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  Chapter One


  


  Kevin McLeod left the McLeod Inc. building at nine-thirty p.m. He was the last one out of the office. After a ritual nod to the security guard in the building lobby, he was on the street, his head tucked down against the cold wind. A long black overcoat covered everything but his head, and that he gave to the elements as he walked briskly toward an underground establishment—a private club tucked between high-rises. He rapidly took the stairs down into the basement cavern. The first fumes of cigarette smoke almost made him choke before he got used to the aroma; then it moved him into the eroticism of the steamy room. A piece of him came home here. The smell of leather was second to the smoke, next the perfume of expensive liquor. His eyes adjusted to the dimness, but they never bothered to focus completely. The blur of dark color before his eyes was the atmosphere. And the atmosphere belonged to the city at night, when the only illumination is the moon in its waning phases, and the few stars that penetrate through the city smog, and the unnatural lamplight that gives the air its odd hue. The only illumination in the private club was from pale burning gaslights against the walls.


  “She’s here,” Marion, the hostess at the door, informed him.


  “I know,” he said, giving her just half his smile.


  He didn’t remove his overcoat, but let it sway about him as he moved from the entrance into the depths of the crowded room. His eyes darted purposefully, but revealed no emotion. Emotions were rare, not worn on his sleeve, never easily surfaced, but muted and disguised as cold—a dark kind of cold that raised chills. Close-cropped, his hair was an average brown but neatly combed. His face a persuasive one with defined cheeks bones and a mouth with lips that moved so beautifully one had to catch ones-self to keep from staring at them as he spoke. His manner was on the edge, with sharpness to the point of intimidation, and with an attractiveness to make women stare and then melt away without approaching. Not many people were comfortable in his presence. Even if he didn’t fully understand his power over people, he used it to keep them at a distance. No one ever questioned that distance, except Mackenzie Durrant, his lover.


  When he saw her, he was inclined to smile, but he kept the smile to himself. He was thinking of the afternoon, just a few hours before when her eyes had flared with a rash of indignation, sparked by an unmet lust he could feel from her agitated body heat. She’d changed her clothes since then, and was wearing the short black dress he’d given her at Christmas. The rhinestone studded leather belt that defined her small waist sparkled when it caught a glimmer of light from one of the gas lamps. Otherwise, she was thoroughly dark, her hose black, as were her high heels, and the obsidian earrings that dangled from the two delicate lobes at her ears and then swayed softly amidst the cascade of loose curls falling about her shoulders. He was pleased to see the leather collar at her neck, having a feeling that she was ready for “an event” the way she’d baited him earlier.


  She was talking to friends as he approached. Not seeing him, she was surprised when he stepped in front of her.


  They didn’t touch or kiss. He nodded to her instead, motioning her towards an anteroom. They thought themselves in a more private place behind the diaphanous curtain, but they weren’t secluded at all. The noises from the club still filled their ears: the clattering of glasses and the piped in hard rock. Though it was never too noisy to hear someone’s whispered command at a submissive ear.


  Mackenzie felt a cold breeze wash through her staring into Kevin’s eyes.


  “Palms against the wall,” he ordered her.


  Turning away from the stare, she obeyed, her hands rising above her bowed head, her feet set a foot away from the brick wall.


  Kevin’s hand was under her dress. There was little to push aside, being so short. Her ass was bare. As she parted her legs wider, she felt his fingers probe between her cheeks to find her wet. He had a finger at her cunt.


  “Decker and Steig want you,” he whispered to her. She didn’t flinch so he could see, even though he was a master of reading her imperceptible changes. “I should whip your ass hard,” he added. “After this afternoon.”


  She remembered shouting at him in frustration. “But you won’t?” she whispered back.


  “No. I think you want it too much,” he said. Then he snickered, knowing he’d hit a hot button the way she jerked and her cunt juiced more when he mentioned whipping.


  “You’re going to make me suffer,” she said.


  “Of course,” he answered. “Now give them a good show, darling. I’ll see you at home.” He turned to leave, and she was shattered. But then he turned back to raise her hopes. “One thing I forgot,” he said, pulling something from his pocket. It was a pair of clamps attached to a chain. Pulling her dress up to her waist, he found her outer labia without looking and attached one small pincer on each side, high and out of the way of her vagina. He tugged the chain to make sure they wouldn’t fall off. “Hurt?” he asked.


  “No. But I can feel them,” she said.


  “Good. I’ll tighten them later. Now don’t move,” he said. He left her without saying another word.


  Mackenzie didn’t want to move. It was as if she’d been fixed to the wall with cuffs at her wrists and ankles, she was bound by command. Kevin could have fastened her to the leather restraints embedded in the brick above her, and to a spreader bar below. But he didn’t have to. Not tonight. Not when she was made so compliant by desire. She only regretted that he didn’t lay a lash on her prickly skin. Though perhaps the clips and chain between her legs would be enough. As she waited, the feel of them became more acute.


  Decker came for her first, though she could tell that the black man Steig was in the room. He would watch. Mackenzie wanted them both, because she wanted sex badly. She wanted the fumes of orgasm in her cunt fanned to a fire. She wanted to rock on some man’s dick, wiggle her ass against hairy thighs and feel her breasts squeezed by vigorous manly palms. She wanted the pain until it was swimming through her, radiating like the sun warming her skin until it was as hot as a hundred-degree beach in midsummer.


  Decker had her once before, a year ago. When Kevin was pissed at her. Her lover watched then, as the scowling blonde lothario tied her over a banister with ropes and then spanked her ass. She never got above the pain that day, never crescendoed, never rode atop that delicious pain-curve where there was ecstasy for a submissive. She was punished fair and square in Kevin’s book. Decker really didn’t care what she had going on with Kevin. He enjoyed punishing her bottom because it made him get off fast. When he was finished flogging her rear raw, he’d taken her cunt to finish himself off. Thinking that it was poetic, he pulled out of her, shook off his dick and left her dangling over the banister with Kevin’s harrowing stare piercing through any sense of peace she might have wanted in the aftermath. Kevin might have walked out on her too, except that someone had to untie her.


  Coming to her this time, Decker had more finesse. No doubt deprived of spanking her by Kevin’s wishes, he entered her quickly. She didn’t remember his cock being so large, though the last time was no judge. She was pretty oblivious to everything. Decker moved in her slowly. Reaching around he took her nipples in his fingers and squeezed them hard. As he worked her cunt, the chain at her labia became heavier with every thrust. Kevin was in her mind, with the memory of his hands and eyes and his chill washing over her. She could pretend she was fucking his prick.


  When squeezing her nipples was not enough, Decker moved a hand to her cunt and grabbed the chain.


  “Ouch!” she whispered.


  He didn’t let up.


  Rocked by his hulking body, it was time to let go, let thoughts fly away, let oblivion take over, let her body lead, and her mind fall back. When she felt his climax, she regretted the end so soon, but didn’t regret it for long, because Steig replaced him at her back side.


  “I’m taking your ass,” he said. The announcement made her angry, because she wanted him where Decker had been. She was just a few quick strokes from climaxing herself. But she would offer herself without a protest from her lips. It was what Kevin designed, and because of that she wanted it too.


  Steig wasn’t in her mind to hear her thoughts. He was smearing her flowing juices on the anal opening, splashing something cold and wet down her crack and fondling her there with his fingers. He waited for her to relax and let the entry proceed without a scream. Being mindless, she wasn’t ready for the rape, but it would continue even without her consent. She wished Kevin was watching, he loved seeing her taken anally. But Kevin was on his way home by then, and with Decker vanished, it was just her and Steig. She’d had him before at a crucial time, so there was a past for them to share, a remembered intimacy; though it was doubtful that would have much effect on the immediate moment.


  “I’m going to do this fast,” he purred in her ear. That was good, she thought. His cock was already deep, Mackenzie knowing it would plummet further still. Forcing her to bend over more so she might have touched the floor, though she still leaned into the wall, the man had her hips in his hands, his groin pounding against her ass. She moaned loud enough to draw several people into the anteroom to watch. It was fierce to the end, but because she was practiced in taking cock in her bottom, she survived. More than survived, she felt as if she was being ripped inside. The result a tumult of sound in her ears, and lights before her eyes as a thunderous symphony came to its crashing end inside her body.


  Steig walked out on her when it was finished and Mackenzie was left alone to feel that final abject place of subservience. Both orifices empty, she slumped to the floor and stayed there, until the heavy weight of Kevin’s clamps on her labia reminded her that he would be home and warm and waiting for her.


  


  She looked demure enough emerging from the anteroom. Her dress was freshly straightened, the leather belt adjusted, and her hair was combed, with her hand taming the tresses as easily as a brush. Her red lips had been left untouched. And though she was preened and calmed enough to mingle with the people and the eroticism about her, she could only focus on the door and getting out into the night, on her way home. Her mind not computing anything other than a hasty exit, she practically stumbled over Kevin who was sitting at a table between her and the door.


  “You’re here,” she exclaimed softly.


  “Waiting for you,” he said.


  His hand went under her skirt as she stood before him and felt for the clamps and chain.


  “We’re staying?” she wondered.


  “No.” He rose to his feet, helped her on with her coat, and then escorted her to the door with his hand at her back to guide her. There were feathers and leather, fashioned in an intricate design on her long shrouding coat, so that she looked as animal in her departure as her eyes looked in substance. She remained in a basic erotic state, having not finished what Decker and Steig had started in her.


  Pushed into the back of the McLeod limousine, the two lay down on the broad leather seat and discarded clothes from under their coats. They sought skin: Mackenzie seeking Kevin’s penis, the feel of his hips, his hair, and tight chest, his muscles flexing and releasing with his movement. Kevin tore away her stockings to have her legs naked, then helped remove the dress. Unhooking the endless hooks and eyes of her corset, what flesh that was still confined found freedom.


  He kissed away her red lips and caressed his way down to the chain - which he tugged until she protested. Then he pressed his erection where Decker had been, though Decker would never be where Kevin would go. The driver drove around the city while they made love. In the dark. In the black of night. In neighborhoods where there was no illumination but their hearts to see by. They were wordless, little oohs, and ahhs, and guttural groans from Kevin the only fanfare. With his hand between their bodies, he tugged the chain again as she was beginning to orgasm, and harder still the more she jerked her clit against him in her finishing frenzy. She was asking for it harder, which he gladly gave her. Once feeling her most vibrant spasm, he pressed himself towards a climax, forgetting hers. In that instant they were oblivious of each other. Though inside themselves they could feel hearts beating, and thighs pulsing, and lips meeting lips until they were conscious again.


  As they lay entwined at the finish, the driver took them to the brownstone where they lived. Without bothering to cloth themselves again, they gathered their broad overcoats around their nearly naked bodies to protect them against the cold, and then slipped into the night and into the house without saying a word.


  ***


  “Get out of bed,” Kevin said, looking down at her.


  “Oh, why?” Mackenzie moaned sensuously. Her olive skinned body lay against the cream-colored sheets and the damask rose comforter, blending in hue as if she was an element from a painting that was coming alive with the rays of the morning.


  “You’re lazy,” he informed her. He was tying his tie from memory, a burgundy one that would have a sharp knot at the neck in seconds. He was wearing his tan suit. Without his coat on, Mackenzie could see his hip’s gentle sway as he walked from the dressing area to the bed. His tie in place, he had a leather belt in his hand, which he snapped against her exposed thigh.


  “Ouch! You nasty brute,” she cried.


  “You didn’t think me nasty last night,” he answered her.


  “I never think you’re nasty when we’re making love.” She looked up at him with a mellow “just out of sleep” kind of smile.


  “Of course, just when we’re living the rest of our lives. Like right now,” he said. He snapped the leather against her again, playfully.


  “You really want me up, don’t you?”


  “You’re going to the office with me, Mackenzie. We have a meeting at 9:00 and I damn well better have my editor with me.”


  He turned away.


  “What time is it?” she asked.


  “Eight,” he said, as he slipped into the bathroom.


  “Dammit! Why didn’t you wake me earlier?” she cried, jumping from the sheets.


  He was smirking as she hit the shower because she was going to have to race to be ready in time. Mackenzie was his editor-in-chief, his lover and the only woman that had ever been close to him, close enough to be under his thick skin and his immovable resolve, and beyond the ice and reserve, and the startling attractiveness that put people off so easily. She hadn’t been intimidated by him, at least not until she understood that he was a voracious sexual dominant. That only made her more intent on having him. She needed to be subdued sexually, and she knew he was the man to make her surrender.


  It was a war of strength against strength from the beginning. Mackenzie wasn’t always so compliant as she’d been the night before in Shackles—the private club.


  Five years before she’d been a junior editor on his staff, sometimes a very mouthy one, and as complaint as an unruly March wind. Newly sophisticated with clothing purchased in fine boutiques, and a proud attitude to match her impressive manner, she’d taken a sometimes stodgy McLeod Inc. by surprise. Her opinions on publishing decisions came to pervade every corner of the McLeod business. Something sharp and witty about her mind attracted followers like a magnet - all but Kevin McLeod himself.


  “You’re wrong, Mr. McLeod,” she’d announced to him, the day he first noticed her.


  In a conference room with three other editors, she was the one he hadn’t bothered with, except to note that she was an efficient looking woman with voluminous dark hair clipped back at her neck, looking as if it was struggling to get free. Something wasn’t quite right about her, but he hadn’t taken the time to figure it out because he wasn’t yet intrigued by her—despite the way his fellows found her so intelligent about his business. But then that changed. She made her mark on him that day more than she would ever realize. Her comments were shrewd, and the inner beauty that she hid so well suddenly screamed in a way he couldn’t ignore.


  “And what am I wrong about?” he asked her directly, after her clear assertion came quite out of nowhere.


  “The book’s idiotic. It may sell, but this is not the reputation you want to cultivate,” she explained.


  “I make my reputation daily,” he countered her.


  “And you don’t want anything to do with Oscar Gould,” she said defying him.


  “I suppose you know why that is?” he asked.


  “Because he’s a hack writer. I had to clean up everything he did when he was with Schene Bros. He’s a fraud with a great grin and a lousy sense of literary timing, convoluted prose, and even worse, he’ll drive an editor mad.”


  “Perhaps I should let you work with him?” Kevin said, adding sarcasm to the exchange.


  “You do and I’ll quit,” she replied.


  “Quit?” It was quite a statement for a junior editor who should have been clawing at any opportunity for a plum assignment.


  “Yes. It’s as simple as that. I have limits. Oscar Gould hit mine.”


  “Following you around like a bad penny, perhaps,” Kevin wondered aloud. His amusement with her was hard to disguise. But neither was his admiration, or the sparkle in his eye the more they sparred. Kevin McLeod never sparred with anyone, and his eyes rarely changed from their distinctly dark and brooding temper.


  She stood firm—or rather sat—across the table, her eyes as dark and immovable as his. Though Mackenzie’s were more changeable than Kevin’s fixed ones. They could soften, because there was an innate softness about her, a quality of natural sensuousness. As hard a stance as she was taking, the sensuality still poured from her like the rays of an autumn sun that make the air gleam gold.


  “I’ll consider your advice, Ms. Durrant,” he nodded to her. Apparently so swept up in her firm convictions, he had little else to say, except to adjourn the meeting. Although as MacKenzie was about to leave the room, he stopped her, “Ms. Durrant, will you stay a moment?”


  “Yes, Mr. McLeod?”


  He stared at her for a few moments without speaking in an attempt to unsettle her, though it did not have that effect. She stared back at him with an equally intense expression. Like two tigers squaring off, they were in that state of prickly expectation before an impending battle.


  “Undo your hair,” he spoke at last.


  “I beg your pardon?” She was stunned.


  “Undo your hair,” he repeated.


  “And why would I do that?” she asked suspiciously.


  “Because I asked you to,” he replied. She hesitated still. “For heaven’s sake, I’m not making a pass as you, Miss Durrant, just undo the clip.”


  She didn’t want to, he could see that readily; but she complied, reaching around to let loose the unruly curls. They almost appeared to bounce off the walls when she set them free.


  “There, that’s better,” he said. “You can go.”


  “How about an explanation, Mr. McLeod.” She wasn’t budging an inch.


  “While you work here, you don’t have to hide yourself in some stereotypical business garb, Ms. Durrant. You looked like a dowdy old spinster with your hair all tied away from your face.”


  She was startled by his appraisal of her. “And how do I look now?” she asked.


  “Beautiful,” he replied, coolly. The phone rang, and she was obliged to leave him to his call.


  


  They were initially cool with each other, no emotion transmitted between them. Except that in each other’s presence there was a distinguishable agitation beneath the surface of their interactions - something few people would pick up on, unless they understood the two well. Kevin McLeod, known for his austere cool would retain that mien when Mackenzie Durrant was around. But there was also a distinct look of interest in his eyes, and a tendency to seek her out, and her opinions, something he would rarely do with any other editor.


  Mackenzie’s agitation when she was around her boss was strictly fear, though it never showed its face that way. Kevin alarmed her, set off unexpected sexual fires in the middle of her business days. Refusing to call it desire, she lived with the constant dread of being in the same room with him alone, wanting to strip off her clothes and offer her body for his plaything. By the time three months had passed with unfed hungers making their appetites soar, they were ravenous for something more than just their clipped, dispassionate conversations. The heated exchange between them had brought their passions nearly to a boil.


  “In my office, Ms. Durrant,” Kevin McLeod barked at her as he breezed by her one afternoon.


  She took a few minutes before she joined him, a deliberate move, which annoyed him since he insisted on punctuality.


  Standing in front of him, Mackenzie had the distinct feeling that she was being undressed by his eyes, even though it wasn’t lust that she recognized, but anger.


  “This is unacceptable,” he said, throwing a manila folder to opposite end of the desk near where she was standing. Picking up the file, she looked at the week’s worth of work. The carefully compiled proposal had ribbons of red slash marks from his pen visible on every page. “Do it over.”


  Every atom in her body shot off with that command.


  “Would you like to tell me why?” she inquired, trying to remain calm.


  “The conclusions are poor, ill thought out,” he said. “It’s poorly prepared, so much so, it makes me wonder if you had some ulterior motive for turning in work of this mediocre quality.”


  “You must be kidding,” she exclaimed. “You praised me last week for my thoughtful proposals, and you revile me this week?” she asked in wonder. “It’s the same mind that produced that proposal.” She couldn’t figure why was he berating her.


  “That’s just my point. I expect quality from you, Ms. Durrant. This is not. Do it over.”


  “And if I refuse?” she asked.


  He sighed, as if he expected her objections. “You’re a stubborn woman.”


  “Only when my work’s attacked,” she said.


  “Is that so?” He chuckled darkly. “There are solutions for women like you.”


  “You say that as if you disdain women,” she said.


  “No. I just prefer that they own up to themselves.”


  “And what is that supposed to mean?”


  “You spend too much time trying to be a bitch when your nature is so much more subdued.”


  “And you are a chauvinist ass,” she declared. Her body was burning hot. She could feel it in her cheeks, and her hands and thighs.


  “Indeed,” he agreed.


  “If you don’t mind,” she said, as she turned to walk out on him.


  “You leave this room,” he blared, “I’ll have your ass as red as a well-spanked child.”


  She spun around, not sure she’d heard him right. Her eyes were opened wide in wonder at his declaration. It was the last of many things he might have said, and clearly the most astounding.


  “I’ve done it before with undisciplined employees and I would do it with you in a second.”


  “And you think I’d put up with it!”


  He smiled broadly, a cold one.


  “Frankly I think you’re looking for it. You begged this confrontation. You laid this piece of amateurish drivel on my desk. You were waiting for me to react, and so I have. But perhaps it’s not the way you planned it.” His eyes were lit strangely, in a way that made her quake more. “Could it be that your desires are slapping your face like an angry mother?”


  “You’re, you’re … .” She was stumbling for words.


  “Is anything I’ve said untrue?” he asked.


  She shook her head in disbelief. “I’m sorry, I can’t stay here,” she said. She started to walk out again.


  “Oh, yes you can,” Kevin said. He hopped up from his desk and was at her side in an instant. His hand was on her chin, gently holding it so that she was forced to stare up into his eyes. “Tell me you didn’t want this confrontation?” he said softly.


  She trembled looking at him, knowing he had her about to lie, and she couldn’t.


  “I can’t,” she finally answered honestly.


  “And you bungled that project to get that confrontation?” he added.


  She would have admitted to murdering at that point, the way he was holding her on the edge of the instant. Anything he said. Just the simple touch of his hand on her chin was an erotic bliss that catapulted through her limbs and then dove right to the center of her sexual self.


  “I did.”


  “Then that would be grounds for dismissal, certainly cause for stern disciplinary action. Wasting your time for what? A month?”


  “Three weeks,” she said meekly.


  He nodded. “How overt was the plan? Or did it just happen that way without your realizing it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Of course you do.”


  “I don’t know what I want from you, Mr. McLeod,” she said.


  “I think you do.” He let go her chin, and turned her yielding body about so that she was bent over his arm - her bottom end to him. Removing his belt with his other hand, he held her close to his chest so that she could feel his heart beating next to her fast pounding one. He didn’t need to struggle with her to bare her ass. The skirt covering her bottom was easily pushed up to reveal a pair of nearly naked ass cheeks to wreak havoc on. Proceeding briskly, he struck her bottom with the doubled-over belt as he anchored her struggling body in his arm. Pelting her with a furious blast, her bouncing cheeks quickly reddened, and the strike of the leather made a rash of painful looking marks against the tender skin.


  “There,” Kevin suddenly announced, stopping the assault, and letting her free. He stood near her, backing off enough to let her recover. “Is that what you were looking for?” he asked.


  She was speechless, as she came to her senses enough to pull her dress down over her heated bottom. Of all the indignation she might have felt, there was none. Just shock, and the threat of tears, and a feeling that she deserved this justice. But how could she look at him again? She was more unnerved realizing that a good deal of her reaction to being spanked like a naughty child was genuinely sexual. Old associations of pain and pleasure reminded her of a past she’d taken great pains to forget.


  “Perhaps we should do this regularly. Put you on the punishment system,” Kevin suggested. He leaned back against his desk and watched her flustered expression as she tried to sort out the last few minutes.


  “No. No, please,” she finally found words. She shook her head. “I just don’t understand.”


  “Well, then, Ms. Durrant, it’s a good thing that I do. I’ve been a sexual dominant for years and can spot a trap laid for my affections from a submissive woman.”


  She considered his comment, still not sure what he was saying. “And so what is this supposed to mean? I mean between us?” she asked.


  “It means you quit lying to me about yourself. And it means you don’t dare let your not so secret motives play out in our mutual business. That could be dangerous for my profits having a renegade editor pulling sloppy stunts like that. Do it again, it’ll be dangerous for the future of your job.”


  She nodded, feeling embarrassed and chagrined. How the hell had she got into this predicament? Good lord, what was she trying to accomplish? What did it say about her feelings for Kevin McLeod? Could she even work for him anymore? “Maybe it would be best if I looked for another job?” she conjectured.


  “Absolutely not!” he stated flatly. “You just try to leave McLeod, I’ll have you blackballed anywhere you go.”


  “Good god, can’t you be civil?”


  “No. I want you here with me. You started this game with me Mackenzie Durrant, you’ll finish it.”


  “And how’s that?” she asked.


  He looked at her with less cool and more fascination. “I suggest you be patient. Good submissives understand that, and you will too.”


  



  

  Chapter Two


  


  The months that followed took Kevin and Mackenzie on a rocky journey of punishment, affection and sexual satiation. It would be an understatement to say that Mackenzie wasn’t confused and suspect in the days after the incident in Kevin McLeod’s office. More daunting was the fact that her boss completely ignored her for nearly six weeks. If it was a penance she was paying, she would liked to have known, but it didn’t take on that kind of appearance. Kevin McLeod expected the same thorough and efficient work that he knew she could produce. Occasionally at editorial meetings he sought out her opinion, but otherwise he made no personal comments, or gave any inclination that the fiasco with the botched proposal ever happened. Perhaps this indifference to her was what Kevin meant by practicing patience.


  When Mackenzie was finally summoned to Kevin’s office weeks after her spanking, she was attacked by the same exhilarating fear that accompanied her earlier meetings with him. The fact was, the anticipation and desire had never left her. She was always prickly and excited by his presence, though she trained herself to keep those feelings in check, lest she orchestrate another ticklish blunder.


  “You wanted to see me?” she said arriving at his office door.


  “Yes, please sit down.”


  Taking the chair in front of his desk, she was greeted by his cold, soulful eyes, inspecting her carefully.


  “April is leaving McLeod,” he finally spoke.


  “What?”


  “Going to Putnam as a senior editor.”


  “My god, I had no idea. She told no one.” A look of wide-eyed wonder filled her expressive face.


  “She told me,” Kevin said wryly.


  “Of course. These things are kept a secret. But she has her hand in the middle of so many things. Is this good for McLeod?”


  “I’ve survived worse, and thankfully she’d not pissed off at me. She just wanted to move in a different direction. I expect she’ll be civil, keeping her hands off our authors. But I’m not going to worry. I’ll survive, because you’ll take her place.”


  “Me?”


  “You’re surprised?”


  “I’m shocked. I thought you’d have promoted Charlie.”


  “Charlie knows his place,” Kevin said, with little emotion.


  “Isn’t that a little cold?” She was astounded by his matter-of-fact assessment of their colleague. “He’s been with you for ten years.”


  “I need someone with wit and charm and freshness. Charlie knows he’s too stodgy. I need him to keep the brakes on when we move too fast. But that’s not a position to lead from. I need a tenacious visionary with enough common sense to make tough decisions. I want independence, thoroughness and you’ll give me that.”


  Mackenzie understood his point. For an instant the two were focused on the same clear picture - one she’d held clearly in her mind for two years working at McLeod. Her only shock was that she hadn’t had to fight to get what she wanted most. It was given to her with such little effort on her part.


  “And now, your first real duty as my senior editor is to accompany me to one of those insufferable literary cocktail parties tonight. You do have something sexy to wear?”


  How Kevin McLeod could turn conversations around on a dime was a mystery to her, but he did it well. And turning business and a promotion into something social and sexual in the same instant made her head spin.


  “I’m sure I can find something,” was all she managed to say.


  “Good. Then I’ll pick you up at your apartment at eight.”


  He said nothing else and turned back to a sheaf of papers on his desk.


  “Thank you, Mr. McLeod,” she said. She waited for a response.


  “It’s deserved, Mackenzie,” he finally said, looking up. “Except for that one unfortunate incident, your work has been highly valued. Plus, I can’t say I won’t be intrigued by the thought of torturing you for the rest of your life with your secret passions.”


  “Torture?” she answered back, again her mind spinning out of control.


  He smiled then. “Don’t worry, I won’t make you sweat too soon.” He looked at his watch. “It’s nearly four. Why don’t you take the afternoon off. Get settled in with the changes. You’ll be expected to be charmingly witty tonight as my new editor, so you might want to get used to the idea.”


  


  Kevin McLeod lied about not making her “sweat too soon”. That evening, just hours after her promotion, she was confronted with another unexpected circumstance that made her insides quake, her heart beat like the devil, and her mind take bizarre turns she never planned on it taking. Kevin McLeod seemed to take control of her life without a single protest from her—a situation she would never have dreamed possible just a few months before.


  At the cocktail party, she was charming and witty, even making an aloof Kevin McLeod smile on several occasions. He’d asked that she wear something sexy, and she didn’t disappoint him. She wore a shear, plum-colored cocktail dress with spangles and gold threads that made it shimmer even the dimmest of light. The dress clung to the curves of her bosom and hips and stopped just below her bottom. The flimsy fabric wiggled nicely when she walked, drawing attention to her svelte upper thighs and the almost imperceptible definition of her ass cheeks. A careful eye could see beyond the “not-so-opaque” fabric to bare skin on the other side. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her stockings were so transparent that one could make out the soft bush of curls at her pubis. The exposure was carefully understated, but a deliberate move on Mackenzie’s part. Would Kevin notice? Would he think her too bold? She rather hoped he would. It was her only way to take back control after an afternoon of stunning surprises.


  When Kevin picked her up at her apartment door, he saw it all at first glance. Though he said nothing until after they’d left the cocktail party and were careening along city streets toward another party on the other side of town. Kevin was driving, something he didn’t do often, since he liked the convenience of a limo. But for this night, his vintage white Thunderbird provided the pair with a unique intimacy.


  “I like the T-bird,” Mackenzie remarked, as she nervously held her breath around every curve, and hugged the door handle for comfort.


  “I had to stop driving it, because I was always getting stopped for going to fast,” he informed her as they zoomed to a halt in front of a posh city dwelling. “Just did get my license out of hock. Did I scare you?” he asked.


  “Were you trying to?” she asked.


  “Maybe,” he said. “But then, you deserve a few shocks since you managed to pull the same kind of stunt yourself.”


  “That means?”


  “The dress,” he said pointedly looking inside her opened coat to the shimmering dress.


  “You don’t like it?” she asked.


  “I love it,” he said. “So did everyone at the party.”


  “I think you’re exaggerating,” Mackenzie said. “There couldn’t have been a half a dozen people that really noticed.”


  “Oh, you’re wrong there. Every man and likely half the women in the room noticed your nipples poking through the gauze. You won’t find them owning up to it, but believe me, you were noticed.”


  “And I embarrassed you?” she asked.


  He smiled, a little more warmly than he had before. “I asked for it,” he reminded her. “And I’ve enjoyed you every minute.”


  “Humm, that surprises me,” she said. “You’re so practiced at being arrogant and detached.”


  “It serves me well,” he said.


  “I wonder,” she returned, being as enigmatic as he was. She started to open her car door as if to signal the conversation was over—to which he leaned across her and held her hand.


  “I’ll get the door,” he said, in charge again. He was out of the car escorting her inside the ivy-covered mansion moments later.


  


  “What kind of party is this?” Mackenzie whispered to him, as they crossed the marble foyer of the massive house, and entered a delicious looking parlor. Paintings of voluptuous self-indulgent women graced the walls, illuminated by the candlelight of an old chandelier. The women in the room were nearly as erotic as the ones in the art, with bodies that glistened in gowns easily as sensual as Mackenzie’s dress. She was in love with the decadent milieu, the half smiles and affectionate caresses that seemed to become more provocative as the night was drawing late.


  “More literary types. Some friends,” Kevin replied to her question.


  “You have friends?” Mackenzie said. It wasn’t meant to be a sparring remark, just a statement of surprise.


  “I have a few,” he admitted to her whispering. “But I owe Aaron Locklore the favor of being here.”


  “What kind of favor?”


  “I’m a scourge to his wife, Diana. I’m supposed to instill the wrath of the devil in her.”


  “You have the power to do that?” Mackenzie asked.


  “You doubt it?” he answered back. He led her on his arm through the parlor, nodding graciously, but not speaking to the people in the room. Several took special notice of his date, but still none said a word to them. In this place, she was drifting, as if she’d had too much wine, but she’d been guarding against that and was only on her second glass that evening. At the cocktail party, she and Kevin had mingled together and sometimes singly, since it was a crowd of people she was familiar with. It was business then, but not now. Now they moved together, Kevin more officious and controlling with his arm remaining about her waist. The effect of being next to him was not as agitating as it once had been. She was getting used to him so close. For months it had disturbed her to be in the same room with him. Now forced to remain at his side, she became more accustomed to the heat exchanged, that constant fire in her hips and thighs, and the feeling of thirst on her lips. She wondered what it would be like to have sex wth Kevin, but she didn’t want to obsess on it for fear she’d give herself away.


  “Ah, Diana,” Kevin said, approaching a woman at the very back of the room. She was coming through a side door.


  “Kevin, I didn’t expect you,” she said. The redhead Diana was generously endowed with full breasts, a small waist and wide flaring hips. She had a proud almost haughty bearing. But despite her awesome female presence, she was immediately unnerved seeing Kevin there. The look of fear in her eyes was hard to miss.


  “Aaron asked me to join you this evening. I would have thought he would have told you,” Kevin replied.


  “You know he wouldn’t,” Diana answered. “But you’re certainly welcome to be here. And who is this?”


  “Mackenzie Durrant. My new editor.”


  “A pleasure to meet you,” the woman greeted her graciously. “Please make yourself comfortable. You know where the bar is, Kevin. But you must excuse me, I have some things to attend to in the kitchen.”


  “By all means,” Kevin answered the woman. Though Diana was off before she could hear his reply, nervously making her way out of the room, through the same door from which she’d emerged.


  For a while Kevin and Mackenzie spoke to publishing executives that they both knew, the conversation not much different from one they’d had at the earlier party. Then, Mackenzie recognized an old friend. She and the svelte blonde, Annmarie, began chattering, while Kevin wandered off to another room.


  Annmarie was a Nordic blonde, with a washed out face, pretty eyes, but a bland expression—as bland as the short tan dress she wore and the wispy page boy haircut. “You seem pretty tight with him,” she observed, as her eyes followed Kevin beyond the door of the living room.


  “Maybe,” Mackenzie replied. She wasn’t sure how she’d describe her relationship with her boss.


  “Though I bet it’s a challenge getting under his skin,” Annmarie added. “He looks formidable.”


  “I haven’t found his soft spot yet, if there is one. But he is intriguing. And he is my boss, so I suppose it might be worth the try.”


  “I suppose,” she mused. “If you like dominant men like Kevin McLeod.”


  “That’s a well-known fact? The dominant part?” Mackenzie asked.


  “Around here, I guess,” the woman replied, as if Mackenzie should know things about the place that were taken for granted by the other guests. “I saw him once in the middle of a scene. Very ruthless.” Annmarie’s pale cheeks flushed slightly as she recalled the moment. “He is a bit of a mystery,” she went on. “Women that he’s been with don’t talk about him much.”


  “And he’s been with a lot?”


  “A few that I know of. He’s exceptionally dominant and makes no apologies for it. Surprises me that you would be with him at all.”


  “The date was business,” Mackenzie explained.


  “My, it doesn’t look like business,” Annmarie said. She backed off and stared head to toe at Mackenzie, her dress and the mood that she exuded.


  “At least I think it’s business,” Mackenzie acknowledged. She looked around for Kevin, not finding him anywhere. “Speaking of him … “


  “Oh, he’s headed toward the library,” the blonde informed her. “I just saw him take off with Aaron.”


  “Excuse me,” Mackenzie quickly made her departure, and scurried out the door to see where Kevin had gone. She spotted her date on the other side of the foyer in a close tete a tete with their host. Seeing that the two men were about to move into a closed room, she started to turn back to the parlor when Kevin glanced at her. There was a brief smile, and then he moved toward her. He took her hand and held it almost tenderly.


  “I have a little business to conduct,” he said. “My favor for Aaron.”


  “Shall I wait for you here?” she asked.


  “You’re welcome to join me.”


  “Will I be bored?” she asked him.


  He smirked just barely. “Bored? Only if you find a good old-fashioned thrashing boring. Frightening might be a more apt description.”


  “Thrashing? What are you taking about?”


  “Punishing Mrs. Locklore,” he said. “You might think it’s fascinating.”


  “Kevin, if you will,” Aaron interrupted them. “She’s ready for you.”


  Mackenzie might have pulled away from him, but she was powerless to do so when he responded to their host. Without giving her the choice, Kevin guided her as he had earlier with his hand resting at her back. Leading her along, they followed Aaron from the foyer into the library, and through another door at the far end of that room. This one led down a hallway and opened into a private parlor.


  What greeted Mackenzie’s eyes almost took her breath away. She had no idea of what she expected to see, but it was hardly the astonishing sight of Diana Locklore, stripped naked except for her thigh stockings and a corset laced about her torso. She was standing bound to an upright rack in a scene reminiscent of some old world torture chamber. On either side of the woman, two heavy posts held her cuffed wrists above her. At the floor, her tiny feet were also cuffed and affixed to eye-hooks embedded in the wood struts. With her back to them, her gleaming bottom looking so lustrous it appeared that a spotlight had been focused on it. Though Mackenzie couldn’t see her face, she could tell it was the woman she’d met an hour before who had trembled so seeing Kevin McLeod in her home. The curvaceous body that had stood out from underneath her dress was unmistakable. While firmly shackled to the rack, Diana could still move within her bondage. Hearing the trio enter she turned toward them, her eyes fixed fat on Kevin as she shook with fear.


  Leaving Mackenzie to fend for herself before the mesmerizing sight, Kevin approached the woman, and gently laid his hand on her milk white bottom. His lips were at her ear.


  “You failed him again, Diana,” he said.


  Though he spoke in hushed tones, Mackenzie and Aaron could hear every word uttered in the tiny room. It wasn’t a private exchange, but this was an intimate moment, and as such, required their utmost respect. Mackenzie was in awe.


  “I can’t seem to stop,” she explained to him, coming close to tears.


  “You want me to whip you?” he asked.


  “No,” she replied.


  “Then you can’t forget your place.” His hand caressed her bottom with such remarkable care. That was the feeling he generated—something soft and delicate like a gentle father to his misbehaving child. “I’m afraid your infidelity will cost you,” he went on. “It is only fair that you pay for your shameful behavior.”


  Mackenzie could feel the woman’s shiver in her own limbs.


  “Your bottom will have to burn, and here on your pubis,” he added, his other hand going to her front side between her parted thighs.


  “Oh, no, not there,” she cried softly.


  “I can only assume that you desire this, Diana. The way you abuse yourself with men.”


  “It will stop, I promised him.” She pleaded for herself with such a sorrowful voice, even though she knew that it was a pointless exercise.


  “But how many times did you break that promise already, my dear?” The woman shook her head in shame. “Tell me!” Kevin’s voice rose harsh. “Tell me,” he repeated when she could not manage the words.


  “Twice.”


  He slapped her bottom hard with his flat palm.


  “The truth, Diana!” he snapped. His hand repeated the stinging gesture with one smack and then another.


  “Five, five times,” she finally blurted out.


  Kevin stopped the spanking.


  “It takes you too long to be honest,” he chided her. “Bring me the whip.” He turned to Aaron, who’d retrieve the implement from a table beside him.


  Mackenzie stood in nervous anticipation of what would happen, her own heart thumping, her own loins seeming to respond with an unexpected electric charge.


  The whip that Kevin chose was three feet in length, a handle of six inches, the rest a bundle of a dozen lengths of leather. When snapped through the air, it gave a swoosh that stung the ear to hear it.


  The masterful Kevin was swift. Drawing away from the quivering female form he took a position behind her and began flailing the leather lashes across the woman’s derriere. He journeyed over her flesh, beginning with her bottom, but he wasn’t content to stop there. Moving about, he whipped her back, so that she hung her head submissively. He made his way down until he was thrashing her thighs and lower legs, then he returned to the center of his target. By that time, the woman’s entire backside was blushing a fair pink hue, but that was only the start of her punishment. The first blows, while likely stunning, did not make her cry out or protest. Mackenzie suspected that they didn’t hurt at all, and she shuddered herself thinking what sweet stimulation they might be on her own skin.


  With the preliminaries over, Kevin abruptly stopped for a moment, took off his coat and rolled up his sleeves. The act exposed the power of his forearms, and the great strength that would take over from that point.


  Rearing back this time, he let the whip descend with a potent ferocity. The lashes centered on the rounded globes of Diana’s posterior. With a strike that repeated itself again and again, the blush of pink turned to crimson fast. The result had the poor woman crying loudly and flailing about in the confines of her bonds as if that could somehow free her.


  As long as the whipping commenced, Mackenzie hung back against the wall a mesmerized witness. She was intrigued by the woman who’d allowed such a fate for herself; though she was more intrigued by the man. With determined purpose, Kevin McLeod meted out the punishment as if this was something that anyone had a right to do. He took his work seriously, and for that, his stature with her climbed to an awesome degree, even if it made no human sense at all.


  Once Diana’s cries turned breathless and unrestrained, Kevin stopped. The sudden ending made Mackenzie jolt and issue a small cry. For an instant Kevin looked back at her, as if he’d forgotten that she was in the room. But saying nothing, he went on with a chastisement that was not quite over.


  Kevin moved to the implement table beside Aaron and laid down the whip. Letting his hands finger the other tools, he finally picked up the one he wanted. This one was a stiff leather paddle some eighteen inches long and two inches wide. Unlike wood, it was flexible, but unlike the lash there was little give. It would smack bare flesh with a biting sting.


  Returning to his crying subject Kevin was in the intimate place beside her again. This time his hushed tones were so low, that Mackenzie could barely make them out over Diana’s sobs.


  “You want this, don’t you?” he said, as he patted the leather against her pubis.


  “Oh, god, Kevin, no!” she squealed.


  He patted her harder.


  “I do it enough, you’ll come, little slut,” he purred to her.


  “No, Kevin, no!” She was sobbing more.


  There was a look of scorn and triumph on his face, as he picked up the pace of the blows. The flat side of the leather struck her between her legs on the soft labia and her dangling lips.


  “Good god, no!” Diana wailed with each blow he gave to her.


  Kevin was unmoved by the poor woman’s passion. Perhaps he had a count in his head that would determine the end, perhaps it was sheer spontaneity. Whichever, he remained unaffected by her travail, slapping the thing against her most tender flesh, until once again without warning, he stopped.


  For an instant there was a degree of compassion in Kevin’s cold eyes. Though it was compassion that quickly faded when the heat of the emotion died away, and all the participants in the room came to their senses, their minds back to reality after the unreal assault.


  Kevin nodded to Aaron. “She’s been well chastised,” he said, like a man who’d just finished a routine task.


  “So she has,” the woman’s husband agreed as he took the paddle from his friend’s hand.


  Mackenzie, overcome by the scene before her, had slumped down in a chair behind her, too weak to remain on her feet. Turning to her, Kevin drew her from the chair, and the pair exited the room in silence, just the beating of their hearts to accompany their departure.


  


  It was a wordless, winding excursion from Aaron Locklore’s home though city streets to Mackenzie’s high-rise. Kevin was content with the silence, though Mackenzie was dying to say something. Still, there were no words to describe her feelings, or the anxiety that had been raised, and the strange expectations that the remarkable chastisement created.


  Kevin escorted Mackenzie from his car to the lobby, up the elevator to the sixth floor, and down the hallway to # 608 where she lived. The silence between them screamed loudly for some expression. And Kevin, having listened to her inner passions, followed her inside her apartment.


  “I’ve been unfair,” he said, finally breaking the silence. They had reached her living room, and in the darkness looked out to the twinkle of city lights still burning at that after midnight hour.


  “Unfair?” she said turning around to him. “You’ve been a bastard, a chauvinist, a twisted madman perhaps, but unfair? I walked right into your ploy and I could have left,” she said. “But I didn’t.”


  “I knew you wouldn’t,” he said. His words beckoned her, though he did nothing to bridge the five-foot distance between. Where they’d been so close all night long, they now seemed a million miles apart.


  “You were sure, weren’t you?” she acknowledged, thinking perhaps he had some special powers that she didn’t understand. “The problem I have with tonight, Mr. McLeod is, I don’t like the fact that you know me so well, and I only know a small whisper of whom you are.”


  “Just a whisper?” he asked.


  “You know it’s just a whisper.”


  He didn’t agree with her, but he didn’t say so. Instead he walked to where she was standing and put his hand to her chin. Raising her face to meet his, he kissed her.


  At first innocent, the kiss began a groundswell of lust, the hidden exposed, the pent-up set free, the wild savage beast of them both finding a much needed satisfaction.


  He clutched her to him and continued the kiss, his one hand taking down the dress, so she was in nothing but stockings and heels. His hands had hardly traversed her bare flesh, his eyes had hardly gazed at the sight of her glorious body, when he picked her up and carried her to bed. There she opened for him, her legs drawing back and falling apart to greet his exposed erection.


  There was little refinement to their first fuck. Without tenderness or foreplay, he simply thrust himself between her legs and banged her wet home hard until he came. She wanted nothing more from him, just the feel of his hardness inside her shoving its way deep, just the ruthlessness of his cold self laying waste her body and soul. She wanted that cold and distant Kevin McLeod she’d come to know.


  Even after he orgasmed, he wasn’t kind to her. While she still grasped for her climax, he tortured her with prodding hands, slapping her breasts lightly and kneading her thighs and ass, so it was hard to find the sensations she needed to bring that pleasant end. He leaned over her surrendering form, looking down at her arrogantly as if to say, “You’d better cum now, or I’ll stop you.” She heard the threat with her inner ear, and while he fingered her lower lips, she gasped. A huge roar of sensation shot through her in one potent jolt. She bucked against his hand, and moaned to the very end. She lay limp in his arms, her lips kissing his lips, her hand reaching up to touch his face, just as his tender one was caressing hers.


  They dropped away from each other, saying nothing. It seemed the silence between them communicated more than words.


  Hours later Mackenzie was drawn from a sound sleep as if a ravaging erotic beast was clawing to get out. Without even thinking she went after him again. She was fixed on exploring his body from one end to the other, in her silent journey determined to learn every inch of skin, every taste, touch and smell that was Kevin McLeod. She might never be given the chance to know him this well again. He may never be so vulnerable, he may never be this trusting of her. If she didn’t take advantage of the unguarded moment, she’d regret an opportunity lost.


  Discovering the limp cock at his groin, her mouth immediately went around the stalk. With tongue, teeth and lips she played with it until it rose to its full measure again. At its height, she massaged it, feeling its wondrous strength effect her own sexual places. Climbing on him she moved atop the stiff erection in a slow, lingering tango. She danced on the tip of Kevin’s cock to make him suffer. But she was hardly brutal, and he hardly suffered. It got him off for a second time that night, and set her up for another wild finale for herself. The two were as wary of each other in bed as they were in the middle of the office. But it was the only way to end their night, and the only way to resolve the impasse they built in weeks of unwavering and passionate denial.


  


  Kevin McLeod was in love with Mackenzie Durrant from the moment she’d loosened her dark hair in his office. His intuition acute, he sensed she was one of the rare women that could get beyond his practiced machinations. He knew there was something extraordinary about her, when he realized how he wanted to share with her his soul. Dominants don’t become vulnerable to submissives that way. But in this case, there was nothing to prevent it from happening.


  After the night in her apartment, Kevin was sure of their relationship; though Mackenzie was still wary. She didn’t regret the night with him, didn’t regret the sex, or seeing him at his most imposing heights, wreaking a breathtaking punishment on the flesh of a beautiful woman. It all made sense that she’d see so much in one great glance. She wouldn’t have to wait to have the truth of him revealed little by little. It might have taken away some of the suspense and mystery, but it took away little of the tension. That was destined to remain a fact of their relationship for sometime.


  “So what did you think of her?” Kevin asked her, after he’d showered in her bathroom the next morning.


  “Of Diana? Of you punishing her? Of the whip and paddle and rack, and the way you ravaged her?” She thought a moment for an answer, though what she said was totally off the cuff. “I was jealous,” she announced simply, and she let the comment take him by surprise.


  Though amazed by her revelation, he gave her nothing but an amused humph and then turned away.


  “So is this … this thing between us going to continue?” she asked. “Or can I expect just a business relationship?”


  When he might have faltered just a little before turning back, the impassive cool was in control again. “What do you want?” he asked her, almost as if it didn’t matter how she answered.


  But she didn’t have to think about this one. “More,” she answered succinctly. And her proud visage matched his in that instant.


  He nodded, as if the war had begun, and he relished the challenge. “Good,” he said. “You can be sure I was planning to give you much more.”


  



  

  Chapter Three


  


  Midmorning, the day after the scene at Shackles, after Decker and Steig, after being mauled in the backseat of the limousine, after a nine a.m. meeting with Lorenzo Callas, Mackenzie popped her head in Kevin’s door and smiled at him.


  He looked up. “What happened to knocking?” he said dryly.


  She moved inside the office and closed the door.


  “My, I was hoping you’d have such a sunny disposition,” she replied, as she walked toward him. Her hips swaggered deliberately until she was around the back of his desk and standing at his side, her hand affectionately rubbing his neck. “A coup, wasn’t it?” she said.


  “You’re awfully proud of yourself,” Kevin said.


  “And aren’t you?” she asked.


  “We got the deal, the one I wanted, and I should be happy.”


  “Yes, you should,” she said, though Kevin’s detachment was annoying. Swiveling him around in his chair, she tried sitting on his lap, but he pushed her aside. “I thought we’d celebrate,” she said. She was trying hard not to be intimidated by his indifference to her. “His book is going to be fabulous. I can’t wait to get started.”


  “I bet you can’t,” Kevin said. A discerning expression inspected her, then he rose from his chair and moved off toward the far side of the room, to the windows and their view of the city. He left her standing by his desk looking warily at him. “You know you do it with such ease,” he said, turning around to her. “Surprises me how cagey, when I never would have thought.”


  “Thought what?”


  “My last conversation with Callas, Mackenzie. As we were sealing the agreement with a handshake.”


  “And …” she prompted him timidly, realizing as she searched her memory that she might have a real reason to worry.


  “You tell me,” he said.


  Mackenzie considered the comment carefully, considered Lorenzo carefully - and the time she’d landed in bed with him a few years back. Then, she never really imagined she’d put together the kind of deal she had this day. But what if … “Did he tell you something?” she asked innocently.


  “That he slept with you, yes.”


  “Ah, I see. And you’re jealous,” she replied amused. It was rather sweet of Kevin to display such sentiment, and so unlike him.


  “I don’t think so, Mackenzie,” he replied. “I simply find the timing of your affair with him rather interesting.”


  “It was before we were …” she thought a minute.


  “Lorenzo tells me, and I quote, ‘you had six weeks of sexual madness, until you ended the affair because your involvement with some mystery man was making you incurably guilty.’“


  “He said that?” She took a step back feeling the spark of darkness in Kevin’s eye almost bowl her over. “We’d just begun our relationship,” she began to explain. “You remember how odd it was then?”


  “Yes. I remember your passion burning out of control. I remember fights and the tension, and the reckless sexual skirmishes. The overwhelming feeling the entire time, that we were creating something of majesty.”


  “And we were,” she agreed.


  “While you were screwing Lorenzo Callas?”


  “It only lasted six weeks, Kevin. That was five years ago. All this time later, you’re going to be angry with me?”


  “Not angry. It just surprised me. I imagine you’re many things, but not duplicitous. And I find it particularly disconcerting to have tales told about my long time lover outlining infidelities I’m completely unaware of.”


  “How could it have been infidelity when we hardly had a relationship?” she protested.


  “We share everything, remember?” he said with sarcasm. “Everything but Lorenzo Callas. It makes me wonder.” He had a far off look in his eye.


  “Wonder what?”


  “Wonder if you’ve left out any other affairs that could come back to haunt you.”


  “There are none, I assure you. I was confused when we were first together. Such things you raised in me, such memories. By the time we had that first night in Shackles, everyone else in my life wasn’t anything more than a memory. Lorenzo was gone, and you supplanted every passionate thought I ever had for any other man.”


  Kevin nodded as he stood before the window and the gray expanse outside it. His hands were in his pockets, his mood thoughtful.


  The first few months of their relationship were marked with volatile exchanges and stormy confrontations that led to sex: their sudden coupling in the middle of his office; in a corner of a storeroom, and once in a back alley of a bar where they’d planned to have a decently civil conversation away from the tension of the office—but the sparks had gotten out of hand. He imagined it was during this time that she was in the midst of her “sexual madness” with Lorenzo. Mackenzie was always ripe for a good fuck, though Kevin made it his game to tease her with the promise of a climax - even though it was often nothing more than an empty promise. Apparently she had been getting her climaxes in another way.


  In the weeks before Shackles, something was always about to happen in their relationship, but it never seemed to be the right moment. The opportunity never seemed to arrive to instigate the war of dominance and submission they were destined to wage. The stolen sexual interludes were nothing but brief episodes to ease their rampaging passions. Because they were such brief and ill-timed events, there was never the intimacy afterwards. Nothing was ever completely resolved about whom they were and what they would come to mean to each other, not until the night in Shackles.


  Kevin took her to the private club only after she’d begged him to.


  “You’re taking me, Kevin. I can’t wait any longer. I’m beginning to feel like I’m in this desperate wasteland … or underwater and I can’t come up for air.” She was looking as desperate as her words.


  “What you’re asking of me isn’t easy, Mackenzie,” he said.


  “And why’s that? Why would it be so hard when I know you’ve had lots of women in that place.”


  “I don’t consider you just another woman,” he said.


  “Really?” And perhaps he didn’t. By the look on his face he was sincere.


  “It’ll change things in our relationship. You’ll either love it or hate it. I don’t believe there’s any room for in-between. Regardless, it will change things. Are you prepared for that?”


  “I understand that, Kevin, and I suppose it scares me. But still, I can’t wait.”


  “Then, we’ll go,” he relented. “But you’ll go as my submissive, and obey me to the letter.”


  The thought of that had her tingling nervously. “And why would I not obey you?” she replied. “I’ve been dreaming of Diana’s fate since I saw her.”


  “Funny. I thought by the look in your eyes, that night was a nightmare for you,” he said.


  She considered that statement, knowing that she’d been spooked as much as aroused seeing the woman brutally whipped. Especially the way it had brought up memories from her distant past that she’d worked hard to forget. It took some weeks to adjust to the idea of such things again, but in the end, when she was begging to go with him to Shackles, she was sure that the impact of the past was over. What had happened then was so very different than what she expected from her relationship with Kevin. It was a different time and she was a different person.


  “I’m ready for this, Kevin. How could our relationship succeed without it?”


  He already knew that. And knew as well that he was strangely scared introducing Mackenzie Durrant to his dark realm. He’d never felt that way about a submissive lover before. They’d been so easy to have and toss aside. But he had a different respect for his senior editor, and their relationship was not the same as other ones he’d had. He knew taking her into the world of Shackles, he’d demand more of Mackenzie than she could imagine. In turn, he’d be demanding of himself much more than he was accustomed to giving.


  When Kevin introduced Mackenzie to The Baron, Shackles’ notorious proprietor, he handed her over to him as if he was delivering purchased goods. Novices like Mackenzie were required to be of service to the club for a time determined only by the whims of the dominant patrons. In typical fashion, she was stripped of her attire and reclothed in a suit of leather straps that covered nothing, but drew the eye to her exposed breasts, ass flesh and damp pubis—damp because she was thoroughly aroused. On her first tentative journey into the main lounge, she was allowed to wear a leather g-string at her crotch, a simple but useless act of modesty. The interested eyed her, almost with contempt that she was given this much courtesy as a mere neophyte. Yet most could see that the submissive “wanna-be” was close to tears from the moment she entered the teaming lounge where avid voyeurs were always looking for something new to rest their gaze upon. Unfortunately, her tears would mean a long initiation to get over that kind of blatant faltering. Long initiations could be particularly gruesome for a submissive.


  During her servitude, Mackenzie served drinks to customers attired in her strips of leather. She was liberally fondled by the patrons. Occasionally she’d be forced to kneel at someone’s feet to present her ass cheeks that would flame hot with the strike of some man’s scourge or paddle. All the while she served this capricious induction, Kevin ignored her with the haughty, cool reserve she was accustomed to. Occasionally she would glance at her lover, looking for some comfort from his eyes. But rarely was there anything but a cold detachment, as if she meant nothing to him.


  As her first night wore on, Mackenzie became more used to her unclothed state. The feelings that ran through her body approached the degree of surrender she imagined Kevin was looking for in her. When one amorous patron effectively ripped her G-string from her loins, she was stunned, though she let the feel of full exposure titillate her. By the time the evening was at its end, she thought she’d triumphed in this darker world, though she was not encouraged by Kevin’s response. Taking her home that night, he said only that she’d be returning with him the next night, and every night thereafter until she got it right. Then, she could really begin a submissive’s occupation.


  By the end of the third night, there was strain showing on her face, even though she remained compliant to the wishes of the club. Thinking that she would be going home again with no end to this curious penance, she fought back the urge to flee it altogether. That was when the stunning black man, Steig, with gleaming dark eyes and soft cocoa brown skin, rescued her from the momentary flight of fantasy. Taking her by the arm, he moved her to the small dais at one end of the room.


  “I hear you want to be whipped,” he whispered to her.


  By then, she was uncertain what she wanted. Yet hearing the word “whipping”, she was instantly reminded of Diana and the sight of that woman’s unmarked flesh as Kevin punished it. For a moment, her whole body froze, but she was beyond running away. Without a fight, she allowed the man to fix her wrists in cuffs and fasten them to a hanging bar. He repeated his efforts with her ankles, her body fully exposed and swaying to the time of the music in the background. The straps that had adorned her torso and accentuated her breasts and ass were removed, so she was standing naked for the eyes of voyeurs. She closed hers so she could not see them.


  “You’re a coward not to watch their faces,” she heard Kevin’s voice at her ear.


  “I can’t,” she whispered her protest, and he said no more. Perhaps he was just taunting her and didn’t really care if she looked or not.


  “Relax,” she heard his next words, as she felt something cold at her rear crack. Before she realized what was happening, her lover was pressing a thick dildo into her ass end, opening wide the one orifice she’d not yet allowed him to enter. He was taking it now without objection. In her humbled state it was certainly pointless to make any plea for mercy. But the pain of the entry was excruciating as the fake prick widened her little by little.


  “Relax and bear down,” she heard his words of advice.


  Trying to comply, she found the entry eased. At one point, she felt her darkest channel relax altogether, and the dildo slipped in easily the rest of the way, lodging deep in her ass. The crude violation drove her more surely into a humbled state. Such abject disgrace! A feeling of surrender overpowered her scared thoughts.


  Kevin secured the dildo with a strap through her crotch that fastened to another he drew tightly around her waist. That done, he moved to her front side, his face close to hers. She opened her eyes without his asking.


  “We draw lots for novices. Steig drew yours weeks ago and has been waiting rather impatiently to whip you. It will be excruciating, Mackenzie, but I’m sure he’ll give you everything you’ve been wanting.”


  Drew lots? Weeks ago? She hadn’t made up her mind about this submission until just days before. But Kevin must have known from the outset. She was on the verge of protesting, but Kevin’s face defied her to say a word, and she remained silent as he backed off.


  With preliminaries finished, Steig, stepped up to her and eyed her with the same kind of ruthless cold that had appeared in her lover’s eyes. To her distress, she couldn’t close him out anymore than she could close Kevin out. Steig saw the way she shivered hot from the inside out. Under the heat of the lights that were blazing on her uninitiated flesh, her body glistened with sweat.


  “You think you’re hot now?” the man said reading her mind. “What I’m going to do will scald you, fair one.” There was a strangely affectionate ring to his words, but that was where the affection ceased. Stepping back, she watched him as he walked around behind her, a lash of a dozen strips of leather dangling from his left hand. Behind her, he went about the task efficiently. Laying the implement against her back side with a snap and a swoosh, it produced an exhilarating sting that radiated everywhere on her quivering body. The first blows were not painful at all, but as they added up, one atop the other, hitting tender places from her shoulders to her calves, the pain increased. Then her tears flowed, and her cries became more vehement. Her body jerked against its bonds with such force as to throw herself in some other world. The intrusion in her bottom only made the pain more vivid as the unmoving thing sent a second shock wave of stimulation with each sharp jolt.


  The strike of the lash seemed endless. For a while, Steig stopped, and Mackenzie wondered, as her consciousness surfaced for an instant, if he was finished. Unfortunately the pause was only so the black man could stroll casually to her front side and begin there what he’d already perpetrated on her back side.


  She screamed seeing what he was about to do. Knowing how the lash had laced her backsides with fire, she couldn’t imagine a repeat performance on her front side. The leather strips, hanging as an extension of Steig’s powerful arm, caused her whole being to quake and her eyes to turn away as tears flowed in advance of the pain.


  “Ah! Don’t avoid the sight of this lash, fair one,” Steig taunted her. “Open your eyes and see what force strikes you, see the pain coming to you. It’s what you’ve wanted. A more exquisite pleasure awaits than you have ever dreamed.”


  Steig’s eyes gleamed warmly from his dark complexion. His lips with sensuous charm formed words, she knew not by hearing but by sight - so mesmerized by the way he molded them just as he was molding her mind. Her backside was still burning, though that burn had become a luscious comfort. Baited by Steig’s message, her thoughts reeled forward to what was about to transpire. And yet, as much as her imagination took her into desperate territory, it was nothing compared to the sensation that claimed her novice flesh.


  With the same cool detachment he’d used before, Steig at last reared back and brought the implement down on her front side. The first strike lashed her breasts with an exhilarating sharp sting.


  “Aww, gawd!” she cried.


  Steig continued, flailing the leather lashes against her skin, her breasts, her belly and her loins, down to her knees. While it might have been a softer blow in these more tender regions, the pain was no less real. Like demons breathing their dragon’s fire on her untainted skin, she felt the heat soar. The pain shocked her as each stroke of the lash seemed to catch some especially tender place. Her labia, even her clitoris, hiding between the plump folds, was not deprived of its share of agony. That on her clitoris was most rich of all. She shrieked and tried to draw away. After such a hit, Steig backed off from her loins, but only to rail against her nipples, her arm pits and the soft undersides of her breasts. Her cries became screams, her gyrations frantic.


  Surely, somewhere there was some compassion from her audience, though she heard no one beg for the flogging to cease. If she’d had her eyes open enough to see into Kevin’s, she would know that he watched impassively through all her hell, and let the sight of his lover being whipped raw electrify his loins for later.


  When Steig finally backed away, it took some moments for Mackenzie to adjust to the next assault. She was joined on the dais by the black man at her front and Kevin at her rear. Withdrawing the dildo from her bottom, Kevin allowed his fingers to glide into the open space like a small prick. He eased them in and out in an easy motion while Mackenzie gasped at the brilliant sensation that was raised. She was emotionally prepared to be entered there, but physically there was nothing to match the savage sensation as Kevin’s cock began to move deeply into her ass just as the fake prick had done. He took the entry slowly, and once she seemed used to the vivid stimulation of that extraordinary place, she was presented with a second cock: Steig’s dark one, pressed against the opening of her vagina and then shoved as far as it would go.


  The ravaging of Mackenzie took just minutes, though it might have seemed like an eternity to her. Transporting her into a playground of sensation fit for a devil queen, her orifices were plundered for masculine need with no thought of what satisfaction she might claim. Her suspended body torn by the two men jolted recklessly between their competing needs until they were both satisfied. It was the basest of defilements, one that clinched her surrender in this darkest of sexual realms.


  When they were finished, they left her hanging, for someone else to unfasten and carry away to a pallet in the corner of the room. After a time, when it was clear that Kevin would not come to her, she went to him, finding him talking jovially with friends at the bar. Seeing her wasted look, and the sad, but satiated state of her body, he found a coat to cover her nakedness, and without need of conversation, he took her home. There, he laid her out on her bed, and with a gentle tongue, he lapped her vagina until a climax shook through her. Mackenzie exhausted, he kissed her forehead just as she was on the verge of sleep and watched as her lips turned into a fragile smile. As the smile drifted away, he held her in his arms and let her sleep the night long.


  The initiation at Shackles was an event neither would ever forget. The thought of it resonated through their relationship as months turned into years.


  Now, standing hands in pockets before his office windows and the great expanse of city outside, Kevin remembered that night and the others after, when their love affair really began—when it wasn’t just talk and tension but real affection spilling out to each other—when she finally got inside his heart and realized how much she meant to him—when ravaging her at Shackles was only half the pleasure that he’d know from her—when the other half of their life together became as important as making her submit.


  “Kevin, you won’t let Lorenzo bother you, will you?” Mackenzie asked, drawing him from his thoughts.


  He turned to her with a sweet blank face. “I would never have reacted to a submissive’s infidelity before I met you. I would likely have thrown the relationship away over such deceit. That I’m not even considering it, is something for you to take note of. You do realize what power you wield over me?” She nodded, feeling embarrassed by his confession. “I’m in awe of it. And yet, I still continue to grant it its ability to make me vulnerable.” He was sounding strangely melancholy. “I do it for love and for you.”


  “We both have the responsibility not to hurt each other,” Mackenzie said quietly. “I was confused when I was with Lorenzo. He was softer than you were and made no demands, so I let him have me. I admit, I was easy. But it ended with the first night in Shackles. You must believe me, there is no piece of my soul that would ever think of taking advantage of your affections, or wounding you in any way.” She meant every word, and so her eyes with their compassionate persuasion verified that fact.


  “I believe you feel that way sincerely,” Kevin replied. “What I know however, is that the challenge of this relationship has just begun. We both have a far sight more to learn about each other, even though we think we know all the facts.”


  When she expected that he would forgive her for holding back about Lorenzo, he ignored the past incident altogether. Forgiveness wasn’t even important anymore. Instead, he took the moment to remind her that everything was not perfect in their world, and the comment scared her. It was as if he knew facts about their future and she did not. She wondered what his eyes saw and his heart felt to share this deep concern with her. Maybe it was just a caution from a man used to being wary. Maybe she had nothing to fear. And yet, the cold chill that raced through her, felt as if it had been sent from heaven to confirm his suspicions. If she was smart, she would be wise to listen to his counsel.


  



  

  Chapter Four


  


  They were in the conference room together, Mackenzie on a natural high. Kevin had made love to her with extraordinary grace the evening before. She was still shivering inside thinking of how he’d led her on another blessed journey down his dark paths.


  What began in Shackles main room, had continued into an anteroom, and proceeded from there into the night and another nightclub. They’d become the piece d’resistance in a sex house, turning the eyes of the entire establishment as they’d moved from one dark, smoky room to another. He led her on an invisible leash that she felt tightly about her neck. Theirs was to expose submissive/dominant passions. She was ordered to obey him, not to speak, not even whisper if she wanted to protest. For a while she was wracked by an unknown fear; but that feeling went away the more they made their mark on the sex club’s rooms. He didn’t whip her, nothing as bold as that. But he exposed her breasts and pinched her nipples, and raised her skirt to toy with her vagina. At one point, he thrust her over a railing so she was laid out as a feast for hungry eyes. There he violated her with probing fingers while the patrons watched in awe.


  It was theatre, exhilarating drama that moved her into a reckless arousal. When they finally quit the sex club and were in the car, she stripped away her clothes and let passersby gaze into the T-bird and see her naked, playing with her pussy lewdly. Kevin watched her happily, though it wasn’t an emotion to show on his face. When they arrived in front of his house, however, he pulled her around so that he could have her ass enough to spank hard. And when he was finished punishing her, he threw open the car door, and gathered her clothes in his arms, so that she had to run naked to the door and wait in the shadows while he slowly sauntered up the steps and finally let her inside. They made love all through the downstairs, Kevin’s long lasting erection making a sexual impression in every room, and then on the stairs, and then in his bedroom where he finished himself off. He watched her as she finally climaxed to strokes vigorously executed on her throbbing vulva and her sopping puss.


  “You were beastly last night,” Mackenzie said, as she remembered the remarkable evening. It was eight in the morning. The publisher and his senior editor were waiting for the rest of their editorial staff to enter the room.


  “And you were a slut,” he shot back.


  “Only because you made me,” she answered him.


  He smiled with affection. “I like you slutty, darling, in case I haven’t said so.”


  He’d only said so a hundred times in their relationship, but he wasn’t tiring of the sentiment. She was a stimulating woman that he was lucky to have. She was in a marvelous season of not balking at anything, at least not most things.


  “I also liked seeing your gleaming ass cheeks by the light of the lamppost,” he said.


  She started to blush remembering that.


  “I wonder if the neighbors saw?” she mused.


  “Humph. I hope they did.”


  Their conversation was interrupted by three editors filing through the door. It was their general weekly meeting, though Kevin had already indicated that there were some surprise events to report. With everyone sitting around the table there was an uneasy calm. Few people were easy around Kevin’s capricious whims, and this time was no different.


  “I’m going to be out of town,” Kevin announced. “I’m working on a book deal that is going to take some time and persuasion. I need the rest of you to plan on running this place smoothly while I’m gone.”


  “Some new talent you’re courting, or is this an old one you’re stealing away from another publisher?” Amanda St. John asked.


  “Neither. He’s old and unpublished, but fascinating.”


  “Oh? Sounds interesting,” she commented.


  “So what makes your being out of town different this time?” Mackenzie asked.


  “I need to put one of these fine people in charge,” he answered turning toward her. “You’re going with me.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes. I’m counting on you to write this masterpiece.”


  “Me?” Now she was surprised.


  “You ghost wrote Irving Tomlinson’s autobiography. It won’t be any different from that.”


  “Why not get a free-lancer?”


  “Because you’re especially suited to this one, trust me.”


  Mackenzie eyed him warily.


  “Who is he?” she inquired.


  “Can’t say. But don’t worry, you’ll be fascinated.”


  She was sure she would be, though she didn’t like secrets and didn’t like the way that Kevin was being so obscure with her. Especially when as his senior editor, she knew everything about his business. It had been one of the issues that she’d gone to wall for and won. Business being the only realm she seemed to be able to win with Kevin McLeod, she exercised that power well.


  “We’re leaving Friday night,” Kevin added.


  “Two days!” she gasped. “Kevin, I have a dozen fires on a dozen burners, and you expect me to wind things up in that time?”


  “You’re a savvy pro, and,” he continued with a sweep of his arm, “you have all these efficient people to take up the slack.” Kevin rose from his chair and started to leave the room. “You can stay here and figure it out,” he said, as he moved to the door.


  “But …”


  “Don’t whine, Mackenzie. I hate that.” There was a trace of disdain on his face, just to get his point across and without another word he left the room.


  “Damn him!” she exclaimed, almost hoping that he’d hear her, though he wouldn’t. The door had already closed. There was nothing left to do but to spend the next hour delegating her work to the editors in the room.


  


  “You inconsiderate ass!” Mackenzie blared at Kevin, as she joined her lover in the corner cafe. He was sitting in a back booth waiting for her, already eating a pastrami on rye.


  “Hush,” he said.


  “Hush, my ass!” she snapped.


  He glared at her. “Your ass?” he quipped nastily. “Maybe you want me to take you over my knee and spank it in front of all these people.”


  “I wouldn’t care if you did,” she pouted for him, finally settling in across from him in the booth. “How long have you known about this mystery personality?” she asked.


  “He isn’t really any mystery.”


  “But how long?” she pressed.


  He shrugged. “Maybe two weeks, since I got his call.”


  “What! I could understand if he just called you a few days ago. But two weeks? You’ve given me no warning. You have any idea what kind of time it’s going to cost the company if I have to be away to write some old guy’s reflections.” She spit her words disdainfully, not caring how they were heard by Kevin’s ears.


  “I arranged it yesterday, darling. He has a small window of time, that’s why I need you. You’ll push to get it done, and we can have this book out in three months.”


  “Three?”


  “Maybe a little more. But you’ll come through.”


  “I can’t believe you’d do this,” she said, taking a deep breath. Getting a grip on her emotions was wise, knowing that Kevin wasn’t a man of patience. His would wear thin in a second if she wasn’t careful.


  Kevin waited for her to calm, quietly eating his sandwich. He watched as her eyes still flashed, and her mouth struck a grim expression. “You know, I might just spank your ass after lunch,” he said dryly. “You really ought to keep your insubordination in check.”


  She seethed more, just as he knew she would. That amused him. She was too hot to say a word.


  “So, you work things out with the staff?” he wondered aloud.


  She nodded. “Yes. I suppose it’ll work. I just hope this guy doesn’t live in the boonies, like the last one, because I’m gonna need the phones and a fax.”


  He shook his head. “No, you won’t need any of that. I want you free to do this without a lot of hassles. You’d be wise to get everything important in someone else’s hands.”


  “I suppose I’m still responsible for it all?” she asked.


  “Of course,” he answered with a smug grin.


  “Damn you’re a hard man to live with,” she declared.


  “You were singing our praises just a couple of hours ago.”


  “And you expect me to now?” she returned.


  “I expect you to handle your life. You always have before.”


  “Have you ever considered that maybe I don’t want to write this book. Writing is a very personal thing, Kevin. What if I don’t like your mystery man?”


  “Aw, I’m not too worried about that. In fact I arranged it deliberately this way. You have some remarkable things in common, that’s why I wanted you to do the work. I thought that the chemistry between you and Mitch would make the book something a cut above.”


  “Mitch?”


  “Yes. Mitchell Coe. Colonel Mitchell Coe. Lives in a grand plantation house in some little hamlet he calls Coe, Mississippi. He calls his estate Glendora. I thought you’d find that romantic.”


  “Mitchell Coe. Coe, Mississippi?” Mackenzie repeated the information.


  I’m sure you haven’t heard of him, but that’s not the point. He shares our demon pleasures, an old guard sexual dominant. And that’s why you’ll be working with him.”


  Mackenzie shook so dearly within her bones, she was afraid that her insides would explode from the quaking. Holding it all back, so that Kevin wouldn’t detect the instantaneous reaction to the name Mitchell Coe, only amplified the dangerous tightness she felt at her throat and her heart, as it numbed her all the way to her loins.


  “That frightens you?” he asked, noticing the change in her demeanor. She couldn’t help relaying her fright to Kevin. Unfortunately, he knew her much too well to hide anything this distressing, though she’d never let him know how horrible it really was.


  “Yes, Kevin,” she finally found words in her dry mouth. “This isn’t something that I’ll whiz right through. You set me up with a sexual dom? I can’t imagine being dispassionate about the subject. Writing a dominant’s memoirs? Is that what this is suppose to be?”


  “Exactly.”


  “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “I can’t, I won’t,” she stated flatly.


  Kevin looked at her surprised by the passionate protest, but he wasn’t about to change his mind because of a submissive woman’s fears. He wasn’t a dominant to be run over by groundless cowering. Finishing his lunch, he placed his napkin at his place, and stared Mackenzie dead center in her eye. “You can and you will,” he answered. Rising from his chair, he left her by herself, presumably to return to his office.


  Mackenzie’s stomach was churning, nausea practically making her gag as she stared at the remnants of Kevin’s pastrami sandwich, and her own egg salad. The petulant fumes of both made the nausea worse. Throwing a few bills on the table she left her lunch uneaten and bolted from the cafe before she lost what little was in her stomach.


  On the street, a few deep breaths of cool March air cleared the nausea away, but did nothing to alleviate Mackenzie’s rampant anxiety. The very thought of returning to the office for the balance of the day was so reprehensible that she hailed a taxi and let it take her home. Maybe there in the quietness of the quiet house, in the emptiness of the empty place, in the serenity of the familiar walls she’d find some peace. She needed time to work through her feelings about Kevin’s astonishing plans. How in a needle-in-a-haystack kind of world, how, with the millions of people that populated the earth, how, in a coincidence that could only be some mystical fluke, could Kevin have discovered the one man in all the world that she dreaded with every atom of her being?


  It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. And yet denying it did nothing to take away the bare-faced reality. As long as she mulled the name over in her head, as long as the face of the man returned to her mind, she was shaking angrily. In a sudden fit of rage, she seized the nearest thing she could lay her hands on, and shattered a vase of flowers into a thousand pieces on the foyer’s marble floor. On the second floor, she toppled Kevin’s statue of Dionysius, the head severing with the impact. If she’d had a knife blade she would have run it through the diaphanous drapes that surrounded their bed. But without one, she tugged at the fragile fabric until it broke away from its anchoring, and she had it in shreds.


  It was anger expressed, but not anger spent. And yet after a time, with no resolution to her inner turmoil, she was awakened by the hard facts of her temper tantrum. In an intuitive flash, she saw Kevin on his way home to find her, and the stunning picture jolted her into action. She stuffed the drapes into a bag, scurried to move the heavy stones of Dionysius into the guest room out of sight, and was on her way downstairs to sweep up the fractured vase. Just as her foot hit the last step however, she heard the key in the lock and watched with an ashen face as Kevin walked inside.


  He was a man that sized up bizarre circumstances quickly.


  “What the hell have you done?” he bellowed.


  “Nothing. It was an accident,” she quickly defended herself. “I was just going to clean it up.”


  “You’re this angry with me?” he asked. “To be breaking glass?”


  “No. No, I’m not,” she disclaimed.


  “I came home to have your ass for not coming back to work. But maybe there’s more to this than I realized.” He sounded calmer, but he really wasn’t. His eyes perused the broken vase and the trash bag in her hands. Jerking the thing away from her, he found the torn drapes, and stared up at her in wonder. “What the hell’s going on?” he asked.


  She gulped. “I got mad,” she finally confessed.


  “So mad you went on the warpath? What else did you destroy?”


  She fought with herself whether to tell him the truth, though if she lied the lie would only return to her. “What’s left of Dionysius is in the guest room,” she admitted chagrined.


  “You were going to hide it from me?” he wondered.


  “It was my idea, but a bad one …”


  “All because I put you on an assignment you don’t like?” He was dumbfounded. “You know this Mitchell Coe?” he asked point blank.


  “No, no!” she exclaimed. “I’ve never heard of him. It’s just control, just out of control. I feel like you’ve taken away my position.”


  “What?”


  She struggled to get the explanation right. The first one that had come to mind really wasn’t all that bad, if she could only make him believe it.


  “The job’s the only control …” she used the word gingerly, “that I have over you. That I have in our relationship. You took it away. I was just suddenly feeling so naked and vulnerable, like you’d stripped me of any power I had.” What she was saying was as true as the lie behind it. Seeing the expression on Kevin’s face, she seemed to be adequately covering the secret that needed to remain concealed.


  “Humph. You never cease to surprise me,” Kevin said, still aghast at the destructive power of her anger as he stared at the broken vase.


  “So, you’ll find someone else for the assignment?” she asked hopefully.


  His eyes darted to her instantly with their own signature anger.


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll do that,” he spat out his words. “You’ll go to Mississippi and write Mitchell Coe’s darkest memoirs, and you’ll stay there until the finest work you’ve ever done is complete. I won’t settle for less. Neither will you. And if there are some demons lurking in you that try to subvert this project, fuck them!”


  She stared at him for some time, then shook her head, “Kevin please,” she started another protest.


  “Don’t do it,” he warned.


  “But …”


  Kevin was furious, his jaw twitching from the anger. Suddenly, leaving her standing in her tracks, he darted into his den. He emerged moments later with a spanking paddle in his hand. Grabbing her by the wrist, they skirted the mess in the foyer hall and entered the living room, where he sat down in his high-back easy chair, and without ceremony pulled Mackenzie over his lap, face down. Raising her skirt briskly, he tugged at her thong panties having them dangling at her feet while he went on to more important matters. He brought the paddle down on her gyrating behind with such fury that she was wailing from the start. But he was hardly of a mind to stop quickly. The stiff leather paddled traversed her exposed skin until she was covered with a splotchy red from end to end and top to bottom.


  “Good gawd, aren’t you going to stop,” she wailed when he momentarily paused. He answered with a flurry of strikes right over her hot flesh. She was struggling frantically. It hurt so dearly she didn’t think she could take another blow. “Dammit stop!” she roared angrily.


  He refused to hear her, the sound of the paddle speaking all he cared to say, until at last, by his determination, he finally stopped. Once done, Kevin pushed Mackenzie from his lap to her feet.


  She thought of fleeing to her room to nurse the heated flesh of her behind, but he wouldn’t have it. With a fixed stare of his eyes, he fused her to the spot before him, like the wayward brat he saw her for.


  “Now you listen to me, Mackenzie Durrant,” he snapped angrily. “You have more power in our relationship that you likely have a right to have. You’ve come to run my editorial staff with creativity and intelligence that I could never have. And if you think I’m suddenly eclipsing your power, you’re mad. I’ve given you my entire life’s work to control. I can’t imagine you thinking yourself powerless. I ask this one small deviation from your usual duties. I ask as your lover, your colleague and yes, your boss. You refuse me on this, I will play the trump card I hold, but I really hope you won’t make me do that. Do you understand?” His fury hardly seemed over. There was still a grim expression on his provocative lips.


  “If you wanted to make me cower, you certainly know how,” she remarked, not trying to be flippant. The sentiment was heartfelt.


  “Cower? No.” He shook his head. “Except sexually, when it pleases me. But you forced my hand this time, Mackenzie. Something I thought you were too smart to do.”


  “I’m sorry. I’ve never felt quite threatened this way,” she said. “I’m not sure I understand this myself.”


  “Well, get over it,” he snapped. “You’re far too important to me in business, too important to yourself to let something like this take over your reason and destroy the successful way we work and live together. Is that clear?”


  “I’m not a child.” She tried hard not to make her retort too testy.


  “Exactly,” he answered her. “Now perhaps you better clean up the mess, and when you’re done, you can begin packing for the trip. There’s no point in going back to the office today.”


  Her heart sank, the cause for this conflagration reappearing in her mind. Mitchell Coe, Colonel Mitchell Coe. He’d been Major Coe when she knew him over a dozen years before. Would he remember her? At eighteen, she’d been just a child. She was hardly the same woman now.


  



  

  Chapter Five


  


  Zelda,” Mitchell Coe’s gravely low-pitched voice moved through the halls of Glendora like a military issued order. “Zelda,” he shouted, repeating the refrain as he paced from one downstairs room to the next in search of his wife. Straight-backed, straight-laced military form exuded from his majestic bearing. He strode like a soldier, bellowed like a soldier, and became more exorcised with his muted anger when his command had not been heard.


  No answer in his empty rooms, he slumped into a chair by the hearth. It was too warm in Mississippi for a fire, but it would have suited his morose temperament. He might have stared into one for an hour, let the wily flames calm his own aroused ones. He was a man of great proportion, not in size so much as stature, with a ruddy complexion, a hard mouth, a closely clipped head of nearly jet-black hair and eyes, frighteningly like coal in their potential for heat, and like coal, for the inky dark they broadcast to those in his midst. Authority poured from him as if he had a direct link to the world’s high-command, be it carnally or of the plane of God. He spoke without being questioned. And yet, he was a capricious man, filled with whim and whimsy, and a harrowing sense of humor. When he wooed women, which he did every chance he got—especially when they were attractive women with crude penchants that matched his own—he dropped his sternness in favor of an exhilarating smile wreaking charm. His eyes could even dance then, but only while he was manipulating a favorable sexual entanglement.


  At the moment he was pissed at his wife, who ran the countryside like a prurient tramp—a very attractive one, but no less, a woman of easy morals. Just as he was brooding over those easy morals, Zelda herself stepped into the doorway.


  “Honey, my word, you look like someone died and left you their debts.” Mitchell let the sweet Southern drawl of his wife’s mellifluous voice greet his ears. He’d heard her approach even before she spoke, and he turned to her with an ingratiating, if not superficial smile.


  “How kind of you to join me,” he replied.


  “Why, you know I was comin’ home this afternoon.” She sashayed beyond the door way in a skin tight dress, a pattern of wild exotic birds strewn across the bodice and the skirt. It would appear the birds could talk when she moved, their likenesses so vivid. She wore a pink Orlon sweater at her shoulders, but it did nothing to hide the plunging neckline that ended at the cleavage of her generous breasts. At his side, she nuzzled next to him and stroked his hair, while Mitchell reached his hand around to fondle her bottom tenderly.


  “Oh, my, are you getting horny?” she purred.


  “Perhaps I should,” he said, remaining guarded in his replied. “But I imagine you must be satiated after screwing Bobby Beaumont.”


  She jerked. Zelda was never one to disguise the truth. She rarely even tried to lie.


  “He’s a good fuck?” Mitch went on asking, as he looked up at her slightly contorted face.


  “Honey, what makes you think I’d fuck that brute, when I have you?” she singsonged her only refrain.


  “You were joyriding with him, darlin’. Right down the interstate. When State troupers call me to restrain my wife, I find the business unpleasant. When did you start fucking him again?” Mitch’s eyes quit dancing deviously, as he began to let the hard darts fly.


  “Screwing him honey? We was just out for a little ride in the country,” she purred.


  “And . . “


  “Mitchell, honey, I was missin’ you, gone so many days. There’s nothin’, between Bobby and me. Such a scamp.”


  “You want it hard or you want it long and slow,” Mitch asked her.


  “I always want to fuck you long and slow, but if you want it hard, I suppose …”


  “I’m talking about your punishment, Zelda darlin’.”


  She feigned a worried expression as if she didn’t expect him to be upset.


  Mitchell suddenly jerked out of his chair, and stared down at his unfaithful wife. Her problem was, she reeked sex from her tousled bottle blonde curls, to her full pouty lips and glorious figure. The two were just inches apart, Mitch towering over the five-foot two brat. She heaved her chest at him, so he might have bent down and buried his face in the treasure there. But he was too piqued with her for sex. A scowl on his face turned into a snicker, as he placed his heavy palm on her right ass cheek, and thought of reddening it with the sharp smack of a leather belt.


  “You’re coming with me, tramp,” he said as he picked up her featherweight body, and flung it over his shoulder.


  “What you are doing!” she blared, and she kicked her legs.


  “Going to blister your ass, my darlin’, blister your ass.”


  “Dammit, nooo!” she shrieked.


  He laughed nastily, carrying her up the stairs to the bedroom, stopping long enough at a closet where he kept his supply of corrective tools. The first one he laid his hand on was a two-foot leather strap. The feel of it in the palm of his hand was instantly exhilarating. As long as his negligent wife was screwing Bobby Beaumont, it was his right to whip her ass, and he’d relish every second. He didn’t mind how she fought, how much she screamed and beat her fist against his muscled back. He was laughing inside the whole way.


  In the bedroom, Mitchell grabbed for a length of rope from the closet, set her on her feet, and while still controlling her wriggling body, he tied her wrists together so they’d be out of his way.


  “You really must like this, darlin’,” he chortled delighted. Lassoing the headboard with the long end of the rope, he had her tied tautly with her backside bending over the end of the high old-fashioned bed. Her tight dress had already ridden up above her rear mounds, pink white flesh coming into view a splendid sight. Tugging her dress so it was completely out of the way, Mitch stood back and admired the exquisite target.


  “Darlin’, please. I’m so sorry. I really am,” she pleaded for mercy.


  “Didn’t even wear panties for him, Zelda,” Mitch replied, noting how her two orbs appeared with no obstructions between them and his leather strap. He loved the look of her tied up this way, the plump cheeks, the shapely thighs and svelte legs down to her tiny feet that were squeezed into a pair of four inch high pumps.


  “I never wear panties, darlin’,” she purred, as if that was some reasonable excuse for her immodesty.


  “And a good thing that is,” Mitch laughed as the first smack of the leather strap connected with her bottom.


  “Yeow!” she howled.


  The leather landed hard on Zelda’s wiggling posterior. She always hollered enough to wake the dead. But she was experienced enough with her husband’s brand of justice to know if she waged an all out mutiny, Mitch might lock her in her bedroom for a week. Worse yet, he wouldn’t make love to her, and that she couldn’t bear.


  “Good god, you’re going to mark me for good!” she blared unhappily, as the strap stuck her again. “You bloody, sonafa … Yeeeeeeeaw!”


  Mitchell Coe was beyond listening to his wife’s protests. He was much too taken with the sight of her creamy flesh turning red and blotched and as angry looking as Zelda’s high-spirited wails.


  “You’ll regret it, you friggin’ animal!” she roared once more, just as she was recouping from a smack so painful that it made her struggling body go limp. Mitch followed the harsh strike with another and another yet, before he finally paused again.


  “Maybe someday, my darlin’ Zelda, you’ll learn,” he purred to her sweetly. The amusement on his face was sublime. “Until then, your misbahavin’ ass is mine.” He leveled another angry smack, and listened to another of her creative wails. She was such a conniving genius, acting as if she didn’t love every minute of her agony.


  “Good Gawd, Mitchell,” she finally found her civil tongue, hoping a little sweet talk might end her torment. “I’m sorry, I really am.”


  He smacked her again, though this one was not so vicious as the others.


  “Please, darlin’, no more,” she whimpered softly, as Mitchell began to slow his pace.


  As her husband eased the blows, she began to sway her bottom lewdly. The fire-hot cheeks moved for him like a languid feline seducing her mate. The display never ceased to grab Mitch in the groin. And feeling the erotic wave, he tempered the ferocity of the whipping even more, so Zelda’s protests faded into rich laments. Her pussy was rubbing against the wooden foot-board of the bed right at her crotch. And the sparse but steady smacks of the leather became much like the rhythm of an erection thrusting its way inside.


  Seeing his wife’s overt arousal, Mitchell dropped the strap. Attacking her distressed behind, his zealous hands mauled her punished cheeks. Then he poked himself inside her soppy home. She was screaming again, but that was only because of the climax ripping through her. She bucked against his groin and thrashed about as much as she could. Her eager inner muscles milked his come from him, until Mitchell’s roar joined hers in a savage celebration of their lust.


  Pulling out of her, he wiped himself on her fading red bottom. Then after restoring proper order to his attire, he left her still tied over the end of the bed. She’d remain there as long as it suited his fancy to let her go. It might be hours, might even be nearly a day. Though by the time he returned to her, she’d have crawled up on the bed and fallen asleep.


  As it turned out, he came to her at midnight, finding her lying amid her rumpled covers, looking soft and rounded like a luscious crumb-cake. With her even breathing, her body rose and fell in insignificant ways, breathing life into her tired limbs and provocative chest. At rest, she was a peaceful one, almost like a child. She’d never really grown up despite the years. Perhaps he loved her for it, though it could aggravate him too. She had a hard time keeping promises. She had no real understanding of commitment. But she always came back to Mitch with an open heart, and willingly accepted the consequences of her bad behavior. The games she played with him were as transparent as her unmarked pink-white skin. For attention she always did the riotous and stretched her boundaries to extravagant limits, and in the end, thrilled to the grand finales when he reigned her in with his dictatorial command.


  “You look so pretty sleeping here,” he said running his fingers through the scattered blonde curls.


  “Humm, you joining me?” she purred to him, hardly rising from her slumber.


  “I will later,” he cooed sweetly. From the glimmering lamp light he could see her marked behind, a satisfying sight to him.


  “I promise, I’ll behave myself,” she murmured. Her loins were hot, having half-awakened in a swampy stupor.


  “I know you will,” he assured her. He leaned down and kissed her lips lightly, then moved off the bed. He untied her hands so he could remove the jungle-bird dress that was pulled down at the top and up at the bottom and bunched up twisted around her waist. Naked entirely, she might have welcomed him with opened legs, except that was not on Mitch’s mind. Instead, he moved her under the covers and tucked them in around her. An innocent peck at the cheek followed, before he left her for the night.


  ***


  “Good mornin’, darlin’,” Mitchell oozed, as he watched his wife’s plump derriere settle into the chair beside him at the breakfast table.


  “Mornin’ Mitch,” she purred back. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she cocked her head all perky like. She was already dressed in high heels and a skin tight jumpsuit, with a zipper that was half way down to her stomach, her milky skin beneath it beckoning her husband’s eye.


  “I see you’re recovered from your night,” he said.


  “Nothing to recover from, darlin’.” She hummed a little tune while she dished her plate with fresh berries and scrambled eggs.


  “Glad you feel that way,” he said smiling. “Your ill-conceived affair got me thinking that you just don’t have enough to do with your time, so I’ve got a surprise for you.”


  “Surprise. Ooo, my, you know how I love surprises.”


  “Tickets for your trip to Charleston,” he went on, he pulled them out of his pocket.


  “Charleston? We’re going to Charleston. Whatever for?”


  “You’re going to Charleston, not I,” he informed her.


  “But, good heavens why? You’re not making me stay with Lucy, are you?” Her face screwed up as if she’d just tasted something sour.


  “Exactly, darlin’. You can do some shopping, get your hair fixed, go to the movies with your dear cousin. It has been months since you’ve seen her. I knew you’d love a visit.”


  “You’re getting rid of me, why?” Her suspicions were easy to raise.


  “Rid of you, why never. I simply think your antics with old flames are best cooled with you out of town. Besides, I have a major project in the works. A book of memoirs. The publisher and his editor are arriving in a few days.”


  “And you want me out of the way,” she said, indignantly. She cocked her head haughtily.


  “You’d be bored stiff, and I could give you little attention. Then I’d have a rebellious wench on my hands. And that wouldn’t be fair.”


  “Well, I can think of a hundred places I’d rather go than to Lucy’s,” Zelda fumed.


  “And I can think of none so appropriate as the Charleston. You’ll be on your best behavior, or Lucy will take your ass in hand and blister it good. At least I can count on her for that much.”


  “I don’t like it, Mitch,” she pouted. “I’d love to meet your friends.”


  “Hardly friends, just business associates. Now, you get packing. If you’re very good, I might have you home in two weeks. But only if you’re very good.”


  After another of his ingratiating smiles, she wanted to spit in his face. But she’d never court such disaster, especially when her bottom was still aching from the night before.


  “You think I’ll make a mess of things, don’t you?” she suggested as she watched her husband rise from the table.


  “Do I think you will? Probably not,” he replied. “I’m just going to make certain that you don’t.”


  It was a cruel blast, one she refused to take easily. There was no way she was going to be “sent away” and like it. Like a curious cat, her hackles were raised. Something about this “book business” didn’t sit well with her, though she wasn’t sure why.


  



  

  Chapter Six


  


  Summer. She ran with Bobby Beaumont, she just seventeen, Bobby twenty-one. Though he was perpetually a teenager with no more sense than a playful jackrabbit. He had a grin a mile wide, and a sugar-coated Southern drawl that had taken down more girls’ pants than any young rascal in the Clements county. Bobby Beaumont was always on the verge of getting married, and always on the verge of slipping through some brokenhearted teenage girl’s fingers. After being in love with Bobby however, a girl could never claim the same innocence she’d had just the week before, when he took away her heart and then gave it back again.


  They were on the old reservoir road, riding in his banged up CJ7. Just sitting next to him, her body bouncing up and down in the seat as he careened around the dirt road, was getting her horny enough to wish he’d stop. It would be her first time and she wanted it bad—something about not being grown up until she’d lost her virginity.


  Jacqueline Mackenzie Ruddock was just a slip of a thing then, with raven hair and a naughty smile, and a look so coy in her eyes, she scared most of the boys her age. That was why she picked Bobby to make her a woman. He would have little trouble accommodating her wishes. He adored youthful bodies. And Jackie’s lush one was just the kind he liked to maul the most. At seventeen she had full breasts that bobbed so easily inside her tight fitting T-shirts that she might as well have been wearing nothing at all. He’d seen her the summer before swimming in the reservoir with nothing but a thin T-shirt and a silly schoolgirl smile. A year later she was ripe for plucking and ever so willing.


  “You won’t hurt me, will you?” she whispered to him, when the Jeep stopped down a dead-end road, and Bobby hauled her from the vehicle. His hands were already mauling her like meat.


  “Hey, you ain’t some kid, anymore,” he purred to her, just as his fingers were finding their way up her shirt.


  “Oh, that feels good,” she purred back at him.


  He had his other hand at her groin, rubbing her through her shorts. The shorts were too tight for him to move his way inside them; but the delicate lines he made along her upper thigh, had her struggling with the zipper to set herself free.


  They found pine needles in the woods almost as soft as a bed. Dropping down to the ground, Bobby pushed her shorts down so his hands could have the trembling flesh underneath. She’d never had her clitoris stimulated, but Bobby knew how. He knew how the easy flick of his fingers against the engorged place would send her into a delicious convulsion. He’d have no problem with anything else all afternoon. She was pretty shameless opening her legs wide and pulling him down over her. The first thrust bit, and bit hard, but the pain eased off as her body remembered where it had left off with its sexual spasms. Bobby had pulled off her T-shirt and was kneading her breasts so eagerly it almost hurt. But the pain was like firecrackers, just under her skin. She liked fucking hard, so she discovered. And Bobby Beaumont was good at it: good at making love, at bringing her off when she was close to the edge, and at putting a smile on her face when it was over … .


  


  Mackenzie jerked. The turbulence outside the plane tossed the jet like a toy in the sky.


  “Damn! What just happened?” she asked pulling out of a half-awakened stupor.


  “It’s been going on for half an hour, and you just feel it now?” Kevin asked.


  “I must have been out,” she responded. As the bouncing eased off, her mind was reeling back in time again. Setting her head against the pillow behind her, she closed her eyes. Years. It had been years since she thought of that summer and the amazing days that followed after Bobby Beaumont … .


  


  “How old are you darlin?” the major asked her. He towered over her, and she shrank back. She’d always been afraid of him, seeing him in the store or the diner throwing his military weight around like he owned Clements County. He almost did. And that was why she was cringing before him now.


  “Just seventeen,” she replied.


  “Just?”


  “A few weeks ago.”


  He smiled warmly, but she still shivered cold, the way he looked at her with his perverse grin. Meant to charm her, surely, but it didn’t have that effect.


  “You say you want to get away from here?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” Her hands fidgeted in her lap. Mitchell Cole was the only man she knew with money to loan. Though it was a desperate move asking the Major, she knew he was sometimes kind to young women like her.


  “You say your name’s Jackie Ruddock?” he asked. “Your mama Gracie Ruddock?”


  “Yeah.”


  He nodded, giving her a look as if he knew the woman well.


  “How is your mama?” he asked.


  “Okay, sir. Been sick lately. I thought if I made it to Jackson, then I could get a job.”


  “Send money home?” he inquired. “How noble.” He looked as if he was impressed with her plan, but that might all be just a hoax. He was the kind of man for whom a good jest came easily. “Why now? Why not finish school?” he asked.


  “Because now’s a good time,” she said, without answering his question.


  “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Bobby Beaumont, would it? With running up the reservoir road in little but your underwear?”


  Her eyes widened as she blushed.


  “Didn’t think I’d know such things?” He chuckled. “You have no idea how many women I’ve saved from that shameful boy. Should be horsewhipped, I say, taking advantage of young girls.”


  “No, no. I don’t need to be saved, sir. I just need a little extra cash to get me to Jackson where I can look for work. I’ll pay you back, every dime. I promise.” She rushed ahead having no desire to discuss Bobby Beaumont.


  “You know you backwoods sluts are all the same,” he grinned as he spoke. The Major leaned against his desk, arms folded, the insipid smile painted on his lips did odd things to her. Funny, for an instant, he reminded her of Bobby, just older, more polished and reeking authority that frightened her. Still, there was some hot energy from him that was making her thighs tingly as if she was turned on. “Listen, I’m not sure this is a good idea.” He made her nervous and she wanted to leave. “Maybe I’d better go,” she said starting to rise.


  “No,” he snapped. “You sit your sassy fanny in that chair and listen to me.”


  She did as she was told, too overwhelmed to consider anything else.


  “Did you get yourself knocked up?” he asked.


  “You mean pregnant? No,” she said, shaking her head.


  “You know that for sure?”


  “Just had my period,” she replied.


  “Good.” He stared at her with such sinful darkness coming from his eyes, she might have thought him the devil, even if other people considered him a god. “So you’re not in a family way, and you’re not running from young Beaumont. And yet, all of a sudden, when Clements County was good enough for you for seventeen years, you’re ready to leave?”


  “I’m grown up enough,” she answered him.


  He practically laughed at her, but he held it back. “Honey, if you think I’m gonna give you money and let a sweet looking thing like you take off for Jackson unescorted, then you must think I’m a stupid man.”


  “No.” She shook her head. “No, sir, I don’t think that at all.”


  “What would your mama say?” he asked.


  “She doesn’t want me, Major Coe. I’ve got to move on somewhere.”


  “Doesn’t want you, and why’s that?” he asked.


  She blushed again.


  “Tell me, darlin’,” the Major insisted.


  “She thinks I’m a tramp,” she admitted.


  “Hummm,” he stroked his chin with his hand. “Is she right?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You can prove that?”


  “Prove it? What do you mean?”


  “Girls that let Bobby Beaumont in their pants could well be tramps, Miss Ruddock. Perhaps your mama is right.”


  “It was just once, Major.”


  “He took advantage of you?” the man wondered.


  “Not really.” For reasons beyond her understanding, she couldn’t lie to the Major, like he had a grip on her throat and only the gospel truth could emerge. Her first experience with such power, it was hard for her to handle.


  “You wanted him to screw you?” the Major asked bluntly.


  “I wanted him to make love to me,” she replied.


  “And I suppose he did that. Make love?” Such scorn on his face.


  “Yes, sir.”


  He shook his head in mock disgust. “Ah, such a shame that girls go to boys for love, when what they need is a man.”


  “Sir. This ain’t getting me anywhere. I really should go.” She was halfway out of her chair again.


  “Sit down!” he ordered as if she was a buck private. She obeyed without question. Once she was back in her seat again, his penetrating stare softened back to the same sly swarthy expression he’d worn for almost the entire interview.


  “So, what do you plan to do, you walk out of here without my money?”


  “Go to Jackson on my own,” she replied.


  “That’s about as smart as stalking a skunk, Miss Jacqueline.”


  She bit her lip until she thought it might bleed.


  “You can stay here,” he said.


  “Here?”


  “Yes, in my house. Finish school, then maybe we’ll see about a job in the city.”


  “No, sir. Thank you. But I can’t do that.”


  “It’s the least I could do for your mama.”


  “But mama wouldn’t like it.”


  “Well, your mama has her problems, and we’ll let her keep them. You leave here, and you’ll end up a whore on the street. And we can’t have that, can we now?”


  “I can’t take your hospitality,” she said.


  “But you can take my money?”


  “Only because I’ll pay it back.”


  “Well, I’m sorry, Miss Jacqueline. You’re welcome to stay here, if you mind your manners and follow my rules. Other than that, I can’t help you.” He turned away, while she got up to leave. Then he whisked about. “Of course, maybe you could marry Bobby Beaumont.” The comment was meant to bruise her heart and so it did. She escaped his house that afternoon more fearful than ever about her future, and having no place on God’s green earth to lay her head.


  


  Jackie Ruddock returned to the Major’s house, not by choice, but by circumstance. It was days after her unsuccessful conversation with the Major that she tried to make her way to Jackson on her own. It didn’t go well.


  Late in the night, the lights at Major Coe’s plantation were the first ones the state trouper saw burning, when the bedraggled young woman was scooped up from the roadside. At two a.m. the State Hwy. was no place for a lone young woman to be hitchhiking.


  “I can take her to the juvenile authorities in Pritchard County. But I thought you might know her folks,” the trouper informed the sleepy looking autocrat as he answered his door.


  “Yes, yes. I know her folks,” the Major assured the man, and with a broad arm he brought her inside his home and found her a clean bed to sleep in. Major Coe had away of seeing that things happened just as he wanted them to: Jacqueline Ruddock coming to live in his house was no exception.


  


  The plane bobbled again in the stormy sky, and Mackenzie was jerked from a dream, or perhaps it was just a deep reverie.


  “Are we going to land okay?” she asked Kevin, grabbing for his hand. At the moment she wasn’t sure if she wanted to make a safe trip, or if a crash wouldn’t ultimately be better. She was mad to think that, but sheer desperation motivated her mind. Looking for a safe escape from this disaster-in-waiting had consumed her thoughts for days since Kevin announced the trip. Since then there’d been no resolution, no plan, no great inspiration to weasel her way out of this horror. She was on the way home, to memories given up for better things a long time before, to the land of Gracie Ruddock—a chain-smoking prostitute of a mother who saw her daughter as competition. She was on her way home to the land of Bobby Beaumont her first screw, and to the land of Colonel Mitchell Coe and the hellish thing he’d started in her psyche before she had a chance to know better than to raise that kind of darkness from her soul.


  


  Glendora was bursting with springtime. Lilacs bloomed and the honeysuckle was about to explode with the scent of it careening through the air, to nostrils awaiting those first delicious aromas of the lazier southern summertime to come. It was a turbulent time. The storms ripping through the skies were nightmares, though there was none so powerful to take away the promise of the coming milder season.


  The instant Mackenzie disembarked from the plane she knew she was in the home of her birth. If the place didn’t naturally exude Mississippi from every atom in the air, she would have felt it in her bones anyway. But the ache of a sullen heart obscured what beauty she might have felt in that moment of return. The memories were grim and confused. Taking in the atmosphere of her adolescence, Mackenzie was unusually somber, so much so that Kevin noticed the uncharacteristic quiet.


  “You haven’t said word since we left the airport,” he observed, as their taxi finally pulled up in front of the plantation house.


  “No, I haven’t, have I?” she said, reaching for her door, not waiting for it to be opened for her. Looking outside, she saw the all too familiar sight of Glendora beckoning her with its strangely comforting aspect. She remembered the old white-columned mansion being in a state of decline, not looking half as robust and stately as it did now. The fresh paint suggested that its owner was living even more graciously than he had when she knew him in the past.


  Easing out of the taxi, Mackenzie took a gulp of the perfumed Southern air, while she attempted to walk with poise into this dreadful moment. She wore a broad-brimmed straw hat and sunglasses, intending to put off Mitchell’s recognition of her. She had a dozen scenarios devised in her mind to explain that time of her life that Kevin knew nothing about. A dozen times, she’d been tempted to spill out the whole miserable story, but the absurdity of that time in her life kept her tight-lipped and silent, even to the moment that Mitchell Coe rested his eyes on her after so many years.


  “My senior editor, Mackenzie Durrant,” Kevin introduced her to the man who’d come out to greet them.


  She gave him a little curtsy, a dash of South accommodation. It seemed natural. He took her offered hand and held it a second while he tried to stare beyond the dark lenses covering her eyes.


  “What a charming woman,” Mitchell noted. It wasn’t unusual for the Colonel to treat women as objects as he was doing now, even if he did so with such a grand gesture. “And she’ll write my memoirs?” he asked, turning to Kevin.


  “No, sir. You’ll be writing them,” Mackenzie interjected. She smiled broadly as if she hadn’t forgotten any of her Southern upbringing, and was drawing it out of mothballs to sugar-coat what might end up an awkward introduction. But giving no sign whatsoever that he recognized her, Mitchell Coe kindly took her arm and escorted her up the front steps. Kevin followed.


  “Ah! Mr. McLeod assures me that his senior editor is a genius with a pen,” the Colonel continued.


  “He flatters me shamelessly,” Mackenzie replied. “I’m sure there were many writers of greater brilliance he could have chosen.”


  “But, I’m pleased he chose you,” the Colonel said, finding a way with his sharp eyes to gaze beyond her sunglass hidden eyes.


  Though he refused to give himself away, she had the distinct impression that her subtle disguise was no disguise at all. He could see right to her heart, and to the body of the woman he’d toyed with some time before.


  “Why would you care who he chooses?” she asked.


  “I was informed that my publisher thought his senior editor would understand much of what I spoke about, albeit from a slightly different point of view.”


  “A submissive one,” she acknowledged, maintaining just a touch of arrogance, admitting nothing.


  “Of course. The gentle sex was made to submit to the more powerful masculine authority. Such has been understood for many years,” the Colonel informed her. “Too bad we’ve seen that reality squashed and convoluted in our present day.” The massive front door was already open, an efficient butler waiting for the trio to enter. The taxi driver followed, carrying Kevin and Mackenzie’s bags. With a generous tip, he was quickly dismissed, and the Colonel ushered his guests into his living room.


  “You know, Colonel Coe, you are a haughty man,” Mackenzie said, sitting on the pastel yellow sofa. It was dainty room for a man, suggesting a good deal about his lifestyle. “I can’t imagine how you’ve fared with women at all.” She looked about, knowing that Mitchell must now harbor a wife somewhere, submissively lingering in the background.


  “I’ve fared very well with women, perhaps you’d like a personal experience with my prowess?” Mitchell replied.


  Mackenzie snickered. Flirting with the man, she was almost enjoying herself, until she remembered who she was sparring with.


  “Your wife has designed a lovely room,” she said, noting the yellow roses on the coffee table between them.


  “Yes. She has. She’d appreciate your saying so. Too bad you won’t be meeting her.”


  “Oh? She’s away?”


  “Taking care of a sick cousin in Charleston. But as you can see, in addition to being a most delightful woman, she’s a genius with flowers.”


  “I’m glad to see you two are getting along,” Kevin remarked. To that point he’d been a casual observer of the two, on the outskirts of the conversation. “Perhaps a return to the South is good for you, Mackenzie.”


  “Oh, it’s hardly a return,” she chimed in.


  “You’re from the South?” the Colonel asked.


  “Only minimally,” she answered. She still wasn’t sure if her host recognized her or not, but then again she continued to wear the hat and sunglasses, which might be all that was keeping her from discovery.


  “Perhaps you’d like to see your room?” Mitchell asked his guests.


  “I’d like that, Colonel,” Mackenzie said. The suppressed tension in her was at a feverish pitch. To breathe easy in another room of the house away from Mitchell Coe would be a welcome relief.


  


  “He seems harmless enough,” Kevin observed when they were in their room unpacking.


  “I suppose.”


  “You don’t think so?” Perhaps he noticed her nervousness.


  “I don’t trust him, if that’s what you mean. He is a dominant, and by your very nature, you dominants are obscure and ultimately treacherous.”


  “Is that what you think of me?” Kevin said, feigning hurt.


  She smiled sweetly, a look of merriment in her dark eyes. “You know exactly what I think of you,” she answered him, and for a moment she took a little comfort in the affectionate warmth of Kevin McLeod’s arms.


  


  An hour later, without the broad-brimmed hat and sunglasses, Mackenzie descended the broad plantation house stairs on Kevin’s arm. The home was such a place of dreams, of childhood fantasy, of princesses and sassy rich ladies. She remembered as a child she’d stood at the iron gate down the driveway and peered between the bars like she was a prisoner and real life was on the other side. Oh, but when she had lived inside these walls, how different it had been than dreams! Now she wished she could go back to the more innocent times of her childhood and enjoy the lush stately surroundings for the daydreams they raised in her fertile mind.


  Mackenzie expected if she would ever rouse Mitchell’s recognition, or in the very least his suspicions, it would be at this dinner meal. Though even when the man gazed on her face when she entered the dining room there was no hint that he’d ever seen her before. The Colonel ushered them into the room with a broad sweep of his hand, and the three sat quite intimately at one end of the massive dining room table. He seemed more taken with explaining his home to them, than he was concerned about Mackenzie’s identity.


  “When it’s just my wife and I,” Mitchell began, “we often eat in a small dining room, but I thought you might enjoy the setting here.” He stared about the room, as Kevin’s and Mackenzie’s eyes followed his perusal of their elegant surroundings.


  Her eyes moved from the glittering chandelier over the table to the golden draperies gracing the windows with their soft folds. High in the ceiling of the room the landscape was embellished with gilded trees painted like a canopy above them, so magnificent, it was hard not to imagine the sun peeking through the shimmering leaves.


  “It’s stunning,” she said awestruck. Her memory couldn’t recall ever seeing this glorious sight before, but then she must have.


  “You think so?” Mitchell said, staring at her directly.


  “I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” she said.


  He nodded, as if he appreciated the comment.


  The dinner conversation was initially little more than small talk and a few thoughts about the book they were to write; however it proceeded directly into more serious matters.


  “I want it to be a potent piece of work,” the Colonel stated flatly as the three waited for their dessert to be served. “And I don’t give a damn about being politically correct.”


  “Then you’ll be speaking frankly about your relationship with women?” Mackenzie concluded.


  “Don’t plan to name names, but I plan to expose what I know is in their hearts, and between their quivering thighs.” He looked at Mackenzie almost spitefully.


  “You know you’ll be alienating a lot of readers,” Mackenzie said.


  “Will I now?” he answered sardonically. “Or will readers just flock to my book because they want to eavesdrop on a man that still has the balls to give women what they really want?”


  “There aren’t too many women who would admit to desiring submission,” Mackenzie said.


  “But you’re one, so I hear.” He grinned broadly, and leaned back in his chair, with his eyes moving slowly over his guest like an inspecting commander.


  “In certain ways, yes I am,” she admitted. “Though as you can see, in business I pull my weight and expect respect regardless of my gender.”


  “Gives you spirit, honey,” he said, winking at her. He leaned in and took her hand, his fingers flirting with her fingers in as obscene a gesture as he could muster with fingers alone.


  She pulled away.


  “Don’t back off, darlin. We’re going to be working long hours together, I’d suggest you get used to me.”


  “Mackenzie knows your sexual inclinations, Colonel,” Kevin said. “She’ll be quite professional and efficient. I wouldn’t worry.”


  “Just not uppity, I hope. Unless, of course, she’d like me to whip her naughty behind. I must say, the pleasure would be mine.”


  Kevin laughed, and the two men enjoyed their joke at Mackenzie’s expense. For her, the very thought of undertaking this book was becoming more complicated with each second that passed. Even if Mitchell Coe hadn’t recognized her, which she still wasn’t sure of, she couldn’t help but think that the arrangement had been deliberately planned by Kevin as another of his inspired sexual dalliances for her humbled submissive nature.


  “I’m certain that won’t be necessary, Colonel,” Kevin answered. “But I will keep it in mind, even though I prefer taking her discipline in my own hands.”


  “I can see why,” Mitchell said, pursuing the subject of their conversation one more time.


  “Let’s just see how the writing proceeds,” Kevin suggested. “You must understand my creed Colonel: A dominant never takes another man’s submissive without permission, and a submissive never gives herself to another man without her dom’s consent.”


  “That goes without saying,” the Colonel agreed with a nod. “I’m sure you can guess my desires with this fair slip of a lady, but I live by my code too.” The coldness in him revealed at that moment was the first real clue to his true dark nature. And for several seconds, the two men meeting eye to eye, exchanged a tacit understanding. “So tell me, how do we begin?” the Colonel finally broke the tension-filled moment.


  The conversation instantly turned back to business, Kevin and The Colonel discussing the financial arrangements, royalty payments, the advance and time schedules, discussions Mackenzie usually entered into. However while the conversation commenced, she remained watchful and without comment. Her mind was elsewhere as she observed the man that had once known her so well. The inflections in his speech, the subtle mannerisms were all the same. Just a little more gray hair than before, and a line or two on his face that made him look a bit older. Still, none of the wit and charm had been lost in the intervening years. As in the past, his powerful bearing had the ability to rouse her darkness, just as Kevin’s always did now. The greatest difference between the two men: Kevin she loved and trusted with her whole heart; Mitchell Coe she feared, she always had. She could never trust him with even the tiniest piece of her soul.


  ***


  For two days, the three fleshed out the gist of the book that Mitchell would author and Mackenzie would write. They fleshed out the financial arrangements as well. Mitchell and Kevin played a gentleman’s game of cat and mouse until all the details were, with excruciating consideration by both, hammered out to the letter. For two days, while the men were painstakingly coming to terms, Mackenzie was busy wondering what the Colonel really thought of her. Despite the hours they worked together, there had been no sign that he recognized her. Perhaps she was overestimating the impression she’d made on him years before. Perhaps she’d been nothing but a passing fancy that he’d now forgotten. By the third day, she was nearly convinced that he had no idea who she was. By all accounts, it made logical sense. While in the years since her last encounter with him, he’d changed little, she had grown up. Her hair was longer, curly and darker than when she’d lived in his house. And she must have grown at least two inches, her body much more womanly than she’d been at seventeen. She was not an awkward adolescent with stringy hair and slouching posture, but a polished professional woman, who despite her submissive sexual inclinations, held her head high and with authority in a tough business world. Jackie Ruddock had been buried a long time before by Mackenzie Durrant. She’d fooled herself for sometime into believing that other woman never existed, and now to her delight, she’d fooled Mitchell Coe.


  The realization that the ruse had succeeded made her bold. As the arrangements were being finalized, she became as tough bargaining with the Colonel as Kevin was. The sense of power was alarming, as if in the midst of the prickly negotiations she’d beaten back a haunting ghost. The triumph felt exhilarating.


  “I see you’ve regained your balls, dear one,” Kevin remarked as they were dressing for a celebration dinner.


  “You think so?”


  “You’ve been holding back on me so much, I thought you’d deserted McLeod Inc. until this afternoon.”


  “Desert you? Never!” she exclaimed happily. “I was just biding my time, getting used to Colonel Mitchell Coe. Don’t you find it kind of silly to be calling him “The Colonel”?” she added with a good deal of sassy sarcasm.


  “You think it’s a bit much?”


  “I suppose it’s what makes him the proud old Southern gentleman that he is.”


  “And that’s what will make the book sensational,” Kevin reminded her.


  “You know,” Mackenzie said swaggering seductively toward her dear lover, “I was really wondering if you’d lost your marbles going for this autobiography so zealously. And now …”


  “And now, what?” he smirked, putting his arm around her half-clothed body, fingers reaching up to pinch one perky nipple.


  “Ooo, that’s perfect,” she purred as the tingle raised there moved right between her legs.


  “And now, what?” Kevin made her continue even as he teased her.


  “There’s something deliciously fascinating about the way his mind works, his antiquated personality. He’s an anomaly in the twentieth century.”


  “And we’re not?”


  “No, we’re not,” she declared. “We’re the New Age version of sexual deviance. We know we’re equals. Mitchell Coe has a different morality altogether.”


  “And it intrigues you, doesn’t it?” Kevin said.


  She pursed her lips coyly, and raised her eyebrows, almost as if she was afraid to admit the truth. “You knew it would,” she said.


  “It intrigues you more than you even know,” he assured her with a hand caressing her squeezable behind. “He brings up a darkness in you that I don’t see often.”


  “And that’s why you insisted that I come here?”


  “My decision was primarily business, but seeing the way you’re responding to the Colonel, it’s an interesting study in itself.”


  “You want him to dominate me?” she wondered aloud, thinking back to the tense moment when Kevin advised the Colonel of his limits with her.


  Kevin smirked as if he was saying yes, but he replied the opposite, “No. I’m perfectly selfish with you Mackenzie. Whatever he might raise in you, I want for myself. Don’t you go getting any ideas.” He peered at her sternly.


  “Don’t worry. He’s hardly my style.” Strangely, she was handling this conversation about desire and the Colonel as if he was just another man. As far as she was concerned, no one had to know anything otherwise.


  “So, my undaunted submissive, are you glad I stole you away from the rat-race for a while?” he asked her as his hands continued to fondle her lush body.


  “Maybe,” she answered him back, her expression sly. She kissed his lips warmly but then squirmed out of his grasp to finish dressing.


  


  It was nearly eight o’clock, just after dinner. Kevin left the living room to make calls in Mitchell’s office, while Mackenzie enjoyed sipping a warmed B&B, letting the soft fragrance of the tingling liquor melt away any leftover anxiety. Mitchell Coe sat back in his chair in a contemplative mood. He appeared to ignore Mackenzie all together, at least for some moments. When coming out of his reverie he caught her gaze, his expression was suddenly quite unlike anything she’d seen from him since she’d arrived in his home. There was a trace of amusement and awe, that then gave way to a look of treacherous glee. The odd expression disappearing, Mitchell rose from his chair and went to the liquor cart to pour himself another drink. With the drink in hand, he wandered the room, finally passing behind Mackenzie, the fingertips of his free hand lightly grazing her bare shoulders. At his touch, an electric fire traversed her spine, the flame settling in her suddenly anxious stomach. His hand removed from herskin, he strolled on beyond her. She felt as if he was about to speak, and yet he kept her on the edge for the longest time. She was tempted to say something herself, but just as she was about to, he surprised her with his gentle question. “He doesn’t know, does he?”


  “Know? Know what?” Mackenzie replied.


  “Know about Jackie Ruddock.”


  She couldn’t see the Colonel’s face because he was still behind her, but she could imagine how his eyes might pierce right through her if she was looking at him.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Colonel,” she answered, maintaining her poise, though her heart had begun to beat so fast she thought it might explode.


  “You can’t hide it from me that easily, Jackie. The years don’t disguise the truth the way you think they have.”


  “You’re talking in riddles, Colonel Coe,” she answered him. Her face was hot, her ears burning. The anxiety, that had washed away with her false conclusions about the man’s memory, returned to her, now more insidious than it had ever been.


  He sauntered about the couch where she was sitting, stopping by the bank of windows, where he looked out to the vine-covered opulence of his Mississippi landscape.


  “Call me, Mitch. You used to,” he said looking back.


  She didn’t reply, for shaking nervously everywhere. Her voice would have cracked, she might have even started to cry. Instead, she stoically nursed the drink in her hand, glad for that one thing to hang on to.


  “Don’t worry, Jackie Ruddock, I won’t tell him. I wouldn’t dare put a wedge in such a fine relationship as yours and Kevin’s.” He laced his speech with damaging sarcasm. It made her stomach turn sour the fine spirits she’d previously welcomed. About to make another bewildered denial however, she was interrupted, Kevin choosing that moment to walk in the room.


  “You two are looking rather contemplative,” her lover remarked, as he gazed from the Colonel to Mackenzie.


  “We were just remembering back to old Mississippi days,” the Colonel said with an officious smile. “Though I’m afraid Ms. Durrant has forgotten hers.”


  “They were really quite inconsequential in my life,” she remarked.


  To restore her sense of poise was taking a monumental effort, but one she gallantly made. She was so effective, she thought she could see a bit of admiration in the Colonel’s expression.


  “That’s too bad,” the man droned on. “It’s such a fascinating place. The South, this place, the lushness of the landscape, the utter refinement and indeed the unspoken secrets of the devilish hearts that reside here.” He waxed poetic as he spoke. “Such remarkable incongruities. The ancient and the new blend in strange harmony, don’t you think? We’re really a very stodgy kind of society on in the inside, even if we’re forced to behave on the outside like we belong to the twentieth century. Such a pity the incongruities make us appear a little absurd, but then the South is a fascinating place.”


  “I imagine the dichotomy you talk about will make the book successful. If we capture it properly,” Mackenzie replied.


  “With your expertise, I’m sure we will,” Mitchell answered graciously. Almost too graciously the way his voice was filled with Southern affectations of such saccharin quality that they couldn’t possibly be sincere.


  “I was hoping the two of you would warm to each other,” Kevin said. He looked at them warily, discerning that there was something going on that he wasn’t apprised of; though for the moment he let it pass. “I’m afraid that I won’t be able to referee your skirmishes, so you’d better find a working rapport now.”


  “Now? And why’s that?” Mackenzie asked.


  “I’ll be flying home tomorrow,” he informed her.


  “Tomorrow?” she jumped much too anxiously.


  “You don’t need me here anymore,” he assured her. “I’ll only get in the way of your collective creative process.”


  “But, I thought …” she started.


  “I’ll return to check up on you, but there are a few projects that need my skill or they’ll be falling apart.”


  Kevin had no idea how the announcement stirred her apprehensions since she kept them concealed, as she did the awful secret that had just jumped out of the closet.


  The rest of the evening the three spent in inconsequential conversation. While Mackenzie wished she could excuse herself and go to her room, to attend her wounded psyche, there was no way she’d leave Kevin alone with the Colonel for even a minute. There was no telling what well-placed barbs or innuendoes Mitchell Coe might use to raise Kevin’s suspicions. And now, all the terror that had plagued her preparation for this trip was coming into fruition at this moment. What lay beyond, she couldn’t guess, but she would have given anything to escape the days that lay ahead alone with Mitchell Coe.


  ***


  It was morning after a restless night.


  “You’re shivering,” the Colonel observed, touching Mackenzie’s shoulder. She was in the living room, staring out to the ivy-covered verandah and the expanse of green lawn beyond it.


  Mackenzie jerked and tried to shake him off, but Mitchell’s hand only became more eager. The electric sparks that had flown the evening before were raising a disastrous turmoil through her body. All the making love to Kevin on the eve of his departure had done nothing to take the edge off the inferno in her now. Even the fresh scents of the new day: the dewy air, the coffee, the frying bacon and the fresh mown grass, all the signs of things sweet, pristine and normal, had become as erotic as the smell of sex, of their commingling sexual juices and the scent of musk on their sweaty skin.


  “Please, Colonel, no,” she said. Turning to him, she pulled away from his hands.


  “You won’t be denying it, Jackie, my darling Jackie. I could see the truth the moment my eyes caught the light in yours. No one’s have ever sparkled for me the way yours have. Things like that never change.” He was standing much to close to her; but backed to the windows she had no way of extricating herself without a scene.


  She didn’t want to give up her hopeless ruse. The thought of denying what his eyes knew was true, had kept her up nearly half the night, long after Kevin had fallen asleep. There were a thousand plots and devious designs she thought of to get away. But here, in the morning, she was still in his house, still nurturing the hope that she could dissuade him from his conclusions about her. Unfortunately, looking into his eyes, so close now, the time for more denial had passed.


  “Even if I was Jackie Ruddock once,” she said. “I’m not her now. My life has changed, and what we were once to each other must be forgotten.”


  “Humph.” His lip turned up on one end, his mouth coming so close to her, she thought he might kiss her, but he didn’t. Instead, the hand that had caressed her shoulders dropped to her waist, and then lower still, as he pressed his palm against the triangle mound between her legs. “You’re warm here, Jackie,” he said.


  “Don’t call me Jackie,” she said, shuddering.


  “All right, Mackenzie. It’s such a formal name, but Mackenzie it will be.”


  The caress was gentle. No ruthless squeezing, no jerks or yanks.


  “Please stop,” she begged him.


  “Stop? No.” He shook his head. “Your lover is upstairs packing, while he’s jabbering on the phone to his cronies. What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him, can it? You’ve already kept the truth of who we once were from him, what difference does a little more make?”


  “You’re a contemptible ass!” she seethed, though not too loudly. She didn’t dare make a row.


  “Contemptible I am, and that is why you love me, darlin.”


  “I thought there was some code between dominants?” she reminded him.


  “A code, perhaps. But you must remember in this house, regardless of what your lover boy thinks, I reign. And I will always reign over you. Kevin McLeod just doesn’t know that … yet.” The wickedness of his heart rendered her speechless. His eyes held her so close, she couldn’t turn them aside.


  Pressed against her pubic mound, Mitchell’s hand became bolder still. And with her back up against the windows, her chest heaving almost in an invitation, he was spurred on. His fingers found their way inside the folds of her dress, beyond the buttons of the skirt. He smiled finding bare skin on the other side.


  “You always dressed like a whore?” he purred to her, as his hand took a handful of her flesh and fondled it aggressively. A finger slipped between the folds of her labia, finding her wet at the center.


  “Please don’t,” she panted to him. Though the sensations raised were too hot to stop.


  “You always liked being toyed with on the sly. Seems you haven’t changed a bit.”


  “I have changed, Mitchell. I’m another man’s woman.”


  “Oh, no, dear Jacqueline. Not in this house. You are mine here, make no mistake. What a fantastic coincidence to have you back again.”


  “I’m not back,” she protested, even when her body was starting to move willfully against his intruding fingers. She was well on her way to an orgasm, even while she tried to keep it away. Caught between desire, sensation and loathing, there was a fine slip of a place where she couldn’t stop what roared through her.


  “I love how you protest, Jackie Mackenzie,” the Colonel murmured gleefully.


  “Please stop,” she tried for the last time, when she already knew she’d been beaten. The climax was at the edge. Just another few swift strokes of Mitchell’s fingers, and she was letting the waves surge through her, the juices from her cunt flowing on his hand. She was in tears, from relief and shame, as she closed her eyes to shut him away.


  Mitchell withdrew his hand from her skirt. Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped the cum away. “You wanted me to stop?” he chortled. “You may think you’ve changed your lascivious inclinations, but we both know better now. I can’t wait to punish you for your indiscretions.”


  “You wouldn’t?” she glared at him in horror.


  “I’ll wait until Kevin’s gone. I’m sure the sound of your tribulation will be too much to hide from his ears. Unless of course, you’re planning to tell him everything?”


  “No. I can’t do that. Not now.”


  “Too bad,” Mitchell said happily. “Too bad for you, though it looks like this is going to be a much more pleasant project for me than I ever imagined.”


  He backed away, leaving Mackenzie with an unbuttoned skirt, though the folds of it hid any exposure. She was limp, too petrified and bewildered to say a word in protest or defense. The horrifying realization that Mitchell Coe planned to antagonize her for the next several weeks made her nauseous. But all that aside, her greatest fear was containing the rekindled lust that burned hot. In the past it made her lose her reason and foolishly succumb to him. Now again, after years away from the man, it was clamoring at her insides, insidiously, threatening to recall all she’d worked so hard to disown.


  ***


  “Don’t worry, love,” Kevin purred to her quietly, as they stood cuddled on the verandah saying good-bye. The taxi idled in the driveway. “I’ll call you daily. I want updates regularly, and I’ll probably be back in a week or so to look over your progress. You can keep your sexual heat until then. It’ll be good for you to practice a little self control.”


  “You’re a hard man,” she said smiling. The comfort of his arms was so rich, she couldn’t stand to pull away from him. It felt as if to have him leave, she would be sucked back into the black hole of her youth, into a place where she couldn’t breathe anymore, couldn’t come up for fresh air, couldn’t even find reason and common sense in a mind that would be polluted with thoughts, Mitchell Coe’s thoughts. Exchanging sanity for madness, she knew she would be swept into that darkness again. With Kevin there had always been something pure and holy in the midst of their sexual passions, even when he took her to the darkest panoramas. Never with Mitchell, never once, never.


  



  

  Chapter Seven


  


  You’ve told me a good deal about your childhood and adolescence,” Mackenzie said. “We need to get to the heart of your passions.”


  “I thought you were going to skirt that entirely, Ms. Durrant,” the Colonel said.


  They’d worked for three days. Mitchell had taken to calling her, Ms. Durrant, as though he was addressing a professional, which she was. When they weren’t working—at mealtime, and in the few moments she allowed herself to be with him in a non-working venue—he referred to her as Jackie, occasionally Jackie Mackenzie, as if he was trying to please her. However, the mention of the name Jackie in any conversation annoyed her, and he knew this.


  “I know the purpose of this book as well as you do,” Mackenzie reminded him.


  “Glad you hadn’t forgotten. I was sure your fear was getting the better of you.”


  “I don’t let fear take away my power, Colonel,” she advised him. “Not the way I used to.”


  “I’ll give you that much,” he said, honoring her statement with a sincere smile.


  “So tell me how you discovered these dominant passions of yours,” she went on.


  “Humph.” He chuckled to himself, his eyes turning towards some undetermined place on the far wall where he stared as if there was something there to see. It was his own mind he was staring into, likely the past, as he combed his memory to answer her inquiry. “Would it be too crude of me to say that I discovered it masturbating when I was very young?”


  “This is to be a very frank book,” she replied.


  “Well, then you have your answer,” he stated, flatly. “I’ve dreamed of commandeering, abducting and coercing sniveling but sumptuously sexual women as far back as I can remember. The thought of them dangling in bondage before me, quivering as they try to hide the sexual parts I intend to use, plays a chord in me that blends so sweetly with my satisfaction, I could play it every hour of every day and be supremely content.” He looked at Mackenzie, eyes piercing, though with no malice, contempt or playful innuendo intended. “Raw stuff, isn’t it?”


  “If it’s real, it’s what I want to hear,” she said.


  “And …”


  “And I know it’s real. Your words make it particularly authentic.”


  “Well then, maybe I’m becoming a real writer?” he observed.


  “Perhaps. You should tell me your initiating experiences.”


  “And will you be editing them?” he asked.


  “I’ll edit as little as possible.”


  “We’ll see about that,” he said. Leaning back again in his chair, he stared at the ceiling to capture more memories. “I was in my late twenties,” he began, “though somehow people thought I was much older than I was. I suppose it was the military bearing that I seemed to have been born with. I’d already found that women would swoon in my presence. They loved being barked at and scolded. Not all women of course, but particularly the shriveling Southern Belles, those genteel magnolias with hearts of ice and bodies nearly as cold. They warmed to a man with his balls strapped on, one who refused to hear them whine. I could purr in their ear, or slap their behinds, depending on the moment and the mood.


  “It seems I was made for another world, my dear Ms. Durrant. Feminism doesn’t suit the women that need me. Oh, and these women do need me. You’d be surprised how I became the judge, jury and executioner in this county for sassy, cheating and otherwise misbehaving wives. Friday nights were hot at Glendora, when I was wielding my most relentless power. It began with Billy Powell and his pretty wife, Ashleigh. Now she was a slut. He married her young, fifteen I think. By the time she was eighteen, he’d had to take to her Mexico twice to ‘take care of things,’ and he was getting pretty damned pissed that she wasn’t learning her lesson. I simply told him one night, over a few shots of whiskey, that if she was my wife, I’d paddle her ass good, if she so much as looks like she’s on the prowl for another man. I also suggested that he not hold back when he was in bed with her. Women like Ashleigh like getting ‘fucked’.” The Colonel stopped to see if Mackenzie reacted to his charge. When she didn’t, he went on. “As it turns out Billy Powell needed a little guidance, personal hands-on kind of guidance. When he got all squeamish about punishing his wife’s behind, I suggested he bring her to me. I’d do the honors, if he was too chicken. I thought that would be the end of the matter. You know how booze between men makes us all a little more rash. And talk’s just talk. But, bust my britches, if Billy and his little tart didn’t show up that Friday night at my doorstep. The boy was angry. He held his wife’s hand so tight, I thought he’d squeeze it off as he hauled her into my living room. “You said you’d blister her behind, Major Coe, I’d like you to do just that,” he declared. “I was dumbfounded. Can you imagine that?”


  “Not hardly,” Mackenzie replied. She whispered her comment, breathlessly waiting for the Colonel to continue the story.


  “I recovered easily though. Ashleigh Powell had a fine behind, very generous, but pleasing still. In fact, she was pleasing all the way around. Tits, ass, cunt, she was a sexual machine, what a body. Apparently she had no problem using it in lots of beds, and not often enough in Billy’s.”


  “Ashleigh didn’t balk at your plans?” Mackenzie asked.


  “Balk? She was ready to run out the door, but Billy was pretty strong. Strong enough to keep her in tow. When I suggested that she better behave herself and bare her fanny for me, or I’d tie her down, she guessed I was serious. Billy held her over the back of my leather chair, while I raised her skirt and whipped her behind good with Billy’s leather belt. She was hooting and hollering for all she was worth, but she survived it. Her buns were crimson, red as a beet, and she was limp like a rag when it was over. A whole lot more sweet-talking as she went out the door.”


  “So, did Ashleigh Powell learn her lesson?” Mackenzie asked.


  The Colonel laughed. “The only lesson that Mississippi peach learned was how much she liked her bottom whupped. She was my first steady client. Seems she found all kinds of ways to piss off Billy. He was bringing her to my doorstep nearly every Friday night. I can’t say I minded. The sight of her burning orbs has been an inspiration to me ever since.”


  “You ever take her sexually?” Mackenzie asked.


  “No.” Mitchell sighed. “There are some regrets. But there were others.” He smiled at the thought of the others.


  “Spanking more naughty female bottoms?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Over a five-year period, I was blessed to adjudicate and mediate and oversee the deportment of a half dozen of the county’s most flagrant sluts.”


  “To their betterment?” she asked.


  “There was a lot less sleeping around in the conventional sense, yes. Four of these rocky marriages still survive, I think for my efforts.”


  “Though your efforts did include your own satisfaction?”


  “That came with the third wife, the wife of a district court judge—from another county, I might add. She was the first to become blatantly turned on when she was punished. I suspected that there was great sexual enjoyment for these couples when they left my home, but whatever satisfaction they found I could only guess. At least until the judge’s wife began her regular visits. It was always Tuesday evening, late, that the judge would bring her. Not every week, but never more than two apart. She was as sassy as they come, a mouth like a sailor. She’d kick and fight, so I regularly tied her down. After the third occasion when she put a major dent in my mama’s spinet piano, I refused to punish her in the house and hauled her into the barn. It was all the judge and I could do to tie her over a sawhorse. After a couple more times having to fight her like that, he finally just left her on my doorstep. Told me to give her the full treatment. He’d return for her in the morning. I asked him if he had anything particular in mind, and he suggested that I could use her anywy I wanted. Perhaps if she got more of what she wanted, she wouldn’t be so on the prowl. As least he’d know where she was getting it.


  “After that night, the sessions with her changed. Even she changed. I swear she was taunting me from the start. Her rebellion was much more purposeful, her sparring words seemed to be intended to spark my personal interest. When she fought me, I brought in one of my stable boys to help out. We’d tie her over that sawhorse, ankles and wrists bound tightly. She’d be naked of course. With the judge out of sight, I made sure she was stripped of everything. Except for sometimes I let her wear her black patent high heels. Made for quite a picture there in the barn. Those city shoes all smudged with dust, as were her white flanks before I reddened them.


  “I found out then, that she like the pain. She wasn’t gyrating her hips to get away from me. She was asking me to whip her more. I often used a buggy whip on her, after I’d paddled her with a wooden slat. When I was finished, I handed the buggy whip to my stable boy, who enjoyed the entertainment as much as I did. He wailed on her ass hard, until there were red stripes and little welts. She’d oooh and aaahhh like a proud feline waving that tail of hers. Oh, she was in pain, but loving every second.


  “That first night without the Judge, when I was done whipping her, she was in tears crying - not because she was hurting, but because her heat was turned up high. To the boiling point I’d say. I took the Judge’s words as sincere, and began to play with her heinie. She was wet down below and I massaged her good, so that she was pleading with me in her honey-coated voice to keep going. When my fingers found her back door, and eased inside, I thought the woman would explode. Believe me, she did when I entered her there. She opened wide to me. What a shameless bitch. But she got what she wanted. After I came in her ass, the stable boy pounded her there himself.


  “And after that night, she had both of us every Tuesday night, and if there were others men hanging around, she welcomed them all. She was as dark as a black moon in her lust. The more pain I gave her, the more she begged for more. It was nearly four years that I perpetrated such despicable things on that woman. Four years of bliss, I had with her.”


  The Colonel’s voice was strangely hushed. The quiet in the room nearly deafening to Mackenzie’s ears. If she didn’t believe the man incapable of love she might have thought that was what he was suggesting by his almost reverent recounting of the sessions with the Judge’s wife. He didn’t say her name. Perhaps that was out of respect as well.


  “She convinced me that there are those women who by design are meant for a different quality of sex than those fictitious ladies of dime store romance books. Such women have hearts as sweet as girls in soda shops, but lusts so impure it would frighten the most accomplished Romeo. I made it an art to please her. And she was pleased.” The Colonel chuckled. He suddenly turned to Mackenzie, emerging from his musings. “Have I made you hot?” he asked her.


  “What?” she whispered breathlessly.


  “I have, haven’t I?”


  “No, no,” she denied it, though her flustered response only gave her away.


  “You see, Ms. Durrant, I know you well. Better than you want me to believe. You were as ripe for the darkness as my Judge’s dear wife. If only you hadn’t fled.”


  Mackenzie stared back at him without speaking. She ran her hand over the folds of her long skirt, and squirmed momentarily in her seat on the couch. It seemed she’d been sitting for hours, and by the time on the clock it was already late in the afternoon. The Colonel didn’t take his eyes from her, but again he eyed her without malice or suggestive expression. It was the worst kind of confrontation, the truth to truth kind that required no response from her because he was so attuned to her inner workings. He had all the answers he needed without her saying a single word.


  “I was just a girl,” she finally said. “I don’t flee from anything now.” She said it quietly, but proudly. “I also don’t need you to point out my personal truth, Colonel. I have already found that in another place.”


  “I wish I could take that at face value, Ms. Durrant. You must forgive me, however, for I’m sorely tempted by your presence here to see for myself what manner of a woman you’ve become.”


  She squirmed again, and closed her notebook. “Maybe we should end for the day. I’m tired, and I’d like a chance to look over some things in my room, and call Kevin.”


  “Then I’ll see you at dinner?” he said.


  “No. I think I’ll have something sent up.”


  “Then I’ll have the maid bring you a plate,” he offered, kindly.


  “Thank you that would be fine.”


  ***


  She’d told him she didn’t flee from anything anymore. How much of a lie that was, she thought to herself, as she ate the tiny sandwiches that had been prepared for her dinner. But then, there was just so much of the Colonel that she could stand at one time, and she needed a break. As much as she hoped nothing more than sparks would fly between them, she had a feeling of impending doom that hovered over each day she was in the house. She was grateful that the book was proceeding quickly. The Colonel was quite good at reminiscence, and it translated well to the written word. But beyond all the talk and all her questions, and the enforced professional distance between them, there was an abiding certainty that the chasm between them would be breached. And it would be breached well, leaving her with little doubt that she was a creature of her past and the Colonel’s old-fashioned world; a world where women like her were never the equals of men, but gave themselves willingly to the joys of their bawdy indececy, as they stooped to serve the men that had them conquered.


  



  

  Chapter Eight


  


  Another morning had dawned. Mackenzie could tell by the sound of the birds, winging their way from heavenly perches to caw at the breeze and raise the sleeping. It was still dark, and not time to rise. Her body was swimming in a pure pool of electric energy that felt as if it was pouring from her in wild plumes. It would have been the time of day she would have reached to her side and found Kevin’s body. A few swift maneuvers with his limp penis, and it would have been alive. She would bounce upon it drawing him from his languid dreamland, and have been awakening him with the best of all starts to the morning. She could always be dominant at that hour, when he wasn’t functioning as clearly as she was. As long as his raw morning erection found its happy conclusion, he was content.


  Without Kevin, she was burning madly to find another release, and this one would have to be with her own hands and fingers. They moved over her body zealously, bringing all the ripe sensations to a peak that seemed to rise and rise and rise some more, though she was finding no way to take the sensations over the edge.


  She centered her movements between her legs, to the engorged lips and clitoris, to the wet hole and the surrounding soft tissue that was pungent after a night. Even the aroma aroused her. She licked her fingers once as if she had Kevin there ordering her to do so. He liked to watch the coy grin on her face when she washed her own juices away with her tongue. Still, her body was not pushed to the end. Her mind was fighting with itself, as she tried, by force of will, to think of making love to Kevin. But in the back of her brain, all the fantasy she could envision were scenes from the past in his house, in Glendora, when she had dabbled in submissiveness, and then ran in fear … .


  Mitchell Coe’s moods had swung on a long rope from ingratiating, to sullen, to hard as nails like the Army Major that he was, barking orders to her while she cowered humbly for him. At a scared eighteen years, she had contemplated running off the night he assaulted her on the verandah. She’d been looking out on the moonlit landscape when he tiptoed up behind her, his hands going places they’d never been before.


  “You’ll catch cold out here like this,” he whispered in her ear.


  The touch of his hands made her wince at first. But they were warm, so very warm, the way they took charge of the confusion in her thoughts.


  “It’ll be easier after the first punishment,” he whispered.


  “Punishment?”


  “You’ve been a very bad girl, just like your mama. You want to be like her, letting any man that pays her to put his dick between her legs? You want that?”


  “No,” she answered shaking her head.


  “But you tossed your chastity away to a foolish young buck. You’ll get taken again, count on it.”


  “No, that’s not true.” She shook her head defiantly.


  “What do you suppose Bobby Beaumont’s told his buddies at the mill? Little Ruddock girl’s ripe to be plucked, he’d say. Told them all what your hot puss was like.”


  “He wouldn’t say that.”


  “He already has, darlin’. Who you are is all over town.”


  She was about to cry. His words so cruel.


  “That can’t be true. Bobby and I had a deal.”


  “Poor child,” the Major stroked her face. “You can get your virtue back with me. I’ll make you honest, give you some self respect, and teach you what it is to be a real woman to a real man.”


  She looked at him suspiciously.


  “It’s gonna happen, little darlin’. Just what you want. Get used to a little pain and a lot of obeying orders and you’ll be riding high.”


  She had turned to him inside the grasp of his surrounding arms, knowing that she couldn’t escape his intentions. Perhaps she’d wanted it all along with Mitchell Coe. Feeling the dampness between her legs, she knew the arousal was preordained, like losing her virginity to Bobby Beaumont and running away from her mother’s house.


  “You want it, Jacqueline, you’re without the power to deny it,” his whispered words continued, as his hands combed her body with the intention of tearing away her clothes. He was taking her for himself, without bothering to ask. There at the midnight hour, in the humid, sultry heat of summer, in the prestorm air, electricity crackling and thunder rumbling in the distance, Mitchell shocked her system with the violation.


  He slapped her face, her ass and breasts as his eyes fired on her with such erotic fervor she was too spellbound to object. When he flung her naked torso over a prickly wicker chair, and tormented her bottom with his doubled leather belt, he was giving her the punishment she needed. So he said. The heat mounted, so she wasn’t really feeling punished as much as on fire for him. She wiggled her ass like she was asking for more. He gave it to her, pelting her over and over again until she screamed for him to stop.


  He ended the attack with his erection planted in the warmth of her wet center. She answered the attack with a climax that ripped at her insides until she thought she would faint.


  “You’re mine in this place, little darlin’,” he purred contentedly. “You won’t regret it.”


  Like a father, a lover, a husband, and friend, she was under his wing, his child, his near-bride. Having succumbed to him, she stayed in his house because he made love to her savagely, made her feel to the utter ends of feeling, made her body leap for joy in his crude conquering of it. She stayed with him because in his overwhelming, overbearing care, she felt safe from everything else the world had made her to that point ….


  


  Mackenzie lay back in bed and played with herself at the edge of a climax, thinking of surrender and Mitchell Coe and the years before she became a different woman. His hard, cold mood had swirled around her and lifted her somewhere special, to a place where she could feel, really feel. Even if it was painful on the way to the pleasure, she had more pleasure then, than she ever had a right to know.


  After Mackenzie’s body spasmed to the thoughts of her past, she pulled out of her sleepy state, knowing that the Mississippi frame of mind and Mitchell Coe had finally entered her again and settled inside. The weather had changed from spring to summer all in a night, and maybe she’d changed too.


  It was hot that morning, the way summer days in the South are hot—all in a stifling, decadent sort of way. She left her limp cotton sundress undone into the cleavage between her breasts, so with any breeze at all on her sweaty skin she might feel a cool that would tickle her inside the cloth. She tied her hair up in back away from her neck, yet the curls fell loosely about her face, in a very unprofessional way. Oh, they’d talk about the book, but why did she have to worry about being so guarded anymore? Mackenzie wondered as she sauntered down the steps to join the Colonel on the verandah if she was sticky between her legs just from the heat; or was she still wet from her early morning arousal?


  “My, the weather’s hot,” she remarked, seeing Mitchell sitting in a white wicker rocker drinking a tall iced tea.


  “Does get that way here, darlin’, or don’t you remember?”


  “Yeah, I think I remember.”


  “Brings out the best in you, I must say,” he said, observing her breasts as they swayed gently under the sheer fabric of her dress. She smiled. “Perhaps you’re warming to me again,” he said.


  “Not in the way you’d like.” She suddenly realized what he was thinking. “Shall we get to work?”


  “By all means. Some tea, perhaps?” he asked, about to pour her a glass.


  “Thank you,” she replied. “It’s too bad that you can’t take advantage of the twentieth century invention, air conditioning,” she added, fanning herself with her tablet.


  “I’d never have it,” he said. “Would take away the beauty of a real summer: its heat.”


  Taking the iced tea from him, she moved away and settled on a wicker settee across from him. Opening her tablet she waited for him to begin another vignette—whatever tale the Colonel would happen to recall for this session. She’d discovered that he was good at leading the way through this manuscript. She was glad of that since it made less work for her.


  “She was a fine woman, this one. I remember her well,” he began. In his expression there was something sly, though the appearance of slyness went away quickly, and Mackenzie became caught up in his story. “The man that brought her to me was desperate to have a faithful wife. She was a shocking tramp. I wonder sometimes if she was a little touched, you know what I mean?”


  “You mean crazy?”


  “Yes. You understand. But not totally dysfunctional, just odd. Obsessed perhaps. I’m afraid her husband was not very accommodating. He was one of those that wanted virtue and nothing but. He had no interest in enjoying the fruits of his wife’s passion for himself, and he was dead set on her not enjoying them at all, in any form. I suppose I felt sorry for her.”


  “I can see why,” Mackenzie interjected.


  “She came to me regularly, with her husband’s blessing. He wanted the punishment severe, wanted to see it in stripes and welts. I never thought welts were required, but I must say I didn’t mind leaving marks that he could see. She didn’t seem to mind either. That woman enjoyed being punished hard, especially when it was over. She’d look at her bottom or her back in the mirror and shudder, then drop to her knees, naked in front of me, and beg me to give my cock to her lips. She’d take me deep down her throat like she was thanking me.


  “When her husband wanted her tied and whipped, he wanted to see the places where the ropes would made indentations in her wrists and ankles. I tied her as tightly as I could without really hurting her. Sometimes she’d be stretched to the four corners of a bed, other times, standing in the middle of my parlor, naked as a babe. Even then the pretty dark curls of her Venus mound would glisten wet because she was sexually aroused. I’d wail on her with a whip or strap, and she’d moan like crazy and tug against those bonds hard. I’d stop and let her hang limp for awhile. But when I looked at her and saw her eyes begging me to continue, I gave her her wish. She never spoke a word, but I could see how she wanted more. We’d go on for two hours at a time - I think she could have gone on forever. And the compliant lass, when she was finished, it was all I could do to keep her from attacking me.”


  “You fought her off?”


  “No, not really. But I didn’t like her getting aggressive with me just because she was turned on. More than once I sent her away without laying a finger on her.” Mitchell squirmed almost uncomfortably in his chair as if this memory was not so sweet as he thought. “Her schemes were so obvious,” he continued. “But she learned what I wanted after awhile. She learned to wait, and let me take her when I was ready.”


  “And you were her lover for some time?” Mackenzie asked. There was that feeling about the Colonel’s story, as if he was talking about the woman he loved.


  “Lover?” he caught the reference.


  “Would that be so hard to admit?”


  “You think me incapable of love?” he asked.


  “I’ve never said that,” she stated evenly.


  The Colonel stared at his ghost writer for some minutes as if he was staring a real ghost in the face. Then he went on. “When I’d untie her, the indentations at her wrists were deep. Oh, they’d go away in a few hours, but they would last long enough for her husband to see them, to run his fingers inside them, and know that I’d punished her well.”


  “What happened to her, Colonel?” Mackenzie begged an answer.


  “Quit coming to me one day. Her husband stopped the visits, told me a week later in town that he’d had enough and was leaving her. Which he did.”


  “And she didn’t come to you on her own?”


  “Yes, once. I ordered her out.”


  “But why?”


  “It was not the same. I can’t explain. But I think with her husband gone, something in your mother’s psyche cracked beyond repair.”


  “My mother!”


  “Yes. It was Grace Ruddock.”


  “No. You dominated my mother, tossed her aside and then took up with her daughter?” She was astounded.


  “Years later, Mackenzie. Don’t confuse things.”


  “Then why are you telling me now?”


  “Because it’s part of the story and you want the truth.”


  “And am I part of the story too?” she asked. Raw things in her were agitating what had once been a peaceful summer morning. Just casting her eyes on him, she thought she could see the devil in the man. Her mother, that dear, twisted, convoluted soul, who she’d tried so hard to hate and never could. She felt more like her mother’s child than she ever had, the truth of the woman hurt, hurt deep, hurt in places she wasn’t aware there was feeling.


  “Do you want to be part of the story, Mackenzie?” he asked.


  “No,” she replied, immediately. “You want to forget that I have a different life. One I’ve chosen, and the woman I’ve become is just temporarily on your doorstep for a very brief time. Now I’d like to stop for a while. I have some things to think about.”


  “My story distressed you?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” she answered coolly.


  “I think it’s good that you’re distressed, all churned up inside. I also think it’s time for my reprisal, Jacqueline.”


  “What reprisal?” she said, just as she started to rise from her chair.


  “The one I promised you the day Kevin left. I told you I’d punish you. Did you think I’d forget?”


  “You took advantage of the moment.”


  “And I’m taking advantage of this one now. I still have as much hold over you as I ever did. Kevin McLeod is just a phone call from the truth. If you refuse me, I’ll tell him everything I know of the women he loves. You obey me, I’ll say nothing.”


  “You’re blackmailing me.”


  His face was so cold, his fierce eyes angry in a basic animal way, without heat, without feeling. The Colonel was like a judge serving a sentence on a long term offender. She’d offended him. “You ran away from me when I had so much to give you, when I poured my heart and soul out to you. You ran. And that I’ll never forget. There’s no way I’ll ever punish you to the degree to you’re due. But you will be punished now.”


  “Why don’t you just tell Kevin? Wouldn’t that be punishment enough?”


  “No. I want to perpetrate my revenge on you. It will be sweet. Besides, I really don’t care about Kevin and your bogus relationship. You’ll handle that guilt your own way. Whether he knows or not doesn’t really matter to me. Though I assure you I’ll leave you with lots to tell.”


  “And if I refuse?” She was on her feet backing away from him, while the Colonel remained placidly in his chair, rocking as if he had all the time in the world to wreak his revenge.


  “Like I said, I’ll sing like a raven. It’s up to you.” He took another sip of iced tea. “You think about it, sweet peach. You do my bidding, there’s a dress in the closet of my room, the red one. You can’t miss it. I’ll be in the old summer kitchen after lunch. You can meet me there.”


  Stunned, she eyed him for a time before her terrified heart finally communicated to her feet, and they took her quickly away, to her room.


  


  The more the minutes of the day ticked by, the hotter the air. The sun bleeding the life out of everything, there wasn’t even a cool breath of air under the canopy of willow trees that separated the house from the summer kitchen a few yards from the back porch.


  She’d been on the verge of calling Kevin. Her hand shook as she’d reached for the phone, but the truth in her soul made her stop. One chagrined and embarrassing conversation, and the whole ordeal would be over; but the truth, the god’s honest, shining truth prevented the call. The untainted, undaunted truth won out over reason, fear, and all the facts that should make her run from the house and never turn back again.


  She found the dress and the pair of shoes and prepared herself for Mitchell.


  


  “Ah, now, that’s how I think of you,” the Colonel smiled looking at Mackenzie as she walked in the door of the summer kitchen dressed in the Chinese crimson dress piped in black, with flowers of gold scattered at will everywhere across the fiery fabric. It closed at her neck into a Chinese collar. The long slit at her side showed her thigh when she walked—a gracious walk indeed in the lacquered platform pumps. “You didn’t wear anything under it, now did you?” he asked, looking worried.


  “No. I’m naked,” she said.


  Mitchell came to her side as she stood shaking in the doorway. His breath was on her face as his lips reached in and kissed her cheek, and his hand reached around to her back and guided her inside. How she could shiver in this heat, she didn’t understand. His hand moved to her ass, as he felt for the plump rounded cheeks, and squeezed them tenderly. His lips moving to the crook of her neck. He nuzzled her there, the scent of his cologne coming to her nostrils when she breathed deep. The aroma got inside her quaking loins to warm them.


  “You won’t mind being tied, will you?” he asked her. “I thought rope, not cuffs, we’ll keep this crude.”


  The fragrance of day was rich and earthy. Mixing with the smell of dampness in the old kitchen it made her think of summer vines ready to wither, of cellars and very ancient things, like dipping her toes in muddy dirt after a plow has turned the humus inside out.


  His call for crudeness defied the silk dress, but then he was a man of contrasts too, and strange things juxtaposed, like silk and rope. She watched wordlessly as he tied lengths of quarter inch cotton rope around each wrist, leaving the ends long and dangling, to be tied elsewhere. His fingers were swift as if he’d done this many times before. Wrapping them three times, the knots were simple, duplicated exactly on each wrist.


  “What are you going to do with the dress?” she asked, as he led her to the open space where an old oak table used to sit. He was about to tie her arms above her to a beam.


  “Rip it off,” he said, alarming her, though for reasons that defied her, the thought of that excited her. With a satisfied smirk on his face, the Colonel drew each of Mackenzie’s roped hands above her head and fixed them to an eye hook above.


  “You won’t bind my ankles,” she wondered aloud, as he moved back from her and eyed his handiwork.


  “No, darlin, Jacqueline, I’d rather see your pretty feet dance in those dancing shoes. You remember them?”


  “You wanted me to wear them to our engagement party.”


  “And the dress. But then, that was when I was going to marry you. I won’t need the dress after today, not after I prove my point.”


  She wondered what he meant but she didn’t ask.


  He waltzed around her for awhile, seeing her stretched out, seeing beads of perspiration trickling down her brow.


  “He hasn’t laid a birch on your skin now, has he?” Mitchell observed. She trembled horrified seeing the raw cut branches that he pulled from a crock of brine in the corner. “Yes, they’ll likely cut you, if I’m not careful with them. How careful would you like me to be?”


  She didn’t speak, but stared at them transfixed.


  “You’ll part your legs for me and beg that I flail you with them. You’ll scream, little peach, but you’ll want more. You’ll tug against those ropes so hard you’ll leave indentations in your wrists, but you’ll still want more. I’ll hear you sobbing, your sad whimpers, but in your humiliation you’ll ask for more hell, and I’ll oblige. You be a good girl now, and ask, my pet,” he said. “Ask,” he whispered, as his lips were close to her ear. Though he whispered, Mackenzie heard him as if he was barking orders.


  She wiggled in her suspended bondage. The heavy weight of her body on her arms made them ache and begin to burn. And yet, the tender caresses of Mitchell’s hands rushed waves of grinding sensation through her limbs, and that eased her discomfort.


  “Ask, my darling,” he murmured again.


  The words were on her lips, and the thought of them alone started another unconscious spasm.


  As he waited for her reply, Mitchell lifted the edge of the skirt with the prickly birches, and began to dangle them across her thighs.


  “They’ll snap here and burn,” he told her. He used them to shove the fabric of the skirt away from her naked loins, and he ran them higher so that her pubic mound was tingling, and the nubs along the otherwise smooth stalks got caught in her silken hair. The sensation was acute, the need to have her labia and clit aroused was paramount. She jerked against the birches as if that might cause them to rub more intently against her hungering flesh. “Just ask,” he said again. The words were burning, but still unspoken on her lips.


  Grabbing the skirt in his hands he yanked downward hard, yanking harder still until the skirt began to tear away from the bodice of the dress, separating at the seams. Pulling the torn fabric away, she was naked from the waist down, her thighs and legs seeming to dangle below her as she, on tiptoe in her platform heels, began to perform the requested dance.


  “You thirst for it, Jacqueline.” He ran the birches between her legs. The higher he went, the more she parted them with her groin grasping towards the only thing that would invade her there, and give her some way to release the pent-up roar. “Ask, darlin, and I’ll give it all to you.”


  “Oh, gawd yes, please, yes,” she answered him this time. Her plea a breathless roar. With that offered petition, he smiled darkly and drew back his hand. Bringing it down, he snapped the birch branches along the center of her groin so they caught her pubis and her labia, and even the edge of her clitoris that was precariously exposed between the small plump cheeks. “Yeawww! My god!” her roar lifted its way into the air, to die quickly in the murky, humid ethers.


  Stepping back, Mitchell began to flail on her, the birches like lashes striking her thighs, belly and groin at will. And then as if he was stalking her, he moved around her dangling form, striking her sides, her round bottom cheeks and then on her front side again. She danced like a demon had taken over, as if to stop would terrify her, to remain still would make the wounding worse. She jumped to get away, but didn’t. Then she shrieked for him to stop, but he kept moving in circles, winding his way about her fast tangoing loins, delivering one jolt atop the last.


  When he stopped, she was shocked. It took some moments for her jerking to cease.


  “You’ll bow at my feet, you’ll humble yourself to me,” he said. “You’ll beg me as a slave might do. You are cut from the cloth of the submission. It’s in your bones, beyond your wildest nightmares. You are, Jacqueline, mine alone this day. And you will beg for more.”


  Mitchell traced gentle lines across her body, like little streams with tiny tributaries, little places everywhere feeling the sweetest of stimulation. And like one great river, her body drew the stimulation into the surging current between her legs, where it still thirsted for more touch, and with mounting exasperation did its best to beg the answer from her tormentor.


  “You want to cum, don’t you?” he said, his swarthy grin driving her need higher still.


  “Yes,” she whimpered softly.


  Rearing back Mitchell let the birches fly. The snap against her loins stopped all feeling for just an instant, until she was flooded with it again. He ran the boughs in their tease once more and whispered still. “You’re a whore for this, a shameless, indecent whore. Tell me its so?”


  She didn’t answer him.


  “Tell me!” He thrashed her three times hard. “Tell me!”


  “I want more!” she cried for him.


  He laughed. “You’re a slave to this, admit your lust.”


  Silent again, she was whipped again.


  “I want you to speak what you want. I want you to confess your passions. I want your voice speaking loudly, so there is no mistaking it and no forgetting it. If you don’t? I’ll leave you here for hours to suffer. I’ll bring field hands in to screw you, but leave you longing. I’ll bring you to the edge a hundred times and not let you ride over. I’ll bury you in your lust till you drown and cannot breathe. Is that what you want? Is it?” He smacked her this time with the palm of his hand on her buttocks. And then again and again and again, as if he wouldn’t stop.


  “No. No, please,” she answered with tears running down her cheeks. “Good god, I am a whore for this, you know that, you always have. Just take me please, do what you will to me. I want it, Mitchell, I want it and I need it now. Don’t stop.”


  He was happy for her confession, but it still wasn’t enough revenge. Going on for another half hour, he tortured her with the birches and words, and the truth driven in so deep, she could never deny it again. And then, just when she had gone to the depths of her confession, just when she thought he would give her some simple body peace, he resumed his anxious, petulant pacing around her dangling body, flailing the birches on her raw skin, so she was pleading for mercy. She was not at the edge of anything right then, certainly not an orgasm. It was pain, sheer pain, and nothing but, until he finally dropped the boughs and grabbed her flaming flesh with his hands.


  There was something cool wrapping its way around her inner thighs, rising higher until it grazed her pubis and labia. The scent of the leather strap filled her nostrils as the delicious implement teased her.


  “Ooo, ooo god,” she was reaching the point of no return. Over and over the delicate tool of ultimate torture continued. Soft and supple, the tantalizing device drew her once again to a potent edge and then beyond. With one shocking, surprising jolt, she clenched and tightened as though she was in excruciating pain. Then, as she was about to spill salty tears down her cheeks, she released with a flood of sexual juice and steam liberated from its captured state. She was set free.


  


  Mitchell sat on a chair in the corner of the summer kitchen watching Mackenzie rest against the damp stone floor. Lying there for some time, the cool brick floor soothed her reddened flesh. The quiet soothed her mind. Opening her eyes, she gazed as Mitchell waited for her, though there was no command, no order or demand. Without thinking why, she crawled on hands and knees to him, and put her head in his lap to feel the caress of his hand through her hair. Drawing away, she opened the fly of his pants like she was opening a scared treasure chest. Withdrawing his rising penis, it bobbed in her hands for just a minute as it had nearly reached its full measure. Then, with a reverence reserved only for someone worshipped, she brought the erection to her lips and began to draw from it the exquisite elixir of his special brew. Taking it inside her mouth, she sucked and licked in a feverish heat until it was about to splash. At that moment Mitchell pushed her head back and lifted her face, so that he couldsee the results, as his cum shot across her cheeks and lips, and she lapped it eagerly with her tongue.


  “You won’t forget me now, little darlin’, you won’t forget this time.”


  


  Mitchell left her in the broken dress. Just the bodice remained, and it was strange sight. When she tiptoed back to the house and to her room, she looked at herself in the mirror. Her breasts were still neatly encased in the Chinese red, while the lower naked half of her body was a different red: raw and suffering from the agony of the birches. Even as she stared in wonder at the awesome bruising, her lascivious mind wished for more, another session in the summer kitchen, another whipping from her other lover.


  She stared at her wrists last, reminded of how Gracie Ruddock’s were indented for several hours after Mitchell had worked her over. Hers were now indented the same way. As she traced a finger over the tiny gullies where the ropes had cut into her flesh, she shivered from the breathtaking results of bondage that would fade away all too soon.


  ***


  When Mackenzie came down to dinner that night, she looked as poised and in control as she’d been day after day in Mitchell Coe’s home. She wore a simple sundress, but nothing revealing, after all, the man had seen everything, what more was there to expose.


  “Well now, how fine you look to me,” he said happily. He watched her take her seat next him at the massive dining table. They were eating alone, Mackenzie feeling swallowed up by the enormous room, insignificant and subdued. It was a feeling that she wore easily, one familiar and welcomed, just as she always welcomed the feeling of emptiness she had after any good submissive session with a ruthless man. “I wonder now if can you live with yourself?” Mitchell remarked.


  “I’ll have to,” Mackenzie answered him.


  “You’ll let your lover walk back into your life, and tell him nothing of this?” he asked.


  “I don’t plan to,” she said. “At least not yet. At this moment, revelations could easily jeopardize the book.”


  “I see.”


  “You want me to tell him? I thought this was something between you and me, that what’s between Kevin and me doesn’t matter to you.”


  “He doesn’t to me. I got what I want. I just wonder if you did too.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “A Dom never takes another man’s submissive without permission, and a submissive never gives herself to another man without her dom’s consent.”


  She’d heard it before. Mimicked back to her now, the words grated on her, even though she was determined to ignore the meaning.


  “I’ll tell him when I’m ready, not before,” she answered.


  “Suit yourself,” he said, and they went on to eat ham, potatoes and a green salad in silence.


  Mackenzie avoided the Colonel the rest of the evening; but later in her room as she was brushing through her hair, Mitchell entered. He hadn’t even bothered to knock.


  “Time for bed,” he said. All the implications of his comment suggested that he planned to stay the night with her.


  She might have objected, but she couldn’t. She let him take her hand and move her toward the bed, where he pushed back the bathrobe so that she was naked for him to see. His eyes inspected her thoroughly, and he was satisfied with the examination of the marks that remained on her wounded skin. He let his own robe drop. Pulling her into bed, they made love, their hands, lips and loins joining in a robust romp. He demanded and she yielded to him. In this house, his house, she couldn’t escape vital truths. Here, at least for the day and night, she was his and no other man’s. Strangely, her mind accommodated her. For these brief hours, she couldn’t remember anything else in her life except being here.


  And then, as if to ensure that even in her sleep she would not forget how she’d spent her last hours, he tied her hands together with ropes and then to the headboard of the bed. Even though he left a good deal of slack in the rope, her subconscious would not ignore how she was bound. In the morning, she was at his mercy until he set her free.


  ***


  “I see you’ve recuperated from your night,” Mitchell observed once they’d sat down to their work the next day.


  “I have,” she said. “Perhaps it’s time to get on with the book.” She opened her notebook and sat poised, ready for another day of questions and stories and Mitchell Coe’s anecdotes. She could see that her tormentor was about to make some snide remark, but they were both shocked to hear the unexpected sound of another woman’s voice interrupting their task.


  “Well, well, well,” Zelda’s smooth soprano voice rang out, as the voluptuous blonde sashayed into the room and to Mitchell’s side.


  “What are you doing home?” Mitchell looked to her surprised and obviously irritated.


  “What kind of welcome home is that, sugar-pie?” she pouted childlike, as her fingers with their bright red nails ran their way tenderly over her husband’s face. She looked at Mackenzie. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to this lovely lady?” Zelda cocked her head and gave Mackenzie the once over, from the flimsy sundress she was wearing to the notebook in her hands, to the extraordinary face that gazed back at her with dark eyes framed by the unbridled brunette curls. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” she asked.


  Mackenzie looked at Mitchell as if he had an answer.


  “This is Mackenzie Durrant, an editor from New York. She’s ghost writing my memoirs,” Mitchell informed his wife.


  “And I think I’m seeing a ghost,” Zelda exclaimed. “You know who she reminds me of?”


  “I know, darlin. She bears a stunning resemblance to Jackie Ruddock, doesn’t she?”


  “The spittin’ image if I do say so myself. I’m mean it’s been years, but … .”


  “We’re working, Zel, and you still haven’t explained to me why you’re here.” He turned stern instantly, and pierced his wife’s effervescent attitude with his beady eyes.


  “Oh, Mitch, I was so bored. Lucy’s a real drag. I swear you were punishing me and it wasn’t fair.”


  “It’s what I planned for you, Zelda.”


  “To be exhausted by my cousin and her strange ways? You know she’s taken to walking two miles every morning. She tried to have me in those horrible sweat clothes, going out with her. She eats bean sprouts and this icky Japanese stuff.” Zelda wrinkled her nose, her whole face screwed up strangely.


  “And you suffered, didn’t you?” Mitchell said sarcastically.


  “You’re a brutish man,” she declared. She turned to Mackenzie again. “I hope you’re writing the truth about Mitch. You could probably use a few days with me. Do I ever have stories I could tell.”


  “But you’ll keep them to yourself, brat,” Mitchell assured her. “Now, since you’re home, I’m not likely to send you back, but you can go upstairs and wait for me to finish with Mackenzie. I’ll deal with you then.”


  “What a rotten welcome!” she exclaimed.


  “You deserve even more of one for disobeying me,” he said, pushing her away. His hand came down to smack her ass.


  “Ouch!”


  “Get on, or I’ll whip you right here in front of my guest.”


  She was coy and sassy, without an ounce of remorse. Moving out of the room, she glanced back once at Mackenzie and gave her a curious smile, before her eyes rested one more time at the notebook in her hands.


  “See ya’ later,” she said with a pout, and she was out the door.


  Mackenzie was astonished by the unexpected intruder. “Zelda,” she shook her head aghast. “You married Zelda DeLeuw?”


  “Yes, I did. Isn’t she a charmer?” he said, smiling broadly.


  “I’m just surprised.”


  You think I robbed the cradle to have her?”


  “I think you’re mad to have her,” Mackenzie declared. “You’ve called me a slut and some other pretty nasty things, Mitchell Coe, but never, never in my wildest years, never could I open my legs the way that girl did.”


  “I’ve considered her my challenge,” Mitch replied. to her.


  “You tell me you have a faithful wife?”


  “Humph. Faithful would never work with Zelda. For me to expect that would be akin to expecting the moon to land on earth and little green people to take a swim in the river. I make my accommodations. You know she recognized you,” he said, turning the conversation back on her.


  “And you covered it well,” Mackenzie replied.


  “But then, it’s only a matter of time before she corners you. I don’t think it would be a good idea to deny it.”


  “Regardless,” Mackenzie responded, “I rather keep my distance. Zelda DeLeuw was never my favorite person.”


  “Fought like two feral cats in heat as I recall,” the Colonel said chuckling.


  Mackenzie didn’t want to think about it. The woman was just another piece of bad luck threatening to destroy her life.


  ***


  Mackenzie and Mitchell Coe went on with the recollections for the book for three days following her submissive session with the man and the return to Glendora of Zelda Coe. Mackenzie’s wounds healed, but nothing was healing her anxiety. The more hours she spent listening to the affected Southern drawls of Zelda and Mitch, the more she wanted to complete the book and leave. If Kevin didn’t return to Glendora, it would be all the better, though she was expecting him by the end of the week. Until Zelda arrived she thought she’d made peace with the past, with Mitchell and the easy submission that had led to the scene with him. However, the appearance of the conniving and devious blonde shook that peace to the core. She was a dangerous woman. Mackenzie was certain of that. She’d meant trouble to Jackie Ruddock when she was seventeen, and likely she was trouble to Mackenzie Durrant now.


  



  

  Chapter Nine


  


  There was a full moon in the clear sky, clear only enough to see the shining orb, for there was an ever present mist in the sultry summer sky. Mackenzie walked barefoot through the dewy lawn watching lightening bugs dance erratically like tiny earthbound stars. Crickets sang, and frogs belched back and forth from trees to bushes, to the swampy creek edge just beyond the plantation house’s green grass.


  “You like this place?” she heard Kevin behind her. Here she thought she’d snuck out without being noticed while the men were smoking cigars in the study, arguing uselessly about some unimportant historical facts about the Civil War. They both claimed a knowledge of that piece of history, each, of course, from a different point of view. Kevin McLeod was a perpetual Yankee. The Colonel would have gone down proudly with General Lee at Appomattox. Listening to the two of them had given Zelda a headache and sent her to bed. And Mackenzie preferred the nighttime quiet out-of-doors, away from the smoke and belligerent talk, and away from the shadow that Zelda cast over her.


  “Yes, I guess I do, in a way,” Mackenzie replied to Kevin’s question.


  “Romantic, isn’t it?” Kevin suggested.


  “It reeks of romance,” she agreed.


  He put his arms about her. They were warm, when she really didn’t want to feel any warmer. The atmosphere was smothering. “I’m sorry I took so long getting back here. But you seemed to be the least of my worries. I was beginning to think that I’d have to bring you back to New York, just so you could clean up the messes in the making.”


  “But you handled it yourself, I take it?”


  “In a way.”


  “Oh, great,” she replied sarcastically. “I bet I’ll be busy when I get home. If I ever get home.”


  “You know what happens with idle hands,” Kevin remarked.


  “Yes, they do things to get punished for.”


  “Have you had idle hands here?” he asked.


  “I’ve been writing a book. Remember?” She’d never liked lying, and was again on the verge of telling him the truth. But the inevitable explosion. It made her wince to think of it. She was glad Kevin couldn’t really see her face in the shadowy light. He’d know instantly that something was amiss. In fact, she was surprised that he hadn’t already read her thoughts, or at least her agitation.


  “Well, you needn’t worry,” Kevin said. “I’m getting geared up for something wildly out of the ordinary when we return home. Hot wax, clamps and your body stretched out for me like a holy offering. The thought of it has made these weeks bearable without you. You will pay for deserting me, have no fear.”


  She would normally have chuckled at his attempt to make his absence her fault, but it hardly seemed amusing. “I’d like to pay at your hands,” she said softly. “I’d like to go mindless with you. You have no idea how much the idea of your punishing me becomes more attractive every second.” She turned towards the distant vista of swaying willows that a hot breeze was causing to dance. Perhaps there was a storm approaching.


  “This is sounding serious,” Kevin observed, his own manner turning noticeably somber, as he gazed on his lover’s melancholy mood. “The Colonel’s stories getting to you?” he asked.


  She nodded, looking back at him, seeing his face half hidden by the shadows from the tree above. She kept mum about the real reasons. Kevin’s assumptions could be reason enough, as long as it kept him satisfied.


  “Perhaps you won’t have to wait,” Kevin said. He took her hand and pulled her with him back towards the house. He didn’t explain himself, but then he didn’t have to when he led her not inside the estate house, but to the summer kitchen that seemed to beckon him with the possibilities of privacy, just as it beckoned her with the recent memory of her infidelity there.


  Inside, Kevin’s hands began pulling her at her sundress. Inch by inch, he drew the soft fabric up to her waist, where he spent some moments caressing her bottom through the gauze.


  “Oh, gawd, Kevin, we could get caught.”


  “And who would care about that?” he retorted. “If the Colonel comes, I’ll let him have you. I’m sure his lust burns as brightly as your own. I know how he looks at you.” Kevin lifted the dress up further still, above her waist, and then over her breasts. He pulled it over her head, and tossed it to the floor where it soundlessly glided to the brick some distance from them. She shivered naked, the thought of herself in the Chinese dress coming quickly to mind. Strung up to the rough-hewn rafters of the old building, how she’d danced lewdly in the patent heels while Mitchell chastised the lower half of her, the memory was so fresh.


  “You’re wet,” Kevin said, noticing that her pussy was ready for him.


  “And why wouldn’t I be?” she replied.


  His fingers inched their way deeper into her crotch, inside the labia, and the inner folds to what seemed like such a small opening. It would expand however. To prove his point he pressed three fingers into the tight place and pushed them deep. “Move on them,” he ordered her.


  Her hips obeyed naturally, swaying back and forth. She was dancing like the devil on his firm hand, her legs opening wider and wider still, as the rest of her leaned against his strong body to steady herself. His thumb well lubricated with her natural juices, pressed against her anus until it slid inside.


  “Oh, dear lord,” she gasped. “Please.” It was a cry for mercy, though there was no mercy necessary when she was so close to an orgasmic surge. The steady rhythm of his hand made the pleasure sweep deep in places that had not been attended to since the Colonel had last had her. Even then, the man missed much that could have been drawn from her. Gyrating her groin against Kevin’s hand as she might his cock, she was just about to climax when he pulled out of her.


  “God, Kevin, no!” she roared, much too loudly.


  “Shush!” he answered her quickly. His hand pressed harshly against her mouth. She tasted her own juices with her tongue, and smelled the scent of her cunt on his wet fingers. “Perhaps you’ve had too much freedom here, slut,” he whispered to her.


  Thrusting her against a counter top, Kevin withdrew his belt from his pants while his other hand rested on Mackenzie’s back, a reminder for her to stay in her place. The only implement he could find easily, the belt, would be good enough for this occasion. If it had been daylight and he’d looked around, he would have seen dry birches lying in the corner, just where Mitchell had left them. He would have understood their purpose, and picking them up he would have used them to cut across her derriere, the bite of them being especially harsh.


  As it was without them, thrashing Mackenzie’s bottom with the leather, he would be satisfied with the effect, the veritable mess he was making of his lover’s glorious rear orbs. With just the hazy moonlight shining through the windows, her bottom looked gray, not the superb milky white he loved to flail on. Even so, he kept up the punishment, spanking her with such a hearty delivery that she could hardly hold back the sounds of her woe. Grunts and groans mostly, there were a few passionate appeals for mercy sprinkled here and there. She was shushed at regularly intervals by Kevin’s sternly issued commands, and hit harder still just to punctuate the message.


  Feeling such extraordinary heat, Mackenzie was wild for her dom’s sure discipline, as wild as she’d been for Mitchell. How the pain and seduction went hand in hand, strange bedfellows!


  Two sides of her reigned in that splendid instant: the side that wanted more; and the one that wanted it to end. Even when she was about to fight him off, she asked for it more severe than ever. Begging him to lay it on her hard, Kevin complied. He whipped her ass until she shrieked with the new edge of pain sending her soaring. That agony and bliss shot into a veritable stratosphere of sensation. The only way to emerge from the ordeal was a climactic surge of a sexual culmination.


  “Spread your legs,” Kevin ordered, as the pace of the attack slowed down.


  Mackenzie struggled to obey him for the command was one of the most difficult. The way the belt hit the tender insides of her anal crack, it came dangerously close to her womanhood below. She was afraid of the pain, and reluctant to keep her legs apart as he commanded. When her response was not what he wanted, Kevin made certain that his order was heeded. He didn’t stop flailing the fragile spot, until her two legs were opened as wide as they could go. It was a technique he’d used before, and one she absolutely dreaded.


  “It would seem you’d learn,” Kevin said, delivering the last of this shots directly at the parted cleft.


  “Yeeeeawwww!” she hissed quietly.


  “You want this now, don’t you?” he said, moving on her with his hands. His lips were at her ear whispering. His voice drew her down within, into the depths where his mind was working magic on her with frightening precision.


  “Oh, god yes, have me!” She rocked her ass end for him. Her skin so sore, each caress was a nightmare in itself, but she still sought more. Again with fingers driving into her deep, his thumb was at her anal opening pressing beyond the sphincter. They pounded her hard, until she was opening with such a gaudy display, his erection could not wait. Thrusting in her, he took her wet hole, the first jolts hitting bottom, and her cunt ground against him for more. He worked her anus with three fingers expanding the tight space. Then pulling his penis out of her cunt, he poised it at the entry of the other orifice, and brusquely thrust to the hilt.


  “Nooooooooo!” Her cry was hardly more than a whisper, though likely in the heavy air there was little sound beyond the summer kitchen. She might have panicked had she known that the Colonel silently watched from outside, and that Zelda’s eyes were as transfixed on the act as her husband’s. She might have cringed and closed up and darted naked from the room to have her real love-life exposed this way. But she was oblivious to the voyeurs and anything else that might distract her from the end she sought.


  When Kevin came, she was cumming too. With the long wretched build-up over, she moaned loudly, then jerked her ass until she drew from Kevin every drop of cum he had. Every spasm in her spoke with glee, and all her lust was exposed once more in the not-so-private venue of Mitchell Coe’s summer kitchen.


  



  

  Chapter Ten


  


  The morning was much like most summer mornings at Glendora. An officious Colonel graciously hosted breakfast in the dining room, his two guests joining him and his wife as he served a country breakfast: sausage, eggs, biscuits and gravy. It was a man’s breakfast perhaps, the ladies preferring fruit and toast, an act natural to women who are practiced in keeping their figures slender.


  Mackenzie was thinking how this season away from the comforts of her adopted city home was almost at an end. Kevin was thinking the same, looking forward to returning to a climate and attitude he was more familiar with. The Colonel was likely reflecting on the way he’d turned the savvy Mackenzie back into the down-home country wench she once had been. His look was somewhat thoughtful, but in no way morose. It would be hard to tell what Zelda was thinking. She was such a confounding woman. Though she did look pleasantly amused by something she wasn’t sharing with the others. The other three would attribute her sunny mood to her typical attitude of insouciance, and let it go. But perhaps that was a mistake. Zelda was always mistaken for someone far more innocent that she was, until she struck like a black widow spider in an unexpected moment of glory.


  “The summer kitchen is an inspired place, don’t you think,” the Colonel started the conversation, when the table had been served their meal.


  “One of my favorite places for a nasty scene,” Zelda agreed with a smirk. She looked directly at Mackenzie and smiled broadly while she cocked her head. “What do you think, love?” she asked the other woman.


  Mackenzie blushed.


  “Don’t look embarrassed, Ms. Durrant. Think of it this way, you and your Mr. McLeod provided an evening’s worth of entertainment we rarely get these days—unless of course we have a scene ourselves. Too bad Kevin, you didn’t notice the birch scourges in the corner.”


  “Humm. That would have been delightful,” Kevin remarked. If Kevin was surprised by this revelation, he wasn’t showing it. Remaining cool and reserved as usual, it was only Mackenzie that squirmed uncomfortably through the meal. “Mackenzie tells me that the book’s nearly complete,” Kevin said, changing the conversation.


  “I’m afraid that I’ve about caught up with the present, yes,” the Colonel agreed.


  “Then perhaps, you two had better get back to work. Zelda and I will stay out of your way, won’t we?”


  “You sound like a man anxious to have his lover home,” The Colonel guessed.


  “I am,” Kevin replied.


  He’d set the mood for the day. And while the Colonel and his editor adjourned to the study to work on the final chapters, Zelda disappeared to somewhere unknown, Kevin moseyed out to the back verandah and began to explore the Colonel’s property in the light of day.


  ***


  There was a stream tucked into the dense growth of trees some five-hundred yards from the Colonel’s back patio. It was an easy walk along a wooded pathway, but the closer that Kevin came to the sounds of the water, the more the path was obscured by the thick undergrowth. Pressing on, he came to a tiny pathway where it looked as if the vines had been cut away by someone before him. Moving through the jumbled mass he finally emerged by the meandering stream, discovering as he did a pool of water, and Zelda Coe, swimming in her birthday suit in the clear stream.


  “Hi!” she waved to him. “You’ll have to take a plunge. It’s divine!”


  Kevin waved back, noticing how the woman’s generous breasts bobbed on top of the water as she beckoned him to join her.


  “Perhaps I’ll just keep going,” he said.


  “Ooo, no,” she protested. “What kind of southern hostess would I be, if I didn’t introduce you to one of the finer pleasures of Glendora?”


  She was a great seducer, probably because she was so transparent with her lust.


  “Frankly, Mrs. Coe, I think you really want me to whip your ass,” Kevin stated plainly.


  “Why, whatever would make you think that?” she asked.


  She swam toward him, half remaining in the water, though she was exposed enough to provoke his desire and she knew it. Kevin, however, remained safely out of the water, satisfied to simply enjoy the sight of her without an entanglement.


  “You think I didn’t see you at the window spying on Mackenzie’s session with my belt?” Kevin asked.


  “You couldn’t have been looking,” she protested.


  “Ah, but I was,” he assured her.


  “And what is the problem with that, you two didn’t do much to hide your affair?”


  “I’m simply pointing out the truth of things,” Kevin said. “You’re a woman who likes to be dealt with severely. I’ve met a lot like you.”


  “You have?” She seemed disappointed.


  “You think you’re something unique?”


  “I know I am, Kevin McLeod. You have my flesh, you’ll have quite a treat.”


  “And if I don’t?”


  “You’ll regret it.”


  “I’m not so sure about that.” Kevin was about to turn away.


  “Seems to me it’s only fair,” she said, trying to call him back. “You give your sweet Mackenzie—damn, I liked it better when she called herself Jackie,” she quickly interjected into her own monologue. “Anyway, you give your lover to Mitch. I was just thinking that turning the tables would be fun for both of us.”


  Much about her statement caused Kevin to turn abruptly.


  “I mean,” she went on to explain, “she has a nasty scene with my husband, I think it’s only right, I get a little playtime for myself.”


  “You saw Mackenzie and Mitch?” Kevin asked.


  “No, I didn’t see them,” she admitted.


  “He told you about it?” Kevin asked further.


  “Of course not. He wouldn’t say a word to me even if he’d made her his lover again. But I can see things for myself, I’m not stupid. There’s no mistaking rope welts, Mr. McLeod, and they were clear as bell on her pretty little wrists the morning I arrived home. You might say those heavenly indentations from his cotton ropes are Mitch’s signature. Every time he leaves them on me, I’m lookin’ at them, and feelin’ them all day long. Well, at least until they go away.”


  “You liked looking at Mackenzie’s,” Kevin asked.


  “Well, I have to admit, I was a little jealous, and a lot surprised. Mitch said nothing about bedding his old girl friend right under his own roof. While I’m gone no less. And who would have thought that after all this time, Jackie Ruddock would come back to Glendora as some fancy, schmancy book editor. She was screwing the same fellas I was a few years back, and here she’s looking like city wealth and acting like it too. She doesn’t want to admit what we were to each other then … . “


  “You were friends once?”


  “No, I suppose she wouldn’t mention it to you, since she’s disowned her own past. Course, that tramp of a mother being dead and all, I guess she has no reason to call this home anymore. But good lord, she doesn’t have to be so rude to a woman in her own house.” Zelda thought a moment, while Kevin let the bizarre story settled with him. “Friends?” the woman started again. “No, we weren’t friends at all. We were about as catty and back-biting as two jealous bitches can get when they’re going after the same boy.”


  “Mitchell?”


  “Good heavens no! Not Mitch. We were after Bobby Beaumont at the time: the finest hard male flesh in Clements County. Still is, as far as I’m concerned. Getting him now is what I get myself whipped for most of the time. But damn it’s worth it, punishment and all. I wonder if Jackie, I mean Mackenzie, is going after him too, while she’s on this little homecoming.”


  “She hadn’t mentioned him.”


  “No. I don’t suppose she would.” Zelda moved out of the water, eyes batting, her naked hips swaying. She was on Kevin with her arms around his neck, her lips moving to his for a wet kiss. But there was no response. He was cold as a fish, offering her no encouragement.


  “You really don’t want to, do you?” Zelda finally said backing away a bit.


  “I’m afraid not, Mrs. Coe. Not that you wouldn’t be a fine morsel to conquer, put in chains and ropes in my dungeon and torture, but … .”


  “But what, darlin, that sounds so wonderful.” She looked at him like a despondent child.


  Kevin reached for each of her surrounding arms and gently took them away from his neck. “We don’t have the time, and I don’t have the permission of your husband. I’m not sure he’d approve.”


  “What do I care?” she said saucily.


  “You should care. The Colonel loves you, Mrs. Coe. Sometimes a test of love is faithfulness. Perhaps you’d be wise to practice it.”


  “Ooo, you are a hard one to figure,” Zelda said.


  Kevin gave her a cool grin. “Let’s just say you’ve found one you couldn’t conquer so easily.”


  “You think I’ve conquered Mitch?” she wondered.


  He chuckled. “I think you have his balls in a sling, so to speak. But please don’t tell him I said that. It’s devastating for a dominant to admit that.”


  Zelda didn’t appear to understand his comment. She was more centered on her instant of rejection. Though as Kevin McLeod left her standing naked by the stream and moved back through the dense woods towards the house, Zelda had one satisfaction to hold on to. If she wasn’t mistaken, Kevin McLeod had just gotten a whole lot of information that he didn’t know before. It would please her no end, to know that her dear old enemy, Jackie Ruddock, would be getting what she deserved. Punishment would hardly be enough. No, a man like Kevin McLeod would throw her out on the street. As far as Zelda was concerned, that’s where she belonged. Half satisfied with the way things turned out, Zelda smiled and dived back into the pool of water, relishing the way the cool waters lapped her sex-flushed skin.


  



  

  Chapter Eleven


  


  All Mackenzie noticed at first was his extraordinary detachment. There was no explaining a dominant’s morose moods, and certainly not this one, not when he’d been so sweet to her since he’d rejoined her at Glendora. It wasn’t until they were in their room that evening that there was any light shed on his immovable grim humor.


  “I want you on the plane in the morning,” he announced.


  “In the morning?” she turned to him surprised.


  “I arranged the reservation this afternoon. I’ll have a taxi pick you up here and take you to the airport, the ticket will be waiting for you.”


  She stood in the middle of the room, naked and speechless. She was on her way to the bath when he made his pronouncement. Kevin was about to leave the room without further explanation until she stopped him. “What’s going on? Why am I going home now, when the book’s just a few days from complete?”


  “I’ll be doing the rest myself, and make apologies for you. I’ve made an issue of how you’re wanted in the office. I shouldn’t think there will be any problem.”


  “Why are you doing this?”


  He looked at her as if he didn’t care about her anymore, his face passionless, even though his words struck hard. “I won’t tolerate a treacherous woman. Let’s just say your infidelities have hit an all time high.”


  “You know something you’re not telling me,” she said warily.


  “No,” he countered. His brow was knit in a thoughtful way. “You know things you haven’t told me. I find that unacceptable after all this time. I’ll arrange with the accounting department to have your severance pay waiting for you when you return.”


  “Good god!” she exclaimed. “What in the hell is this about?”


  “I would have thought you’d have caught on by now. Or maybe the lie you’re living here is now ingrained so deep, you don’t know truth from fantasy.”


  Reality was sinking in, but she didn’t want to admit it. Kevin stood looking at her, waiting for her to speak, but the words were caught in her throat, and she felt like a coward to the end.


  “Good lord, even your name isn’t real,” he finally said, with a great sweep of his arm. “I always though Mackenzie Durrant had an interesting ring. I imagine that’s why you chose it over Jackie Ruddock.”


  Her jaw dropped open, her heart sank and in the pit of her stomach there grew in seconds, a heaviness so dear it almost made her slump to the floor. Instead of that, she backed up, finding herself sitting on a chair by the bathroom door, looking deflated and lifeless.


  “You know when you play bondage games with other men you should really be careful who sees the wrist marks the next morning,” he went on. “There’re a dead giveaway to anyone schooled in recognizing such things.”


  “It was Zelda,” she whispered. It suddenly dawned on her how he came upon his information. “She told you.”


  “Maybe the whole lesson for you, Mackenzie, is not to play with your oldest enemy’s husband. She’s a lot smarter that you think.”


  “Kevin, please. Let me explain.”


  “I don’t want an explanation,” he said. “Certainly not here, and not likely anywhere else. I’ll sleep the night in the room. I wouldn’t want to give the Colonel and his slut the satisfaction of knowing that they won their game. But I’ll wait until you’re settled in bed to return.” Saying no more, he walked out on her, not even bothering to notice the vast tears that flooded down her cheeks as the truth hit its mark.


  


  In the morning, Kevin was out of the room before Mackenzie woke. She’d been awake half the night, thinking of the debacle that she’d perpetrated, but she found no words to break the icy silence that remained between them. She’d fallen asleep about three a.m. exhausted, and woke to the sound of the bedroom door closing as Kevin left the room. It was already eight o’clock.


  The minute Mackenzie pulled herself from bed, she was sick to her stomach. It had been churning in her all night, hitting hard with every move she made. She fought hard against the nauseating feelings. After her shower she looked in the mirror. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and she looked barely presentable putting up a good front for her hosts when she went down to breakfast.


  To her surprise, Kevin was sunshine and smiles when he saw her. He kissed her warmly, and pretended that there was nothing amiss between them. It obviously took Zelda off guard, such loving bliss between the two, but she, of course, said nothing.


  “Kevin tells me you have to leave this morning,” the Colonel addressed Mackenzie as they all sat for the morning meal.


  “Yes. I guess it’s gotten critical on the homefront,” she replied. The lump in her throat made it difficult to talk, and yet the words came out all right.


  “I’ll miss our last sessions,” he said.


  “And I will too. But Kevin can make tapes of your material, and who knows, perhaps his input on this will be valuable for the final result.”


  There was grueling small-talk to follow, that seemed to go on endlessly. At one point Mackenzie thought she’d have to excuse herself from the table she was feeling so distressed, but her practiced poise won out and she managed to escape any truly disastrous confrontation. Before she knew it, the taxi was whisking her away.


  Kevin waved, though it was a cold wave, as cold as the expression in his deathly grim eyes.


  ***


  Zelda giggled.


  “You sent her away, didn’t you?” she whispered to him in the darkened room. They were in the kitchen quite by accident it seemed, or maybe it was fate.


  “What’s between Mackenzie and I is private,” Kevin said. “If you think you got your wish to cloud our relationship, I’m afraid you’ve failed in that. We’re much too important to each other to let such things bring us down.”


  “Really?” she looked at him carefully through the dusky evening shadows. “I really thought you were in mourning. I could see it in your face. It’s kinda nice to see a man so sweetly affected by his lover’s lies. She did it so well, don’t you think?” The woman sidled up to him and put her arms around him, just as she did when he rejected her by the stream. A hand reached up to stroke his face, and she was about to kiss his lips when the overhead kitchen light suddenly broke through the darkness.


  “You have to have him too?” the Colonel barked at her.


  “Oh, honey, I was just comforting the man,” she gushed. “Such a deceitful tramp he was running with.”


  Mitchell eyed the scene understanding instantly what was happening. “You want to punish her,” he asked Kevin.


  “No thank-you,” he replied. Reaching for the woman’s arms, he took each in hand and pulled them away from him. “I like to punish women who are worthy of it. This one isn’t.” Backing away, he looked from Mitch to Zelda and shook his head. “You deserve each other, you know that? I can see now why Mackenzie found it necessary to escape this place, the talons of your long pawing grasp are enough to make anyone flee for their sanity.”


  Kevin left the two to wonder exactly what he meant. The Colonel was smart enough to appreciate his remark, but the parting sarcasm was lost on the witless Zelda.


  



  

  Chapter Twelve


  


  Mackenzie was packing her things. Four years she’d lived in Kevin’s house. Her whole life had been gathered between these walls. She had nothing anywhere else, since she’d maintained no other apartment. This place was as much of a home as she’d ever had, her home. She’d never been married, and never divorced, though it seemed so at this moment. The marriage had been in spirit, and now the divorce was as rich a pain as one that required legal papers to execute.


  It was more than just her personal things everywhere around the eight room townhouse. There was so much they’d shared. Who’d keep the self-portrait oil painting in the hallway that she’d painted for his birthday? Or the album of nude black and white photographs she had taken of herself? (On the eve of their second anniversary together she’d had Steig, who fashioned himself an amateur photographer, take bondage shots of her in a dozen creative positions. It turned her on to come home after a late day and find Kevin looking at them, the status of his erection a testimony to the power they had to arouse him.) And what about the porcelain mugs in the kitchen they’d bought on their trip to Spain, or the Mexican piñata that hung in the library from a hook he occasionally used to suspend her from? There were clothes he’d given her, jewelry, aromatic perfume. Nearly everything she owned had traces of him embellishing her experience of it. He liked to shop with her, pick things out he liked, just as she gav input to his choices in so many ways, from his clothes to even how he now wore his hair. They had hours of fun and dozens of fights blending their two disparate personalities into one vision. Strangely, they liked their joint vision better than either of theirs singly. How would she think without him? Even as she prepared to leave his house, his voice was in her mind speaking to her.


  ***


  Kevin rode home from the airport in a taxi, forced to think the entire trip of what faced him there: Mackenzie—the only woman he’d ever loved. Her deceit was beyond his comprehension, but not completely beyond womanly reasoning. He’d searched his thoughts for two days as he finished the sessions with Mitchell Coe, looking for clues in their past for facts of her extraordinary lie. He observed the Colonel and his sly wife, as she continued to maneuver around him suggestively. Her nature, as duplicitous as Mackenzie’s, aroused him in a bizarre way. Perhaps it just came with their similar upbringing. His mind was compelled to think of punishing the bawdy blonde, though there was none that seemed adequate to level at the woman. For her brand of crime, perhaps ignoring her was the best punishment. She wanted it badly, but she wouldn’t have it. The Colonel giving her a heartless shoulder for her crimes added more fuel to the woman’s building madness.


  On the evening of his departure, the Colonel summoned him into the library after Kevin was already in bed. The lamp still lit, he was reading some of Mackenzie’s notes on the book. A knock at the door took him off guard, but he was intrigued enough by the Colonel’s message to follow him downstairs.


  “When Zelda goes to extremes to get my attention, she requires extreme measures to offset her acts,” the man began to explain. The Colonel led Kevin down a hallway behind the pantry of the house. It led to a cellar filled with the musty fumes of the wet earth beneath the house. In a cavern honed out of the ground behind the wine and fruit cellar, Zelda lay strapped naked to a rack. “She’s been here since this morning,” Mitchell informed him.


  Kevin could see from the state of her mussed and tear-stained face alone that the woman had already been through an ordeal. By the look of her body in the dim light, he could see that she’d been well marked by several of the instruments that now hung against the dirt walls.


  “I have a horse trainer that has worked her over the past couple of hours. She’s really quite ripe.”


  Kevin could tell that too, by the way the woman’s groin and chest rose and fell in an anxious anticipation of something more. Her legs spread wide, he could almost see her pussy throbbing with need.


  “I thought you might reconsider your decision about punishing her,” Mitchell said. “She’s yours if you’d have her.” He motioned to the wall of implements and then back to his outstretched wife.


  “This your kind of justice?” Kevin wondered aloud.


  “The least I can do.”


  “The least she could have done was kept my lover’s secret and not taken advantage of the lie she was leading,” he said.


  “You find some honor in that?


  “I do,” Kevin said. “Mackenzie may have not played your games well, she may have fallen into your trap. But at the very least, she was a woman, who from what I’ve seen, has pulled herself out of this sticky hell-hole and risen above such things.” Kevin shook his head. “I won’t have your wife, or anything else to do with you,” he said.


  Kevin didn’t punish Zelda, not because he didn’t want to; that desire burned in him fiercely. He didn’t punish her because he couldn’t stand the thought of giving the woman any kind of satisfaction. It was Mackenzie’s punishment he had to think of now, if it would be punishment at all. He was scared that he’d gone too far ordering her home and taking her job away. But it had been an honest response, and the only one he could think of in the middle of his hurt. Now however, the fury in him had passed. Despite the way she’d bruised him with her deceit, he didn’t want her out of his life forever. How to bring her back with their self-respect intact, he wasn’t sure.


  ***


  Mackenzie sifted through the rubble of her life with Kevin, finally deciding to take things she loved and leave things it hurt too much to have around her.


  She was ending the task, weary and tired, and about to run down to the corner grocery store for something to eat when the front door opened. Hearing the sound, her heart beat so loudly it seemed to pound in her head. Anxious to see Kevin’s expression, she impulsively raced out of the bedroom and down the stairs to greet him. She stopped short at the bottom of the staircase. Strange how the moment reminded her of the afternoon before their trip when he intruded on her angry rage. She was a lot more poised now, and Kevin seemed a good deal more peaceful himself, though there was a familiar darkness in his attitude—something that in its potential actually comforted her. It was not the same cold that had ordered her home.


  “Hi,” she managed to say.


  He nodded. “So, have you packed your things?” he asked, looking about seeing nothing to suggest she was about to move out.


  She bit her lip. “Yes,” she answered him. “I have some boxes in the living room, the rest is upstairs.”


  “That’s too bad,” he said, evenly. There was not an ounce of emotion coming from him, just cold. “All that trouble just to have to unpack now.”


  “Unpack?” Had she heard him right?


  Kevin set his bags on the foyer floor, took off his coat and hung it in the closet while Mackenzie waited for more. His expression still grim and sober, she wasn’t sure if this was a trick, not a reconciliation.


  “You’re not leaving, Mackenzie,” he informed her.


  “I’m not loosing you?” she asked. “Not the job? Not anything?”


  “No,” he answered.


  “Then you’re going to punish me?” she asked the next logical question.


  He pursed his lips as he continued to stare at her. “Good gawd, no.”


  “Then what?” She was completely bewildered. She wanted to lunge for him, wrap her arms around him and feel the warmth and comfort that she’d been denied for the last several days. The gulf between them so vast, it seemed like an eternity since she’d felt his affections.


  “Stay there,” he said as an order. He must have noted her urge to come to him.


  “Stay?”


  “Hush,” he answered with a stern rebuke. His eyes held her on the last step of the staircase. Her hand on the banister to steady herself, she waited with bated breath wondering what he wanted from her.


  “You loved him didn’t you?” he asked her.


  “Loved?”


  “Loved Mitchell Coe.”


  “Loved him, I’m not sure Kevin. Desire, oh yes.”


  He approached her one step at a time until he stood before her so close she could smell the faded scent of his cologne in one intoxicating whiff. His hand went directly to her pubic mound and pressed lightly. The other hand rested on her neck toying with her curls.


  “Tell me more,” he said.


  She breathed deeply of him, thankful and scared in the same strange instant to have him so near. “I wanted him again,” she admitted. “Seeing him, feeling that Southern climate, it washed over me like a tidal wave taking my lust with it.”


  “You’re thinking of it now, aren’t you?” he said. Her head dropped back slightly against his hand, as his fingers made their way between her nether lips below, and her lips above spoke to him.


  “I began my life with Mitchell. He took the girl in me and turned her into a woman. He made me love and hate, feel treachery and care.” She whispered softly as the fresh remembrance returned one more time. “I was insignificant to him and important at the same time. Oh, but he raised the demon in me.” She shook her head almost in tears as her mind captured the time and feeling. Her body began to sway slowly in a sensuous way. “It was that demon that finally took me away from him.”


  “And you ran.”


  “No.” She looked in Kevin’s eyes, at the moment just like the Colonel’s, the way they could hold her on the precipice of something stunning. The feel of his hand at her crotch was sheer control, his manipulating fingers making certain that her desire was burning brightly. “I walked away, Kevin. I didn’t need to run.”


  “And then you walked back,” he said.


  “I never intended to return, Kevin, you know that. It was an accident I suppose, and once it began I just got sucked in.”


  “Maybe accidents aren’t accidents at all,” he said. “Maybe this needed to happen.”


  “Maybe,” she agreed, even as Kevin’s hand was raising the most precious sensations between her legs. “Perhaps the pull of him will go away.”


  “Perhaps, and then again, maybe not,” Kevin replied.


  His fingers bore deep between her wet nether lips, one, then two slipping inside the opening from where the juices flowed. Kevin’s whispered words played delicately in her ear. Her words blended with the tune of his. As the air about them became more charged than her memory would ever recall, she felt the remnant energy of her Mississippi maidenhood rise. In Kevin’s grasp, the spasms in her grew.


  “He was my first master,” she whispered.


  “And you denied him,” Kevin spoke the truth. The movement of his fingers inside the soft depths of her vagina brought the sexual atoms to a high peak, though not the very end. He left her there, the longing rich and potent, and threatening, but without satisfaction. At least not until he was ready.


  “Ah, Kevin,” she gasped, practically slumping against him, in his arms.


  He pinched her labia lightly, pulled the tuft of pubic hair, and his lips kissed hers with a tender touch.


  “He’s not going to go away,” she murmured at last. The heat in her reached a torrid degree with Kevin’s hand massaging her brusquely.


  “No,” he murmured back. “I’ve been the first master in other women’s lives. I know what desire remains after the affection dies.” Mackenzie barely heard his words, though in some way, they were communicated to her soul. “Take it to the end, love,” he whispered.


  Hearing his gentle words spoken in love and tenderness and infinite patience, she was in his control. She could loose herself in that instant and be happy for the loss. “Aw, noooooooo,” she exclaimed softly. With her body, mind and soul consumed in the fiery love of his acceptance, she glided over the edge without a fanfare, without a sharp jolt or any pain, just the essence of herself sweeping through in her body in a rush of pleasure, greatly augmented by Kevin’s own passion residing side by side with hers.


  ***


  “You’ve forgiven me then?” she asked, as they ate turkey subs they’d ordered from the deli.


  “I had before I left Mississippi,” he said. “Once I understood the terrific joke. My unwittingly setting you up with your first dom, I couldn’t have created a better scenario, if I’d spent months trying. I rather like the lovely lies though, it’s made you more …” he stared at her thoughtfully, “more intriguing to have a past, a really nasty one at that.” There was a smile on his face, but then his eyes turned stern. “Let’s just make sure it’s the last of your lies.


  “There’s nothing, I promise you,” she assured him.


  His smile returned. “It’s a relief, isn’t it?”


  “A relief to have you back. The way you ordered me from Mississippi.”


  “You know I usually execute those from my life that break my trust,” he said. “I’m sure you’ve seen me do it, so you know the pattern. I had to make you suffer before I could forgive you.”


  “Like suffering purges me?” she said.


  “Whether it purges you or not doesn’t matter. You love it, and you’ll suffer more yet,” he assured her. His dark eyebrows narrowed ominously as he peered intently at her. “Not because you really deserve it, not because I have any great determination to wreak some kind of horror on you. No. You’re going to suffer because you want to. It’s in your nature. I know you Mackenzie. You created Mississippi just the way you wanted it to happen. It was your convoluted mind that designed these foul deeds the past weeks—if nothing more than you knew you’d take great pleasure in all the terrifying outcomes.”


  “You know you’re a hard man to live with, knowing me so well.”


  Kevin smirked happily.


  “That’s okay. You love it. And I can see you gloating under that sweet chagrin of yours. You’re a creature of impulse, of imagination and great theatre and this was your finest hour. However, now that we’re home again, that theatre is in my hands to author. You’ll sit back and let the curtain open and the curtain fall. And I can assure you, your next few months will be nothing like you’ve ever had before.”


  “Months,” she gasped.


  “Maybe years,” he confirmed. “You won’t know where your life will spin out next, within whose hands you’ll spend you next dark hour. You’ll hardly be able to come up for air. I promise you, you will feel loved in all the ways that make your loins sing and your heart glad. You think we’ve already shared the darkness of our souls, you’ll think again, dear one, because, I promise, we’ve just begun the show.”
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  With Ropes, Cuffs & Tenderness - The “street-wise” though naive Franny wants a journey into sexual darkness. Jack’s reluctant to take her. But the steamy sensuality between the two cannot be ignored, and neither can the power of their mutual desires. To their amazement, as the would-be submissive and the unwavering dominant risk everything to explore the frightening territory of Franny’s sexual lust, they find a remarkable love they never expected. Rough, raw, but gentle around the edges, this stunning “No Holds Barred” novel includes breathtaking BONDAGE, discipline, anal sex, female bisexuality and much more.


  


  My Darling Jocelyn


  


  A Dominant and His Lusty Lover - The Third Lizbeth novel in the Alexandra Series delves into new territory, as the consummate bachelor, charming dominant, and ruthless disciplinarian, Reggie, finally meets his match in Jocelyn. The sassy woman loves his mastery, yet defies him at every turn, and in the end, chips away the ice that surrounds his loveless heart. Reggie finds that there really is a place at his side for just the right submissive woman.


  With lots of passionate spanking, discipline, and of course Reggie’s fascination for unusual and often anal love play, the compelling dominant takes this challenging woman on the ride of her life, into the world of her fondest dreams. Features return engagements by Alexandra & Will. (bondage & anal sexuality)


  


  Jocelyn & Alexandra


  Two Women Subdued - This next Alexandra novel stands alone as a tribute to the uncommon romance of sexual submission.


  Feeling ignored by their dominant lovers, Jocelyn & Alexandra take off on vacation together only to find themselves indulging in forbidden sexual pleasures. When they return, the two discover that keeping secrets from their lovers is far more difficult than they expected. Someone’s telling Reggie and Will their secrets!


  After turning the tables on a misbehaving maid and getting caught in the middle of their little white lies, the two saucy charmers get their own just desserts for their scandalous conduct. Conniving as always, Reggie and Will delight in tormenting the guilty women with their artful tricks. Brimming with suspense and erotic adventure, this novel take takes some startling twists, resulting in a spellbinding finale. (Includes unique discipline and spanking scenes, anal sexuality, and female bi-sexuality.)
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