bed at an ungodly hour by her best friend to watch the spectacular sunrise or get an early start to the beach.
“I was fast asleep and you woke me,” Sylvie teased.
“Uh huh, right.” Chloé knew better. Once Sylvie fell asleep, it took a lot more than a ringing cell phone to wake her.
“Seriously, though, what is this premonition of yours? I hope it’s not about me. It makes me nervous when you dig around in my psyche.”
“I don’t dig, Sylvie,” Chloé countered, a hint of reproach in her voice. “You know that. It comes to me. I had a feeling. I had it last night and since it was still here when I woke, I thought I’d better call.”
“Well, no one I know has died. I’m not getting married and I didn’t win the lottery, so what is it this time? Am I going to be elected president?” 
“You tease me, but you know I’m right more often than not.”
“Okay, I admit it. So what did your premonitions tell you about me?”
“That you’ve found someone!” Chloé crowed triumphantly. “A man. L'homme idéal. Now, you must tell me all about him.” 
Sylvie laughed again. “Sorry, Chloé. You got your psychic wires crossed this time. There’s no one new.”
“Oh.” Sylvie could hear the ripe disappointment in just the one word. “Are you sure?
Sylvie grinned, shaking her head, though Chloé couldn’t see her. “Yes, of course I’m sure, chérie. When I find the man of my dreams, you will be the first to know.”
They talked a while longer about family and friends in France, and Sylvie's life in New York. Though Chloé lived a vanilla lifestyle, she knew about and accepted Sylvie's particular bent and career choice.” As they talked, Sylvie found herself thinking about Chloé’s reason for calling. 
The ideal man. Sylvie had been sure Jacques was that man, and look how that had turned out. As if reading her mind, Chloé suddenly asked, “Have you heard from Jacques lately?”
Jacques. Just his name was still enough to cause a stab of pain in Sylvie's heart, though it had been over three years since their parting. Jacques’ betrayal had torn something inside of Sylvie she wasn’t sure would ever fully heal. Refusing to go there, Sylvie forced brightness into her tone and quipped, “Who?”
“Ha ha, okay, sorry,” Chloé said. “Well, I’ve kept you up long enough. I’ll talk to you soon.”
After they hung up, Sylvie walked into her bedroom, moving past the blond wood four poster bed toward the bathroom, a replenished glass of wine in her hand. She turned on the faucet in the free standing lion-clawed bathtub, added some lime blossom bath oil to the water. 
As she stripped, she caught sight of herself in the full length bathroom mirror. At thirty-four, her body was still supple and strong, in part thanks to a daily regime of running and lifting weights, in part due to good genes. Her breasts remained high and firm, her legs still shapely. She understood her body was part of the package, part of the fantasy she sold to her clients.
She smiled as she thought of Chloé, who called every few months to warn Sylvie she wasn’t getting any younger. Married for sixteen years to her high school sweetheart and with four children to boot, Chloé couldn’t understand why Sylvie hadn’t married Jacques, or rushed out immediately after he’d left to find someone new.
As she climbed into the steaming, fragrant water, Sylvie sighed with pleasure. So she was alone. So what? Being alone did not necessarily equate with being lonely. Sylvie had friends, interests and a very lucrative and satisfying career. Early on she had made and kept her promise to herself to keep business and pleasure absolutely separate, and so far this policy had worked well for her. 
It was sometimes difficult to keep one’s emotions out of the equation, as the relationship between Domme and sub, even in a pro dungeon, was by its nature so intimate. Yet Sylvie prided herself on never letting her own emotions get in the way of giving her clientele what they needed. She kept meticulous notes on each client, writing in their dossier after each session, noting their likes and dislikes, fears and desires. She would read her notes in preparation for the next session, paying attention to their reactions and body language so she could continue to give them what they needed. 
As she soaked, Sylvie focused on letting her mind empty. As he still sometimes did, especially late at night, Jacques slipped unwelcome into her consciousness, his memory reawakened by Chloé’s questions. It was ironic that Sylvie had followed Jacques to the States, only to have him be the one to return to Europe, taking her heart along with him, or so she’d thought at the time. What was Jacques doing now? Was he married? Did he wear another woman’s collar? 
The hot, silky water sluiced over Sylvie's body as she crooked one leg over the side of the tub. Arching her hips upward, she dropped her hand to her cunt, moving oil-slicked fingers over her labia. She closed her eyes, waiting for the image of Jacques to slip into her mind—with his scruffy ginger beard, his penetrating, soulful blue eyes and his ready smile.
To her surprise another image appeared, light brown hair streaked with sun-kissed blond. He had good bones with a strong jaw and chin. His eyes were almond shaped, brown with an undertone of green, as if they’d meant to be the deep color of forest ferns, and then at the last minute changed their minds. He was maybe five foot ten, his body lean and strong, the yearning in his face puppy-dog sweet.
It had been a long time since she’d worked with someone with such potential. What he lacked in discipline, and the lack, she thought a smile, was considerable, he more than made up for in enthusiasm. She’d felt the tremble of his body in her own limbs as the single tail marked his skin. A flush had moved over her own skin as she watched the sweat bead on his forehead and upper lip, his face twisted in agonized ecstasy when she’d tightened the stretcher over his balls. 
Sylvie rubbed herself, her breath quickening. As she shifted in the tub, her wet breasts were exposed to the cool air, her nipples hardening. She closed her eyes, letting her fantasy bloom.
He is naked, his head thrown back, the tendons taut in his neck as he gasps with each fiery stroke of her whip. She feels the aching tug in her cunt each time she flicks the leather against his perfect body. He grips the chains above his bound wrists, his breath coming in ragged moans with each stroke of the whip. He is twisting, trying to avoid the lash, but she can see in his face that he wants it. He craves it as much as she does. They are partners, moving together, weaving in a timeless dance of pleasure and pain, give and take, conquest and surrender.
 Only when his body is covered in welts, his skin slick with sweat, his cock a rod of steel, does Sylvie drop the whip and lower herself to her knees in front of her slave boy. Cradling his hot, full balls in one hand, she slips her lips over the fat head of his pulsing cock, savoring the taste of his skin. With her other hand, she grips the base of his shaft, squeezing hard until he moans. 
Lifting her head for a moment, she orders, “Don’t come. Don’t you dare come until I say so.” She licks and teases, stroking and suckling with all her skill and love, trying to force him to do the very thing she has forbidden.
When he groans, his hot, salty-sweet come erupting on her tongue, she pulls back laughing, a cruel throaty sound that he well knows means he’s in trouble.
 “You will pay for that, slave. I will whip you until you’re raw. You will sleep in chains at my feet.” Owen sags in his chains, his cock slick with her kisses and his ejaculate, the blush rising on his cheeks as he realizes what he’s done.
It’s a trap she’s set many times before, one he always springs, defenseless against her touch. He is her darling naughty boy, always in need of strict punishment, the training never done.
She rubbed faster, her clit throbbing, her breath coming in small gasps. Her orgasm rushed at her like a wave with a wicked undertow, pulling her down into its vortex. Spent, she sank back in the cooling water, waiting for her heart’s thudding to subside. 
After a few moments, she shook her hair from her face and leaned toward the faucet. She turned on the hot water and squirted a bit more of the fragrant oil into the tub. Reaching for her wine glass from the floor beside the tub, she took a long drink, draining the glass. 
“Silly girl,” she murmured, shaking her head with a rueful smile. Yes, the man was handsome and yes, he had a natural submissive streak she was looking forward to developing in their sessions, but no, he was not her lover, not even a potential lover. He had served simply as a handy fantasy, a quick way to scratch an itch. 
Nothing more.
~*~
“Details, dude. I want details. Was she worth the price?” Jerry took a big bite of his burger, his eyes fixed on Owen. 
Owen winced, annoyed that Jerry had to bring up the money, though he wasn’t sure why this bugged him. He lifted his beer mug and sipped while he composed his thoughts. Setting down the glass, he admitted, “Well, she’s gorgeous, like you said. I get an instant hard-on the second I see her.”
“Always a plus, but what’s she like? Does she make you crawl around with a dildo shoved up your ass, squealing like a pig when she shocks you with a cattle prod and tells you you’re nothing but a sniveling, worthless worm?”
Owen laughed, shaking his head. “No, no way. I’m not into that humiliation shit.”
“You’re into whatever Mistress tells you you’re into,” Jerry rejoined with a sly wink. When Owen didn’t reply, Jerry prodded, “Okay, so what goes on? You’ve been to see her, what, twice now?”
“Yeah, and I have a session scheduled for this Friday. I can’t wait.” Owen took another swig of his beer, smiling at the thought of soon seeing the gorgeous and sexy Mistress Sylvie. After their last session, he’d barely been able to contain himself during the cab ride from the Village to his apartment on the Upper East Side. Moving in a daze past the doorman, he’d used his briefcase to hide the erection that refused to subside. 
Once in his apartment, he hadn’t even bothered to take off his pants, instead just opening his fly and pulling out his hard, aching cock as he flopped onto the sofa.
Staring out at the Hudson but seeing only Mistress Sylvie, he’d stroked himself, too turned on to worry about the tender, abraded skin of his freshly-whipped cock and tortured balls. He’d come fast, jerking and shuddering as his jism shot onto the glass coffee table in front of the sofa.
“Jeeze, Owen, are you going to make me wheedle every sentence out of you?” Jerry’s impatient voice pulled Owen from his reverie. “Come on, spill the beans. I want to hear it all.”
Owen looked at Jerry, wondering at his own hesitation. Since college they’d always shared details about their love lives or lack thereof. Jerry had been his best friend and confidant during Owen’s protracted divorce to a woman he never should have married in the first place. Why was he hesitating now? This wasn’t even a relationship. It was just a business transaction, as Jerry had reminded him.
Shaking away his reticence, Owen leaned forward, talking softly though it was unlikely anyone would overhear them in the noisy, crowded sports bar. “It was fucking amazing. The first session she cuffed me to a St. Andrew’s Cross and worked me over pretty good with a single tail.” Owen left out the small detail of his premature ejaculation, nor did he disclose the anal probing. “The second time she used a wicked little cat o’ nine tails on my cock, after locking my balls in a steel ball stretcher.”
“I knew it!” Jerry crowed. “I knew you’d fucking love it. I can’t believe you waited this long to finally find out, Owen. Now admit it, is there anything more powerful or sensual than kneeling naked at your Mistress’s feet, your skin just aching with the need to feel her whip, her cane, her open hand?”
Owen sucked in his breath. “That’s it exactly, Jerry. The aching need.” He hugged himself, digging his fingers into his triceps, trying to control the physical longing Jerry’s words had engendered. “The sting of the leather woke something in me that I can’t stop thinking about,” he admitted. “The way she flicks her wrist, her eyes glittering as she whips me, her nipples like points under her sheer blouse, her hair flying—it’s like—it’s like, I don’t know. Like what I always dreamed heaven would be, I guess,” Owen finished, embarrassed to realize he was gushing.
Jerry gave Owen a long, appraising look. “It sounds to me like you’re not only smitten with the experience, but with the woman herself.” 
Owen started reflexively to deny it but bit his lip instead. Jerry knew him too well. He shrugged unhappily. “I know that’s stupid. Someone that gorgeous is sure to be in a relationship. And anyway, she’s a pro. She’ll give me exactly what I pay for, and not a thing more.”
“Hey,” Jerry said, offering an encouraging smile. “That’s not necessarily a bad thing, especially at this point. You’re still exploring your kink and figuring out what works for you. There’s plenty of time for a romantic relationship down the road. Trust me on this.”
Owen nodded, though he wasn’t altogether sure he could separate his heart and mind so easily.
Jerry signaled the waitress for two more beers and returned his focus to Owen. “So what’s on the agenda for the next session? Do you get to, like, fill out an order form, checking off what you want?” Jerry held an imaginary pen in his hand, making check marks in the air. “Twenty licks with the riding crop—check. An over the knee bare-ass spanking—check. Nipple clamps—check. Pony whip stuck up the ass while permitted to worship Mistress’s pussy for hours—check.”
Owen laughed, pushing away the sudden, hot image of Mistress Sylvie naked and lying back on a bed, her legs spread, her luscious cunt exposed for Owen to lick and worship. He cleared his throat. “Uh, no. No checklist. Mistress Sylvie calls the shots. There was an interview process, and I did complete a detailed checklist about my likes, dislikes, hard limits and stuff like that, but no, during the actual sessions, she tells me what to do, and I do it.”
“Or else.” Jerry grinned.
“Yeah.” Owen snorted but then sobered. “No sex. You know the deal. She’s not a prostitute, she’s a pro Domme. She’s introducing me to submission. She’s testing my measure as a masochist. But like you pointed out up front. It all comes for a price.”
“Comes for a price. Good one, bro.” Jerry guffawed and Owen forced the grimace on his face to become a smile. 


Chapter 5
Owen was surprised but pleased when the door was opened, not by Isabel, but by Mistress Sylvie herself. “Good afternoon, Owen,” she said in her pretty accent. “Isabel has the day off.” Mistress Sylvie was wearing form-fitting pants and a vest of smooth black leather. The leather looked so soft and inviting it was all Owen could do to keep from reaching out to stroke it. The tops of her creamy breasts were pressed together, creating a deep cleavage. Her feet were housed in the same black stilettos he’d been allowed to kiss at the end of their last session. 
She turned away while Owen dropped his envelope onto the silver tray. “Follow me,” she said. But instead of leading him up the stairs, Mistress Sylvie led him past the sitting room and into the office where he’d first met her. Beside the desk stood a slender rod of black steel soldered to a flat platform base. It had what looked like ankle cuffs attached near the bottom of the rod, and at the top was a kind of vise apparatus with wing nuts on either side. 
Mistress Sylvie leaned against a corner of the desk, her cool green eyes fixed on Owen. “You’re forgetting yourself. It doesn’t matter what room you are in. When you are in my presence, you are to be naked.”
Owen glanced anxiously at the open door. What if someone else were to come in? He looked back at Mistress Sylvie, who was tapping her foot and frowning. He would have to trust her. Owen reached for his tie, pulling it free. He stripped quickly, and knelt on the carpet in front of her, his cock already rising.
“Do you know what that is?” Mistress Sylvie pointed to the steel apparatus.
“No, Mistress.”
“It’s a cock and ball pillory,” she said. “It’s adjustable for the height of the user. The vise at the top is called a ball crusher, and with good reason.” Owen stared at the equipment with wide eyes. He began to sweat just looking at the damn thing. Was he really up for this? Could he handle it? Mistress Sylvie let her words sink in a moment before adding, “I think of it more as a little jail for your cock and balls. As long as you stay in position, it won’t hurt you. But if you move…” She let the sentence trail away. 
Lifting herself from her position against the desk, Mistress Sylvie walked toward the device. Looking down at Owen, she asked, “Are you familiar with the term predicament bondage?”
“Yes, Mistress,” Owen replied, his heart lurching into gear. 
“I find it’s an excellent training device. Teaches discipline and endurance. Puts you, what is the expression in English, between a rock and a hard place, yes?” She laughed a small, musical laugh, but her eyes were flashing. “However you move, or don’t move, has consequences. Get up. I’ll show you.”
Owen stood, his now fully erect cock leading the way as he approached the pillory. “Stand on the platform,” Mistress Sylvie directed. She crouched on the other side of the device. Adjusting the height of the cuffs by means of a small lever on the side of the rod, Mistress Sylvie closed the metal cuffs around Owen’s ankles and then adjusted the height of the pole, positioning the vise at the top so it was directly aligned with Owen’s cock and balls.
Gripping his shaft with one hand, his balls with the other, she pulled his genitals forward into the vise. “Don’t move,” she ordered. 
Owen watched with nervous anticipation as Mistress Sylvie turned the wing nuts on either side, which slowly closed the metal vise until he was trapped, the metal bars pressing snuggly against the base of his cock on the top and beneath his balls on the bottom. It didn’t hurt as long as he stayed on the balls of his feet. Owen was strong, his legs toned from years of swimming and running, but he knew he couldn’t stay indefinitely in this position.
“Hands behind your back,” Mistress Sylvie ordered. She moved toward the desk and retrieved what Owen recognized as his leather cuffs from her dungeon. Moving to stand behind him, she cuffed his wrists at the small of his back, which forced his chest to thrust out so he was standing at military attention. 
Mistress Sylvie sat at her desk, her eyes sweeping Owen’s naked body, lingering on his captured cock and balls in their ‘little jail’. Owen felt extremely vulnerable, at once ridiculous and deeply aroused in his precarious position. 
“I have a few things I need to attend to,” Mistress Sylvie said, pulling a folder on the desk toward her. She reached for the pen that lay beside it and opened the folder. With a casual glance his way, she continued, “You will stand at attention until I’m ready for you. I won’t be too long.”
Though the room was cool, Owen felt a prickle of sweat at his armpits. He pulled lightly against his wrist cuffs and flexed his calves, though he remained on the balls of his feet. The vise was tight around his cock and balls, which pulsed and throbbed. He wondered how long he could stay in this position.
A passage from The Story of O came into his mind—when Sir Stephen is sitting at his desk, reading or on the phone, Owen couldn’t precisely recall, and he casually whips the naked O, who is bent naked across his desk, mostly ignored by him. Owen understood now, on a personal level, just what the author had described O as going through, at once humiliated and thrilled by the objectifying situation.
Though it had been years since Owen had thought about that defining book, he had read it several times as a teenager, keeping it hidden beneath his mattress and pulling it out late at night, imagining himself as a male O and Sir Stephen as a woman. Though he’d been dismayed by how cold and uncaring Sir Stephen behaved throughout the novel, the story had still given him plenty of fuel for masturbation, not that it took much for a perennially horny seventeen-year-old.
While Mistress Sylvie stared down at her papers, occasionally marking something on the page, Owen seized the chance to look at her. He guessed she was in her late twenties or early thirties, though he was never very good at guessing ages. Her skin looked dewy soft and he flexed his fingers behind his back, wishing he could stroke her cheek, imagining the feel of her soft lips against his, knowing this would never happen.
His calf muscles were starting to ache, and Owen experimentally lowered his heels to the platform. “Ah.” The word was pulled from his lips without his meaning to make a sound as the vise tugged painfully on his balls with just that slight movement. He rose again onto the balls of his feet, the sweat now breaking on his upper lip.
Mistress Sylvie looked up. “Stand tall, if you know what’s good for you.” She smiled cruelly and returned to her work.
Several more minutes passed. Owen’s right calf suddenly cramped and he shifted reflexively to ease it. “Ah!” he cried, louder this time, as the vise tugged hard against his cock and balls. He looked down. His genitals were purple. How long could he safely stay in this thing? He looked to Mistress Sylvie, who was watching him with those green eyes, her expression inscrutable. 
“Does it hurt?” she asked a low, silky voice.
“Yes, Mistress,” he replied.
“Good. Pain is good for the soul. Go flat on your feet.”
“What?” Owen’s heart was beating too fast. He licked his lips and tried to swallow but his mouth was too dry. 
“I said,” Mistress Sylvie repeated in a hard voice as she stood, “Go flat on your feet. Do it. Now.”
Owen took a deep breath and forced himself to obey her. As he lowered himself, the vise tugged painfully at his cock and balls and he groaned. Mistress Sylvie was now standing directly in front of him in the narrow space between the desk and pillory. He could smell her perfume and his own sweat. Her hand went to his tortured genitals and he could feel her fingers stroking his cock and balls, compressed and throbbing between the bars of steel. He groaned again, though this time with lust. 
“Are you prepared to suffer for me?” Mistress Sylvie whispered close to his ear.
He was suffering already, but her words sent a jolt of sexual heat through his blood, making his tortured cock throb even harder, if that was possible. “Yes, Mistress,” he breathed. 
She stepped away. “You need to be punished for failing to strip immediately when you entered the room. Back on your toes.”
Owen rose on the balls of his feet, sighing with relief as the intense pressure on his cock and balls eased. His hair had fallen into his eyes and he tried to shake it away but it was wet with sweat and didn’t cooperate. He watched as Mistress Sylvie opened a drawer of her desk and withdrew some items. 
She held up a black chain with clamps on either end. He recognized what it was from sex videos he’d watched online. Clover clamps, the kind that tighten when pulled. He bit his lip as she approached him with them. 
“You belong to me,” she said softly, as she ran her hand over his chest, pressing her open palm against his left nipple. “Your heart is beating so hard for me. You are my slave, my possession.”
The words reverberated through his head, filling him with a longing that was almost painful in its intensity. He wanted that. Oh, Jesus God, how he wanted that. And for this session, for this purchased time, he was just that—her slave, her possession. 
If only it didn’t have to end…
He was completely distracted from his hopeless musings when she compressed one of the clamps and then let it close over his left nipple. It took a second for the pain to register, and then it flooded his nerve endings, making him gasp. She did the same with his right nipple and then lifted the chain to his lips.
“Bite the chain. Don’t let it go, no matter what I do to you. Do you understand?”
“Oh, god,” Owen murmured, barely able to hear her over the pounding of his heart in his ears.
“That is not an answer!” Mistress Sylvie said, her eyes sparking. She slapped his cheek, though her touch was light, more to reprimand than to hurt.
“Yes, Mistress,” Owen hurriedly replied between labored breaths. His nipples were on fire, the pain for the moment distracting him from the clench of metal against his cock and balls. Mistress Sylvie pressed the chain to his lips and Owen let them part and then bit down. The resulting pull of the clamps at his nipples made him groan through clenched teeth.
Returning to the desk, Mistress Sylvie picked up a riding crop, the leather dyed blood red. “Remember,” she admonished as she returned to him. “No matter what I do, you keep that chain in your mouth, and stay on your toes.”
She reached for his face and for a split second Owen thought she was going to slap him again, but instead she smoothed the matted hair from his eyes. Her touch was surprisingly gentle, her fingers cool against his heated forehead. 
“And now,” Mistress Sylvie dragged the folded rectangle of leather at the end of the crop handle down Owen’s chest, “it’s time for your punishment.”
~*~
Sylvie felt the gentle throb between her legs. It had been a long time since a client had excited her as Owen did. He was so responsive! The way his eyes widened, the way he trembled, the way his cock surged toward her, the way his heart pounded against her palm. 
Something about him reminded her of Jacques, though they looked nothing alike. Maybe it was his yearning, the achingly sweet longing to submit that radiated from him like a force field that reminded her of her old lover. She liked Owen’s smell, too, a strong, earthy male scent. Was he married, she found herself wondering, and then shook the thought away. What did it matter? She never pried into her clients’ private lives.
Focusing, she stepped back, examining Owen’s cock and balls with a critical eye. She was always careful not to keep them shackled in the vise for too long, not wanting to cause any permanent damage. But she hadn't screwed the vise too tight for Owen, aware from his interview that he was a virgin in the area of cock and ball torture. He should be fine for at least another thirty minutes in the pillory, though she probably wouldn’t keep him there that long anyway, just to be safe. 
By his powerful reaction, he was clearly deeply excited by the scenario she’d laid out for this session, and she didn’t want to make the mistake she’d made sometimes early on in her career as a pro Domme, of ending a scene too early. His cock was as hard as the steel pillory rod he was shackled to, and for a brief, absurd moment, Sylvie imagined straddling that hard cock and riding herself to orgasm.
“Ready for your punishment?” she said softly as she stepped behind him.
“Yes, Mistress.”
Oui, Maîtresse. 
He even sounded a little like Jacques, with his rich baritone, made breathless by his predicament. Unable to resist, Sylvie placed her fist lightly into the hollow just below Owen’s right hip, which was emphasized by his firm, rounded ass. He had the body of a Greek Adonis, muscular and lean. If she owned him for real, she found herself thinking, she would keep him naked while at home, save for a collar around his neck.
Sylvie saw that Owen’s hands were clenched into fists. “Relax your hands,” she said, waiting until he complied. She started lightly, tapping his ass with the crop, enjoying the sound of the leather smacking against his skin. His body was glistening with sweat, and the setting sun outside the window made it seem as if he were glowing.
She struck him harder, her nipples stiffening as he hissed his pain around the chain he dutifully held between his teeth. Excited, she struck him harder still, several firm swats with the leather all in the same spot on his left ass cheek, leaving an angry square of red. She did the same on the right side, Owen’s groans like fingers stroking her swelling clit. He was still on his toes, his calf muscles bulging and twitching. She would need to let him down soon.
She moved to stand in front of him, setting the crop down on the desk. Owen’s chest was heaving, his eyes squeezed shut, sweat rolling down the sides of his face. Sylvie reached for the chain. “Open your mouth,” she said, her voice husky with desire she forced herself to ignore. “I’m going to remove the clamps,” she said brusquely. “It’s going to hurt. Try to stay still.”
Just to be safe, she loosened the wing nuts a little on the vise, in case he jerked when his compressed nipples were suddenly freed. He was watching her as she reached for the first nipple, his eyes wide. His body was actually shaking and Sylvie had to push down her impulse to put her arms around him.
“Calm yourself,” she said instead. “You are doing wonderfully well, my brave boy.” She released the first clamp and, as she expected, Owen hissed with pain as the blood reentered his tortured nipple. She released the second one quickly, placing her hands flat over his nipples, which poked against her palms. When he had calmed enough to stop panting, she took her hands away. Reaching for the wing nuts, she unscrewed the vise that gripped Owen’s genitals. She unclipped the vise from the rod, and set it on the desk.
Owen sighed with obvious relief as the pressure was removed from his cock and balls. He lowered himself until his feet were flat on the platform. Sylvie didn’t release his ankles, nor did she remove the cuffs from his wrists. His cock remained erect, the balls beneath it full and round. Succumbing to an impulse, Sylvie lightly gripped his shaft, releasing it quickly when he moaned.
What the fuck was she doing? She needed to get control of herself. Owen was a client, not a lover, and there were lines she must never cross. To distract herself as much as Owen, Sylvie announced, “As your reward for doing so well, I think we’ll end the session with a good beating. I’m going to allow you to choose the instrument of your pleasure and pain. I can use the slapper, the flogger or a single tail. Your choice.”
Owen followed her moves with his eyes as Sylvie opened the bottom drawer of the desk where she kept some of her toys. She pulled out the three items, laying them side by side on the desk. Lifting the slapper, which was made of a wide, thick strip of leather folded over onto itself, Sylvie hit the desk with it, creating the loud slapping sound that gave the implement its name. Owen jumped at the sound, his cock bobbing. 
“That one, Mistress. Please.” Owen’s eyes were burning with intensity, fixed on the shiny leather implement.
Sylvie nodded. “Excellent.” Leaving the slapper on the desk for the moment, she moved behind Owen. “I think I’ll change your position. I don’t want your hands in the way.” She released the clips on Owen’s cuffs, allowing him to put his arms at his sides, though not for long.
“Raise your arms over your head. I’m going to secure you to the ceiling. That, along with the ankle cuffs, will keep you just where I want you.” Owen looked up, and she could see him noticing the sturdy eyebolts imbedded in the ceiling, from which she hung potted plants when the space was being used purely as an office. 
Taking the stepladder she kept in a corner for the purpose, along with a chain she kept in her drawer, Sylvie climbed up and looped one end of the chain over both eyebolts. She clipped Owen’s cuffs to the other end and climbed from the ladder, moving it aside.
Retrieving the slapper, she ran it over Owen’s shoulders and chest, feeling his shudder as if it were her own. She moved behind him, beginning slowly, using the thick leather paddle lightly against his ass and thighs to warm the skin. After a few minutes she aimed higher, hitting his broad back and shoulders, the smacking sound reverberating in the room, accompanied by the sound of his rapid breathing.
She moved to face him, striking his muscular chest with the leather, which left a swath of reddening skin in its wake. She hit the front of his thighs, careful not to catch his cock or balls with the stinging leather—they’d had enough torture for one day. Again the forbidden desire to cup his balls and stroke his cock beckoned her and Sylvie retreated from it, going again to stand behind him.
She focused on his ass and the backs of his thighs, slapping the skin in hard, steady strokes, watching as it turned from rosy pink to cherry red.
After several minutes, Owen cried, “Mistress! Please!” His breath was ragged, his muscles rigid. “I can’t—it’s too much. Please—”
Sylvie lowered the slapper, though she wasn’t done. Not yet. It wouldn’t be fair to Owen to stop now, not when he was so close. “Slow your breathing,” she admonished gently. “Unclench your hands. Flow with pain, instead of trying to resist it. Think of it like a wave. You can either struggle against it and get pulled under, or you can dive into it, and let it carry you along. It’s your choice, Owen. A conscious choice to accept, to embrace, to become one with the pain.”
She spoke soothingly, honestly wanting to help him move past his resistance, certain he could get there if he tried. She stood close behind him, feeling his heat. She pressed her body against his back, letting her leather-clad breasts brush against him. Though she wanted to wrap her arms around him, instead she reached for his shoulders. She dug her fingers into the bunched muscle. He was strong and beautifully built. She moved her hands down his back, kneading the hot, sweaty skin until his breathing slowed a little.
“Are you ready, Owen? Shall we continue?”
“Yes, please, Mistress Sylvie.”
Stepping back, Sylvie resumed the whipping, letting the leather land in hard, steady strokes against his ass and legs. And then it began to happen.
Sylvie was struck with the same awe that always gripped her when she watched someone begin to move into that miraculous place where pleasure and pain no longer had separate meaning. Though she was no masochist, and took no direct pleasure from erotic pain, as the giver of that pain she felt intimately connected to the one who received it. It was, in fact, what kept her going as a pro Domme. It wasn’t the money, or the ego strokes from being admired by so many men, but this thing, this moment when she brought a client from greedy masochist into something loftier, something sublime.
“That’s it, yes,” she murmured encouragingly, thrilled as she watched Owen’s fingers loosen and felt the tension draining from his body. Moving to his side so she could see his face, Sylvie continued to heat his skin with the leather, slapping hard against his ass, less hard over his back and shoulders.
His head had fallen back so he was looking upward, as if toward the heavens, except that his eyes were closed. He almost looked as if he were sleeping, but Sylvie knew better. His cock was still erect, but the rest of his body was completely relaxed. He was riding the wave, flying high on wings of masochistic ecstasy. Sylvie grabbed on, the slapper her conduit into what he was experiencing. She felt powerful and alive, joy surging through her being as she continued to strike him, though each stroke was now softer than the last.
Finally she stopped altogether, dropping the slapper and moving to stand in front of this man who had submitted with such grace. Slowly he lifted his head, his eyes opening, though they remained unfocused. His lips were still parted, and they curved slightly in a surprised smile. He was breathing deeply and slowly, still half in a trance. 
Without thinking what she was doing, Sylvie took Owen’s face in her hands, feeling the stubble of his five o’clock shadow beneath her fingers. Leaning forward, she touched her lips to his, slipping her tongue between them.
He responded in kind, his tongue rising to meet hers, his lips pressing hard against her. Sylvie felt herself tumbling into that hot, sweet kiss and all at once she realized what she was doing and pulled back as if burned.
Her hand flew to her face, for a moment covering the lips he had just kissed before she dropped her arms to her sides. Stunned, she blurted, “Je suis désolé,” before catching herself. Switching to English, she reiterated, “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. That was wrong. I don’t do that.”
Owen was staring at her, his lips still parted, his eyes blazing. Sylvie moved away so he wouldn’t see the scalding blush she felt rising on her cheeks. What in hell was the matter with her? She never kissed a client. Never, ever, ever.
Quickly she retrieved the stepladder and climbed it, releasing Owen’s wrists in short order. Crouching in front of his legs, she unlocked the ankle restraints. She wanted to order him from her presence, and quickly, but she knew that wasn’t fair, not after the intense session she’d just put him through. Aftercare was crucial, and it wasn’t about her, she reminded herself. Owen was the client. Owen came first.
“Sit a moment,” Sylvie said, waving toward the loveseat with the specially fitted sheet she would later remove and wash. He appeared none too steady on his feet, and Sylvie took his hand, guiding him toward the loveseat. 
Once he was seated, or more accurately, sprawled on the small sofa, Sylvie said, “I’ll be right back.” She hurried to the bathroom off the office and wet and wrung a washcloth, bringing it and a hand towel back into the room.
Kneeling in front of her charge, Sylvie gently washed his body with the wet cloth, more to soothe than to clean him. She brought him a cold bottle of water and handed it to him, watching him drink. He’d need a long, hot shower after such an intense session, but he could take that on his own time, in his own space. 
His cock, she couldn’t help but notice, was still erect, hard and thick above his balls. She patted and stroked the shaft with the wet cloth and moved the washcloth carefully over his balls, following up with the soft towel. She could feel Owen’s eyes burning into her as she ministered to him, but she didn’t look up to meet his gaze.
Satisfied she’d done her duty in aftercare, Sylvie pulled herself upright and stared down at her client. “You did very well, Owen. You took a lot today. You may dress now. The session is over.”
She turned away, eager for him to be gone. She had to think. She had to regroup. She needed to be alone.
Sylvie sat behind her desk, pretending to be busy while Owen pulled on his clothing. She didn’t look up until she realized he was standing beside the desk looking down at her. 
“Mistress Sylvie,” he began. “I just wanted to say—”
“I apologize for that kiss,” she interrupted. “It was most unprofessional. I assure you it won’t happen again. Isabel will contact you for the next session.” Sylvie looked blindly down at her papers, cursing the heat she felt in her cheeks.
“Please, let me speak.” Owen insisted. His voice was quiet but firm, no longer her submissive client, but just a man, a man with something to say. Sylvie looked up slowly and waited, her lips pressed together. 
“I just want to say, it’s okay. There’s no need to apologize for anything. Really.”
Her cheeks still hot, Sylvie nodded mutely. Owen moved toward the door, turning back at the last moment. “Oh, and one more thing, Mistress.”
“Yes?”
“Thank you.”


Chapter 6
Finally, a Saturday session. Owen could arrive relaxed, dressed in jeans, freshly showered and shaved. It was a crisp spring morning, the kind of day that held the promise of new beginnings. Instead of taking a cab, Owen decided to take the subway and then walk from the Washington Square station to Mistress Sylvie’s townhouse.
He touched his mouth with two fingers as he stood on the stoop, the memory of her kiss still imprinted on his lips. If his hands had been free when they’d shared that brief kiss he would have pulled her to him, he would have crushed her body to his and never let her go.
In retrospect, he was glad he’d been bound. It was clear from her reaction afterwards that she hadn't meant to kiss him. It had been a whim, one she obviously regretted. He’d recognized then that he needed to back off, to be careful. No doubt Mistress Sylvie had men hitting on her all the time. Owen was her client, nothing more. He seriously doubted he had a shot in hell with her on any kind of personal level, but hey, a guy could dream.
Owen pressed the doorbell and identified himself. He stood back, staring at the peephole as if he could see inside, his heart kicking into gear at the thought of seeing Mistress Sylvie again. The door was opened by Isabel. He realized he’d been hoping that once again she would have the day off. Knowing he was alone with Mistress Sylvie during that last session had made it that much more intense. 
Isabel gestured him inside, inclining her head toward him as if to say he was no longer a new client. He was established—a regular. After Owen dropped the requisite envelope onto the silver tray, Isabel led him up the stairs to the dungeon. 
Mistress Sylvie was sitting on the high stool in front of the square of carpet. She was wearing a white silk dress, the bodice of which hugged her luscious breasts. The skirt was long and flowing, and Owen could see the outline of Mistress Sylvie’s shapely legs beneath its sheer fabric. Her feet were shod in white slippers and her thick, shiny hair hung to her shoulders. She looked like a princess in a fairy tale. 
She met his eyes, lifting her brows as she nodded toward the carpet. Recalling himself, Owen reached for the hem of his polo shirt and pulled the shirt over his head. Kicking off his topsiders, he unzipped his jeans and pulled them, along with his underwear, from his body. Naked, he moved toward the square of carpet and knelt, his head bowed, resisting the impulse to kiss Mistress Sylvie’s white slippers.
She was holding his leather cuffs in her hands, the clips glinting silver in the soft lighting of the room. “Wrists,” she said briskly. Owen held out his wrists, a sensual, peaceful feeling moving over him as she clipped the cuffs into place.
“Stand up,” Mistress Sylvie commanded. “Hands behind your head, eyes ahead. Don’t move a muscle until I return.”
Owen obeyed, locking his fingers behind his neck, aware his cock was already rising with anticipation as Mistress Sylvie slipped from the stool and moved toward the toy table. She was there a while. Owen tried to see what she was doing in his peripheral vision, but her back was to him. His mind spun with the possibilities as visions of rope, chain and whips moved in an erotic jumble through his imagination.
When Mistress Sylvie came back into his line of vision, Owen saw she was wearing latex gloves. In one hand was a tube of lubricant. She held out other. “Do you know what this is?”
Owen swallowed. “Yes, Mistress.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s a butt plug, Mistress.” Though he’d never seen one in person, he’d seen them used often enough on the BDSM porn sites he sometimes scrolled through on the Internet. He’d watched in fascination as the shiny black plug was pushed slowly into some gorgeous woman’s ass, disappearing between her cheeks until only the flat circle of rubber at its base remained in view. 
“Have you ever had a butt plug used on you, slave Owen?” Mistress Sylvie asked. 
“No, Mistress,” Owen replied, his heart fluttering against his ribs. In spite of the situation, or, if he were completely honest, perhaps partially because of it, he felt his cock harden. He’d thought often about the session when Mistress Sylvie had probed his ass, searching for the sweet spot, as she’d called it, and finding it. That scene had been intimate, even sexual, between them, at least it had been for him. He would have rather experienced that again—her gentle, sure fingers, the sweet murmur of her voice over him, her breasts grazing his back as she moved. 
Mistress Sylvie shook him out of the brief fantasy as she pointed toward the stool.  “Bend over and spread your legs,” she ordered. “You may grip the legs of the stool with your hands for balance.”
Owen took a deep breath, willing his body to comply. In spite of his trepidation, a part of him was deeply aroused by the authority in her tone. She didn’t ask him—she commanded, and he, with all choice removed, obeyed. 
Bending over the stool, he shifted until his midriff was resting against the seat, his legs spread, his ass thrust outward. He drew in a sharp breath when he felt Mistress Sylvie’s hands spread his ass cheeks. He was glad his face was hidden from her as she examined his exposed asshole, lightly rimming it with a single finger. He tensed as he felt a blob of gooey lube squeezed onto the puckered hole.
Owen squeezed his eyes shut and bit his lip when he felt the tip of the hard rubber butt plug pushing against his tight sphincter. “That’s it,” Mistress Sylvie urged. “You are doing well, Owen. Don’t resist what I want for you. Give of yourself. Show me you can obey, even when it’s difficult for you.”
Energized by her words, Owen made a conscious effort to relax his rectal muscles, trying not to clench as the plug was pushed slowly but inexorably into his passage. He did okay until the very end, when the flared base of the plug stretched him painfully open as it slipped inside. 
“Ah!” he cried, before he could stop himself. “That hurts!”
And it had hurt, but just as quickly, the pain subsided as his sphincter muscles adapted to the invading phallus. He felt Mistress Sylvie’s hands moving over his ass and back.  She leaned over his body, her breasts pressed against him, separated only by the silk that covered them. 
“You will be punished for speaking out of turn.” Owen felt Mistress Sylvie’s soft cheek against his shoulder and he wanted to turn and kiss her, but of course he did not. All at once she stood. His skin ached with the loss of her. 
“Stand at attention, hands behind your head,” she said brusquely.
Owen stood slowly upright, clenching his ass cheeks to keep the plug inside, though he realized as he relaxed a little that it wasn’t going anywhere, not with that flared base wedged inside his ass. He put his hands behind his head and waited, watching as Mistress Sylvie resumed her perch on the stool. The plug created an odd sensation inside him, but it didn’t hurt, not anymore. 
Mistress Sylvie tilted her head as she regarded him, her pretty sea-green eyes penetrating his. Owen was aware of the steady pulse in his cock. It had sprung into a full erection, and a droplet of pre-come trembled at its tip. 
She was so beautiful. As they stared at one another, Owen felt as if he were falling into Mistress Sylvie’s eyes, losing himself in them. He felt as if he could look at her forever. As she gazed at him, her lips parted and Owen felt something catch in his heart. Before he realized what he was doing, he had taken a step toward her. 
“Back in position!” Mistress Sylvie snapped suddenly, shocking Owen out of whatever spell she’d woven around him. The softness in her face of a moment before was replaced with a frown. “Eyes on the ground.”
Owen stepped back as if he’d been slapped. What the hell had he been thinking? He’d let his imagination run away with him. He was no better than those deluded assholes who managed to convince themselves the prostitute they’d hired for an hour was “really into it.” That kiss had been a one-time fluke. Time to get over it. He was getting what he paid for from the hired Dominatrix. He had no right to expect anything more.
Determined to keep his mind on what was really being offered, which was in itself pretty fucking great, Owen thrust his chest forward at attention and fixed his eyes on Mistress Sylvie’s slipper-clad feet. 
“Better,” she said. Owen could feel her eyes moving over his body, but he resisted the impulse to look up. “I want to try something with you,” Mistress Sylvie finally said. “I want to push your boundaries today.” Standing, she stepped close and reached for his face, cupping his chin in her hand as she stared again into his eyes. “Do you trust me, Owen?” 
Owen didn’t have to think about his response. “Yes, Mistress,” he replied at once.
“Good.” Letting him go, she stepped back. “I have been thinking about the heightened experience that can result when sight and sound are removed, when the focus is solely on what you are experiencing, with no distractions. You handle erotic pain well. I want to take you further today. I think we can get there if we remove all distractions. Do you think you could handle that?”
“Yes, Mistress,” Owen replied, though he wasn’t entirely sure what she was talking about. 
Mistress Sylvie stood and moved toward the toy table. She returned holding a black leather hood in one hand, a long, thin rattan cane in the other. “I would like you to wear this hood for our session.” She held it up for Owen to see. It had long silver zippers along either side of it and hole cut into the center. “I’ll plug your ears first, and then the leather hood will blind and silence you. I want to secure you to the spanking horse and give you the experience you crave. I want to mark you with my cane.”
She held up the cane, which had a black suede leather handle. Owen drew in a quick breath as she flicked the cane through the air, creating a whippy, whooshing sound that made him wince. “I want you to feel every stroke. I will bind your wrists to help you keep still, but your hands will be free. If it gets to be too much, you only need to flex your fingers, like this.” She demonstrated, making fists of her hands and then opening them and wiggling her fingers. 
“Yes, Mistress,” Owen whispered, a tremor moving through his body. During the initial interview Isabel had quizzed him at some length about canes, and he’d admitted he was fascinated by the long, cruel welts a cane could raise, but had never experienced its cut firsthand. 
That was about to change. 
Owen allowed himself to be led to the spanking horse, which looked like a very narrow, short picnic table with thick leather padding on the benches and tabletop. The plug felt snug and full inside his ass as he walked. 
Mistress Sylvie opened her hand, revealing a pair of small, bright orange cylinders. “These are ear plugs. Press them snugly against your ears. Then I’m going to place the hood over your head and secure you to the bench. Remember, if at any time the sensations become too much, or you need me to stop for any reason, just flex your fingers. I will be watching. I will take care of you, Owen, and guide you through the process.”
“Yes, Mistress.” Owen took the plugs, which were soft and spongy between his fingers, and pressed them into place. He could hear the thumping pulse of his rapidly beating heart, crashing like ocean waves against his eardrums. A press of her hand against his shoulder made him kneel in front of her. He closed his eyes as she fitted the hood over his head, tugging it into place so he could breathe through the hole in the leather. He felt rather than heard the metallic sound as the zipper teeth interlocked along either side of his face. The hood fit snugly, contouring along his jaw, sealing his mouth and pressing against his closed eyelids.
The smell of the leather was rich in his nostrils, heightened perhaps by the fact he could neither see nor hear. He felt Mistress Sylvie’s hands encircling his, and he gripped them back, allowing himself to be pulled upright. She guided him over the narrow tabletop of the spanking horse, where he rested his torso against smooth leather, his shins balanced along the benches on either side, his plugged ass thrust out. Mistress Sylvie pulled his arms down so they were resting against the padded benches from elbow to wrist. Finally she clipped the cuffs to the eyebolts set into the bench for the purpose.
Nothing happened for several long seconds. Owen focused on the sound of his blood rushing through his ears, and the thud of his heart against leather. He was keenly aware of his splayed ass, the ring of black rubber exposed between spread cheeks. He felt extremely vulnerable, but at the same time, he felt a deep, abiding comfort that calmed him. He realized this comfort stemmed from being bound as he was. He was gagged and blindfolded by the soft, fragrant leather, and securely tethered to the spanking horse, completely available to Mistress Sylvie for whatever she chose to do to him. 
How had he gone thirty-nine years without experiencing this, except in his fantasies?
He jerked when he felt something moving over his ass and lower back, anticipating the sudden strike of the cane. But instead he realized it was her hands, sure and strong, moving in circles over his skin, easing the tension from his muscles. He could hear her murmur through the muffle of the plugs and leather, but he couldn’t catch any words. 
After a few minutes, her soothing hands were replaced by the light tapping of what he knew must be the cane. It was beginning! His first caning. He fervently hoped her trust in his worthiness wasn’t misplaced, and that he’d manage to handle the caning without wimping out and giving her the hand signal to stop. He vowed to himself that he would see it through, no matter what. He desperately wanted to make Mistress Sylvie proud.
His mind quieted as the steady, warming tap of the cane gave way to a firmer stroke, moving like electric currents over his ass and the backs of his thighs. His skin felt hot, but pleasantly so, the sting of the cane creating a sweet fire in his belly and sending the blood pulsing hard into his cock and balls. 
When the first real stroke hit, it moved like a line of fire over his left cheek and Owen grunted against the confines of the leather hood. When the second searing stroke landed, he gripped the sides of the spanking horse hard with his knees. 
For a while the cane moved rapidly over his ass and thighs, its bite less fierce, though each stinging stroke still sent a jolt of fire over his nerve endings. Then came another hard stroke, and then another.  Owen’s hands beneath the leather cuffs were clenched into fists and. He could feel the sweat breaking on his scalp and upper lip beneath the hood.
I can’t, I can’t, oh fuck, oh god, I can’t do this. I can’t…
The words ran like a loop through his fevered brain as the cane came relentlessly down on his abraded, stinging skin. Owen realized his body was shaking, and the leather beneath his torso was slick with his sweat.
Let go, Owen. Let go.
Though he knew he couldn’t actually be hearing Mistress Sylvie’s voice, it was as if she’d spoken in his head—the words clear and ringing in her sweetly accented voice. The cane hurt just as much as it had a moment before, but his body was no longer shaking, and his hands were no longer so tightly clenched. With an act of will, he forced his fingers to relax, and let himself ease against the spanking bench, surrendering his tight grip on what was happening.
Several more whipping strokes of rattan flattened him against the bench. Owen’s chest was heaving, his heart thudding, his ass stinging, his cock near to bursting. The intensity of the caning slowly eased, lighter and lighter until it was again just a whispering stroke against now very tender skin. And then the tapping was replaced again by cool, strong fingers that glided lightly over Owen’s ass and thighs. 
I did it, he thought with a mental whoop of joy. I made it! His heart felt light inside his body, as if filled with helium. His cock ached, and he knew if she so much as touched it, he would shoot his load. 
He jerked against the padded spanking horse when he felt the tug of the butt plug against his ass. The ring of muscles that had initially resisted the penetration by the rubber plug now clung just as tightly to keep it in. There was a flash of pain as the flared base of the plug was forced from his ass but the plug slid easily away after that. 
Owen felt his cuffs being released from the clips and then removed altogether. Mistress Sylvie helped him from the spanking horse and pressed his shoulder gently until he sank to his knees. She unzipped the hood and pulled it free from Owen’s head. He pulled the earplugs from his ears and shook his sweat-dampened hair from his face. His ass and thighs burned, but he forgot the pain as he stared up into Mistress Sylvie’s face.
She was smiling like an angel, her eyes sparkling. “You did so well, Owen, especially for your first time. Come and see how beautiful your marks are.” She held out her hand, and again Owen allowed himself to be pulled upright in her surprisingly strong grip.
She led him to a full-length mirror that was affixed to the wall beside the whip rack and directed him to turn around so his back was to the mirror. He twisted around to see and stared, fascinated, at the criss-cross of long welted lines of red on his ass and thighs. Reaching back, he touched one of the raised welts, surprised at how hot his skin was.
“Those will be with you for a few days,” Mistress Sylvie said. “Marks of courage. You have made me proud.” Owen could see the image of Mistress Sylvie in the mirror, standing just behind him. There was a tenderness in her face that momentarily took his breath away. 
Yet when he turned around to face her, the look was gone, replaced by a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes, which, to Owen’s shocked surprise, were filled with tears. “You may dress,” she said quickly, turning away. “The session is over. Isabel will see you out.” 
Before Owen could even thank her for the amazing session, Mistress Sylvie fled from the room. Thoughtfully, Owen moved toward the pile of his clothing and dressed. 
“What the hell,” he said aloud to the empty room, “just happened?”


Chapter 7
Sylvie looked up from the letter she was writing, recognizing the ring of her business phone. Though she always brought it up with her to her apartment after hours, Sylvie almost never picked up the business line. She usually left that to Isabel, who checked the messages and handled appointment scheduling, only troubling Sylvie with calls she couldn’t handle herself. Sylvie liked to keep the phone nearby just the same, to keep tabs on the business. 
“What am I going to do about him?” Sylvie said aloud in her native French. She shook her head, telling herself not to go there. He was a client, end of discussion. The fact that he was a true submissive who responded with great intensity of feeling and passion to what she gave him—well, so much the better. Most of her clients were just horny, lonely men looking for a cheap thrill. Sylvie did her job, satisfying their masochistic needs and taking control for the brief time they were in her dungeon, but usually she forgot about them the instant they walked out of the room.
Not so Owen.
In the few weeks since she’d accepted him as a client, each session had been more intense and involved than the last. It was becoming increasingly difficult to separate her feelings from the job. He was affecting her ability to be neutral and professional. He was tangling her emotions in a way that just wouldn’t do. 
Maybe it’s time to end this.
Yet the thought of never seeing him again…
Sylvie’s personal cell phone began to play Blue Moon, the special ring from the one person she realized she needed to talk to at precisely that moment. “Chloé, how did you know I needed you?”
Chloé laughed. “Don’t I always? It’s him again, isn’t it? The man I dreamed of. But what is wrong? I am feeling sadness, instead of the joy that should come with meeting a new love.”
“You’ve got it all wrong this time, my dear friend. There is no lover.”
“You are sure? I feel this so strongly, Sylvie. There is a man. I haven’t been this sure since… Oh, I’m sorry, chérie.”  
“Since Jacques. Go ahead, it’s okay, you can say his name. I actually go whole days now, even longer, where he never even crosses my mind.” Sylvie realized with surprise as she said this that it was true. She’d barely thought about the man she’d considered the love of her life for—for how long now? At least a few weeks!
When he’d left her after eight years together, with just a note telling her he had met someone new, Sylvie had felt as if a piece of her had been ripped away, leaving her ragged and bleeding, certain she would never heal.
During that horrible first month she’d barely been able to leave the house, or eat or even bathe. Many long phone calls from dear Chloé had gotten her through, making her realize life would, indeed, go on, with or without Jacques Gaston. Sylvie had begun to put one foot in front of the other once again, working on building the pro Domme practice, which until that point had been more of a hobby than a career. 
She’d torn the twenty-thousand dollar check the independently wealthy Jacques had left along with his farewell note into tiny pieces, nurturing the righteous rage she’d felt that he thought he could replace their love with money. But, though scar tissue slowly formed over the wound of her loss, the pain remained, a quiet, empty ache inside a heart she’d imagined shattered beyond repair. She would not, she had thought, ever love again.
“Tell me about the new man.”
“Chloé!” Sylvie laughed in exasperation. “I said there’s no one! Do you think I would keep this from you? I’m a little conflicted, that’s all. I have to make a decision.”
“Tell me.”
“There is a man—”
“Voilà! I told you! There is a man. I knew it.” 
Sylvie laughed again in spite of herself. “Well, yes, okay, he is a man. I’ll concede that. But he’s a client, not a lover.”
“What’s his name?” Chloé interrupted. 
“What does it matter? He’s just a client,” Sylvie retorted, aware she sounded defensive.
“Okay,” Chloé said slowly. “Tell me about this client. What is the decision you have to make? And why is it making you so sad?”
“I’m not sad! Who said I was sad?”
“Sylvie,” Chloé said gently, “it’s me. You don’t have to be strong with me, chère. I’m your safe place, remember?”
Tears sprang to Sylvie’s eyes and she longed suddenly for Chloé’s warm, strong embrace. She wanted to sit at the big table in Chloé’s cluttered kitchen, which always smelled of freshly baking bread, and drink a cup of dark, sweet coffee while she told her best friend everything.
“His name is Owen,” she admitted. “And he is starting to matter too much.”
~*~
Early the next morning while Sylvie was paying bills on her computer, the business phone rang. She glanced at it with mild curiosity, with no intention of picking it up. Her heart stopped for a second as she read the name scrolling across the screen: Owen McCarthy.
Chloé had commiserated with Sylvie about the blurring of boundaries between work and pleasure, but she hadn't understood the problem. “I get it that you can’t mix the two, but the solution is clear, Sylvie. End the professional connection. Ask him out!”
Chloé made it sound so simple, but she didn’t understand the ramifications. Clients were, by definition, off limits for Sylvie. If she got the reputation for crossing that line she would lose all legitimacy within the field. She’d already nearly blown it with that stupid kiss! Fortunately Owen was novice enough, or maybe just enough of a gentleman, not to push his advantage. He didn’t want a fulltime dominant lover, that much was certain. If he had, he would have found one rather than seeking out professional services in a carefully controlled environment. 
For all she knew, he did have a lover, or a wife. Someone he returned home to after the paid sessions in Sylvie’s dungeon. Someone who loved him and whom he loved in return. 
One more ring and it would go to voicemail. I can answer if I wish. It’s my dungeon, after all. Sylvie found herself snatching up the phone, her finger sliding across the touch screen to activate the call.
“Sylvie Dubois,” she said crisply, ignoring the flutter in her heart.
There was a pause, and then, “Oh! Hi, uh, hello. I’m sorry, I was waiting for the voicemail.” 
“Well, you got the real me. What can I do for you?” Sylvie scanned her desk for a pen, ready to jot down an appointment time. She didn’t even have the appointment book at home, but if his appointment overlapped another, she’d just have Isabel reschedule the other one.
“Well, since I got the real you,” Owen replied, and she could hear the smile in his voice, “I wanted to know if you’d be my guest this coming Friday. It’s a—”
“Oh, I’m sorry, I never—” Sylvie began automatically, but Owen kept talking.
“It’s a party. A private party at Chains. Have you heard of the place? The club is supposed to be pretty amazing. Members only, very exclusive.”
“Yes, I’ve known Master H. for many years,” Sylvie replied. “Though it’s been a while since I’ve seen him. I heard he’d moved the club to a new location.” Sylvie flashed back to the last time she’d been at Harry’s club. Jacques had been with her, her devoted, loving slave. It must have been only a few months before he’d blithely announced he loved another woman. 
That night Sylvie had given a demonstration with a cat o’ nine tails, the especially wicked one with the metal balls braided onto the tips that Jacques loved so well. She’d become so involved in the scene she’d almost forgotten they were on a stage.
Owen drew her back to the present. “Apparently my friend Jerry represented Master H. in some legal matter, and part of the payment was two tickets for this Friday night. Alana and Jerry have a conflict and can’t use the tickets so I guess I got lucky. It’s a very special night apparently. Master H. himself will be there and he’s going to put on some kind of demonstration. I know you probably have a policy about seeing clients after hours,” Owen rushed on, “but like I said, this isn’t a date. I would just, um, you know, I would enjoy your company. Your perspective on the scene. Who knows, you might get a kick out of it.” 
The puppy dog hopefulness in his voice caused a sweet, sharp pain in Sylvie’s chest. “It’s not a date,” he repeated into the silence. Sylvie realized her cheeks were actually aching from smiling so hard. This man was utterly adorable, and he was right. It wasn’t a date. It was an opportunity to stay connected with others in the BDSM community. She’d worn the dark cloak of mourning long enough for a man who was never going to return. It would be good to get out again into the scene. It would be fun to see Master H. and his usual crowd of over-the-top gay sub boys that formed his entourage. Still, was she crossing a line by attending with a client?
“The club opens at eight, but the demonstration doesn’t start until nine. I could come by before. We could go for a drink or maybe dinner first—”
“Come by at eight thirty.”
There was a short pause and then, “Great. See you then.”
~*~
The sun hadn't quite set when Owen climbed the stoop to Mistress Sylvie’s townhouse, his cab double parked and waiting on the narrow, cobblestoned street below. The red door opened even before he could press the buzzer, and there stood the heart-stoppingly lovely Mistress Sylvie.
“Good evening, Owen,” she said, offering a small smile.
“Good evening to you.” Owen almost added Mistress, but stopped himself at the last second, suddenly not sure of the protocol when they weren’t in a session. He glanced sharply at her, hoping he hadn't offended her by being too familiar. But when he offered his arm, she took it as they stepped together down the stoop and toward the awaiting taxi.
Before stepping into the cab, Mistress Sylvie lifted her face toward the sky and held out her arms. “It’s so beautiful tonight,” she said, closing her eyes as if for a kiss. I love l’heure bleue. This is when I miss France most of all.” She sighed a small, sweet sigh.
“I’m sorry, what? Lor Bluh?”  
Mistress Sylvie opened her eyes and looked at him, shaking her head with an amused smile. “L’heure bleue. It means literally the blue hour. It’s that magical time of twilight when the very air seems tinged with blue. There is nothing to compare with the breathtaking beauty of Paris at dusk.”
“But New York will do in a pinch, huh?” Owen grinned, trying not to ogle the gorgeous woman. She was wearing a slinky black dress that stopped above the knee, a shawl of some kind of gossamer gold material wrapped around her bare shoulders. Her tan, shapely legs were bare, her feet housed in gold sandals that revealed toenails painted a pearly pink. Her makeup was softer than when she was in the dungeon, and her manner seemed softer too.
It’s not a date, Owen reminded himself. She’d refused the suggestion of a drink or dinner beforehand, making that very clear. Still, when they sat together in the back of the cab, Owen was very aware of her leg touching his, her smooth, bare skin contrasting nicely with the black denim of his jeans. 
When the cab dropped them off at the address Jerry had given Owen, he thought at first there had to have been a mistake. They were in the Lower West Side in the old meat packing district, standing in front of a large metal door. There was no sign or anything else indicating this was the place. There was a keypad beside the door, however. Jerry had told him there would be a keypad, and that he was to punch in the code on the back of the ticket to gain access.
Owen did this and stepped back, shrugging toward Mistress Sylvie with an uncertain smile, praying he hadn’t fucked this up somehow. To his relief, he heard the scraping of a lock and then the door was pulled open. A tall man dressed entirely in black leather, from the cap on his head to the boots on his feet, said brusquely, “Tickets?”
Owen handed the man the two tickets. He wore small gold hoops in both ears and a snake tattoo curled along the side of his neck. He examined the tickets and stepped back with a nod. “Right this way.” The man led them down wide, crumbling concrete stairs, their footsteps echoing against the walls. At the foot of the stairs were double doors painted shiny black. The man opened the doors and gestured for them to enter.
The sound of a pulsing disco beat reverberated through the concrete floors of the dimly lit space. The walls were also painted black and hung with sconces shaped like candles that flickered in the gloom. Young men wearing unlaced black leather combat boots, black thongs and nothing else weaved through the crowds with trays of cold drinks. People were mingling in clusters, some on their feet, some on their knees. There was lots of leather and skin, as well as rope and chain. 
There were partitioned areas where private scenes could take place, but there was plenty to see out in the open as well. As they moved toward the long bar at the back of the spacious room, Owen took in the naked man suspended upside down from ankle cuffs, his legs spread wide, angry red lines left by a whip striping his body. Another man was lying on a bondage table, thick rope across his thighs and chest. Two women, dressed alike in red satin gowns with plunging necklines were holding lit candles over the man’s body, dripping wax over his torso and groin.
Mistress Sylvie and Owen each ordered a glass of iced tea at the bar. Just as the server handed them their glasses, a man appeared beside them. He was tall and thin, his face gaunt with deep set gray eyes and a full head of dark hair. To Owen’s annoyed surprise, the man dropped to his knees and bent his head to kiss Mistress Sylvie’s right foot. 
“Maîtresse!” the man exclaimed, looking up at her with what could only be described as adoration. “How wonderful to see you. It’s been far too long.”
“You are right, Rick. It has been too long.” Mistress Sylvie touched Rick’s shoulder and bestowed a queen’s smile on the man. Owen experienced a spasm of jealousy he knew was absurd. “I am here with my friend.” She nodded toward Owen and Rick fixed his cadaverous gaze on Owen, giving him a thorough once-over with his eyes.
“You are a lucky man, indeed, Monsieur, to be counted as a friend of the lovely Mistress Sylvie.”
Owen was saved from having to reply as another man approached, his arms opened wide in welcome. “Do my eyes deceive me? Is that really you, Sylvie, come back to grace us with your charms after all these years? I had thought perhaps you had returned to France.” The man gripped Mistress Sylvie by the shoulders and kissed her on each cheek, and she responded in kind. 
The man had long, curling black hair that fell to his shoulders. He was dressed in a white shirt and black leather pants, his feet shod in square-toed black boots.  “It’s good to see you, Harry, or should I say Master H.,” Mistress Sylvie replied, smiling. “I’m here with my friend, Owen.”
Master H. turned to face Owen. He had a hawk-like nose and snapping black eyes. Though not especially tall, he had a barrel chest and heavily-muscled arms. He stuck out his hand, catching Owen’s in a strong grip. “A pleasure to meet you, Owen. Welcome to Chains.”
“Thanks,” Owen said. “I’m a friend of Alana and Jerry. They weren’t able to come tonight but they send their regards.” 
After a few minutes of small talk, Master H. turned again to Mistress Sylvie. “Your timing is perfect. Master John was scheduled to do a demonstration with a fabulous new flogger I had custom made. John just called to let me know he’s under the weather and won’t be coming tonight. People still talk about your last scene with that gorgeous French boy you used to have in tow. Any chance of a repeat performance tonight?” 
Owen looked at Mistress Sylvie, wondering about her “gorgeous French boy”, not sure how he felt about watching her whip some other guy, gay or not. But he knew it wasn’t up to him. They were there as friends, nothing more, but that in itself was a major step up from client and pro Domme. He was proud to be there with her, and impressed that Master H. clearly thought so highly of her. 
Mistress Sylvie said nothing for a moment and Owen felt sure she was going to refuse. Then she turned to Owen, though her answer was to Master H. “I will do it, but only if Owen agrees to be my subject.”
“Wait, what?” Owen blurted, his stomach dropping like an elevator moving too fast. 
“Perfect!” Master H. clamped a firm hand on Owen’s shoulder, squeezing hard. “I’ll have someone show you to the stage and give you a few moments alone to prepare.” He glanced at the solid gold Rolex on his wrist and then back at Mistress Sylvie. “Say in ten minutes?”
“Owen? Will you do me the honor?” Mistress Sylvie regarded him with thoughtful eyes.
Though he had never engaged in any kind of public scene, and until this moment never thought he would, Owen found himself mesmerized by her sudden radiant smile, which warmed every muscle and bone in his body. “The honor,” he found himself saying, “is mine.”


Chapter 8
A man named William with metal studs in his eyebrows, nose and beneath his lower lip, led them to the stage. It was a small stage, really more of a platform, extending only about four feet from the wall. 
William gave Sylvie the flogger, which had lots of thick, soft leather strands hanging from a braided handle. At the end of the handle there was a round red ball made of glass. Sylvie balanced the whip on her palms a moment and then gripped the handle in her right hand. It was perfectly weighted and beautifully made. 
“Very nice,” she pronounced. 
William nodded. “That’s made by Adam Elderkin, one of the most respected whip makers in the world.”
“Yes.” Sylvie nodded. “I recognize the crystal ball that is his trademark.”
William gestured with his chin in Owen’s direction. “You can secure your boy to the whipping post, or we have chains hanging from that beam there.” He pointed toward the ceiling. “We have extra cuffs if you didn’t bring your own.”
“That’s all right,” Sylvie replied. “My boy won’t need any restraints. He’s very well trained.” She smiled toward Owen, wondering how he felt to be called her boy in public. His expression was difficult to read, but she couldn’t help but notice the bulge in his jeans.
William shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
When he had descended the stairs on the side of the stage, Mistress Sylvie turned to Owen. “You should know I would never have agreed to do this if I didn’t have complete confidence in you. I have seen your grace and courage in my dungeon. I am certain you can find that same grace tonight. You will remove your shirt and stand with your face to the wall.” She pointed toward the back wall against which the stage was built. 
“You will place your palms flat against the wall to provide support while I whip your back.” She ran her fingers through the flogger’s thick strands as she spoke, inhaling the rich scent of fine leather. “Or, if you feel comfortable, you can strip completely and get a more thorough flogging.” She laughed, adding, “From the look on your face when I said that, your choice is pretty clear.”
“It’s just I’ve never—” Owen began. 
“Not at all—” Mistress Sylvie said, placing a hand on his forearm. “I completely understand. What we share in the privacy of my dungeon is different from this public setting. I am proud that you are willing to be a part of this with me. We will do it in a way that feels comfortable and safe for you.”
“Thank you, Mistress,” Owen replied, the relief evident in his tone. 
Sylvie watched as Owen unbuttoned his shirt and removed it, silently admiring his broad, muscular shoulders and back. She realized she was looking at him with different eyes than when she was in the dungeon. There she kept a stricter control over her emotions, always striving to be professional in what she gave her clients, keeping her own feelings and desires out of the equation.
But tonight something was different. Tonight their relationship had shifted from strictly business to something more. She had introduced him as her friend, but was it in fact more than that? When she’d crossed the line in accepting his invitation, had the way back to business-as-usual been closed to her? 
Focus, she warned herself. It was important to be on her game tonight. It was her first reentry in the public scene after so long away. She would need to concentrate, and to pay attention not to her own confused emotions, but to the man she would lead in this delicious dance of erotic pleasure and pain.
“Place your hands flat against the wall,” she repeated. As Owen assumed the position, Sylvie nodded her approval. “Yes, that’s perfect. I will start slowly, and I’ll be talking to the audience, explaining what I’m doing as I go. Your job is to stand still and keep your back straight. What I really want from you is to experience the flogging with your entire being. Don’t pay attention to what I’m saying to the audience. Don’t try to be stoic in front of the crowd. It’s all right if you moan or cry out. Forget that they are there. What I want from you is the total acceptance of what is happening. I want you to embrace the pain, to become one with it, to move into that special place where nothing matters, nothing exists save for you and me and the leather that connects us. Can you do that for me, Owen?”
Owen turned his head, meeting her eye. She felt something sparking between them. He was worrying his lower lip with his teeth and Sylvie could feel both his apprehension and his desire. She had to squelch the nearly overwhelming desire to kiss him. She found herself taking a step toward him, but stopped, startled by the sudden chiming of bells over the loudspeakers, and then Master H.’s strident voice.
“Ladies and gentlemen. For those of you interested in a public flogging, please go to the rear stage. Mistress Sylvie will be doing a demonstration in approximately two minutes.”
Sylvie stroked Owen’s bare back, enjoying the feel of long, lean muscles beneath her fingers. “Relax,” she urged softly. “You were made for this.”
 
Master H. climbed to the stage and introduced Sylvie to the crowd of about forty people that had gathered to watch. Once he left the stage, Sylvie addressed the audience.
She started slowly, demonstrating technique to warm the skin, as she talked about how crucial it was to pay attention to the body and the reactions of your subject. Owen stood still, his palms flat, his bearing proud. Some people called out questions, and she answered them, going over technique, wrist position and stance. 
When she began the flogging in earnest, the crowd quieted and stilled. Sylvie felt them dropping away from her consciousness as she focused on the swish of leather moving over Owen’s back and shoulders, the twitch of his muscles, the way he held his body, the gasp of his breath. His skin was reddening nicely, a crosshatch of marks left by the deceptively soft strands of leather.
A particularly cruel stroke, the tips curling around Owen’s side, pulled a grunt from his lips, and she could see the sheen of sweat starting on his back. “Accept it,” she said softly. “Embrace it.” 
She struck him harder, flicking the leather against the bunched muscles between his shoulders. “You’re fighting me, Owen. Stop fighting and give yourself to me. I want it all. Hold back nothing.”
He was breathing hard, his chest heaving, his eyes squeezed tightly closed, tension making his body rigid. Maybe she’d made a mistake, forcing him too soon to a public display. Maybe she should back off—end the demonstration now, instead of holding out for what she knew he could do, where she knew he could go, if only he could get past this bit of purgatory.
That’s how a masochist had described it to her once, telling her that in order to soar, you had to first descend into the depths of hell, let the flames of the pain lick you until you were nothing but that pain—it consumed you and absorbed you, and then… And then, just when you were sure you couldn’t bear another stroke, came the transformation. 
Sylvie never tired of being a part of that, and always thrilled to be the one who could give such an experience to another person. It was the ultimate triumph, she felt, knowing it was her whip, her cane, her touch, that wrought such sublime magic.
“Owen, let go. Let it take you where you need to go. Do it. Do it for me.”
And then it happened. 
Owen’s head lifted slowly until his face was to the ceiling. His breathing slowed, his lips parting. His eyes, while still closed, were no longing squeezed shut. Sylvie could feel all the tension easing from his body as he fully embraced what she was offering.
“Yes,” Sylvie cried, elated as she struck him again and again. “Yes!”
A collective murmur moved through the watching crowd. They could see it too, and no doubt many of them knew just exactly what they were witnessing. Sylvie continued to flog Owen’s back and shoulders, her rhythm steady and hard as Owen soared. She let him fly as long as she dared before finally easing the tempo and the force, until the leather was only a whisper across his heated, marked flesh.
“Stay where you are,” she said softly, placing her hand gently on his shoulder. “Take your time to come down.”
Though they hadn’t discussed how to end the scene, Owen turned slowly to face her, his eyes burning with a fervor that bordered on the religious. He sank slowly to his knees in front of Sylvie and lifted his head to her. Sylvie lowered the flogger toward his face and Owen, as if they’d choreographed it beforehand, kissed the handle.
The crowd broke into noisy, raucous applause and Owen whipped his head toward them with a startled expression on his face, as if he’d truly forgotten they were there. He looked back at Sylvie, his smile at once embarrassed and pleased. Sylvie cupped his face in her hands and it took every ounce of self control not to bend down and kiss him.
~*~
It took a while before Sylvie and Owen could extract themselves from the crowd that gathered around them after the demonstration. Owen mostly just stood there, still trying to come down from the incredible place she’d sent him to with her flogging. Sylvie handled the crowd well, accepting compliments with grace and easily deflecting offers to participate in private scenes with some of the eager onlookers.
Finally they managed to slip away, and were left alone to sit at the bar. Though Sylvie was sipping a glass of cold Chardonnay, she’d recommended Owen just have water until he had calmed down, and he’d agreed. Owen’s back and shoulders still stung from the flogging, but mercifully his erection had subsided. He’d been terribly nervous when the scene first started, glad he was facing the wall, and praying he didn’t make a fool of himself in front of a bunch strangers. He wanted to please Sylvie, to impress her, to show her the “grace and courage” she had ascribed to him.
What he hadn’t expected was to fly. It had only happened a few times before during their sessions, and then only after an intense buildup beforehand. He’d never dreamed it could happen in such a public forum, and within just a few minutes. Or had it been hours? He had no idea—he had stepped out of time, truly becoming one with the sensations—part pain, yes, but also part pure, perfect pleasure.  
“You okay?” Mistress Sylvie’s sweet voice penetrated Owen’s thoughts. 
“Oh yeah.” Owen smiled at her. “Better than okay. That was amazing. Thank you, Mistress Sylvie.”
“Thank you, Owen. You made me very proud tonight.”
The background music was again interrupted by the chiming of bells. A different voice came over the speakers. “Master H. will present slave Mark tonight, in celebration of their recent engagement. You will get a firsthand taste of Master H.’s expert knife play. Be warned, the play is real, so if the sight of blood makes you squeamish, you might want to give this one a miss. If you dare, they will be at the marble pedestal in five minutes.”
The man they’d met earlier named Rick was sitting on Sylvie’s other side at the bar. “Oh, goody—knife play! Mark is absolutely to-die-for gorgeous and a perfectly trained pain slut.” He rubbed his long, thin hands together, his expression eager. 
“Come on.” Rick stood, gesturing with his head toward an area where a crowd was already gathering. “You won’t want to miss this. Master H. is super talented with a knife.”
As Rick moved away, Owen turned to Mistress Sylvie, his stomach clenching. “Blood play? Is that even safe?”
Mistress Sylvie shrugged. “I’m sure if Master H. is the one in charge, it will be safe. He wouldn’t have the reputation he has if he didn’t know what he was doing.”
“But blood…” Owen trailed off. It wasn’t that he was squeamish per se, but the sight of blood, at least his own blood, sometimes had the unnerving effect of making him dizzy. 
At the same time, he couldn’t deny the sudden, urgent tug in his cock, as a dark and rarely tapped fantasy involving being whipped until he bled suddenly surfaced with uncomfortable clarity in his mind. “I don’t know,” he began again, but Mistress Sylvie slipped her arm through his.
“Come along, slave Owen,” she said, draining her glass and setting it on the bar. It was more of a command than a request, but she was smiling. Owen drained the last of his water, wishing suddenly for a double whiskey, neat, to offset the nervous churning in his gut. He found himself moving alongside Mistress Sylvie, loving the feel of her hand tucked into the crook of his arm as they approached the crowd gathering in the corner of the room.  
No doubt recognizing them from the flogging, the crowd parted for Mistress Sylvie and Owen as they approached, allowing them to move to the front of group. Owen would have been happier hovering at the edges, but Mistress Sylvie’s grip on his arm was firm.
A broad-shouldered man with dark skin was already in position, kneeling up on a dais that appeared to be made of solid marble. Resting on a sturdy pedestal, the dais was about four feet from the ground. The man’s muscular arms hung loosely at his sides. He was naked, save for a leather codpiece covering his cock and balls, held in place with leather strips slung over his narrow hips. 
Master H. appeared beside him. Facing the crowd, he flashed a white smile. “Greetings, my friends and guests. For those of you I have not yet met, I am Master H., and I welcome you to my club.” He smiled, red lips against very white teeth, reminding Owen, with his silk shirt and rakish smile, of a pirate. Owen noticed he now wore a leather holster on his belt, the handle of a knife protruding from it. “Allow me to introduce to you slave Mark. He is my most prized possession, and it pleases me tonight to display his utter obedience and willingness to suffer for me.”
Owen glanced toward Mistress Sylvie, wondering if it was too late to sit this one out, but her gaze was fixed on the man on the dais. 
“Without further ado,” Master H. said as he gripped the knife handle at his waist and pulled the blade from its leather sheath. He pressed the flat side of it to slave Mark’s lips. Mark kissed the blade and Master H. drew the flat edge along his chest. It glittered brightly against his dark skin. 
Owen drew in a breath and pressed his lips together. He glanced down at Mistress Sylvie’s hand, which still lightly gripped his arm. Leaning close, he whispered, “I’m not sure I can watch this.”
Sylvie leaned close as well, her soft hair brushing against his cheek as she murmured into his ear. “I want you to watch it, Owen. Then we will talk about it after, okay?” Her voice was silky smooth, but her tone was firm. In spite of his fear, perhaps partially because of it, Owen felt the hard press of an erection rising at his groin.
As the crowd gaped, Master H. stepped back and touched the tip of the knife to Mark’s bulging biceps. Several gasps rose from the crowd as he drew the point down, leaving a long thin line of pink in its wake. Little droplets of bright red blood beaded along the cut. Owen found himself wincing in sympathy, but slave Mark didn’t so much as flinch. 
Mistress Sylvie’s grip tightened on Owen’s arm and she moved closer. 
Master H. drew the tip of the blade along the other arm. The slave remained still, his eyes always on his Master, seemingly impervious to the bloody cuts dripping to the white marble at his knees. Master H. focused his attention next on slave Mark’s thighs, drawing several more welting lines along the skin, each of them beading with blood.
It was as if he were cutting on a living, breathing statue. Throughout the ordeal slave Mark held himself still as stone. Owen breathed a sigh of relief when Master H. finally wiped the bloodied blade on a piece of cloth and returned it to its sheath. 
But apparently Master H. wasn’t done yet, because he pulled something from his pants pocket and held it out for the crowd. Owen saw it was a small pocketknife. With a push of an unseen button, the razor-sharp bladed whipped open. Master. H. stepped to the side so the onlookers could get a better view as he raised the blade to Mark’s groin. 
Owen turned away. “Shit,” he whispered, his balls tightening, his stomach clutching. “I can’t watch this.” 
Mistress Sylvie took her hand from his arm and placed it on his neck, her cool fingers stroking him. “It’s okay,” she murmured softly in his ear, her tone at once authoritative and comforting. “He knows what he’s doing. I feel your resistance, but also your fascination and desire. Give in to it. Feel what you are feeling, instead of fighting it. Watch slave Mark’s grace. Look at his eyes, Owen. Look at the way he adores his Master and what is happening to him.” 
Owen obeyed, pulling his eyes from the blood on the dais and looking at the kneeling man’s face. He was staring at Master H. with such naked, raw love and adoration it was almost embarrassing—as if they were witnessing something too personal for a public display. Owen could see Sylvie was right—slave Mark loved what was happening as much as Owen loved what Sylvie gave to him, and he loved the man who was giving it to him. 
Sylvie hadn’t taken her hand from Owen’s neck. Her touch electrified him, moving in warm, eddying currents through his body. As much to keep her there as anything, Owen focused on the scene unfolding before them. 
The room was deathly silent, all eyes riveted to the man standing on the dais as Master H. slipped the tip of the knife beneath a strip of leather that held the codpiece in place and jerked it forward, easily slicing the material. With practiced ease, Master H. cut away the remaining strip, and the codpiece fell away, revealing slave Mark’s erect shaft over his shaven balls.
Master H. gripped the base of slave Mark’s impressive erection with his free hand. A murmur moved through the crowd when Master H. lifted the hand holding the knife and touched the tip of the blade to the head of slave Mark’s penis. A small dot of red bloomed against the engorged shafted and dropped with a silent splash to the white marble below.
Without turning to the crowd, Master H. put the knife away. “I love you,” he murmured. In a louder voice, he said, “What do you say, slave?”
“Thank you, Sir,” Mark replied, his voice husky.
“You’re welcome, slave.” Master H. ran the tip of his index finger along one of the bloody welts on Mark’s thigh and touched the finger to his own lips. He wrapped his hand around slave Mark’s thick shaft and began to stroke it.
Owen shifted uncomfortably, but stilled when he felt Mistress Sylvie’s grip on his neck tighten. She wanted him to watch, he reminded himself. He would watch—he would do this for her.
Master H. was speaking loudly now, orating for the crowd. “You did such a good job for our guests. Show them how much you appreciated the attention. Come for us, slave boy.”
Mark began to shoot his load on cue, long streams of ejaculate, some of which landed on the dais, mingling with droplets of red blood. Owen could hardly believe the man could be so disciplined, so trained, to come like that on command, especially after what he’d just been through.  
Master H. pointed toward the dais platform. The slave dropped his shoulders at once, bending forward to lick the come and blood from the smooth surface. When it was clean, he knelt back on his haunches, his puppy dog eyes again fixed on his Master.
Master H. held out his arms and Mark jumped nimbly from the dais and moved into them. Amidst thundering applause, they embraced for a long moment and then Mark knelt at Master H.’s feet, showering them with kisses. After a moment, Master H. pulled him up again. He turned to the still-applauding crowd and Owen saw that his white silk shirt was spattered with his slave’s blood.
“Thank you for witnessing slave Mark’s extraordinary grace and discipline. If you’ll excuse us, I need to take proper aftercare so my slave heals properly. Please, continue to enjoy yourselves. The night is young!”
Owen’s heart was racing, his cock throbbing, his mouth dry. He couldn’t stop the sudden, vivid image that rose in his mind of himself, naked and suspended, the lovely Mistress Sylvie dancing around him with a single tail whip, each stroke cutting a long, bloody line of fire against his skin. He wanted to fall to his knees and wrap his arms around Mistress Sylvie’s bare, beautiful legs. He longed to submit to her, the woman, not the paid pro. He ached to experience the intensity and passion that had just passed between these two men. 
“Owen? Are you okay?” Mistress Sylvie’s soft hand slipped away from his neck as she peered up into his face. “Come, let’s sit down. You will tell me everything you were experiencing as you watched. I can see it affected you strongly. There are things we have not yet touched upon, you and I. Secrets, dark secrets that you will need to share with me, if we are to explore the true nature of your submission.” 
Owen stared into her eyes, imagining he saw past them into something deeper, something beyond the pro Domme, even beyond the friend she had introduced him as. What was she offering? Was it more than just a paid service? Was he about to break through the barrier of their professional relationship? 
As he stared into her eyes, he saw the color creeping up her cheeks and realized she was blushing. He leaned toward her, certain she was going to kiss him, when all at once she gave a sudden, small cry, and turned away from him, moving quickly toward the bar.
Owen followed, wondering what the hell had just happened, or not happened, between them.


Chapter 9
They sat down at a small table away from main area. Sylvie knew she’d behaved like an idiot, blushing and running away from whatever it was that was happening between them. She felt bad for interjecting her own confusion into the mix, when clearly Owen had enough to deal with at the moment. 
Sylvie found herself strongly moved by the experience, not so much the blood play itself, but Owen’s powerful, visceral reaction to it. As the scene had progressed, Sylvie had felt Owen’s body begin to tremble beneath her hand on his neck, his skin dampening with sweat. He’d jerked when the tip of the knife had touched slave Mark’s cock, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. 
Had she been mistaken to make him watch? Had she pushed him to a place he wasn’t yet ready to go? She realized she’d exerted her dominant will over him in a way that wasn’t entirely appropriate for the evening. It must have been the residual effect of the flogging. Their connection then had been so immediate and intimate. It had allowed her to move to a place she probably shouldn’t have. Yet she was sure she’d read Owen’s signals correctly—the way his eyes had dilated when Rick mentioned the blood play, his breath catching, and the most obvious clue of all, the sudden bulge at his groin. Despite his protests to the contrary, he had wanted, even needed, to see that scene, to become a part of it in a way.
“Owen, talk to me.” Sylvie leaned toward him over the small table. “That scene was powerful for you. I want to understand better what it was in the scene that so affected you.” She had to raise her voice to be heard over the pulsing disco beat.
Owen shook his head. “Not here. I can’t talk here. I can’t even think here. There’s too much going on.” He ran his hands through his hair, leaving it ruffled and standing up in tufts around his head. He looked at her, pleading with his eyes. 
 Sylvie nodded. “D’accord. We should go somewhere we can talk.”
As she reached for her purse, Owen pushed back in his chair and moved toward Sylvie, placing his hand on the back on her chair in a gentlemanly gesture. How remarkable, Sylvie thought, that even in the midst of his near-panicked reaction to the scene, he was still so polite and thoughtful. She knew at that moment she could trust Owen, not only as a sub, but as a man. 
The doorman escorted them to the top of the stairs. They stepped out into the night, and Owen used his cell phone to call a cab. 
 
As the cab driver maneuvered through the busy streets, Owen turned to Sylvie. “You probably think I’m nuts.” He smiled ruefully. “I’m okay now, really. I can just drop you off at your place if you want and I’ll be on my way—”
“No.” Sylvie interrupted him, placing her hand on his thigh. “I don’t think you’re nuts at all. Listen, I feel responsible. I’m the one who encouraged you”—she gave a small, embarrassed laugh—“well, forced you, to watch. What kind of Domme would I be if I just sent you on your way after that?” She shook her head for emphasis. “No. You will come home with me. We will talk, okay? I will help you process what you’re feeling.” 
Owen nodded slowly. “Okay. Thanks.” A sudden, sharp turn by the cabbie caused Sylvie to slide over on the seat, so that her leg was touching Owen’s. She made no move to pull away, liking the feel of his firm, muscular thigh against hers.
They were silent the rest of the ride back to her place. Owen stared out the window while Sylvie watched him from the corner of her eye.
In front of her brownstone, Owen leaned forward to the pay the driver while Sylvie climbed out and found her keys. They walked together to the front door. She put her hand on Owen’s arm and smiled. “What you need, Mr. McCarthy, is a glass of fine French Cognac. Please come inside.” 
~*~
Owen followed Sylvie into the townhouse, waiting as she deactivated the alarm and switched on the lights, curious where they would talk—in the sitting room where he’d been interviewed by Isabel? In Sylvie’s office? In the dungeon with him kneeling at her feet?
As if reading his mind, Sylvie surprised him by saying, “We will go up to my apartment.” At the top of the stairs, instead of turning right toward the dungeon, Sylvie led Owen along a short hallway to a second set of stairs. At the top, she opened the door and turned on the lights, revealing a warm, welcoming room with old but well-preserved furniture, brightly patterned throw rugs scattered over wide-planked hardwood floors and scenic watercolors framed on the walls. 
Sylvie took off her shawl and draped it over the back of a chair. She dropped her purse on the chair and turned to Owen. “I realize I should not have assumed. Would you prefer coffee to Cognac?”
“Cognac would be great, thanks,” Owen said. He sank into a deep sofa, feeling the kind of exhaustion that comes from running a marathon. At the same time, he remained agitated, not only by the blood play he’d witnessed, but by the mixed signals he kept getting from Sylvie.
He was silent as Sylvie moved toward an antique armoire, pulling it open to reveal shelves lined with bottles, glasses, neatly stacked piles of hand towels and various other household items. She reached for a bottle and two snifters. Returning to Owen, she set them on the coffee table in front of the sofa. 
Owen tried not to stare at her alluring cleavage as she bent over the table to pour the brandy. She handed one of the snifters to Owen and, kicking off her sandals, she curled into a chair catty-corner to the sofa on which Owen sat.
Sylvie raised her glass. “To new experiences,” she said, a small smile playing over her lips. Owen lifted his glass in kind, leaning forward as they lightly clinked glasses. The brandy was delicious, smooth and mellow, and he savored its warmth as it slid down his throat. 
Sylvie. 
Owen suddenly realized he had been thinking of her as Sylvie, the Mistress falling away, ever since their thighs had touched in the car, and he’d felt the sexual tension between them, not only his, but hers as well. Now he couldn’t stop his mind from leaping to a place he knew he was a fool to go. He gave himself a mental shake, even while his heart surged with ridiculous hope.
“You were trembling when you watched Master H. and slave Mark.” Sylvie said. “The sight of slave Mark’s blood was difficult for you, but also exciting. Tell me what was going through your mind as you watched them. Tell me what was going through your heart.”
My heart. Do you really want to know?
Owen took another sip of the fine brandy, swirling it on his tongue. Despite the quiet, desperate longing that had sprung up inside him, he knew too that she was right. He needed to talk this through, to figure out where his head was at about the intense scene he’d witnessed.
“I was scared,” he admitted. 
“Of?”
“That he would hurt slave Mark. Go too far.”
“What else were you scared of?”
“What do you mean?”
“For yourself. What frightened you about your own reaction? I could feel you trembling, Owen. And yet you were aroused—deeply aroused by what you witnessed.”
“Yes,” Owen said softly. He drank the rest of his brandy. Sylvie reached for the bottle, giving him a questioning look. He nodded, holding out the snifter, into which she poured several fingers. 
As she settled back, Owen lifted the glass in her direction and gave a small laugh. “Courage in a bottle,” he said, before taking a healthy swig. The brandy was doing its work, easing some of the coiled tension he’d been carrying since the moment Master H. had pulled the sharp knife from its leather sheath.
Sylvie was watching him, her expression kind and earnest, as if she genuinely wanted to understand what he had experienced. This, he realized, was part of what made her so good as a Domme. She really paid attention, and beyond that, she actually cared. 
He decided to be completely honest, for a change. He’d tell her the raw, unvarnished truth. He took another fortifying drink of the strong liqueur and blew out a breath. Focusing on a watercolor of a small stone house surrounded by a riot of colorful flowers, Owen felt as if he were balancing on the edge of a cliff, with Sylvie standing below, her arms spread wide to catch him. 
Taking a breath, he dove. 
“I know this must sound really weird, maybe even sick, but the sight of his blood got me hard, even though it also freaked me out. I couldn’t tear my eyes away when Master H. used that blade, drawing it over slave Mark’s skin, leaving those bloody trails in its wake…” 
He paused, glancing at Sylvie. She was leaning forward, her eyes fixed on his face, her lips lightly parted. Oh god, he wanted to kiss her. It took every ounce of control not to reach for her, to pull her into him, to cover her mouth with his. 
“Go on,” she urged softly.
Owen forced himself to continue. “The fantasies I have surrounding the blood play. I’ve never told a soul…” He trailed off, feeling his face heat. He drank the last of the brandy but kept the glass cradled in his hands as he stared down into it.
Sylvie reached for him, lightly stroking his thigh with her fingers. Just her touch sent a jolt of electricity directly to Owen’s cock. “Are you ashamed of your desires?” she asked gently. “Do you understand that fantasy can become reality, but only if you wish it so? You are the one who gives yourself permission to experience it. It is perfectly okay to have erotic fantasies others might label sick or perverted. What they think is their problem, most certainly not yours.”
When Owen didn’t reply, she continued, “You choose how you live, Owen. You choose how you express your sexuality. It’s nobody’s business but your own.”
Owen nodded gratefully, biting back the words he wanted to say. “Thank you,” he whispered instead. He closed his eyes as she continued, letting her smooth, sexy voice flow over him. 
“I have brought many fantasies to life for my clients over the years. I had one client whose secret dream was to be roasted on a spit over an open fire. Another wanted pins stuck into every inch of his flesh, even the head of his penis.” Owen winced at the thought. 
“There’s nothing wrong with these fantasies, don’t you see?” Sylvie said, her voice earnest. “They tap into something dark and secret, yes, but not evil. Not dirty. Not wrong. My goal as a Domme is to nurture these fantasies and bring them to life. To teach you to accept and embrace that part of you and help you realize its power and beauty.”
Owen opened his eyes, regarding Sylvie in silence. She looked so beautiful right now, and somehow vulnerable, her feet tucked beneath her like a little girl, her eyes wide and serious as she held forth. Her words were like a healing balm over the burn of his hidden shame. She was absolving him of the sin of his desires. She understood. For the first time in his life, Owen no longer felt alone. 
“Many people have erotic associations with the spilling of their blood,” Sylvie continued. “As you saw tonight, it can be done safely between two people who trust each other and know their limits. Master H. gave slave Mark what he needed. What we watched at the club wasn’t only a demonstration of slave Mark’s submission and grace, it was an act of love between them. I think it was the intimacy we felt, more than anything else, that was so moving.”
“Yes!” Owen cried, as the tight rein he’d been trying to keep on his emotions suddenly slid from his grasp. “The intimacy. That thing I can never have with you.” Oh god, he’d said it. He’d actually said it out loud. What was he thinking? He wasn’t thinking at all. He was still affected by the adrenaline that had pooled in his system when he’d watched the intensely intimate display between Master H. and his slave boy. He was reacting to Sylvie’s sweet, earnest gaze, the promise of her words, and the curve of her soft cheek. And yet he could never have her, never touch her. She was off-limits, kept forever out of his reach by virtue of their “professional” relationship. 
Owen knew he should shut up but he kept talking, as if his words had a mind of their own. If nothing else, he would give voice to what was inside—he had to. “Intimacy,” he repeated. “That thing that by its very nature isn’t allowed.” He was unable to keep the urgency from his voice. “You can concoct all the elaborate, staged fantasies in the world within the four walls of your professional dungeon, but at the end of the session, I put on my clothes, thank you and hit the road.”
He leaned toward her, too revved up to hold back another second. “I need more, don’t you see? I need a woman who is there 24/7, not just for sixty minute intervals once or twice a week. Damn it, I’m thirty-nine,” he blurted. “I’ve spent my whole life denying these feelings, telling myself they were just sexual fantasies, not something I needed in order to be fulfilled. I grew up thinking I had to be a man, and men didn’t have submissive feelings. Men were the bosses—they ran things, they accomplished things, they controlled things. Real men didn’t kowtow to some woman. Real men didn’t cry and the only permissible emotion was anger.” 
He hit his knee with his fist, remembering the many times his father had taunted him for being a “baby” when he was younger, and later, a “pussy”, the ultimate insult in his father’s book. “I bought into the stereotype, or at least I pretended to. I got married to a woman I never really let know me, because it seemed like the thing I was supposed to do. I doggedly stuck it out for nearly a decade, even though I knew we couldn’t meet each other’s needs. I would probably still be with her if she hadn’t had the brains to call it quits for us both.” Owen ran his fingers through his hair and brought them down over his face, rubbing it. He almost never talked about his failed marriage, keeping it tucked away like an old wound he didn’t want the world to see.
“Go on,” Sylvie said gently, surprising him. He’d half expected her to show him the door the minute he moved from a clinical dissection of his erotic reactions to the blood play scene to the much more personal topic of his longing for love.
She was watching him with an enigmatic expression and Owen suddenly had the strange feeling she was hanging on his words, weighing them in some way he didn’t yet comprehend. Well, he’d come this far. He wouldn’t back away now. He would lay it all out there, and let the chips fall where they may. 
“In these weeks since I’ve been coming to your dungeon, I’ve learned something about myself. This isn’t just a kink for me. It isn’t an itch you can scratch during our sessions and then send me on my way. I want a woman who understands my need to submit, my lust for erotic pain, but also my longing for a real connection. A relationship, a chance to explore not only the sadomasochism that binds people like us together, but the passion. That thing that connects two people in way nothing else can. The thing that is left when all else is lost.”
He stood, his hands clenching at his sides, unable to stop the words that he knew once said, he could never take back. “You, Sylvie. I need you.” 
Sylvie was staring at him, her eyes over-bright. Something cracked in Owen’s heart as a single tear spilled down Sylvie’s soft cheek. Impulsively he reached for her. He had never been able to bear the sight of a woman crying. 
“God, I’m sorry. I’m such an idiot. I had no right—”
Sylvie jumped up, pushing his hands away. “No, no. It isn’t you.” She wrapped her arms protectively around her torso. “I understand what you are saying. The thing that is left is love, Owen. It’s love you are seeking, and I can’t give that to you. Not to anyone. I can’t take that risk again—” 
She put her fist to her mouth, stifling a sound Owen thought might be a sob as she turned abruptly away.
His heart aching, Owen moved behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders. How he wished he could stuff the words back into his mouth, swallow them and keep them hidden. What a jerk he’d been to even think he’d had a chance with this remarkable woman. “Look, I’m really sorry,” he tried now. “I said too much. I crossed the line. I’m—I’m just tired, I think. Too much excitement, too much brandy, that’s all it is. Please, just forget what I said. Forget everything.”
Sylvie didn’t answer. Her shoulders began to shake, soundless sobs racking her body. He stood helplessly behind her, not sure what to do. Finally he dropped his hands from her shoulders and stepped back, feeling defeated. 
“I should go,” he said, at a loss.
Just then a strain of music began to play from somewhere in the room. Owen recognized the tune—Blue Moon. He realized it was coming from Sylvie’s purse. “Is that your phone, Sylvie? Shall I get it for you?”
Sylvie turned at last, mascara streaking down her cheeks, the tip of her nose pink from crying. “Oui, yes. It’s Chloé. She always knows, my Chloé.” Owen hurried toward the chair, grabbing Sylvie’s purse and bringing it to her. 
Swiping at her eyes, Sylvie fumbled for her phone and pressed the screen. She launched into an incomprehensible stream of rapid French, half laughing, half crying as she spoke. Owen found a box of tissues and brought it to Sylvie, who smiled gratefully at him as she took one. Owen waited, hands shoved into his pockets, not sure what to do as Sylvie alternately spoke and then listened. Owen thought he heard his name mentioned a few times, but couldn’t be absolutely sure. 
When Sylvie finally hung up, she wiped her eyes with the tissue and offered Owen a wan smile. “I’m sorry. I’m such a mess. Please forgive me.”
“Is everything okay? Your family in France?”
“What? Oh, yes, yes. Everything is fine. Chloé is my dearest friend. She—she has a gift. She always knows when something is wrong in my life.” Sylvie paused, adding, “or right.” She laughed through her tears, her smile so radiant that Owen found himself smiling back. 
“Things haven’t gone right for me for so long, that when it finally happens, I don’t seem to know it. That is what she is telling me.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” Owen was genuinely confused, though he was relieved that at least she had stopped crying. 
“It’s really quite simple,” Sylvie said, coming closer to Owen. 
Owen waited, not sure what was expected of him. Sylvie moved closer still. He didn’t step back, but held his ground, waiting, his heart beating as if it had little wings attached and was trying to burst free.
Sylvie reached for Owen’s face with both hands and pulled his head down to hers. “She has told me what I must do, and I think she is right,” she whispered. 
And then she kissed him.


Chapter 10
Sylvie gave a small gasp when Owen caught her in an embrace and lifted her into his arms. The kiss, which had started gently, even tentatively, had quickly escalated, powered by a fire Sylvie had kept tamped down for far too long. 
His mouth still on hers, Owen carried Sylvie to the bedroom and lowered her to the bed, falling on top of her with a masculine heaviness that at once comforted and thrilled her. Her erect nipples pressed against his chest through the fabric of their clothing. 
Needing to feel skin on skin, she reached for his shirt, yanking the tails from his jeans and fumbling at the buttons. Rolling from her, Owen pulled off his shirt, tossing it away without looking, his eyes on Sylvie. He hooked his fingers under the narrow shoulder straps of her dress, dragging them down her arms. He reached for her breast, pulling it free of the bra, covering her nipple with his lips, his hot tongue swirling against her flesh.
She tugged at his zipper and he helped her, shrugging out of his pants and underwear, even while he continued to suckle at her breast. Sylvie moaned, needing more.
Placing her palms against his bare chest, she pushed Owen flat onto his back and straddled his thighs. Her dress was hiked to her hips and she reached for the hem, pulling the dress over her head and tossing it to the ground. She reached back to unclasp her bra, adding it to the heap of clothing beside the bed. 
The crotch of her panties was soaked with her juices. Owen’s cock was rigid, a thick vein pulsing against the taut skin. She needed to feel him inside her. She hadn't wanted a man like this since—thrusting aside the thought, she rolled from Owen and leaned toward the night table, pulling open the lower drawer where she kept her sex toys and birth control. Feeling with her fingers, she extracted a condom packet and turned to face Owen. 
He was watching her through narrowed eyes, his chest rising and falling with each ragged breath, his cock twitching against his flat belly. “I want you,” she said, as she pulled her panties down her legs and kicked them aside. 
Owen’s eyes swept hungrily over her naked body and he licked his lips before answering in a hoarse voice, “I want you, too. More than anything.” He held out his hand for the condom, but Sylvie shook her head. 
“I’ll do it.” Sylvie once again straddled Owen’s muscular thighs. Tearing the plastic wrapper, she rolled the condom over his rigid shaft. “Grip the bars over your head,” she ordered, pointing toward the iron bars that made up the headboard of her antique bed frame. Owen lifted his arms and reached back, gripping the bars, his elbows pointing outward on either side of his head.
“No matter what I do to you, you are not to let go. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Mistress,” he whispered. His pupils were dilated in the dim light cast from the lamp by the bed and his lips were parted and wet from their kisses. Unable to wait another second, Sylvie scooted forward, gripping his sheathed shaft and lowering herself slowly onto it. 
The condom was pre-lubricated, but even if it hadn't been, it wouldn’t have mattered—Sylvie was sopping wet, her cunt swollen and throbbing with the need to feel him inside her. He groaned as she took his full girth, her muscles spasming against the hard cock buried inside her.
She reached for Owen’s nipples, twisting the little nubbins, Owen’s gasp of pain matching her moan of desire. She moved her hands over his chest, smoothing away the pain with her palms. Owen’s skin was hot beneath her fingers, his heart thumping against his sternum. 
Sylvie stroked his cock with her vaginal muscles as she slid her hands upward toward his neck. She gripped his throat just beneath the jaw line, forcing his head up and back. Her hold wasn’t designed to choke, but rather to stake her claim. Owen’s eyes burned into hers as she pressed against his throat. Still he gripped the iron bars over his head as she rode him.
Owen’s eyes were closed, his breath rasping in his throat. Sylvie could feel the tremble in his limbs, and the skin on his throat and cheeks was flushed. “Sylvie,” he gasped. “Mistress Sylvie, I’m going to come!”
Sylvie released his throat and slapped him hard across his left cheek, making her own palm sting. Owen’s eyes flew open and he drew in a sharp breath. “You will not come until I tell you to come,” Sylvie said in a firm voice, daring him with her eyes to defy her. “Do you understand?”
Owen nodded. “Yes, Mistress,” he whispered throatily. His fingers were still tight around the bars.
Sylvie stroked the cheek she’d struck a moment before. “Good boy,” she murmured. 
She began to move again, undulating as she lifted and lowered herself against his cock. She leaned forward, grinding her clit against his pubic bone as she moved, forcing him deep inside her as she whipped his chest with her flying hair. 
She wanted to make it last, to keep him balanced on the edge of his own orgasm for as long as possible, pulling him back with the crack of her palm or a savage twist of his nipples, but she needed it too much. It had been too long. There would be time later for the slow, exquisite pleasure of sexual torture as she took full control.
But for now, she needed to come. She had to come or her body would burst into flame, consumed by lust for this man she’d tried so hard to keep compartmentalized in her brain, for this man who had been the only man to slip past the thicket of barbed-wire surrounding her broken heart.
Bending down, she kissed Owen and he kissed her back, moaning against her lips. They drove their tongues into each other’s mouths, biting and sucking as if trying to consume each other. As Sylvie gyrated against Owen’s body, she reached behind his head and knotted her fingers in his hair, pulling it hard.
She felt the orgasm rising, la petite morte opening its arms to enfold her in its embrace. She realized tears were streaking down her cheeks and her entire body was shaking. She ground her hips against him, arching her back as he thrust upward to meet her.
“Oh god, oh yes, oh please, oh no,” she babbled, before realizing she was speaking French. No matter, he understood by her body’s movement, the clenching of her muscles, the heat rising over her chest, the tremble in her loins. 
She let her head fall back as wave after wave of shuddering tremors tore through her body. Owen was bucking beneath her, the tendons standing out on his neck, his eyes closed tight, his grip on the bars loosening. A sheen of sweat covered his body and wet the curling hair beneath his arms. She could feel his hard cock pulsing inside her.
When she could catch her breath, Sylvie took Owen’s face in her hands and said in a soft, teasing voice, “Oh dear. I do believe my very naughty sub boy has come without permission. Is that correct, slave Owen?”
Owen’s eyes slowly opened, staring unfocused in her direction. As he took in her words, a surge of color moved over his cheeks. He nodded and swallowed, the apple at his throat bobbing. “I’m sorry,” he began.
She stopped him with two fingers pressed against his lips. “Shh, it’s okay. If you are to be my lover, you will learn self-control, I assure you. I will teach you.” She grinned playfully, lifting one eyebrow. 
“And anyway, now I get to punish you.”
~*~
Her hand on the base of Owen’s shaft, Sylvie lifted herself carefully off him, causing his sheathed cock to slide from the tight grip of her perfect cunt. While the idea of a punishment excited the submissive in Owen, he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. 
Slipping the used condom off, Owen tied the top and let it fall to the floor beside the bed, hoping Sylvie didn’t mind, making a mental note to retrieve it later and find a trashcan. She lay beside him on the bed, her smooth, curvaceous body loose and relaxed, her coppery hair fanned out on the pillow around her face.
There was a flush of post-orgasmic pink over her chest and throat. Her breasts, which he’d so often admired when hidden beneath silk, velvet and leather during their sessions, were even lovelier bare. Her nipples were dark pink against smooth, white skin. Her waist was long and tapered, flaring out into feminine hips that bracketed the downy curls of her pubic hair.
Unable to resist her feminine lure, Owen reached for Sylvie, pulling her into his arms. She pressed her cheek against his chest, her arms tight around him. Owen stroked her back and her soft hair, holding her close. Gently, he kneaded the muscles of her shoulders and neck until he felt her body ease and slowly uncoil. 
He felt he could stay in this moment forever, with this lovely, sexy woman nestled against him. He felt a sense of peace he hadn't experienced since he was a child, and he leaned into the quiet. He was glad Sylvie didn’t feel the need to speak just then—their connection transcending the need to talk. It was as if the silence had its own language, a dialect only they knew.
He had loved the rough, violent way she’d straddled him, taking control as she fucked him. He needed the pain, the twist of the nipples, the sudden, sharp strike when she’d slapped his face. He’d reveled in his position beneath her, his cock as hard as the iron bars he was forced to grip, no matter what she did to him. It was the fire of passion in her eyes as much as the physical pleasure of her hot cunt gripping his cock that had sent him over the edge.
But now he sensed the fragility of this woman he held in his arms. An overwhelming tenderness moved through Owen, its pull as strong and deep as the fiery lust that had fueled their lovemaking a moment before. He realized his cock was hard again, caught between their bodies. Her breasts were soft against him, but he could feel her nipples poking insistently against his chest.
Gently disentangling himself from her embrace, Owen pushed her flat onto her back. Sylvie didn’t resist. She watched him as he reached into the drawer where she kept her condoms, glancing at her as he did so to make sure this was okay. Sylvie gave a small nod, one corner of her mouth lifting in a half smile. Finding what he was looking for, Owen quickly tore away the protective wrapping and rolled the condom over his cock.
He draped himself over the naked woman, a part of him still stunned that this was actually happening. Her thighs fell open as he nudged the head of his cock against the hot, sticky wetness of her swollen cunt. He couldn’t stop the groan of pleasure as her vaginal muscles pulled him into her, gripping his cock in a tight, velvet embrace. 
He lifted himself over her so he could watch her face as he moved inside her. She was watching him too, those clear green eyes searching his. As he thrust inside her, she bit her lip. He moved again, swiveling his hips until she released her lip from her small, white teeth. Her mouth parted, forming an O as her eyes fluttered shut.
It was thrilling to make love to this beautiful, powerful woman—this woman whom he called Mistress Sylvie while in her dungeon, this woman who knew his deepest sexual secrets, this woman who could have had any man in the world, but had chosen, at least for this moment, Owen.
He stroked her from the inside out, focused solely on her pleasure. Sliding one hand between their bodies, he sought the small, hard button of her clit with his fingers. He rubbed lightly while still twisting his hips and thrusting deep inside her wetness until Sylvie’s small, breathy cries modulated into something deeper and more primal.
As before, she began to chant in a rapid patter of French. He recognized the oui and the non but not much else, at least not the specific words. It didn’t matter what she was saying—the language was clear. He didn’t stop touching and fucking her until her voice rose in a small, sweet squeal as her body trembled like a leaf beneath him, her cunt clamping down hard in a series of climaxes as she gripped his back, her fingers digging into his back in her passion.
Only then did he permit himself his own release, riding along the crested wave of her series of orgasms, holding her tight to keep from flying off into space.
He realized he must have dozed for a second, or a minute, maybe longer? He started to lift himself from her but Sylvie clutched him. “Stay,” she commanded. “Just like that. Don’t move.” He eased himself back down, covering her body with his, arranging himself so he could rest his face beside hers on the pillow. He could feel the beat of their hearts tapping against one another as their sweat-slicked skin slowly cooled.
Finally he pulled away, not wanting his sheathed cock to soften while still inside her, and she let him go. He slipped off the second condom, knotted it and dropped it somewhere near the first on the floor. The sheets were tangled near the bottom of the bed and Owen reached for them, pulling them over their naked bodies.
They lay again for a time in the silence. Owen’s mind drifted back to the moments before the phone call, before the wonderful Chloé from France had somehow known to order Sylvie to kiss him. 
What had Sylvie said before she started to cry?
I can’t give that to you. I can’t take that risk again.
Owen knew there were three sides to every story when it came to relationships, but that didn’t stop him from wanting to kill whoever had made Sylvie afraid to love again. By the same token, he was glad the bastard had been so stupid as to let this amazing woman slip from his grasp. Now he, Owen, might actually have a chance, a chance for something more than a weekly session circumscribed by a professional relationship. 
Unless this was just a one-time fluke, a momentary lowering of Mistress Sylvie’s defenses before the shields were raised again. Perhaps she still loved this mystery man who had made her nearly send Owen away. Maybe it was one of those on-again, off-again relationships, and by next week she would be happily back in the bastard’s arms, Owen once again relegated to the dungeon sessions. The thought tore at something inside Owen, because he knew he could never go back to being just another client, another slot in Mistress Sylvie’s busy schedule. 
“Who is he?” Owen blurted, the words slipping out before he realized he was speaking. 
Fuck. Why did I say that? It’s too soon. I have no right to demand explanations, not now, not yet.
“What? Did you say something?” Sylvie’s voice was sleepy and content.
Glad for the chance to take back the words, not wanting to upset Sylvie or the new delicate balance of their relationship, Owen recanted. “No. Nothing.” He reached for the lamp beside the bed, flicking the room into darkness. Sylvie was lying on her side, her back to him. Owen reached for her and she nestled against his chest, her ass snuggled into his groin. He wrapped himself around her, cupping her soft, full breasts in his hands. Sylvie’s sigh reminded him of the deep, throaty purr of a cat and he smiled into the darkness.
Closing his eyes, he drifted away.
~*~
Cloud-filtered shafts of soft light moved across the room. Sylvie yawned and stretched, startled to find someone beside her in the bed. For a moment her sleep-clogged brain thought it was Jacques. In that split second an alternate past was created, the real past wiped out. Jacques had never left, but instead lay sleeping peacefully beside her in their bed.
But as she came fully awake, she saw not the ginger curls of her old lover, but the sun-splashed straight brown hair of a different man, whose back was smooth and tan, no hint of the spray of golden freckles that had dappled Jacques’ skin.
Owen. 
Sylvie reached out, lightly touching Owen’s warm skin. He was snoring softly, a comforting sound that made her smile. Owen was so different from Jacques, at once eager and serious, unsure of himself where Jacques was certain. His passion in that first kiss last night had ignited her own, but it was his tenderness that had left her undone.
Pushing back the covers, Sylvie slipped quietly from the bed, moving past the pile of their clothing that had been ripped off during their eager excitement for one another. She went into the bathroom, running the water in the sink to warm it while she peed. She could smell Owen on her skin and feel the memory of him in the tenderness at her sex.
After washing her face and brushing out the tangles in her hair, she returned to the bedroom. Owen was awake, his arms behind his head, the sheets covering the lower half of his body. Where Jacques’ chest had been smooth and hairless, Owen had a V of light brown hair curling down his sternum. He smiled at Sylvie and held out his arms.
Sylvie curled in beside her new lover, nuzzling against him. Owen kissed the top of her head. “Did you sleep well?” 
“Like a stone,” she said, realizing with some surprise this was true. She felt rested and energized, happiness lightening her body so that, if she hadn't been cocooned in Owen’s arms, she might have floated from the bed like a balloon. “And you?”
“Like a log.” Owen laughed. “Between us we could build a dam.”
“I’m sorry?” Though Sylvie was fluent in English, she still missed some of the humor. Looking into Owen’s face, Sylvie asked, “A damn? How do you build a damn?”
Owen laughed again. His eyes were at once bright and warm. “Never mind. Just kiss me.”
This time the lovemaking was slow and sweet. Sylvie made no effort, nor did she feel any particular desire, to assert her natural dominance. She just reveled in the feel of his body against hers. His beard was rough, scratching against her cheeks and chin as they kissed but Sylvie didn’t care. 
“I want to taste you,” Owen whispered. He moved his lips in butterfly soft kisses down her bare body as he slid down until he was between her legs. 
A strong hand on either thigh, Owen began to kiss and lick at the swollen folds of Sylvie’s cunt, circling her throbbing clit in a delicious tease. “Mon dieu,” Sylvie murmured, surrendering to the hot, sweet heat of his touch. She let her fingers entwine in his hair, gripping tightly. 
It wasn’t long before she felt the tide of a powerful orgasm rising beneath Owen’s skillful kiss. As he lapped at her pulsing clit, she felt him slide a finger into her wetness and the combined sensation sent her cresting along the wave of a powerful climax. She heard someone calling Owen’s name as if from a distance, muted by the roaring of her blood and the pounding of her heart, and realized it was she. 
She must have blacked out for a second or two because Owen had somehow sidled up beside her and was stroking the hair from her face. “Shh,” he soothed. “I’ve got you. You’re safe.” He took her into his arms, holding her close until the trembling in her body eased and she sagged against him, drifting in a sweet haze of post-orgasmic bliss. 
After a while Sylvie opened her eyes again, turning in Owen’s arms as she reached for his cock, which she found was hard and fully erect. The sheets on which they lay were damp and twisted, the covers on the floor. “Come with me, Owen. We will shower.”
He followed her into the bathroom. While he peed noisily into the toilet, Sylvie ran the shower water. She couldn’t help but smile at the masculine sound. It had been a long time since she’d let a man stay the night. When the water was hot she stepped inside the large stall, beckoning Owen to join her. 
“Wow,” Owen said, nodding toward the huge, claw-footed bathtub. “That’s pretty incredible.”
Sylvie nodded her agreement. “You shall have a bath one day, but not today. I have other ideas this morning.” She grinned mischievously and stared pointedly at Owen’s bobbing erection. He climbed into the stall and she pulled the glass door closed.
They soaped each other’s bodies, washing away the sweat and sex. Sylvie allowed Owen to wash her hair. His fingers were at once soothing and strong as they massaged her scalp, but she had something else in mind. Positioning Owen so the hot spray pummeled his back while shielding her, she knelt in front of him, taking his cock into her hands. 
“You will ask permission before you come,” she said in a voice she knew brooked no disobedience. She actually felt his cock jerk at her words, hardening even as his face softened into a submissive expression.
“Yes, Mistress,” he breathed.
Sylvie lowered her mouth over the warm, silky skin of his wet cock, while gently cupping the heavy balls beneath. Owen groaned as she took him in deep, using her throat muscles to mimic the feeling of a cunt wrapped tight around him. She slid back, using her tongue to tickle and tease him, and her lips to create friction against his rigid shaft.
It wasn’t long before Owen was trembling and groaning. “Oh, god. Oh, yes, oh, please, Mistress. Please, may I come?”
Sylvie pulled away just long enough to reply that he could. Then she took him deep again, feeling the pulse of his climax and the tightening in his balls as he released his seed far back in her throat. 
Letting his still-hard cock fall from her lips, Sylvie leaned back on her haunches a moment, looking up at her sexy boy, pleased he’d remembered to ask permission. He reached down for her and she let him pull her up and into his arms. They stood in an embrace for several long moments, letting the hot water sluice over them as the steam billowed around them.
After their shower Sylvie wrapped herself in her favorite thick terrycloth robe. She brushed her wet hair back and left Owen to dress while she went to the kitchen to make some breakfast. She pulled some croissants from the freezer and warmed them in the oven while she made coffee.
It wasn’t long before Owen appeared in the doorway. “That smells wonderful.”
“Help yourself to coffee.” Sylvie smiled at Owen, who moved toward the counter and poured himself a cup, adding some cream and a teaspoon of sugar. 
“Can I get yours too?” he asked.
“Yes, just a little cream, no sugar,” she said, thinking suddenly about beginnings, when everything is so new and yet to discover—even the little things, like how your lover takes his coffee.
She set the croissants on the table, along with some butter and a pot of apricot preserves. Owen took a croissant and pulled it open, releasing a buttery cloud of steam. He took a big bite and closed his eyes in appreciation. “Delicious,” he exclaimed.
Sylvie smiled and sipped her coffee, feeling an ease she hadn't felt in years. She glanced at the clock. It was after ten already and she had an appointment in the dungeon at noon. She thought briefly of canceling, thinking how lovely it would be to spend a lazy day in the arms of her new lover, but Owen, following her gaze toward the clock, said, “I didn’t realize it was so late. I’m supposed to be across town in less than an hour to meet some contractors on a new office building I’m working on.” He paused a moment before adding, “But I could always cancel.”
“No, that’s okay. I have some appointments too.” Sylvie reached for Owen’s hand, which rested lightly on the table. “I should be free by the evening, though.”
Owen nodded. “Evening would be great!” He grinned, the pure happiness radiating from him warming Sylvie and making her smile back. Owen ate a second croissant before pushing away from the table. Sylvie pushed back too, rising as he did. 
It felt so natural to step into his arms. He held her a long moment before leaning down to kiss her lightly on the lips. “I can’t tell you, Sylvie, what last night meant to me. I hope it’s the first of many.”
“Yes,” she whispered, “Me too.” 
She walked him down the stairs to the front door. He kissed her again and she took his face in her hands, kissing each of his cheeks before letting him go.
She was upstairs dressing when she heard the front door buzzer on the intercom.  Had Owen forgotten something? His wallet, perhaps? She glanced toward the heap of sheets on the floor as she moved toward the intercom and depressed the button. 
“Owen?”
“Sylvie, darling,” a voice she hadn't heard in three years said in French. “It’s me. Your Jacques.”


Chapter 11
Sylvie stood frozen by shock. The sound of Jacques’ voice gripped painfully at her heart, as if he’d put his hand inside and squeezed. How she had longed to hear that voice all these years, imagining endless scenarios, each of which involved him returning to her in tears, admitting the terrible mistake he’d made, and begging her to take him back. 
She’d had a recording on her home answering machine of a message he’d left just a few days before he’d disappeared. I’m stopping by the liquor store to pick up some wine. Is there anything you need? Call me. Love you, bye.
Such a mundane message, nothing that might have predicted that in a matter of days he would simply vanish, leaving only a short, heartless note and some blood money that was supposed to compensate for ripping her heart in two.
Yet in the days and weeks after he left she’d listened to the voice message over and over, tears running down her cheeks. She would stare at the photo they’d kept beside the bed from a trip to the Bahamas, Jacques smiling wide for the camera, Sylvie looking at him. Sipping wine and feeling sorry for herself, she would stare into those blue eyes and stroke the picture, almost feeling his scruffy, three-day beard that had lent him a sexy air.
She’d been furious with herself when she’d accidentally erased the message, even though she knew she was being obsessive and ridiculous. Chloé had been the one, as usual, to knock some sense into her, reminding her of what she knew in her heart—she was lucky to be free of a man who could so easily walk away. He wasn’t worth her time; he didn’t deserve her. “You are young, Sylvie. Don’t let the ghost of a man not worthy of you haunt you for another second,” Chloé had advised. 
Finally, about six months after he’d gone, when Sylvie was forced to admit he was really never coming back, she had torn all of the photos she had of him into tiny pieces and tossed them down the garbage chute. That was the moment she truly began to move on with her life.
But now, hearing his voice, her heart kicked into high gear, and she found she could hardly catch her breath. Closing her eyes, she took in a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. She could handle this. He was nothing to her now. Less than nothing.
“What a surprise,” she said coolly. “I didn’t know you were in New York.”
“I only just arrived late last night. I couldn’t wait to see you! My queen, how I have longed for you. I have thought of you a thousand times over these years we’ve been apart. I was such a fool. I will make it right again, I promise.”
My queen. Once upon a time she had loved that appellation, though now it sounded faintly ridiculous. He had never called her Mistress, but rather his queen, to whom he had promised eternal fealty, devotion and undying love.
That is, until something better had come along. 
She considered telling him to go to hell, but realized, though she no longer wanted this man in her life, she was curious to see what he looked like, if nothing else. Still keeping her voice deliberately cool, she said, “I’ll be down in a moment.”
She made herself go slowly down the two sets of stairs to the front door. She’d waited three years to see him—he could wait on her stoop a few minutes. Yet as she made her way down, she couldn’t stop the wild feelings whirling through her. What would it be like to feel his lips on hers again? To have him kneel naked at her feet, ready to serve her as he had once done?
She pulled open the door, her heart beating high in her throat, despite her best efforts to be calm. There stood the man she had thought she would spend her life with. The beard was shaved smooth and his hair was cut shorter than when she’d last seen him, but otherwise he looked the same, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he grinned at her. He was holding a huge bouquet of spring flowers and an oblong robin’s- egg-blue box wrapped in a white ribbon, which she recognized as coming from Tiffany’s. 
Seeing that cocksure grin snapped Sylvie back to reality. The last vestiges of the old longing drained from her, like water swirling down a drain. As she stared at Jacques she felt none of the joy, or even any anger. Instead she felt…nothing.
“Ooo, la, la,” Jacques breathed as he swept her with his eyes. “You are even lovelier than I remembered, my queen. It’s been so long, darling. Too long. I made a terrible mistake.” He dropped theatrically to one knee. “Can you ever forgive me for being so stupid?” He thrust the flowers and jewelry box toward her. 
“No.” Sylvie shut the door.
~*~
“Owen McCarthy.” Owen tucked the phone under his chin so he could finish the last bit of work on the blueprints he’d just spent the morning reviewing with the contractors. 
“Owen, hey, man, it’s me.”
“Jerry?”
“Yeah. It’s Saturday afternoon but you have on your work voice. Don’t tell me you’re at the office. Not after last night!”
“What?” How the hell did Jerry know about last night?
“I heard all about it, man. Or rather, Mistress Alana did. A friend of hers was at Chains. The buzz is out that the reclusive Mistress Sylvie has reemerged on the scene, and she’s got a hot new boy toy in tow. Word has it they did a public scene at the club, a flogging that got quite a few engines revving. How the fuck did you manage that?”
Owen chuckled. “Guilty as charged. Though I’m not sure about being called a boy toy, hot or not.”
“Oh, come on, admit it. You love it.”
Owen grinned, shaking his head. “It was a pretty intense scene and Sylvie—“ He caught himself, for some reason not quite ready to tell Jerry more. “Mistress Sylvie,” he amended, “was absolutely incredible. If you’d asked me a few months ago if I would agree to being publically flogged at a BDSM club, I’d have said you were out of your mind. But yeah, it really did happen.”
Jerry chuckled. “Why am I not surprised? You never did do anything half-way, did you?”
Owen shrugged, though Jerry couldn’t see him. He swiveled in his office chair to face the view of the Manhattan skyline from his window. “I was nervous as hell, being up on that stage with everyone watching, but she was really great. She just guided me through it and made me feel safe. And the flogging itself was just incredible. I don’t know how to describe it—the way the stinging pain of the leather hitting your skin kind of segues into this sort of cloak of heat and just pure, utter peace—it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced.”
Jerry laughed. “I think you described it pretty damn well. I know what you’re talking about, but I didn’t know it was possible without love being part of the equation. The kind of love that comes from complete trust in another person.” He paused and Owen made no attempt to fill the gap. 
Then Jerry said, his voice filled with disbelief, “What a second. Just wait a fucking second here! You aren’t telling me--you and she aren’t—I mean there’s no way that—”
Owen laughed, a rush of joy flooding his senses. What the hell—he would tell Jerry. Shit, he would tell the world! “You know me too well, old buddy.” Owen laughed, feeling like a kid, giddy with a strange, new happiness. “After the club, we went back to her place.”
“To the dungeon, you mean.”
“No, to her place, where she lives, on the third floor of the townhouse. I stayed. I only left this morning because we both had prior obligations.”
“You’re lying!” Jerry shouted, laughing. “This is fantasy stuff, dude. No way the aloof and unapproachable Mistress Sylvie took you into her bed.”
Owen laughed. “And her shower too.” He bit his lip, not wanting to be the kind of man who kisses and tells, wanting to respect Sylvie’s privacy. So he added, “Listen, Jerry, this is all really new. I don’t exactly know where I stand with her yet, so please keep this to yourselves—you and Alana. This means a whole lot to me. I don’t want to fuck it up. And obviously, the rumor mill in this little BDSM community of yours is alive and kicking. So, promise me, okay?”
“My lips are sealed and Mistress Alana is the very soul of discretion,” Jerry promised. “Oh, and Owen?”
“Yeah.”
“You totally rock, dude!”
Laughing, Owen said goodbye.
Giving up even the pretense of doing any more work, he locked up the office and made his weekly trek to the supermarket near his apartment. While he grabbed items to fill his cart, he kept drifting into a dreamy daze as he reviewed each incredible detail of his time with Sylvie.
Though he knew he should take it slow and not appear like the overeager, love-struck puppy he in fact was, it had been hard to resist his impulse to call her a hundred times, or have a dozen long-stemmed red roses delivered to her door, or better yet, appear himself with a diamond ring in his pocket and a proposal on his lips. At twenty he might have done something that stupid, but at thirty-nine he liked to think he could exercise some self control.
Finally it was five o’clock, and he couldn’t wait another minute to reconnect with Sylvie. He realized he didn’t have her phone number, other than her business line, but he took a chance and called it, praying Isabel didn’t answer. 
“Owen!” Sylvie’s voice was happy, and Owen smiled as he held the phone to his ear.
“Sylvie, hi. I was wondering if I could take you to dinner this evening? There’s a great little Indian place just a few blocks from you. It’s kind of a dive but the food is great. Do you like Indian?” He knew he was talking too fast. Slow down, he admonished himself, aware he was grinning like a fool.
“I do. I’d love to have dinner with you, Owen. Shall we say seven?”
 
When Owen arrived at Sylvie’s townhouse, she was sitting on the stoop, gazing pensively into the distance. As he approached she looked up with a smile and a small wave. She was wearing a silky sleeveless dress the exact sea-green color of her eyes, white sandals on her pretty feet. 
He climbed the stairs and Sylvie rose, lifting on her toes to kiss both Owen’s cheeks. Impulsively he caught her face in his hands and kissed her lips. She kissed him back, but Owen felt a hesitation and he let her go.
Was this the pull-back after the first night? Was Sylvie reconsidering now that some time had passed and they’d had a few hours apart? But she’d sounded so happy on the phone when he’d invited her to dinner. Owen searched Sylvie’s face for some clue, and while she was smiling, her eyes seemed troubled.
“Sit beside me a moment, Owen.” Sylvie sank down, patting the stone step. “I need to tell you something.”
Shit, here it comes. Keeping his face neutral and trying very hard not to assume the worst, Owen allowed Sylvie to pull him down beside her. His anxiety eased a little as she reached for his hand, clasping it between both of hers.
“Something happened this morning, Owen, after you left.”
“Is everything okay? Are we okay?” Owen found himself blurting.
Smiling, Sylvie nodded, squeezing his hand. “Yes, yes, we are okay. I’m sorry if these dramatics made you think otherwise.” She took a breath and Owen realized whatever she had to say wasn’t easy for her. He stopped focusing on his own anxiety. 
“What is it, Sylvie? You can tell me anything.”
She nodded, the smile sliding away. Letting his hand go, she turned to face him. “Last night you told me about your failed marriage—a marriage, you said, to the wrong woman.”
Owen nodded, wondering where this was leading. Sylvie continued, “I too have a failed relationship. Seven years ago I came to this country with my lover, Jacques Gaston. He had business in New York and I followed him here. We sometimes talked of marrying, but neither of us felt the need of a piece of paper. Our love, as Jacques used to say, was enough.
“Except that, apparently, that wasn’t true, at least not for him. One day about three years ago he just—disappeared. He left a note, said he’d found someone new, and that was that. I never heard from him again.”
“Holy shit. That’s really low,” Owen said. This was the guy she used to take to the clubs, he realized, recalling Master H.’s remark: People still talk about your last scene with that gorgeous French boy you used to have in tow.

Sylvie was staring down at ground. Owen put a finger beneath her chin, gently lifting her face. She had tears in her eyes and something caught in his heart. “What a bastard,” he said fervently, imagining what it must have felt like to come home to such a note. “More to the point, what a fool.” He reached out, stroking Sylvie’s cheek, hating that man who had caused her such pain. 
She smiled, shaking her head. “It took me a long time to get over him,” she admitted. “I kept myself aloof, I realize now, shutting myself off to any potential for something new. I guess deep in my heart I was always thinking he would come back one day, and maybe we could start over.” 
She reached again for Owen’s hand. “Until I met you.”
Owen felt the tension ease away until he looked into her eyes, which still seemed troubled. Then he remembered how she’d started the conversation. Something happened this morning, after you left, and all at once he knew. 
“He’s back, isn’t he.” It wasn’t a question. 
Sylvie nodded. “He showed up this morning out of the blue, with flowers and jewelry, full of apologies, ready to step back into my life.”
“And…?” Owen felt the world shifting beneath him as the first real joy he’d had in his life was threatening to slip away. It took all his self-control not to scream.
“I sent him away, of course. He asked if I could ever forgive him, and I said no.”
“Wait…what?” The shifting terrain had righted itself somewhat, but Owen remained shaken. “You sent him away?” he repeated stupidly.
Sylvie nodded emphatically. “I did.”
Owen laughed with relief. “So…that’s a good thing, right?”
Sylvie grinned, and he felt her relief as well. “A very good thing. I wanted to tell you, because I want no secrets between us, Owen. Jacques was clearly keeping quite a few during our relationship, and, as much as it would be easy to blame it all on him, these things never happen in a vacuum. Somewhere along the way, Jacques and I stopped communicating. He wasn’t getting what he needed from me, from the relationship, that much is clear. I let him slip away. I don’t want that to happen to us, Owen. Whatever happens between us, I want us to be open every step of the way. It’s only on that foundation of trust and honesty that we have a chance.” 
Now it was she who took Owen’s face in her hands, as she stared into his eyes. “And I want that chance, Owen. I want it with you.”
~*~
As the weeks went by, Sylvie and Owen’s D/s relationship deepened and evolved along with their love. When Owen arrived at her place at the end of the day, he would buzz the intercom to let her know he was there, and then let himself in. Because of their busy schedules, it had been a few days since they’d been together, and Sylvie was eager to see him again. 
She put aside the book she’d been reading when the intercom buzzed and hurried to the living room to await his arrival. A few moments later came the knock on her third floor door. Sylvie opened it and stepped back, watching with silent satisfaction as Owen stripped and draped himself, naked, over the low satin-covered stool, as he did now each time he came to her.
Sylvie chose a short-handled single tail from the sideboard and approached him. She knelt beside him, leaning over to kiss his neck, loving his scent, like fresh cedar and soap with hint of masculine sweat. 
She stroked his back with one hand, her cunt moistening and nipples hardening as she gripped the whip in the other. “Are you ready for your mark?” she asked, in what had become a ritual for them. 
“Yes, Mistress.”
With a flick of her wrist, Sylvie brought the lash down hard across both cheeks, the whistle of leather quickly followed by Owen’s sharp intake of breath as the pain moved through his body. A single lovely red line formed against his skin.
When he pulled himself upright, Owen’s cock was hard as steel and pointing directly at her. “Thank you, Mistress,” he said softly, his eyes bright. 
“You are most welcome, my slave.” With a laugh, Sylvie curled her fingers around his hot, throbbing shaft and led Owen into the bedroom. Pushing him down onto the mattress, she straddled him, sinking herself onto his hard cock with a moan of pleasure. Owen reached for her breasts, his fingers rolling her erect nipples as she undulated on him. 
“You will not come,” she informed him. “Not until I tell you.”
“Yes, Mistress,” Owen breathed, biting his lower lip in that sweet way he had when he was trying to control himself. Reaching back, Sylvie gripped his balls in her hand and gently squeezed as she rode him. She rubbed her clit against his pubic bone, watching with sadistic satisfaction as he began to tremble in his effort to control his orgasm. 
Reaching out, she slapped his cheek, drawing a deep, guttural groan of passion and pain from his lips. She slapped the other cheek, her eyes on his, which glittered fever-bright. Sylvie felt the rolling rise of a climax moving through her. She slapped him again as her body began to shudder. Gripping his throat, she forced his head up and back. With a cry, she jerked hard, riding his cock to an intense release.
When she came to herself, she looked down at Owen, who was regarding her with blazing eyes. Both cheeks were red from where she’d struck him, and she could feel his cock, still pulsing and hard inside her. Slowly she lifted herself from him and knelt beside him on the bed. 
“Grip the bars,” she ordered. “Don’t let go.”
Owen reached back and gripped the iron bars of the headboard. Sylvie stroked his underarms, drawing her fingers down his sides. Owen was ticklish and it was difficult for him to maintain this position when she teased him like this. She glanced at his face. His eyes were closed, his lips pressed in a thin line. 
Sylvie ran her fingertips lightly over his skin, watching as Owen’s knuckles tightened their grip. She reached for his shaft, which was slick with her juices. Lowering her mouth over the head, she circled it teasingly with her tongue.
“If I let you come, I’m going to have to punish you afterwards. You understand that, don’t you, slave?”
“Yes, Mistress,” Owen breathed, his cock pulsing beneath her fingers. He groaned when she lowered her mouth again. She suckled and licked, loving the taste of him and the silky feel of his skin beneath her tongue. 
“Please, Mistress, may I come?” he cried after only a few minutes of attention. “Please!” He was breathing hard, his skin hot to the touch, his eyes squeezed closed. 
He was still gripping the bars, which pleased her. “Yes, slave. You may come.” She lowered her head again, while holding the base of his shaft and massaging upward. 
With a cry, Owen lifted his hips, thrusting his cock deeper into Sylvie’s throat as he released his seed in several hot spurts. Sylvie kept him in her mouth until he sagged back against the mattress. Only then did she let him go. 
Leaning close, she murmured, “And now I’ll cane you to remind you that with the pleasure comes the pain.”


Chapter 12
“I’m so glad you could meet for lunch. I know how busy you are.” Harry Bernstein, aka Master H., smiled warmly at Sylvie. They’d just placed their orders at the upscale Japanese restaurant to which Harry had invited her. 
She’d been intrigued by his phone call the day before, in which he said he had an offer for her, one too big to discuss over the phone. Harry had always been given to creating mysteries and heightening expectations, but he delivered on those expectations. This was one reason why his BDSM club had been so successful and remained so in demand, years after others had come and gone.
Sylvie sipped her sake and reached for another piece of sushi, wondering when Harry would bring up the offer “too big to discuss over the phone”.  It wasn’t until the waitress had cleared their plates and brought another bottle of sake that Harry got to the point. “Now, the reason for this visit, my dear, aside from the pleasure of your company.” He smiled and she smiled back, waiting. “I’m delighted you have come out of hiding at last. You wouldn’t believe all the comments I got after your scene at the club. People have asked repeatedly when you’re coming back. You have a dozen volunteers all ready and waiting.” He laughed. “You have a knack,” he went on. “You know how to engage your audience. Not only that—your reputation precedes you. You’re widely regarded in the BDSM community as one of the best pro Dommes out there.”
“Thank you,” Sylvie said, not quite sure where this was going. “Though I have to say, lately I’m growing a bit tired of the pressures of the business. I’ve been handing more and more of it over to my assistant, Isabel. She’s quite accomplished in her own right.”
“Perfect!” Harry exclaimed. “That dovetails beautifully with my proposal. I’ve been thinking for some time about opening another club. One with more of a het bent than Chains. The thing is, I can’t do it all, and my heart and time still belong to Chains. But you know what a control freak I am. I don’t want just anyone running my new club. I want someone with experience. Someone who understands the hetero mindset. Someone who is well-connected with people who would want to frequent the club. Someone who shares my passion for all things BDSM. In a word, darling, you.”
“Me?” Sylvie echoed, surprised.
“Yes. You’d be perfect. You’re beautiful, accomplished, sophisticated. People love your accent.” He laughed. “Seriously, though, I would give you all the support you need—waitstaff, all the latest toys, whatever you want. You would be the creative force, and of course the Mistress of Ceremonies, running the demonstrations, shaping the atmosphere and nuance of the place with your woman’s touch and European sensibilities. I’ll make you a partner with a fifty percent stake in the business. I put up the cash—you put up your time and expertise.”
Sylvie had no idea how much money Harry’s club generated, but she knew a venture of this nature would take a lot of time and a huge commitment, especially at first. At the same time, she recognized this might be the perfect venue for her—a way to ease herself out of the pro Domme business, but continue to earn a living.  Still, it was so sudden, and the commitment was one that, if she made it, she knew she wouldn’t take lightly. 
“I’m honored, Harry.  It sounds like an ambitious venture. I—I don’t know what to say.”
“Say yes!” Harry boomed.
Sylvie thought of Owen. He worked during the week, often spending as much as sixty hours in his role as partner of his architecture firm. A club like this would require her presence at night and on the weekends. When would they see each other? How would it affect their relationship?
When she didn’t reply right away, Harry shrugged, offering a sheepish grin. “Mark warned me not to come on too strong. I guess I don’t know any other way.” Harry reached into his jacket and extracted a thick envelope. “Here are the details of the proposal. I’m open to any and all input from you. This includes a general outline of my ideas, some possible locations for the venue, and some rough numbers regarding cost and projected revenues. There is also some balance sheet and revenue information for Chains, just to give you an idea of what this sort of venture can generate.” He pushed the envelope toward her. “Look it over. Take your time. Talk it over with your financial advisor. Sleep on it a few days and then let me know. Is it a deal?”
Sylvie smiled, placing her hand over the envelope. “Deal.” 
 
Sylvie’s smart phone whistled softly, indicating she had a text. Putting down her novel, she reached for the phone, noticing the time—a little after midnight.
Sorry it’s so late. Hope I’m not waking you. The meeting went waaaaaay longer than I’d hoped. Exhausted. Can I see you tomorrow night?
It was from Owen. That afternoon when he’d called, he’d said he hoped to be done with his meeting by eight that evening. She’d saved him some dinner in case he came by, barely admitting to herself how disappointed she was when he’d called around eight-thirty, still stuck in a what he had called, “the meeting from hell.” 
Now Sylvie texted back: I have appointments until nine pm tomorrow. Meet for a late dinner?
Great. We’ll coordinate tomorrow. I’ll have my people call your people.
Sylvie laughed and then sighed. Between the two of them, they were always juggling schedules. If she did take Harry up on his offer, something would have to give. As if reading her mind from afar, Owen texted: How did the lunch go with Master H. today? What was his big news?
I’ll tell you tomorrow at dinner. Je t’aime.
I love you too! Get some rest, sweet Mistress. 
And you, my love.
~*~
Over dinner the next night at an Irish pub, Sylvie pulled out an envelope and handed it to Owen. As he opened it, she summarized Master H.’s proposal for a new BDSM club. “I’ve thought a lot about it, Owen. I’m just not sure I’m willing or able to take on such a big responsibility by myself. It seems overwhelming.”
Owen scanned the documents, his lips pursed in concentration. He had a good head for business, one reason his own company had thrived, even during recessions. “The numbers look good,” he said, glancing over at her. “Of course, any new venture has its uncertainties, but it sounds like he’s willing to bear all the financial risk. I can look into these locations for you—get the specs and the inside scoop on the properties.”
He put the papers down and took a breath. “I guess this is as good a time as any to bring up something I’ve been thinking about a lot lately.”
“Go on.” Sylvie smiled at him and Owen’s heart warmed as it always did whenever she looked at him.
He hoped she wouldn’t misinterpret what he was about to say, or think he was moving too fast. What the hell—there was only one way to find out. “You know, back when I started as an architect, I worked for a huge firm. I was a tiny cog in a big machine, and for the first couple of years I was lucky if I got to design the bathrooms or parking garage of an office building. When I started my own company, I was in charge. I got to lead on the design work and make the big decisions. For years I haven’t minded the long hours because it’s been my business.” He shrugged and sighed. “You know as well as I do what running your own business can take. I hate to say it, but looking back, one reason my marriage cratered was I didn’t give the relationship the time and commitment it needed to grow.”
Owen reached for Sylvie’s hand. “I know it’s only been a few months, Sylvie, and I don’t want to rush you in any way. By the same token, I don’t want that to happen again. What we have is so special. I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my life.” He frowned as he added, “But look at what I keep doing to you. Take last night as an example. My work just consumes too damn much time. I’m thinking of cutting back. Of selling out to my partner and just staying on as a part-time consultant.”
Sylvie nodded slowly, her expression difficult to read. Owen waited, biting his lower lip. Finally she said, “You know, Owen. It’s funny you mention this now, because I’ve been thinking the same thing.”
“You have? About me cutting back my hours?”
“No, silly, about me cutting back my hours. Isabel is hungry for the business, and frankly, since you’ve entered my life, I don’t have time or energy to deal with all those eager sub boys demanding my attention.” She grinned but then sobered. “Truth to tell, I have lost my fire with my clients, and as such I feel I am doing them a disservice. I’ve been thinking it was time to retire. I, too, want to focus more on us.” 
She reached for the papers Owen was still holding, and he passed them to her. “So, you think this is a good idea, this new club? I don’t want it to become something else that takes away from us.”
Owen nodded. “If his numbers are reliable, then yes, I do. If this new club earns even half of what Chains is apparently taking in annually, you would earn plenty. But you’re right—it’s a big commitment, not something to be entered lightly.”
“Not something to be entered alone,” Sylvie replied.
“Excuse me?” Owen cocked his head at her.
“I want a working partner with me, from start to finish. I didn’t want to say anything to Harry until I talked it over with you, but I think he’d be amenable to me bringing someone else onboard, especially someone with your depth of knowledge of the real estate market in Manhattan, and your expertise in running a successful company. I need someone I can trust, someone who understands and shares my love of BDSM, and who knows what the people coming to such a club would be looking for. I want a man to stand by my side on opening night, and to help me coordinate the demonstrations. In a word, Owen, I want you. I want you to come into this venture with me as a full partner. If I accept, I’ll tell Harry that those are my terms.” She paused, adding, “If you’re interested, of course.”
Owen sat still, absorbing what Sylvie had just proposed. It would mean they would spend almost every waking hour together for the next however many months it took to get the place up and running. It meant they would be in business together, with all the pressure and aggravation that kind of relationship entailed. It could ruin their personal relationship if they let the stress get to them. Or it could cement and deepen it, as they shared something that mattered to them both.
“I would have to get out from under my obligations first—” he began.
“So you’d consider it?” she interrupted, gripping his arm. She was gazing at him with such sweet pleading. Owen had always felt, until this moment, that he had been the “needier” one of the relationship, if such labels could be applied. Now she needed him, and it made Owen swell with pride. At that moment, he made a solemn, silent vow to himself never to let her down, no matter what.
“I would definitely consider it, my sweet Mistress.” He lifted her hand and kissed her palm. “For you I would do anything. Anything in the world.”
~*~
Opening night jitters. If Sylvie had had a chance to breathe, she might have felt them. As it was, until this moment she had been too focused on last minute details to waste time worrying. Despite the inevitable complications and setbacks they’d faced in finding the right property, working with contractors and vendors, and getting the space designed in a way that reflected their shared vision, things had gone surprisingly smoothly, and in only three months they were ready for opening night. 
The location Owen had selected wasn’t that far from Chains in the increasingly trendy meatpacking district. It consisted of a freestanding two-story building that had once been a warehouse. Built of brick, it had no windows on the first story, which was ideal to maintain the discretion necessary for this sort of club. The bottom floor was one spacious room, to which they’d added bathrooms and a kitchen, while the upstairs contained a number of smaller rooms designed for private scenes. 
Excited with the drawings and plans Owen and Sylvie had come up with, Master H. had given them carte blanche to create the kind of upscale, sophisticated venue he had envisioned. There were still a dozen little things that could be done to make it better, but they’d picked a date to open the club, and had somehow managed to stick to it. 
Sylvie took a last look around the space, hugging herself. This was it—opening night.
Owen, wearing an open-necked white silk pirate’s shirt tucked into buttery soft black leather pants that cupped the sexy bulge between his legs, came out of the kitchen behind the bar, wiping his hands on a dishtowel. The thick braided chain of silver and rose gold she’d given him as a slave collar gleamed at his throat in the ambient lighting. When he put his arm around her, Sylvie leaned into him with a sigh. 
“Do you think anyone will come?” she asked, butterflies dancing in her stomach.
“Take a look out the peephole, why don’t you?” Owen suggested.
Sylvie moved toward the front doors, smiling at Jordan, the imposing six-foot-six man who packed maybe two-hundred-forty pounds of solid muscle beneath his black T-shirt and black jeans. A one-time client of Sylvie’s, they’d hired Jordan to serve as doorman and, if necessary, bouncer, though hopefully that function wouldn’t be called into play. 
He stepped aside as Sylvie peeked through the peephole. She gasped in astonishment. A crowd of easily a hundred people was milling outside, clustered in groups, eyes fixed on the door. 
“They’ve been lining up since eight,” Owen grinned. “Word is definitely out.” He turned to the three men and three women waiting near the entrance, each of whom was holding a silver tray of iced juices in champagne flutes. There was a liquor bar available, but only for those who opted out of any BDSM play.
“You guys ready?” Owen asked the waitstaff. They nodded or murmured their assent. Each one had been hand-selected by Sylvie. They were all in their mid- to late-twenties, each one model-gorgeous. Their uniform consisted of a crisscross of thin strips of white and black rope, artfully knotted by Riku, a Japanese shibari master who was a friend of Master H., the rope designed to expose as much as it hid. 
Soft jazz was playing through the surround-sound speakers. The walls were painted a creamy, pale gold, a shimmering contrast to the white and black tiled floors. Just inside the front door was an alcove with a large closet where patrons could leave their coats and even their clothing, if they were of a mind. There were small tables with two and three chairs near the bar, as well as thick, plump sofas and loveseats scattered throughout the room. 
Various play stations had been set up, with spanking benches, black leather slings hanging from chains, whipping posts and thick mats perfect for kneeling. There were several St. Andrew crosses set along one wall, the sturdy leather cuffs waiting to be closed around wrists, ankles and waists. In one corner stood a large framed spider’s web made of black rope and chains. A raised stage had been built along one wall, with two rows of padded folding chairs set in a double semi-circle around it. 
Riku stood at the shibari station, ready to demonstrate erotic Japanese bondage techniques on willing subjects. Isabel, wearing a black leather mini-dress and matching stiletto heels, sat on a high stool beside a long stand filled with whips, crops, paddles and floggers available for patrons who didn’t bring their own gear.
“Fabulous!” Master H.’s loud voice reverberated through the room, startling both Owen and Sylvie, who turned to see him entering from the kitchen. His long dark hair hung loose and he was dressed in a black silk shirt, open to reveal the matted curls on his massive chest. He must have let himself in the back door, which was located in the alley behind the building. Behind him was slave Mark, shirtless, his nipples pierced with thick, heavy barbells that gleamed in the soft light of the crystal chandeliers overhead. 
Master H. turned slowly, his arms upraised as he took in the surroundings. Though he’d been involved in the club’s development over the months, during the last weeks of final preparations he had purposefully stayed away, wanting, he said, to see it with fresh eyes. 
He beamed at Sylvie and Owen. “You have outdone yourselves, as I knew you would.” Moving toward them, he kissed both Sylvie’s cheeks and clapped Owen on the back. He looked them both over with a wolfish smile, offering a low whistle of appreciation. “I love the black and white theme. Très
chic.” 
Sylvie smiled. She’d had her outfit especially made for opening night. Her corset was fashioned from the softest black leather, sculpted with bone stays to fit her curves, over a flowing white silk skirt.
At the stroke of nine, Sylvie nodded toward Jordan, who turned the lock and slid the thick bolt aside. He opened the doors, controlling the flow of patrons by his mere presence. Sylvie recognized a number of her clients among the throng of people pushing their way inside, as well as other pro Doms and Dommes she had invited to the opening night. 
Alana and her slave, Jerry, came in, both dressed in red, Alana in silk, Jerry in leather. Spying Sylvie and Owen, they moved toward them, and Alana and Sylvie embraced. “Wow, this is some place, Owen,” Jerry said, his eyes moving hungrily over the BDSM equipment. 
Alana laughed. “He’ll be like a kid in a candy store. I’ll never get him out of here.”
“Wait’ll you see the shibari master at work, Jerry. He’s fantastic,” Owen enthused. With their Mistresses’ permission, Owen led Jerry on a tour of the facilities. 
Alana turned to Sylvie. “You look so happy, Sylvie. It’s good to see you smile.”
“I am happy.” Sylvie beamed. “I feel as if I am in love for the first time. I never knew it could be like this. I thought love was such hard work, but with Owen, it’s the easiest thing in the world.”
“I’ve known Owen a long time,” Alana said. “He’s a great guy who just took a while to find his way. I can’t think of a better person to introduce him to the power and the passion of BDSM than you, Sylvie. I’m so happy for you both.”
One of the waitstaff approached Sylvie with a question, and then several guests surrounded her, offering their compliments on the new space, and asking when she would be doing a demonstration. When she turned at last to resume her conversation with Alana, she had disappeared.
The next hour passed in a whirlwind as Sylvie mingled with guests, touched base with Owen and Master H., consulted with Riku and Isabel as they performed mini-demos at their respective stations, and made sure everything was flowing smoothly. 
It was nearly eleven when Sylvie, following Master H.’s method of chiming bells to get people’s attention, gave the signal to Owen, who interrupted the jazz with a push of the button on the stereo system. She moved toward the stage, climbing the steps and tapping an empty champagne flute with a spoon. 
While some people continued with scenes already in progress, most of the crowd made its way toward the stage. As they’d previously arranged, Master H. joined her. He thanked people for coming, and gave a warm introduction to “Sylvie Dubois, Mistress of Le Chateau.”
Amidst the enthusiastic applause, someone called out, “Demonstration! We want a demonstration!” The call was taken up, with people calling her name, or simply shouting, “Whip!” or “Flogger” or “Suspension bondage!” 
As Master H. left the stage, Sylvie smiled toward the audience. “Thank you all for coming. After such an enthusiastic reception, I could hardly say no. But I will need a volunteer.” Both men and women called out enthusiastically, “Me! Pick me!” 
Moving toward the rack at the back of the stage that contained various whips and crops, Sylvie selected a single tail of deceptively soft leather and returned to center stage. She cracked the tail in the air, making several people in the audience gasp.
“Do I have a volunteer? Raise your hand.” 
Easily a dozen hands shot up, men and women alike and again the chorus of, “Me, me!” erupted from the crowd. Sylvie scanned the faces, pretending to ponder the choices, until her eyes landed on the handsome man in a white shirt and black leather pants who was gazing at her with a rapt expression, his hand raised high. She pointed toward him and smiled.
“You, slave Owen. I choose you.”


Chapter 13
Mistress Sylvie kissed Owen on the lips, her tongue a caress. He was naked, save for his slave collar and the soft leather cuffs that held his wrists overhead. Mistress Sylvie’s townhouse dungeon was lit with the flickering light of dozens of white candles. The deep, sensuous strains of a cello wafted softly through the room. 
Using his favorite flogger, Mistress Sylvie began with whisper-soft strokes of leather. Owen felt his mind emptying as she slowly worked him into a meditation of erotic pain. He forgot where he was or who was watching as each stinging kiss of her lash moved him closer to a state of utter peace, a place where the very nature of pain is altered into something purifying and profound. 
He opened his eyes as he felt the cuffs at his wrists being released, and was almost surprised by the presence of their friends. Seated in a semi circle in front of him were Isabel, Alana and Jerry, Master H. and Mark, and Sylvie’s friend, Chloé, who had arrived from France the week before.
Riku, who had become a good friend over the months he’d worked with them at Le Chateau, stood beside Mistress Sylvie, coils of jet black rope in his capable hands. With Mistress Sylvie as his assistant, Riku skillfully knotted and tied the rope in a diamond pattern that worked its way up Owen’s stomach and chest.
A white canvas sheet was spread on the floor beneath the chains that hung from the ceiling beam. “Lie down on your stomach.” Mistress Sylvie pointed to the floor. Owen lay on the soft sheet, his arms resting loosely on the ground on either side of his head. Together Riku and Mistress Sylvie placed a long, sturdy pole across Owen’s shoulders, securing his forearms on either side with more of the strong, soft rope. His ankles were bound together and attached to one of the chains hanging from the ceiling. Another chain was attached to the rope at his lower back, as well as on either side of the pole across his shoulders. He felt himself being slowly lifted into the air as Riku turned the winch in the pulley system he’d help erect for the ceremony.
Using the pulley mechanism Riku had erected, they hoisted Owen high into the air. Bound face down in full suspension with his body parallel to the ground, Owen swayed gently in his bonds. Lifting Owen’s chin, Sylvie stared into his eyes. Her irises were like green glass around the onyx of her dilated pupils. Her mouth looked soft as rose petals. Owen’s lips tingled with the desire to feel the press of her kiss. 
Letting his chin go, Mistress Sylvie stepped back, moving with the grace of a dancer, the silky folds of her gown shimmering against her curves. She placed her fingers lightly on the back of Owen’s neck. “Are you ready to continue with the ceremony, slave Owen?” 
Owen’s stomach tightened at the thought of what was to come, but that didn’t mean he wanted it any less. “Yes, Mistress.” 
She turned toward their friends. “Owen and I are honored by your presence as we commemorate our first year together. During this time our relationship of dominance and submission has deepened, held always within the broader framework of our love.” 
As she spoke, Sylvie stroked Owen’s back, easing away his nervousness along with the lingering sting of the flogger’s lash. “As you well know yourselves,” she continued, “very few outside our community are aware of the spiritual potential of BDSM. Far beyond satisfying a kink this lifestyle can function as a lens through which our love becomes focused, clarified, refined and revealed.”
She took the scalpel from the small wooden tray resting on a stool nearby and pulled away the sterilized wrapping. She held the scalpel so Owen could see the silver blade turning rosy pink in the candlelight. 
They had experimented over the past few months with blood play, exploring Owen’s deep-seated fascination with the idea. The feel of cold, sharp steel against his skin always made Owen’s heart begin to pound, and hardened his cock. The prick of the knife’s tip, its sharp sting and the sudden, bright ooze of blood at once frightened him and filled him with a dark, powerful lust that could only be quenched with Sylvie’s kisses and warm, inviting body.
Tonight they would go further than they’d gone before. Owen’s heart began to race again and his mouth was suddenly dry. What if he couldn’t do it? What if he failed his Mistress, and in so doing, himself?
As if sensing his sudden tension, Sylvie placed a firm, soothing hand on Owen’s back. “Breathe,” she urged gently. Owen closed his eyes, drawing in a shuddering breath. He held it several seconds and then let it release, willing the tension to float from his body. 
“Who do you belong to?” Sylvie asked softly, saying the words that she used to help move him into a submissive headspace when he found himself resisting or afraid.
“You, Mistress Sylvie,” he responded, the rapid patter of his heart slowing just a little.
“Why do you exist?”
“To serve and cherish you, my Mistress,” he replied, his breath easing.
“Why are we here tonight?”
“To celebrate our love and commitment, as witnessed by our friends.”
Sylvie leaned down, lifting his chin and kissing him lightly on the lips. “You are ready for this, sweet slave,” she whispered near his ear. “Remember, I would never take you where you weren’t ready to go.” 
The last of Owen’s fear slipped away. “Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.”
“With this blade,” Mistress Sylvie said, speaking louder again for everyone to hear, “I will make my slave bleed. Owen’s blood will symbolize his willingness to suffer for me, and his commitment to serve and obey.”
She turned to Owen. “Are you ready, my brave boy?”
Owen’s heart leapt into his throat, making it difficult to speak. “Yes,” he rasped, nodding. Sweat pricked at his underarms and along the small of his back as Mistress Sylvie again lowered the scalpel into his line of sight. He stared at the razor-sharp blade, letting the tumble of feelings surge through him. Yes, he was afraid, but also proud. He was ready to submit to the woman he loved more than anyone or anything in the world, witnessed by the people who had become even closer than family over the past year. 
How different he felt now from the man he had been just fifteen months ago at Alana and Jerry’s ceremony. As he’d watched Jerry submit to the piercing, his own longing had left him feeling bereft. With Sylvie’s love and guidance, he’d been able to let go of the insecurity, loneliness and confusion that had held him back, both in life and in love, from becoming fully himself, from getting to the essence and the core of who he was. 
“Yes, Mistress,” he said again, and this time his voice was firm and sure.
Mistress Sylvie stroked Owen’s chest between the ropes. Owen realized the music had stopped, and the room was utterly silent, as if everyone there was holding their breath. 
Pressing her lips together in concentration, Mistress Sylvie drew the scalpel lightly over Owen’s left pec. For a fraction of a second he felt nothing, and then came the slicing sting. He knew it was just a nick, but it was enough that droplets of bright red blood beaded along the cut and then fell to the white canvas below.
She made a matching cut on the other side, and again he felt the sharp sting. Owen closed his eyes. Sylvie began to spin him slowly, walking in a circle around him. “Your submission is a gift I cherish; my dominance is a passion you embrace,” she said, speaking the words they’d written together for the ceremony. “We tap into each other’s darkest, brightest secrets and bring them alive.”
Owen opened his eyes and stared down at the pattern of blood drops that was forming a spattered circle beneath him as they moved. He felt his mind emptying, his head curiously light. All he could hear was the beating of his own heart, until Sylvie’s voice finally penetrated his trance. 
“Owen. Look at me.”
He lifted his head to look at his Mistress. Her eyes fixed on his, she pushed the thin straps of her black gown from her shoulders and let the silk puddle at her feet. She stood naked, save for a black silk thong. Her breasts were gleaming in the candle glow, the rosy tips jutting toward him. Owen stared, mesmerized by her beauty. While he watched, she lifted the scalpel to her own breast and drew a small, red line just over her heart. 
 “The loving exchange of power between us,” she said softly, “is not about me above and you below. It is a circle, without beginning or end.” Leaning forward, she let the drops of her blood mingle with his on the white canvas sheet. Taking his face in her hands, she kissed his lips.
When she let him go, the room erupted in applause, and for a moment Sylvie looked as startled as Owen felt. Someone turned on the lights and Riku and Jerry approached them. The sheet beneath Owen was pulled away, replaced by a soft blanket as Owen was lowered carefully to the ground. While Jerry and Riku untied the ropes and tended to Owen’s cuts with antibiotic cream and Band-Aids, Owen saw that Chloé and Alana were doing the same for Sylvie.
The men help Owen to stand, and Jerry draped a robe over Owen’s shoulders. Owen felt as if he were waking from a dream. He took a deep breath and blew it out, trying to clear his head. 
“That was really beautiful, man,” Jerry said, squeezing Owen’s shoulder. Not quite trusting himself to speak, Owen just nodded. 
Master H. and Mark took the sheet and tacked it to a wall of the dungeon. From a distance, the circle of splattered blood drops looked like a painting of a holly berry wreath. Owen put his hand to the bandaged cuts on his chest, in awe of what they had just done. 
He turned to Sylvie and she, somehow feeling his gaze, turned from Chloé and smiled at him. She had pulled her gown back into place but her nipples pressed visibly against the black silk, and her hair flowed down her back in waves of burnished copper. There was a flush of soft color on her cheeks, and her eyes were shining. 
As Owen moved toward Sylvie, the laughter and commotion around them seemed to fall away. Sylvie looked up into his face. “You were wonderful,” she whispered.
“You were amazing,” he breathed.
Sylvie placed her hands lightly over the bandaged cuts on Owen’s chest. He could feel his heart beating beneath her palms. He drew his finger along the bandage covering her cut. He felt both a deep, grounded peace and a sense of buoyant elation. For the first time in his life, he was finally exactly where he wanted, and needed, to be.
“Thank you, Mistress Sylvie, for it all,” he said, hoping she understood.
“You’re welcome, sweet slave.” Sylvie smiled, and he knew she did.
They turned to face the room and their friends came forward, offering congratulations and hugs. Master H. popped a huge bottle of champagne and toasts were made.
“There is one last thing Owen and I would like to share with you, our dear friends.” Sylvie said, and the room quieted, all eyes on them. “It is a poem we wrote together, something we hope captures a little bit of our feelings.” 
Owen turned to face Sylvie, who was smiling at him. “I was waiting,” he began, “all my life.”
“Your embrace holds the world, my world, melting the ice.” Sylvie took Owen’s hand.
“Until all is lightness and heat, fire that sparkles—” Owen continued.
“—with your tumbling, vibrant joy,” Sylvie completed.
“You ignite my heart.”
“Ease my soul.”
“Fire my heart.”
“And whisper in my dreams.”
“Binding me with chains as strong as steel”—forgetting the audience, Owen took Sylvie into his arms—“and soft as a kiss.”
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