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      “It’s about time you brought her home, Nathan. And don’t try to lie to me. I know why you fly out to Chicago every couple of months or so.”

      Even though Nathan Conroy could feel the red starting to crawl over his cheeks, he refused to let the blush out. He narrowed his eyes at Samuel Denison, Marina’s uncle and the guardian of the ranch while the real owner pissed around in Manhattan. Marina had been out of the state for nearly a decade and the Boss Man, as Sam liked to call himself, had decided enough was enough.

      For himself, Nate was getting sick and tired of the endless bitching and the earache it caused.

      Sam really knew how to whine.

      “What do you want me to do, old man?” he bit out, thoroughly pissed off at yet another argument revolving around Marina. “Hog tie her and bundle her on to the plane? You’ve never managed to get her out here full-time, so what makes you think I can?”

      Samuel snorted. “That log between your legs has to be for more than just denting your pants. Get her back here. Do what you have to do, whatever you need to do to get her home. I’m too old to be looking after this damned place. I never wanted the responsibility when I was younger, so I sure as hell don’t want it now.

      “She’s had ten years of freedom. Now it’s time for her to get her ass over here and sort this place out.” He nodded stoutly, sure in his words as though it were God himself who’d decreed them. “Anyway, my research has just come back from the committee. I’m up for swag in Sweden. I might need to fly over there for the ceremony.”

      Only here could the Nobel Prize be dismissed as something to collect. Or a free air ticket to Sweden. These guys collected awards like they were baseball cards.

      “If you know why I go to Chicago, you’ll also know I’ve been making the damned trip for nearly five years. In all that time, Marina has never wanted to come back. What makes you think she’ll change her mind now?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. But you’re out of a job if you can’t get her back home.”

      Nathan glared at the older man. “That threat won’t wash. The community would fall apart without me.”

      “Well, think of them, then. They need a leader. You. They can’t have you if I fire your ass. They need the real head of this place, too. Christ, how Marina can stand to be away from Blue Ridge is beyond me.” The old man shivered, his revulsion at the city where Marina lived was a palpable thing. “No, that place is no good for her. She needs to be home and she needs to take control of the community. I’m too old for the weird shit that’s been going on down here.”

      Nathan had to withhold a snort. Samuel certainly had a way with words. A weird mixture of modern slang and old-fashioned jargon. Anything from being down with the kids to refusing to be a Big Daddy, a.k.a old person, he would and could butcher the best of phrases.

      In this instance, by weird shit, Samuel meant homosexual relationships between some of the members of the community. As of July, they had fourteen same-sex couples. That was fourteen too many for Sam’s liking, but then, the old bastard belonged in the Old West, not in the new millennium.

      Marina wasn’t likely to condemn the members of the commune who had come out, so what changes Sam thought she’d implement, Nathan didn’t know.

      He didn’t say that, though. It wasn’t worth wasting his breath. With the bit between his teeth, Sam could be worse than a yet-to-be-broken-in yearling.

      Samuel sat back in his old leather desk chair. It creaked under his substantial weight; most of it centered about his gut, as he leaned further back and settled his legs atop the desk. “No. She has to take care of the breeding program. I’m too old for that shit.”

      On a ranch, the breeding program Sam should have been discussing was between the cattle. But not on Blue Ridge. He was talking about the human genetics experiment that had been taking place on this land for the last hundred and twenty years. Ever since Marina’s great, great, great granddaddy had decided the world was full of too many idiots. He’d taken it upon himself to rectify the situation.

      Blue Ridge had been the home to over seven thousand geniuses since its inception. Three hundred currently rested their heads here. Everything from artists to writers, mathematicians to scientists used this place as their base. There were labs and studios, classrooms and writing rooms...Blue Ridge protected each of its members, and only asked that more genius stock should be propagated to ensure the IQ Commune never died out.

      As well as act as unpaid ranch hands on the business that funded the entire project.

      But Samuel was referring to said propagation when he made those comments. Ever since Mark and David, two of the commune’s members, had flown down to LA to get married, and then returned to the ranch, the old man had been concerned. Homophobia was still alive and kicking in these parts. But at Blue Ridge, it was a different variety to the usual kind.

      The older folk tended to be more vocal about their disapproval, but no one ever came to blows. It wasn’t that sort of place. And the problem didn’t stem from their dislike of the idea of two men or two women together. It was the lack of necessary reproductive organs that concerned the older generation. Two men or two women couldn’t have a child. As such, there was talk about a sperm donation service amongst the same sex couples.

      The idea of letting Sam deal with such a delicate situation gave Nate a migraine. His bluntness would do more harm than good. Thankfully, while it concerned Samuel, his focus tended to stray unless he was deep in the throes of a discussion on molecular chemistry.

      Nate scrubbed a hand over his face. Knowing the old bastard was concerned, he muttered, “I’ll see what I can do.” Samuel’s face lit up but he shook his head at the sight. “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      The warning went unheard.

      Samuel smacked his hands together and gleefully rocked back and forth to the squeaks of a complaining desk chair. “You’ll get her back here. Don’t you worry about that. I have faith in you, my boy. You might be from the East, but you’ve proven yourself time and time again.”

      Nathan wasn’t too sure, but he’d given up trying to change the obstinate old goat’s opinions, when his mind was made up. Especially when he’d just been on the receiving end of Sam’s highest compliment. There was nothing better in Sam’s eyes than being from the West.

      Sinking back the shot of brandy Samuel poured him, something he should have realized came with conditions, he left the old man to it. Stalking out of the office, he strode down the darkened hall and up the stairs toward his own quarters.

      He couldn’t deny he’d like Marina to get her ass back home. He was damned tired of making the journey to O’Hare. Chicago was a long way away from Blue Ridge but sad-sap that he was; he’d continue doing it to keep on seeing her.

      Nate had never imagined he’d get entangled with a woman the way he had with Marina; but then, she was unique enough to make a man lose his head. Not that she knew that and not that he intended to tell her.

      No, soft words weren’t his way, and they weren’t Marina’s either. He’d have to scare her to get her back home. He didn’t like the idea of it, but there were plenty of things he didn’t like and still did. Moreover, Sam was right. He was too old to be running the ranch. His ideas were out-moded, and his views were too traditional. Already four families had left the ranch, even though it had been their home and their ancestors’ homes for the last sixty years, because Sam had managed to insult them. Usually over the pettiest of arguments.

      If Marina wanted a home to come back to, then she’d have to see to the messes her guardian created. It was her place, in her blood, but even so, she was unpredictable enough for him to doubt the likelihood of success on this particular mission.

      When he’d first come to Blue Ridge, he’d had an ulterior motive for chancing his luck by applying for a position he wasn’t physically capable of holding. As time passed, his reason for being here diminished, and the reason for that was the woman who had grasped him by the balls the instant she’d sat in front of him at his interview.

      Cool, calm, and collected until their eyes caught and held. Flames had shimmered in the pretty hazel orbs, augmenting the brown so the blue was almost swallowed up in the fire of her desire. And it had been desire. He’d seen it, felt it, and his body had reacted to it.

      They’d been together, off and on, ever since.

      With her back at the ranch, taking control over some parts of the day-to-day management, maybe he’d have time to see to the matters that had brought him here in the first place.

      Who was he kidding?

      He’d never relinquish all control. He’d grown to love this place as much as he loathed it. And any excess energies he had wouldn’t be wasted on solving a twenty-year old mystery. No, it would be focused on fucking Marina until the cold, little bitch turned to fire in his arms again. Until staying in the depths of Montana was no longer a chore for her, but a pleasure.

      As he toed out of his boots, a grin crossed his jaw at the thought of Marina here at the ranch. Every night. His cock stiffened at the prospect and as he kicked out of his jeans, he grabbed his shaft and tugged. If he weren’t on the brink of a visit with Marina, he’d jack off. In four days, he’d have her at his sexual beck and call, and he’d be at hers.

      And she was always as ravenous as he was. That alone was a turn on and enough to have him groaning as he crawled into bed and slipped under the chilly covers. His cock made a tent under the sheet as he laid back, arm behind his head propping him upright.

      He thought of the last time they’d visited, and another smile curved his mouth at the memory of her pert little ass. The caustic but engaging conversation. The attitude that could have arousal revving through his system and his cock hard in zero to two seconds.

      No, he felt no compunction in calling her a bitch, but she was his bitch. Cold, calculating…she was everything he hadn’t realized he wanted in a woman.

      She kept him on his toes, sexually and mentally. She was his equal.

      What that made him, Nate didn’t know.

      A bastard?

      He’d never considered himself as being that; but then, Marina was more than just a bitch. At heart, she was soft.

      Think rock hard dark chocolate with a gooey caramel center. Hard on the outside, the shell brittle, but molten at the center.

      Full of secrets was his lover. He’d long ago promised himself he’d figure out what they were; and now, he had the chance. Marina wasn’t the woman she portrayed to the world. She was something else, he just didn’t know what, and maybe that was why she’d held his attention for far longer than any other woman had.

      She was complex, a puzzle. A riddle wrapped up in slight curves, with breasts that filled his hands to perfection, an ass that didn’t quit, and a pussy that almost burned him as soon as he slipped inside her.

      No, Marina was different. And she was worth fighting for, even if he didn’t know what secret battles he’d have to undertake to win her.

      He pondered the thought as he stared at the ceiling. His eyes drooped and with it, his cock. Before he drifted off to sleep, a thought occurred to him. If he did succeed in getting her back here, then he’d get to climb into her bed every night instead of once in a blue moon.

      No more blue balls. He grinned. Now that idea was one worth fighting for.
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      Well, well, well.

      Who’d a thought it?

      Senator Robert Davison has a cock piercing.

      The eight gauge Prince Albert on the staid fifty-year old’s stubby five-incher was a sight for sore eyes. Or, it would be if I was in the blackmailing business.

      I’d have made a small fortune if that was my game, but who am I kidding? My net worth is currently four million dollars and that isn’t through bribery or blackmail. I wish I could say that I’d earned the money honestly and legally, but I’d be lying.

      It isn’t my fault that prostitution is a misunderstood business. The oldest profession in the book…you’d think people would have come to terms with it by now. However, society’s inability to accept it is the reason I’m in business. And I do love my job.

      A high-pitched squeal cuts through my musings, but there’s nothing odd there. If I received a dollar every time I heard a moan or groan, a whimper or a faint mewl, then I’d probably have four billion dollars in the bank. Not just four million.

      Sniggering a little at the thought, I continue to gaze through the peephole into Jenna McCartney’s quarters. One of my most popular girls, Jenna rakes in nearly thirty thousand dollars a night. Safe to say, she works once a week. And because clients are perverse—and I don’t mean perverted; yes, there is a difference—the fact she only works the one night, means her tips are astronomical. She’s wealthier than me but you couldn’t hope to meet a nicer person. Her bank balance hasn’t changed her nor has her status at Papillon.

      A mother, a good one at that, Jenna epitomizes the old metaphor; salt of the earth. She’d give you her last penny, if you happened to need it. But good, so-called decent folk who wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire, call her a whore.

      As stomach-burning, eye-twitching as that is —the injustice of it could give me an ulcer— Jenna gets the last laugh. Hell, we all do. That the son of a ‘whore’ rubs shoulders with the kids of the nation’s political and business MVPs is a delicious irony we all enjoy.

      I think Jenna enrolled her son at the Pinemount High School on purpose. She’s like that. Anti-authority, even if the guys and gals she fucks for a living are the authority. It floats her boat to dominate them and to be in charge of the powers that be.

      If it wasn’t for me, she probably would be in a backstreet. Giving guys blowjobs for twenty dollars and getting a decent tip for going without a condom. Beaten by her pimp, controlled through her drug addiction, her baby boy left alone to eke out an existence as his mother’s life imploded... Thank God, that is so far from the truth.

      Thanks to me, Jenna is working in a property worth fifteen million bucks, her kid has a nanny and she can afford to send Jeremy—an undeserving brat, if ever there was one—to a snobby school. She has to work one night to pay for one term at that overpriced institution, but it is her choice.

      I’m only here to protect. That’s my role.

      Madam.

      I always get a sick thrill from the title. No one ever calls me it, but the part of me that is akin to Jenna, the anarchist, loves the term.

      Sex is an art form. Few people realize that. Mostly because they’re uptight prudes who think a decent fuck takes place under the duvet in the pitch black.

      Not here. My girls are artists. Only they don’t have to die before they get the recognition they deserve. As well as the paycheck. Hell, their salaries would make most city boys’ eyes water.

      The truth of it is; I’m the worst paid person in the building. I take ten per cent of each girl’s fees, and I have four women working a day, with a team of twenty-four on rotation. If I’m honest, I feel guilty about the ten per cent, but the mortgage on this place is crippling, and I have to make a living too. The girls don’t resent me, in fact, they’re grateful. And I get that. Because of me, they’re earning six to seven figure salaries.

      Something the average ‘whore’ can only dream about.

      I glance over the ten-inch dildo in Jenna’s hand and wince in commiseration. Ouch. Not that the Senator wants my pity. He looks as though he’s about to start drooling with pleasure.

      Shaking my head at the sight, I move on down the passage, knowing that all is safe and well in that particular room. Well, it is for Jenna. Not so much for the Senator.

      But I’m not interested in him. Just Jenna and the rest of my girls’ safety.

      Anna, my assistant, and I take it in turns to wander down this corridor twice an hour. When I bought this floor, all nine thousand square feet of prime residential property, I made it so that all of the rooms were linked by a back passage that I could use to monitor the inhabitants without their knowledge. Not so I could get my kicks, but to protect my girls.

      A small window built into a door on the back wall means I can look in and make sure all is well. If anything non-consensual is going down, and after four years in the trade, I know what is and what isn’t, we intercede.

      And by we, I mean me, charging in there like Dirty Harry on estrogen patches with my nice, big nine-millimeter pistol.

      I have a few high-ranking officers of the law in my little black book, but I prefer to deal with these issues in-house as it were.

      A few men have offered me exorbitant sums to be able to walk down peep-hall, as Anna and I call it. But privacy is part and parcel of the service we offer. Even though it hurt to turn down fifty grand to let a voyeur get his rocks off by peering through a window, I had no choice. I had to think of the money I’d have lost if the guy weren’t a voyeur, but some kind of political spy.

      What goes down in these rooms could make or break the government. We get all sorts here. From the rich to the astronomically powerful. They pay the sums they do to ensure their perversions are kept hushed up. Not once has anyone’s dirty little secret been revealed to the public. And that makes my business a hot commodity.

      It’s been a busy day, a stressful evening, and the night looks set to be just as frantic. Each room is booked until three in the morning; I’m already tired, and it’s just turned midnight.

      Yawning, I wander down to the next room and look through the window. Until I started this gig, until peep-hall existed, I didn’t realize I had voyeuristic tendencies of my own. But I guess most people do, they just don’t have the opportunities I do to get my kicks.

      There’s one girl in particular that does it for me every time. And it isn’t her, although she’s an attractive woman, it’s the service she offers. Known as the ‘Queen of Deep Throat,’ you can guess where Millie’s talent lies.

      Pulling out my cellphone, I flicker through the appointment schedule and a smile hovers over my lips as I notice two things. First, that two doors down, Mike Baylis is with Millie and the entrepreneur has one of the hugest cocks I’ve ever seen. Aside from that, he’s a decent guy. Always pleasant when he pays the bill, and quick to give me punts on the stock market. The very first time I watched, I remember just standing there, feeling like I’d been kicked in the head, wondering where the hell she put all of his cock.

      The second thing to widen my smile, in four days and counting, I’ll be seeing Nathan.

      The thought of watching Mike and knowing that soon I’ll be with Nathan, is enough to have every part of me quivering with hunger.

      There’s a spring to my step as I wander down the hallway, the next rooms to check being the ‘dungeons.’ Anna, my PA, is into the FemDom act more than I am; whereas, I prefer to watch the Dom/sub role-plays.

      Rosalie is one of my most popular girls, and she’s in the Grunge Dungeon.

      There are two BDSM rooms at Papillon; one is all heavy-duty hardware with an industrial edge to the design. Pipes, handcuffs, ropes and rudimentary equipment, where the guy gets off on the more brutal side of the scene. The other is more traditional.

      Leather and whips, PVC, St Andrew’s Crosses…

      The Grunge Dungeon is the former.

      Glancing into the peephole, the first thing to pop into my line of sight is a bright red, and I mean bright—it’s almost glowing—butt. I wince at the sight and cup my own ass in commiseration. The other girl, Jessie, is totally in it for the money. Whereas, Rosalie is a born sub. She gets off on this stuff.

      Her butt is wiggling around as her Dom for the next two hours, a corporate lawyer from downtown with a client list to end all client lists, spanks her with a flogger.

      Faint mewls escape her throat, as she wriggles and writhes. Her hips jerk about in an angular dance to avoid the pain. But Johnson, the attorney, is having none of it.

      Her legs are spread to an uncomfortable degree, something that only adds to the awkwardness of her pain-evasion dance. She’s balancing on the balls of her feet, toes arched off the floor with two heavy-duty cuffs about her ankles and a bar keeping the awkward distance between her thighs. She’s bent over a pole—something that’s almost like a ballet dancer’s barre but five feet away from the wall—at a perfect right angle. With her butt in my direct line of sight, her pussy is too. Rosalie is bare. Smoother than silk. But at the moment, bright-red whip lines mar the silken skin.

      I always feel both turned on and discomforted by these scenes. A part of me wants to bring a halt to the proceedings. How can Rosalie be enjoying this? How can this be anything other than torture? But she has never said her safe word. Not once in the four years of the business being open.

      The dungeons are the only rooms with speakers. We only switch them on when a girl is in there, and only so that we can be aware of her rescinding her consent for whatever shit is going down with the client.

      Anna would send me a message if Rosalie even whispered her safe word—tomato. The speakers are sensitive. They pick up the sound of a footstep. And they cost me a bloody fortune. Worth it, though. A guy had once been on the brink of strangling Jessie, when she managed to squeak out her safe word and we saved her.

      Even with all our security protocols, accidents can and do happen.

      The part of this scene that turns me on is the sheer in-your-face brazenness of it all. As I look, a huge, bright green dildo separates the tender lips of Rosalie’s pussy. Lodged deep inside, with every wiggle and jerk of her hips, it flops about and moves to a rhythm of its own.

      Despite myself, watching Johnson and Rosalie makes my own blood start to heat. At the very start of this venture, I often wondered if I was a pervert. Now I realize, I’m just human. Someone who reacts to blatant visual stimuli and Christ, you’d have to be dead from the waist down not to react.

      Just in front of the neon green vibrator, I can see a piece of clit jewelry dangling down, and before that, two bobbing, weighted balls hang suspended from Rosalie’s breasts. While I never want to be in that position and I really mean that, it’s still a turn on.

      As I watch the jiggling dildo, the wriggling hips of one of my most popular girls, my body urges me into action. My fingers curl into claws in an attempt at self-restraint. I suck in a breath and try to force the feeling away but ultimately fail. I settle for a quick pinch of my nipple, which has budded through my white silk shirt.

      The slight sting makes me wish Nate was here. That I didn’t have to wait what seems like an endless amount of time until I see him again. You’d think after all the sex I see on an hourly basis, I’d get sick of it. But I don’t. If anything, I appreciate it all the more.

      My mouth waters as Johnson releases his cock from the leather cage that is his fly. His big fist wraps around the meaty length of his erection and he jerks it, tugging the foreskin back and forth a few times before he strides over to the barre and ducks underneath.

      I have to look away as he pushes it into Rosalie’s mouth. Not because I’m disgusted, not because I’m revolted, but because my belly is churning and not with sickness.

      Clenching my jaw, I move away from the peephole and force myself to walk down the hall. It’s only because my visit with Nate is so close that I’m feeling this way. Still, it’s damned hard to walk away.

      Cell in hand, I type out a text.

      Nate isn’t really one for mobile technology. For the most part, he leaves his cell uncharged and on the top of his dresser with his loose change. Still, he turns it on every day, because he knows I send him messages.

      Wish you were here, Nate. I’ve got an itch only you can scratch. M x

      I leave it semi PG-rated. I’m not one for dirty talk, even if I wish that wasn’t the case. Writing dirty is even harder, so I keep it clean and send the text.

      It’s an understatement saying that I wish he was here. I’ve really missed him these last few months.

      Usually, I get on with my life and he with his. We do our thing, and then meet up every so often. We’re both happy to do that. But it’s been tough recently. I want to talk, want to connect. I can’t help but question what’s changing.

      What’s different about these last three months to the other times in our five-year-long, long distance relationship…?

      I wish I had the answer.

      I dislike change where my love life is concerned.

      Grumbling, I head down to the next peephole and look through. After spotting Eloise sitting on her lonesome, I close the peephole and open the door.

      “What’s up, Lou?”

      Most of the rooms are styled in the minimalistic way. All harsh, linear edges, but some, like this one, are uniquely decorated. I wanted this to be all soft femininity, and it’s very popular with our female guests.

      Think creamy pastels with floral-patterned wallpapers and soft furnishings. Lou is laying on the comforter, fully dressed, legs crossed at the ankle, back propped against the cushioned headrest, and she’s filing her nails.

      Her eyes dart up to meet mine and she smiles in greeting. “Client had to dash off. Emergency meeting.”

      “Not bad. You get the fee without having to do a damned thing.”

      Her smile widens into a grin. “Yep. I’d have a nap, but it would mean having to change afterward and re-do my make-up. I can’t be bothered.”

      Wandering over to the bed, I perch on the side but lean back on my hands to stare out into Manhattan’s midnight skyline. A view perfectly framed by thick, swathes of fabric surrounding a picture window. “Don’t blame you. Who’s your next client?”

      I don’t need to look at her to see her smug grin. “David Asprey.”

      I blow out a low whistle. “Someone’s in for a huge tip.”

      “Ha, that isn’t the only thing. He likes his girls to get off.”

      “Too much information, Lou,” I tease and turn to wink at her.

      She sticks out her tongue. “The day we can shock you, Marina, is a day the world will end.”

      “Well, that’s some statement. I’m sure there’s some shit that could shock me.”

      “I can’t imagine what that might be.” She leans forward and grabs my shoulder. “I meant to ask you earlier, but I forgot. I need to get to class next Wednesday and I have two appointments booked.”

      “Okay, I’ll rearrange the schedule. Were they special requests?” Sometimes clients request a certain girl. Rescheduling could be a bitch.

      “No. But it’s my day and Anna told me two had booked in.” Most clients visit on an appointment only basis because they want a specific girl. Sometimes, they book, wanting potluck on whichever woman they’d get. Every shift, a different woman accommodates the non-specified bookings.

      “No worries, I’ll sort it. Exam?” I ask, cautiously. Eloise is one of the girls currently working toward a Masters in Botany, but this year things haven’t been so good on the education-front. Lou is having an affair with her professor, and Anna says it’s getting serious.

      Either she’ll have to end the relationship, or admit what she does for a living.

      These last few weeks, Eloise hasn’t been happy so Anna and I aren’t sure which route she selected. Neither path has a tendency to end happily.

      She snorts. “During the summer break?”

      “How the hell do I know, Lou?” I shrug. “Why do you need time off for class, if class has broken up until September?”

      “I failed my last set of exams. I need extra tuition.”

      “Okay.” My reply is non-judgmental, unquestioning.

      “Just like that?” She shakes her head. “Even after all these years, you surprise the hell out of me, Marina.”

      I turn to her with a smile. “It’s why you all love me.”

      She squeezes my shoulder. “We do. We probably don’t thank you enough for letting us get away with murder.”

      “No, I have a hard life, don’t I? Shepherding you all about.” Her squeeze turns into a light punch, and with a laugh, I stand. For a second I stare down at her then murmur softly, “If this thing with the professor doesn’t work out, Lou, you know I’m here, right?”

      Her smile disappears and for a minute, the twenty-five year old woman looks fifteen. She’s a beauty. All blond hair, big blue eyes, and a figure that could be too thin, but she wafts around like a fairy. Her delicacy is one of the reasons she’s popular with clients.

      She shouldn’t have to sell her body for a living. She shouldn’t have to consider breaking off a relationship with a decent guy because of her past and what she's had to do to survive. But that’s life. And those are the hands it deals us.

      Doesn’t make it fair, though.

      “Thanks, Marina.” Her eyes drop down to look at her lap for a second, her teeth start nibbling her bottom lip. “I told him what I do.”

      Despite myself, I’m shocked. It’s a rare occurrence to share the truth of the profession with a man. It means the relationship was a hell of a lot more serious than Lou let on.

      From her face, I gather it didn’t go well. I take another seat and turn to her. “If you need to talk…” I break off, not wanting to pry into a difficult situation. I know what it feels like to put hopes, dreams, and aspirations into a guy, then for life to come and blow them away as though they were autumn leaves in a faint breeze.

      “He wouldn’t talk to me for a few weeks, and now he’s on the reformation deal.” She sucks in a quivery breath, an inhalation so deep her whole body rattles with it. I’ve never seen Eloise so torn up by a guy. More often than not, she gets excited over a new trinket she has bought. Not a boyfriend. He, whoever he is, the Professor, is special.

      That in itself is a miracle.

      My girls have seen and done too much to trust men easily. The Professor is a lucky bastard. He just needs to realize it.

      I pull a face at her comment and sigh. “They always want to reform. It’s instinct, honey.”

      “I know.” She studies her nails this time. Choosing to look at anything but me.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Rolling my eyes at her, I mock, “I know, I don’t know…that’s not my Eloise. If you want out, don’t worry about Papillon or letting me down. It’s your life, honey. You have to grab the happiness it offers you. The opportunities are few and far between.”

      Her eyes finally bridge mine, and there’s a soft understanding there. A few girls know about my past, and Eloise is one of them. She knows about Jimmy. About his cancer. About the rushed marriage, our parents agreed to, knowing that it would end badly, but still supporting our decision to be man and wife when the end came.

      Lou lifts a hand toward me for me to catch. “It was the anniversary a few weeks ago, wasn’t it? Twelve years, right? We all knew, but we didn’t want to say anything. Didn’t want to upset you.”

      And like that, the difference all makes sense.

      For the last twelve years, I’ve mourned Jimmy’s passing. As though it were yesterday and not more than a decade.

      But not this year.

      This year, I just got on with it. Like it was any other day.

      The realization has a sharp pain splicing through my stomach.

      “Thanks, Lou. And yeah. Twelve years.” I nod; my head won’t stop the rocking motion for a few seconds. Almost as though it’s soothing my muddled senses.

      How have twelve years passed since I last saw Jimmy, and yet, I didn’t even mourn him on the day of his death? I try to think, try to remember if I even thought of him that day. If he crossed my mind at all.

      That I can’t say a definite yes or no has me feeling sick.

      “If he’s worthy of you, honey, then do what you have to do. Tell me if you need some time off, whatever, I’ll rearrange it.”

      Before she can reply, I stalk out of the room, ignoring her concerned shout. My ears aren’t working, my mind isn’t fully functioning. As soon as I’m outside, I press my back to the wall and let it support me.

      Before I have a chance to get my head around the revelation that my memories of Jimmy, his importance in my life, are taking a back seat to my desire of being with Nate, my cellphone buzzes. The slight vibration makes my hand tingle and jolts me from my thoughts.

      “Peeping, Anna.”

      That’s code for, ‘I can’t talk. I’m peering into the in-use rooms to make sure all is safe and well.’

      “The Russians sent another message.”

      Just what I need.
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      Shit.

      There’s always something else to dampen your day. Or in this case, year. A serpent in my paradise, the local Russian mob has made it their business to try and buy me out of this lucrative little set up I’m running. No is not an answer they appreciate.

      In fact, appreciate is the wrong word. They’re deaf to any response they don’t want to hear.

      My teeth grind down to the point of pain, but I hiss out, “There in two secs.”

      These guys have always been a nuisance, but they’re getting worse. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m starting to get scared.

      Fear isn’t an emotion I’m used to experiencing. It isn’t in my nature to be frightened of anything. I was bred to be strong, independent, and fearless. My genes wouldn’t allow me to be anything other than bull-headed and take-charge.

      So, to be on the other end of the scale, to feel as though I’m being herded in a particular direction, doesn’t make me a happy camper. In fact, it pisses me off. But there’s nothing I can do, just wait and see what goes down.

      Accustomed to controlling my world, waiting around feels like another nail in Papillon’s coffin. Something that can only be deemed as appropriate, considering I received my first threat two days ago.

      The situation is rapidly spinning out of control and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.

      My footsteps are heavy thumps, not the quiet whispers they should be as I retreat from peep-hall toward the outer offices. I’m hard-pressed not to slam the door, but training stops me. We sell fantasies here at Papillon, and bouts of adolescent door-slamming and foot-stamping are not part of that package.

      What a shame.

      My office is large, more of a sitting room than anything else, with all the comforts of home, because this is where I live.

      It’s split into two parts. One part is the work area. A large oval walnut desk occupies half of the space, ridged at the back and raised so that there are five compartments running along the outer rim of the table. Behind it is a custom-made ergonomic chair that looks like it belongs back in Regency England without the spine trauma. It cost a fortune, but it’s comfortable thanks to modern technology, and fits in with my decor. An old-fashioned filing cabinet, one that took me an age to track down in an antique store, is to the left of the desk.

      The only thing that spoils the ‘old world’ air about my office is the computer perched atop the desk. It’s a necessary evil; otherwise, I’d do without it.

      The remainder of the room is more relaxed. One wall is just a huge bookcase. Loaded down with old and new titles, some of the spines have yet to be broken in.

      Most of the newer additions were written by Mona’s gay one-night stand. Ever since she told us about him, I’ve been dying of curiosity. Who was it that said writers imbue themselves into their work? I don’t know, but I believe it to be true.

      Two days ago, I had Anna, my assistant, go out and buy his back list. I don’t do electronic books. I prefer the solid weight of a tome in my hands, the smell of the paper as it bristles under my touch. In many ways, I’m a traditionalist. Don’t let the fact I’m a madam convince you otherwise.

      A large cream daybed, queen size, packed with huge down-pillows and soft, cashmere throws to snuggle under sits in another corner. Opposite, there’s a sixty-inch plasma screen. And that is where my attention is grasped as though the screen’s contents are magnetic, and my eyes can do nothing else but answer that magnetized pull.

      Had I not been issued a threat the other day, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it.

      The burning building on the screen shouldn’t have grabbed my attention. Sad as it is, these things happen and in a cramped city like this one, the statistics aren’t pretty.

      So what is it that makes this building special?

      Because it is.

      I stare at the crumbling walls, half of the entire building caught in the flames and made derelict. And then, it clicks.

      I’ve been there.

      Two hours ago.

      It’s Mona’s place.

      A hard fist grapples my stomach, and my guts feel as though a grenade has just detonated inside of me.

      I don’t know how long it took to reach this state, but the knowledge that a call from Simone’s work was the only thing to save Mona, Eddie, and myself from the conflagration has sweat beading my brow.

      My eyes burn with the ferocity of the flames, something that my television duplicates to a nauseating clarity. The more I stare, the sicker I feel. It’s definitely Mona’s place. I’m not wrong. No amount of wishful thinking will let me lie to myself. I recognize the crappy façade, the even crappier neighborhood. Had Mona not been such a pain in the ass stickler, so proud and self-reliant, I’d have forced her out of that area. Helped her to move in somewhere decent. But stubborn doesn’t describe my friend.

      I can only thank God for that call. Whoever the inconsiderate bastard was, contacting a cleaner for a commission at 9:10 PM in the evening, they have my gratitude.

      This is a message. The thought whispers through my brain and I mutter, “This is the message from the Russians, isn’t it?”

      My fingers curl in on themselves, the sharp points of my nails dig down into soft flesh. But the slight pain is good. It eases my internal agony.

      I turn towards Anna, every part of me beseeching her to tell me I’m wrong, that this is just a horrific accident. But the grim twist to her mouth speaks louder than words.

      “What did they say?”

      Anna’s voice is a whisper. “Burn, baby, burn.”

      A cry escapes me and I shove my fist against my lips to stem it. It’s inconceivable that such annihilation could be captioned in such a blasé way.

      And there you have the reason why I will not sell to the fucking mafia. Lives, people, they’re expendable. Nothing more than a business commodity that can be used and abused, and when the entity is no longer a viable product, then it can be easily discarded.

      They don’t care that I’ve built up relationships with these women, my staff. They don’t give a shit about my girls.

      Me? I care. I know these women’s children. I know Jessie has a grandmother dying of cancer in a hospice. I know Parvati has family back in India, who have no idea what she does for a living, and if they did, they’d disown her in an instant. But they rely upon every cent she sends back to them.

      Do the Russians know all that?

      No, and they don’t care either.

      It’s hard to breathe. I feel light-headed, glassy-eyed. Guilt passes through my blood with the velocity of white water rapids.

      It’s amazing to think twenty-five minutes ago, arousal was swirling through me. Followed swiftly by the sense of loss, of being lost. Now, I just feel frightened. I hate admitting to such a weakness, but it’s there too.

      Mona and Edwina are more than friends to me. They’re more than sisters. If Mona has been targeted, then Eddie will be next.

      But I can’t sell to the mob. I can’t.

      Neither can I disband this operation, because if I do, the girls will have lost their income. I’d hope they have the foresight to create nest eggs, but it’s a futile wish.

      Eloise has her college tuition to pay for and Britney can’t let two months pass without changing her cellphone.

      The weight of the world settles on my shoulders as I stagger over to the daybed. I sit; the feathers part to cushion my weight in a welcoming embrace. However, through it all, after Anna’s confirmation, my attention returns to the fire.

      Footsteps alert me to my PA’s presence. As she sits down, her weight atop the cushion jostles me a little, and she brings an arm around my shoulders to comfort me further. She squeezes and the scent of her flowery perfume, subtle yet strangely powerful—an oxymoron, I know—fills my nostrils. I lift a hand and clasp my fingers in hers, holding tightly like a child hugging a teddy bear after awakening from a nightmare.

      Anna has been with me since the beginning. A friend, a colleague, and an adviser. Too old to be on the game; but one who has the experience that I didn’t have at the start, she’s been a fountain of wisdom. Without her, this operation wouldn’t be so successful.

      She’s more than just a PA. She’s my right hand woman.

      “What do I do, Anna?” I hate that my lips are quivering, emotion making them tremble. Making me shiver and shake in her hold.

      Nausea returns at the ceaseless burning of Mona and her neighbors’ homes. The flames lick the sky. Arching upward to caress the stars. Wind has them flickering in fury, and the furious flow of water from the firefighters’ hoses can’t seem to keep up with the inner rage of the blaze. And it’s all because of me. This destruction rests on my soul, because I will not sell to the mob. I won’t give them what they want, and like spoiled brats, they’ve decided to play mean.

      It’s a ridiculous time to feel this way, but I’m so tired. I feel as though it’s a million years since I last slept. A part of me wishes this were just a bad dream. That I could wake up after eight hours on this daybed, stretch and feel relief that it is all just a nightmare. That Mona’s building is as crappy as ever, falling to pieces. Not because of a fire, simply because it was never maintained, and that the mob wasn’t scratching at my door, wanting a piece of the tasty pie that is my business.

      But this is reality.

      Hard reality.

      “Tell me, Anna? What do I do?”

      Her sigh is heartfelt. She shares my pain and horror at the destruction these men are willing to commit in order to get their hands on Papillon. She feels for me.

      “You can’t sell to them. You’ve been too good to the girls, Marina. They’re used to you and the way you work. As soon as they come in, they’ll change the structure of the business, and the girls will become expendable.”

      “But if I close the doors, they’ll just go elsewhere. Maybe somewhere that won’t look after them the way I do.”

      “Yeah, but that’s their choice. They decide where they’ll be going and a few of them will probably give it up anyway. If you close the doors, they have a choice about their future. As soon as the mob gets involved, their lives are endangered.”

      She tightens her hand about mine. “This place you’ve created, Marina, it’s a haven for women like us. It’s unbeatable. What you charge, the rates and the clientele you’ve enabled the girls to have, they can go private. It’s only because you’re so fair, and they love you, that they haven’t already. This place is glued together by you. You’re what keeps us all here. Without you, they’ll go their own way.

      “It’s sad, but sadness is preferable to being shepherded off to the Russian mob.”

      “But won’t they just come after us if we close down?”

      “Undoubtedly. But we can hide. They can’t tout the clients, because they don’t know who they are. They might have an idea, but I think that’s why the mob wants in anyway. You have some A-class clients, Marina. State secrets, with the right woman…pillow talk has caused many a downfall for a lot of businessmen and politicians. And why not make it treason?” She sighs. “I don’t think you have a choice, honey.”

      “And the girls won’t mind?”

      “Of course, they will. They’ll miss you. Just like I will. But safety is always the priority.”

      The idea of giving up four years of my life is an abomination. So is conceding defeat. But with the evidence before me, of what these guys are capable of, I know Anna is right.

      “When do I close the doors?”

      “Tonight. When the last customer goes, that has to be it. The last time. We’ll have to leave.”

      “I can’t leave. I have a mortgage on this place.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t stay. What if they decide to torch this place too? Then you’ll die. At least if you’re out of here and they do set fire to this place, you have insurance. You can afford for that to happen. You can’t afford to put your life in danger. You have to get out of town. We all do. We need to expect retaliation, Marina.”

      I want to refuse and completely reject Anna’s words, but I know I can’t. It seems incredible that this is the end. I look around the place I’ve called home for nearly half a decade, and my heart shrivels a little at the idea of having to leave.

      I’m happy here. It’s an unorthodox situation, an even weirder business to have established, but it suits me. And I enjoy it. It’s surprisingly fruitful, and I am needed, too.

      Jenna was the first prostitute I’d ever met. And I mean ever. In Mona’s building of all places, the one currently being eaten alive by starving flames.

      I met her after a visit to Mona’s. Jenna was beaten up pretty badly. Her eyes swollen, puffy and bruised. Her lips bleeding, her nose a raw wound. She walked with a gait that said her ribs were likely fractured or broken. Her arms wrapped around herself as though that would stop the agony. I’ve fallen off a horse way too many times to count and hobbled around just like Jenna had that day.

      Mona had just moved in, and I was helping her unpack, as well as trying to convince her she couldn’t live in the dump of a building she’d rented. But after her divorce, that shack was all she could afford, and she wouldn’t accept money from either Eddie or myself.

      We didn’t know the lift was broken, because the crappy furniture came with the rental, so I stood outside the elevator waiting for it to arrive when Jenna stumbled past me on her way to the stairs.

      Her voice was filled with pain as she whispered, “The elevator’s always broken. You have to take the stairs.”

      I was taken aback at the extent of her injuries. She was battered. I’d never seen such wounds. And back at my family’s ranch, I saw guys chewed up by bulls. The ferocity of the attack the woman endured beggared belief. I wanted to say something, do something, but what could I have done? Save gawk at her?

      I made my way to the stairs, my step almost three times faster than hers and passed two floors when I heard a cry. It was a weak mewl, and I might not have heard it; but I did, and I knew it was her. I ran back up the stairs, hoping to be of help, thinking she’d hurt herself again.

      New York isn’t a place where neighborly aid is frequently offered. But I’m not from New York, I’m Montana born and bred. Help thy neighbor is a way of life, not something you pick and choose to dole out.

      I made my way back to her and found a man standing over her, his leg arched back at an odd angle, and I could see he was on the brink of kicking her in the gut.

      My arrival shocked him and he was standing there, like a dumbass, as though frozen to the spot. I used his hesitation against him.

      Jerking my arm back, I shot the edge of my wrist upward and broke his nose.

      Blood gushed out. His screams filled the landing. Literally gurgling with blood, he spat some of the liquid at me as he snapped, “You bitch.”

      I went at him again, with the same move, and this time, the pain of it had him tilting backward and slamming into the floor. Luckily, a foot or so away from Jenna’s trembling body.

      “Is this your boyfriend?” I’d asked, bending down to help her up.

      It took all of my strength to get her back on her feet. Any time she placed pressure on her bones, her eyes grew dazed, as though she was on the edge of consciousness. It seemed as though she was just mere seconds away from fainting.

      By the time I got her standing, she managed to grit out, “Yes. He’s my boyfriend. And yes, he’s the reason I’m like this. T-thank you for coming to help me.”

      We made it down the six flights of stairs to the first floor without any incidents and without another word spoken between us until I led her outside and asked her if she wanted to go to a doctor’s clinic. To which she shook her head and mumbled, “I can’t afford it.”

      I’d refused to take notice, knowing that she needed medical attention. After forcing her into a cab, I directed the driver to take us to the nearest clinic. I sat with her for hours in a smelly waiting room, filled with bawling babies, red in the face from the fury of whatever was wrong with them. Their bedraggled and exhausted mothers bouncing them on their knees, as they hoped it would stop the endless tears. Some of the patients sat slumped in their seats as they slept off their ‘drunk.’ Others stood, jittery, shaking, waiting for their next fix.

      The receptionist looked at Jenna as though she was a turd and spying that, I wondered if she was more than just a battered girlfriend, and I couldn't help but ask if her boyfriend was also her pimp. I could have minded my own business, probably should have, but the question burned a hole in my tongue, and I needed to know.

      The humiliation on her face as she’d nodded would never leave me. Somehow, that made it easier to hand over my credit card for covering the treatment. After the six hour wait for her to be patched up properly, I helped her back to my place.

      Helping thy neighbor might have been bred into me over childhood, but it never crossed my mind that I could have placed myself in danger by inviting her into my home.

      She might have been a thief or a junkie, willing to do anything to get her next dose of whatever drug she used to numb the pain of her reality.

      But I had faith in her and she hadn’t let me down. She repaid my kindness by doing nothing to prove that I was unwise to trust her.

      Slowly, we became friends, and then roommates when my old one moved out. I managed to cover the rent, just and Jenna, during her convalescence, took to caring for the apartment. She cooked, cleaned, and looked after me. When she managed to get herself back on her feet and needed to start earning money again, knowing what that meant, I told her I’d do what I could to help her and that she could keep on living with me.

      Neither of us imagined it would mean establishing a brothel of my own, in the flat that had been my home ever since I moved from Montana to the Big Apple.

      Even now, I don’t know how it all started. It just did. Without much planning, everything came into being.

      Suddenly, I became a halfway house for girls who’d been beaten by their pimps. Gradually, my staff was complete. All of them grateful for what I’d done for them because I paid their medical bills without complaint, even though it put me in debt.

      Eventually, when they returned to their pimps, the meager earnings they managed to save, came to me to pay for their medical care. Not one of them let me down.

      The turning point was when Lou, somebody who came to me with a broken collarbone the first time, came to me again, but with a punctured lung that was minutes away from killing her.

      Somehow, she managed to stagger to my place. I don’t know how she did it. It was a medical marvel, but she thought of me as her safety, as a haven, and she used her last ounce of strength to get to me.

      At that point, I knew I had to do something, and I guess that’s why I became what I’ve become.

      I feel no shame in it. I’m proud of the lives I’ve managed to save.

      People probably judge me for my choices. They might say I should have encouraged them to take a different path, to get out of this line of work and I did that. Just not in a direct way.

      You can’t change someone unless they want to be changed. And when I met these women, selling their bodies for a wage was the only thing they knew how to do.

      Asking or pleading with them to stop seemed like an alien prospect when it was all they felt they were capable of.

      As with Eloise, over the years, I encouraged them to take classes. To take part in adult education and help them get the basics they need to take the steps out of this way of life.

      I accommodate classes and exams and study time. Do what I can to ensure they have something else to support them, teach them they don’t have to just lie on their backs because that was all they were capable of before.

      Now, maybe my fledglings are ready to fly.

      That they’ll fly alone and I won’t be there to watch them succeed makes tears burn the backs of my eyes.

      It doesn’t matter that I’m the same age as these women, that Jenna is a year older than me, I’m the leader. Their mother hen.

      I say as much to Anna. “They rely on me. I can’t just leave them.”

      “They’ll have to do without, honey. They’ll understand your situation and they won’t want you to be in any danger. They’ll be able to cope because you’ve given them the means to cope. You’re not throwing them out without a penny to their names.

      “Even Jade, who flitters her wages on stupid bags; she could sell them and use the money to support herself. They’re not the women they once were. They can take responsibility for themselves. We’re talking life and death here. The girls will understand.”

      “How will I tell them?”

      “Just tell them the truth. That’s the least you can do, and as soon as they know why, they’ll understand what you have to do. Before you, their lives were filled with danger. They’re out of practice because you provided them with safety, but they know you’ll have to hide out.”

      Scrubbing a hand over my face, I nod, knowing that once again, she’s right. That doesn’t make it better. It’s so unfair.

      “What will you do?” I whisper, reluctantly coming to terms with the complete shift in my life.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about me, Marina. I’ll be fine. You’ve done good by us all. Thanks to you, we’re all in a position that people like us never reach. You should be proud of yourself for what you’ve accomplished.”

      “I couldn’t have done all of this without you, Anna. You know that, right?”

      I rest my head against our joined hands. If I am the girls’ mother hen, then this woman is mine. She clucks and cossets me, urges me to eat when we’ve been so busy; food has taken a back step. Through it all, she has cared for me and now, after four years of security, although it was of an unusual variety, my life is disappearing about my feet.

      The friendly faces of my staff would no longer be a part of my day. My world is changing, and I don’t like it. Call me stubborn, but I don’t want it to.

      My voice is garbled, a messy mixture of tears and rage and fury all mashed together as I bite out, “I hate them for this. Why did they have to ruin everything?”

      With her free hand, Anna pats my knee. “Sometimes, honey, good things just have to come to an end.”
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      Four days later

      Chicago is a place I love. I’ve come to associate it with Nathan and our dirty weekends together, but now, alone, I hate it.

      The so-called Windy City isn’t windy enough. After surviving New York’s heat wave, to have to endure another one is just bad luck, and I’m pissed off enough without feeling like a mop bucket all the damned time.

      I’ve been here for four days. After I told the girls on staff and asked them to spread the word to the rest of the team, I hopped on to a plane and flew to O’Hare. The idea of having to tell twenty women the sad truth was too much, especially after I shared it with Eloise, Millie, Rosalie, and Jenna. That had been torture in itself. I’ve never cried so much in my life. My ribs are bruised from being hugged so many times.

      No, I couldn’t have stood telling all of my girls. Not in person. I called them, wished them well, and told them I’m always here for them, if they ever need me. But times are changing, the world will go on, and we’ll drift apart. It’s that, more than anything that saddens me.

      On top of that bundle of misery, Mona is pissed off at me. And I’m talking mega annoyed.  Not for the reason she deserves to hate me either. She doesn’t know it’s my fault her home is no more. The instant I registered in the hotel Nathan and I always use, I called her. When she’d asked if she could stay at mine, I’d had no choice but to refuse.

      Christ, my friends don’t even know what I do for a living. I live on-site at Papillon; she couldn’t have stayed there anyway, but now? After her place is destroyed thanks to the business associates from hell, the last thing she needs is to be anywhere near me.

      I can handle her sulking, so long as she’s safe.

      I can only hope to God she’s not picking up because her cell is switched off. Not because the Russians have her.

      The thought sends chills down my spine and I grab my cell and press the speed dial for Eddie’s phone.

      When she picks up, her cultured voice barrels down the line in what Mona and I call her sexy secretary tone. The instant it hits my eardrum, I’m filled with relief. If Eddie’s safe, it’s likely Mona is too.

      “Handel & Bros Corporation, this is Edwina speaking. How may I be of assistance?”

      Up until now, I haven’t told Eddie that I’m out of town. Hell, that I’m out of state. I have to eventually. Either that, or tell her I’m going back home for a while… It wouldn’t be a lie. That’s where I intend on going. As soon as Nathan gets here, I want him to take me back to the ranch.

      I don’t need to wait for him. It’s my bloody ranch, after all. But I want to talk things through with him. I need to tell him the truth. Papillon has been a huge secret. One I’ve never shared with anyone. I need to tell him the truth, need him to advise me.

      Nathan is used to danger. He was a filmmaker in his past life. Not staid Hollywood movies, but award-winning documentaries. His topic had been Man. Man at play, Man in the jungle, Man in the tundra. He completed about twenty such documentaries, when he settled on Man at war, Man of war and Pirate at Sea. He survived Man at war and of war, but with Pirate at Sea, fate turned against him.

      Caught up in a firefight between Somali pirates and the Combined Task force sent to protect the shores from piracy of which the US was a member, the battle deteriorated into explosives being blasted when the Somalis had tried to capture the US vessel. Twelve pirates lost their lives, some of the crew from the destroyer on which Nate was posted also died, but Nathan lost his right arm. He’d nearly lost the left, and had returned to the US in a blaze of outraged publicity.

      Not that I was aware of him at the time. Current events interest me, but I think I’d need anti-depressants if I read the papers every single day. It’s just too glum and I prefer to think positively. So, when I met him, not only had I not been aware of who he is, I didn’t realize he’d lost an arm the year before.

      That’s the kind of guy Nate is, though. Strong. So strong that he can take the weight of the world on his shoulders and not break his back.

      And I need that strength, more than I’ve ever needed anything before.

      The ranch that belongs to my family is no ordinary ranch. Sure, we’re like most in that we have nearly four thousand head of cattle. But the cattle side of the operation isn’t all that goes down there. It’s a side juncture. It funds the experiments that go on at the ranch, backs the entire community of the three-hundred strong population that live on-site.

      I need him to advise me. I need him to tell me my people will be safe if I return home. For good. It’s unusual for me to ask. Normally, I just do. I guess that’s arrogant, but I’m a product of my environment. My parents didn’t raise me to be meek. I take charge and act. In this instance, I can’t if I’m going to put people’s lives on the line.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?” Edwina mutters again, and I can hear the beeps as she presses some buttons, obviously wondering if she connected the call correctly.

      Jolted from my thoughts, I sigh. “It’s me, Eddie. Everything okay with you?”

      She isn’t to know that question is double-sided.

      Yeah, I want to know if she’s fine, but I also want to know if a gang of Russian mobsters are ringing her doorbell.

      I can only hope to God the women, who are like sisters to me, won’t be affected by the mess I’ve made of my life.

      “Marina?” she snaps. “You know not to call me at work.”

      Ever the efficient PA, Eddie has rules she likes to abide by. I’m not sure why, because I think she’s screwing her boss and he’d probably let her get away with blue murder to get between her legs.

      That sounds horrible, but Eddie is one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. She could grace magazine covers, she’s that hot. Instead, she’s behind a desk. A snazzy desk, granted. Her boss is one powerful bastard, but still…with her looks, she should be behind a camera lens.

      That’s the way the cookie crumbles, I guess.

      Mona’s the same. She shouldn’t be a cleaner. She doesn’t have Eddie’s beauty, because those kinds of looks are a rarity, but Mona is gorgeous in her own way. She’s one of those women with curves on top of her curves on top of her curves. Unlike scrawny old me, Mona has a killer ass. That ass is wasted in her cleaner’s pinafore.

      I’m not exactly the ugly one of the group, but I sit a little in my friends’ shadows.

      My hair is my best feature. Chestnut brown, it has golden streaks throughout the shoulder-length strands and in certain lights, can appear almost auburn.

      With eyes the same color but made hazel with hints of green and teal, and skin a pale shade of honey, I’m one of those All-American girls.

      All cheerleading, science-fair award winning, Prom Queen-ites.

      I’m enough to make most people sick.

      “Look, I need to make sure you’re alright. And to tell you something,” I reply in answer to her pissed off snap.

      I place the phone on speaker and set it on the table beside me. I cross my arms over my chest and cup my elbows with my hands. The self-comforting gesture isn’t lost on me. I need all the comfort I can get.

      “What? Make it quick, you know I hate taking personal time when I’m at work.”

      “Has Mona called you since the fire happened?”

      Her sigh is brisk. “No. I hate to say it, but she’s being a brat. It’s unlike her, but I guess having your house burned down is likely to make anyone disgruntled.” One of Eddie’s parents was British. She lived in the UK for a few years as a teenager and sometimes, she comes out with weird-ass phrases.

      “She deserves her sulks, considering neither of us took her in. I still feel guilty about that, but I’m in Chicago. It’s not like I could get the keys to her.” Loosening the grip of one hand from about my elbows, I rub my temples with my thumb and index finger. An ache has gathered there, and I pull my hair free from the plait I’d styled it in that morning to let it loose about my shoulders. The ache doesn’t abate all that much, but there’s a slight release of tension and any is better than nothing at all.

      There’s silence on the other end of the line. “Since when are you in Chicago?”

      Yeah, I slotted that in on purpose. “Since that night,” I lie. “I got a call from my uncle. He needs me back at the ranch and I’m just waiting for one of the hands to fly over to collect me.”

      “You never told me that before.”

      Now she’s pissed at me. I grin into the receiver. Eddie has this thing about liking to know where we all are. She’s Miss Anal Retentive. Not knowing where Mona is and my being in Chicago is probably twisting her gut like a woman wringing a wet dishcloth.

      “No. I didn’t want to worry you.”

      “So, you lied?” The hiss causes me to wince.

      “Yeah. I know how you freak when I have to fly out of town.” Eddie’s parents were killed in a plane crash ten years ago. At eighteen, she was left with a little sister to care for and her parents’ debts. Those two reasons are why she isn’t in front of a camera, but riding a desk instead.

      The rough exhalation of air into the receiver is telling. “Okay, I’ll forgive you.”

      Eddie is terrified of flying now. She hates when I fly out of state, which I do every few months or so. Both Mona and Eddie think it’s to visit family. They don’t know it’s to hook up with my ranch foreman.

      Chicago is a central point between Manhattan and Blue Ridge Ranch, in the depths of Montana, three hours from Billings, and a rocky thirty minute ride to Sheridan—the heart of the Ruby valley. Nate has a longer trip than I do, but he says I’m worth it.

      The thought of seeing him in a few hours’ time makes my heart start to beat a little faster, but I make sure my voice is normal as I tell her another lie. “I think he’s ill, but he won’t admit it over the phone. I might be there for a while.”

      “That’s okay. You have to be there for him. Just keep in touch. Let me know everything’s fine with you.”

      “Of course, I will, honey. I wish all of this hadn’t happened at the same time as Mona’s apartment building going up like that. She must hate me.”

      “Well, if she hates you, she’ll hate me too.”

      I grimace. “That isn’t much comfort, Eddie.”

      “No, it isn’t. I’m sorry I said it.” She sighs. “I have to go, Marina. Take care of yourself, and thanks for checking in.”

      “Don’t be silly. I know how you worry. Talk later.” Before she can say another word, I disconnect the call and wipe my brow with the back of my hand.

      Not the most ladylike of gestures, but nobody ever called me a lady. I’m a rancher, by nature. Plunked in the Big Apple and city living thanks to the roll of a dice controlled by someone up high.

      Amazing how the death of a husband can make you turn your back on everything you knew and loved and force you on to a completely different path.

      I shrug off the thought, not wanting to think about Jimmy, because even now, twelve years on and forgetting his anniversary, I can still weep at the waste of his life.

      The humidity in the hotel room is hideously cloying, so much so I’ve closed the curtains to stop the sunlight pouring into the suite. Even in what I’m wearing, which isn’t all that much, I’m boiling hot.

      A pair of short-shorts to cover my dignity and a thin camisole top should be keeping my temperature down; instead, perspiration slickens my skin and adds to my discomfort.

      I’ve gone without panties, all so I can get the cheap thrill of the air conditioner wafting up my shorts every time I pass the unit. I’d do without the bra too, but I hate that feeling of the underside of my boobs touching my chest. Especially when I’m sweating like a pig.

      With a sigh, I urge myself to stand and walk over to the window and open it, but it lets more of the damned damp air in, so I shut it again. I must have tried that tactic four times this morning: it never works. You’d think I’d learn.

      I turn to glare at the room, with its queen-sized bed neatly made by the maid, light gold walls dotted with paintings and a small cluster of low lounge seats. A bubble of claustrophobia suddenly bursts in my brain. It’s a pretty prison cell. No matter who the hotel’s brochure lists as the designer, it still feels like jail.

      It’s a luxury suite. Classy, elegant, and it should be for the price it cost me. But the walls feel like they’re closing in. I’ve spoken to two people in person today. The maid, who came in to clean around me, and the porter, who brought me room service.

      I don’t want to leave the hotel. Not for safety, because I think the Russians will be watching me. Simply because there’s nothing I want to see and nowhere I want to go.

      For twelve years, I’ve blocked out Blue Ridge. Tried to pry it out of my memory banks, because just thinking about it and Jimmy, is enough to make me depressed.

      But now that I’ve opened those floodgates, I keep thinking of my home. Where acres of land surround the homestead and I can look for miles and miles and only see the cattle and the clouds roaming overhead. From the front verandah, I can see the cluster of cottages to the east where the IQ Commune is based, but for the rest? There’s a stable, a barn, and not much else.

      In my memories, it’s so vivid; it’s like I only just left. I know there will have been changes. My uncle Samuel—the man I left to look after the place six years back when my father died and mother took off on a hellishly long road trip—moves with the times too well.

      He might be nearing seventy, but he can make radical decisions without really thinking them through. And that is why I hired Nathan.

      After one such decision, Samuel replaced the computer system my parents installed with a more modern version. An act that caused utter chaos down at the ranch.

      Somehow, the steers—male castrated cattle—were classified as intact, meaning they had their balls.

      I had to fly over and calm down the panic. Every single bull had had to be inspected, and that alone was enough to make grown men weep.

      Safe to say, bulls do not appreciate having their junk checked out.

      It was one bout of chaos too many, because Sam had a way of courting trouble. In the end, I advertised for a ranch foreman, and Nathan had answered the ad.

      That, as they say, is that.

      In his interview, I remember him sitting there, gruff and uncomfortable. I learned later on that the accident that tore off his arm only occurred twelve months before.

      He didn’t tell me about his injury at the interview, and I didn’t notice, thanks to a wickedly good prosthetic. He only told me about his ranching background–his granddaddy had owned a ranch, and Nate helped him on it as a teenager, basically managing the business for his aging relative.

      I hired him on the spot. Out of desperation, rather than good sense. Although looking back, it is one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. Even if, after I learned about his disability, it had been a nightmare to sort out the minutiae with the insurance company.

      I ignored the fact that his granddaddy had only three hundred head of cattle, and that in comparison to the four thousand on Blue Ridge, it was like putting David up against Goliath again.

      I ignored the gaping hole in his resume that I later found out was the period of time he worked as a documentary maker.

      Four things swayed me to his cause.

      One, he had minimal experience, but some was better than nothing. The IQ Commune staffed the ranch, but they weren’t dedicated to it like a foreman had to be. The cattle funded the majority of the commune’s expenses, but it took a backseat to each member’s principal occupation. Every day, they worked a shift on the ranch and then returned to their own world. Be it astrophysics or topology. On top of that, he had a pilot’s license.

      Two, he has an IQ of one-forty-eight. Even the ranch foreman has to abide by the same principal rules of the commune and sit for an IQ test, before they could be hired. Getting a guy with that high of an intelligence quotient to man a ranch was like turning pebbles into gold. He sat for the exam without complaint and passed it with flying colors.

      Even when uncle Sam bitched about not needing a nursemaid, he hadn’t been able to say a damned thing about Nate’s IQ.

      Three, he didn’t mind living in the middle of nowhere, while being that aforementioned nursemaid to a loopy uncle, as he oversaw those four-thousand head of cattle and a three-hundred strong commune of erratic, capricious, and unpredictable geniuses.

      Four, he is a hunk.

      An honest-to-God, drool-making machine.

      He has that whole blond thing going on. I don’t normally like blond men, but his hair has so many streaks, I thought he visited a hairstylist. Gold, amber, white, sandy…the word tawny in no way describes the color. I only know he doesn’t dye it; because every time, it’s pretty much the same. Only the season changes it. It darkens in winter and lightens in summer.

      His skin is bronzed by the sun. That day, at his interview, after he sat for the IQ test uncle Sam had given him, I flew down to see if the guy was one of those geniuses who had leaped off the deep end for wanting to work at Blue Ridge as a foreman. His coloring made me sit and stare for a moment. His tan made me wonder if there were any white lines on his body.

      Tiny golden flecks marred the bronzed perfection of his flesh. He was by no means hairy, but they were visible, glinting in the sun.

      Tall, muscled but not heavily so, enough that his limbs had some delineation, visible when his shirt and jacket tightened against his body. He wasn’t stacked, just normal. But very strong. And damned tall. Taller than I am, something I did and still appreciate in a man.

      He wore a pair of slacks and matching sports jacket, the dark brown enhanced his coloring, a cream, open-collared shirt, and a pair of brown leather loafers. He dressed for the city, but that hadn’t bothered me. In fact, my city-slicker sensibilities were appreciative, where my uncle had denigrated him for it.

      The instant my eyes clashed with those moss-green orbs of his, Nathan Conroy had the job. Light gold striations washed out the vibrant green with a color that can only be described as being similar to lightly brewed chamomile tea. Cat’s eyes. He pinned me on the spot that day, and I left the interview wishing he’d pinned me to the table and…

      At the memory, my lips twitch and unsurprisingly, I don’t feel cooler. Turning the air conditioner down another few degrees, I walk the length of the room. I pass a low cabinet sheltering the scavenged mini bar—hey, a girl has to have a midnight feast every now and then— and one of those annoying metal clothes frames as well as a TV suspended on a bracket.  Every time I stride past, the closed curtains swish and let in slivers of light.

      I’m in a weird mood. I can’t deny it. Thoughts of returning to a place I’ve avoided don’t help. Plus, the anticipation of seeing Nathan soon is making me edgy.

      It’s hard, but I make myself go to the bed and sit down. Maybe a nap will take this uneasiness away? Or maybe only Nathan can do that?
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        * * *

      

      The instant I awaken, I know he’s here. The concierge must have given him the key like I requested.

      Something inside me sighs with relief to know he’s more than just in the same city as me; he’s actually in the same bed.

      A part of me wants to wake him up, chide him for not awakening me the instant he arrived, but he’s that kind of guy. How he hasn’t been snapped up is beyond me. I guess it could be his disability, but any woman who sees that before acknowledging the rest of the man…well, she deserves to miss out. Nate is so much more than a label.

      Things are different now, because the IQ Commune developed a bionic hand for him to wear that gives him a huge chunk of his motility back. Prior to the development of the unique prosthetic, something that’s about to rake in millions for the genius farm, he only ever wore the false limb in the city.

      Out on the range, he never wears one. Yet I’ve never seen him without the false limb during our stays in Chicago. Before the bionic hand, he never wore one with me in private either. And I think that’s telling. He realizes I’m not freaked out by his disability, and he can be himself, be comfortable. At ease.

      I like that. Nate is a hard man to pin down.  I mean that figuratively and literally. A grin stretches my lips apart, and I turn my mouth to brush his bicep as I curl into him and wrap an arm around his waist.

      He’s difficult to control, even if I’m on top, riding cowgirl, he never lets me stay there for long.

      But my actual point, of pinning Nathan Conroy down, revolves around the emotional sense. I never really know what he’s thinking but I do know he likes his freedom, which is fortunate, because I like mine too.

      That being said, I consider myself in a relationship with him. I’m faithful to him, and I know Nate is to me. The distance separating us doesn’t mean our relationship is any different to a regular couple. It just means the sex is hotter.

      My grin makes another appearance; but this time, it doesn’t go unnoticed. With a yawn mangling the words, Nate mutters, “What are you smiling about?”

      “I’ll let you know once you wake up.”

      His body tenses, the muscles jolting in reaction to my words. My grin disappears to be replaced with a smug twitch of my lips and my hand, with a life of its own, wanders down the naked expanse of taut belly toward his deliciously sinewed hips. I’ve always been a sucker for obliques, those delicious muscles that form a delineated ‘V’ towards a man’s cock, and they’re like ridges on Nate’s lower abdomen. My own belly clenches at the thought, and I stay the path of my hand. Within seconds, I’m on my knees, pushing the thin sheet out of the way and I’m astride Nate’s lower thighs.

      “Turn on the light,” I order, wanting to see him spread out, like a feast, just for me.

      I hear him fumble about with the bedside table, then the faint click before the lights blare on. The pair of us blink at the brightness, then, as our eyes focus, we shoot dopey smiles at each other. Mine is a mirror reflection of his, and I reach for his left hand, tightening my fingers around his.

      “Hi.” My whispered greeting has those gorgeous green eyes of his softening, and he knots our fingers together. “It’s good to see you.” The inane comment in no way describes how relieved I am he’s here.

      I’ve never felt this way before, but then, I guess I’ve never felt insecure about any part of my life. That sounds mega arrogant, and I’m only just starting to realize how intolerable I must have been all these years. So sure of myself, of my actions. So certain I knew what was best. Yet now, I’m in the shit. My arrogance didn’t protect me, didn’t keep me from danger.

      I guess it’s pathetic to want to rely on a man for security. It’s so not the way I was taught. At school, on the commune, we were taught everything from the theory of relativity to self-defense. I can shoot a rifle, but I’m a crack shot with my Granddaddy’s old service revolver. I can actually speak Russian. So if the bastards come after me, I can bore them to death while explaining E = MC² in russkij jazyk a.k.a their mother tongue, while making them spew in the aftermath of a Butterfly Kick to the gut and clutching their hearts after a perfectly aimed shot to the chest. But come after my friends? People who are like family to me? I’m screwed and feel totally useless.

      His top lip quirks up. “I thought I’d let you rest. I got in a few hours ago, and you were asleep —in the middle of the afternoon. So you must have needed the down time.”

      “You’ve no idea.”

      He frowns at me. His eyes literally glow with his concern and despite myself, I’m really touched. I don’t know why. He should be concerned. If he came to me with a problem, I would be. But still, to see that someone gives a damn, a guy like Nate too, it just makes me feel warm and cozy inside. And I’m not a warm and cozy kind of girl.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I wave a hand, trying to seem blasé, when in truth I’m really concerned. “It doesn’t matter.”

      It does, but this first night with Nate is always special, and I don’t want to ruin it with news of how I’ve fucked up my life.

      There’s time tomorrow to tell him the truth and to ask him advice.

      I just want to be with the man and to enjoy him.

      “Of course it matters. Tell me.”

      I rock my hips, enticing myself more than him, if truth be told. The crotch of my short shorts has buried itself between my pussy lips and the slight friction against my clit has tingles rushing up and down my spine.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Hey.” His voice is almost a bark. “What matters to you, matters to me.”

      I don’t want to think what those words do to me. How important they are.

      At this moment, with my life in shambles, I can’t think. I just need him. I grab his hand and shove it between my legs, but he stops me, his fingers tightening about my own. This time, his voice is definitely a bark. “Stop it. Talk to me, I’m not a fuck doll.”

      The bitch in me could laugh aloud at that comment. But that’s only because he’s denying me what I want. His gaze is knife-sharp, and he cuts into me a little, forcing me to be serious.

      “I don’t want you to feel that way,” I mumble, feeling a little ashamed.

      “Well, then. Talk to me. We’re more than just fuck buddies, Marina. I care about you.”

      For a moment, I’m stunned by his honesty. In truth, it staggers me. I can do no less than offer the same to him. Even though I hadn’t meant to. But those four words have changed things. Unexpected, granted. But they have.

      Swallowing back my nerves, I whisper, “I’m ready to go home.”

      If he’d shocked me, I think that in no way compares to how surprised Nate is. He jerks with the force of it. His brow lowers and more than anything, any questions or whatever, he looks concerned. When he untangles our fingers and raises his good hand to cup my chin in an attempt to force me to look at him, I don’t seek to evade him. Our eyes connect and his voice is low as he murmurs, “You’ll tell me in the morning, right? Tell me what’s going on?”

      I nod and tilt my head so I can nuzzle into his hand all the more. The sensation of those rough calluses against the tender flesh of my jaw has my skin tingling. The physical evidence of hard, manual labor stirs me in a way I can’t describe. My business was sex, the selling thereof; but with this man, sex is so much more than an act. It’s a union of myself and him…and I’ve never felt so poetical about it before.

      And considering I loved my husband that says a lot.

      But now isn’t the time to think about Jimmy. There’s never a good time, but this sure as hell isn’t it.

      He’s shocked at the affectionate gesture, of my face turning deeper into his gentle caress. I’m not that sort of woman, I guess and for a moment, I mourn the fact I’m not. What am I but an empty shell who lost her soul to her high school sweetheart? Genetics, breeding, teachings…they all taught me to be self-assured and self-aware, but Jimmy’s death isolated me. Wrapped me in a case of ice with such a depth, I was sure it would never thaw.

      I guess I’m surprised Nate might be the guy to do it.

      I couldn’t even suffer the prospect of returning to Blue Ridge if he wasn’t there. I’d do anything; go anywhere to not return home. As long as Nate’s at my side, however, I can go back. So long as he deems it safe for me and the commune to do so.

      For five years, we’ve been together. The first of those five, as fuck buddies, then afterward, in this weird long-distance relationship with him. It’s only as I sit astride him, my face tucked into his large, warm paw that I realize how deep we are. Thousands of miles separate us on a daily basis, but we’re still connected. With our eyes bridged, I realize he’s been waiting for me to make that realization.

      I guess it’s do or die time.

      And Jimmy, bless his seventeen-year-old soul, wouldn’t have wanted me to be his widow for the rest of my life. The time to say goodbye will be back at Blue Ridge, but without even meaning to, I’ve taken that first step.

      I guess, for that, I should thank the Russians.

      Yeah.

      Maybe not.
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      “You’re looking at me weirdly.”

      With his tawny hair against the crisp white cotton pillowcases, Nate looks all the more golden. All the more delicious.

      “Since when does a guy equate weird with horny?”

      His grin widens, displaying white teeth. Not dentist-white. Natural white. And the difference is even sexier. Nate is one-hundred percent pure male. Not doctored or gone under the knife. His eyes crinkle with crow lines that are more visible thanks to the contrast of his tanned skin. Smile lines border his mouth, and his jaw has faint creases running down his cheeks from too many grins.

      He’s a happy man. His face paints that picture.

      Really, he’s the opposite of me. I’m not renowned for an uplifted frame of mind.

      “I never thought Ms. Denison would ever say that word.”

      I shrug, and if the movement has one of the straps of my camisole top falling down, and if my hair happens to swirl about my shoulders, then that’s no fault of mine. Right?

      “Truth’s the truth.”

      “What if I can’t handle the truth?”

      I grin. “Oh, you can handle it.”

      That faint challenge knocks any and all thoughts out of my brain. This is no time for seriousness, but for play. I’ve waited a long time for it, and screw the consequences of taking this one night, before dealing with the bare facts of the way I’ve fucked up my life and the lives of people close to me.

      Selfish, maybe. But sometimes, you’ve got to live a little.

      What are a few hours among friends?

      With the sheet gathered behind me, he’s bare from the neck to his groin. Those obliques of his make their silent call, and I have to lick my lips at the sight of them. My toes twist and cross underneath the weight of my body, burrowing into the mattress as I force myself away from the thought of nibbling the flesh with my teeth. I want to tease and torment. I want him to beg for me.

      Sucking in a slow breath so he doesn’t realize I’m a little nervous, I smile at him.

      “Oh, Christ, now I know I should be scared.”

      His teasing soothes me like nothing else could.

      My confidence returns and with a bang. I lean down and press my mouth to his. The instant our lips connect, quicksilver pours down my veins and supercharges my senses.

      Our tongues brush, a faint flutter as the sensitive flesh tingles in reaction. My breath catches in my throat, making it hard to breathe and my hands flutter, the fingers spreading and opening as they knead the air. Within seconds, I concede defeat and wrap them about his upper arms.

      The instant my skin touches his, a shiver quakes down my spine and I bring a halt to the play of lips and tongue, the tug-of-war that has me panting like I’ve just run a marathon.

      The only way I can separate myself from him is to rip my mouth away from his. A part of me wants to launch myself at him again, but I withhold the urge and fling myself upright. Christ, the momentum should have been enough to give me whiplash. But I’m saved by the thick, work-roughened fingers of his left hand as they dig into my butt cheek.

      I settle myself against him, so that his cock is in the deep ‘V’ between my legs. The instant the heat from his shaft settles against my clothed pussy, my toes curl again, and of its own volition, my head tilts backwards as ecstasy pours through me. All of a sudden, my sensitivity levels shoot through the roof, and that point of contact feels almost as painful as being branded. Okay, slight exaggeration, but you tell me what it feels like after three months of no sex while existing in a sexually charged environment for a living.

      I’m fucking desperate to be fucked.

      Breathing is hard, too hard and I suck in air like I’ve never inhaled before. And what caused such need of oxygen? The sight of his cock, lying flat against his belly, just above where I’ve seated myself.

      His cock isn’t the largest I’ve seen. In my line of work, I’ve seen many. Even if it was through a peephole. But Nate’s seven-incher is in no way average. It’s thick. I’m talking as ‘thick as his wrist’ thick. I’m talking every time he sticks it in me, I feel like a virgin. I wonder if I can take it all. If it will even fit. My body panics. My pussy rebels and then, he forges deep inside, pushing the mouth of my sex wide open, and it all makes sense.

      That memory is the one that sticks with me through the months separating us.

      I’ll masturbate to it. Fuck myself with a finger and wish it was him. In a way, Nate’s cock has ruined me for any other. Nobody else can fill me the way he does. Nobody else can fuck me the way he can. He’s the best lover I’ve ever had.

      Okay, he’s the fourth guy I’ve ever slept with. Mona and Eddie have this idea I’m promiscuous. That I have all the ‘sexual’ answers. Well, yeah. You work in a brothel, and you’re pretty with it where sex is concerned. Hell, it’s my industry. My job is to know what the clients want and provide it. Or should I say it was.

      I refuse to feel depressed when the cock of my dreams is before me, literally pulsing with arousal. My mouth waters and I reach for it like I’ve been fasting for thirty days and someone has just pushed a one-hundred pound éclair my way.

      I want to lean down and suck it. Swallow it. Massage it with my tongue. But I’ve been taking lessons from Jenna, and I want to try it out.

      With both hands, I cup his dick at the base and press down tightly until his hips ripple a little, his abs flexing, forcing a hiss from his mouth. Then, with my thumbs on the underside of his shaft, I slide my hand upwards until I reach the tip and the mushroom head with its thick, corrugated line of tissue.

      My pussy clenches in sensory memory. Once that bit has wedged its way in, my cunt starts to feel like a competitive eater after his eightieth hot dog.

      And at that point, my thumbs stay in the exact same place and I begin to massage that very point. Jenna calls this edging, although that isn’t my intention. Well, maybe just to tease a little.

      Pre-cum has soaked the glans, already. I use the moisture against him, letting my fingers trail up and down his shaft, gently, almost tickling. Learning each and every vein, rubbing it and giving it a bit of treatment before returning to the head of his cock and loving it.

      The mushroom-shaped tip starts to throb and seeing it, my pussy softens, melting almost with the need to have that thick rod inside me.

      Not yet.

      Knowing he’s on the brink of cumming, I bring a halt to my play and start to move toward him and ultimately settle at his groin. I spread my legs so they’re as wide as I can comfortably stretch and with his cock down the central line of my cunt, I rock my hips.

      His back immediately arches, the tendons in his neck flaring, the muscles in his belly rippling as he grunts out, “Fuck that feels good.”

      He isn’t kidding.

      Even with the cloth of my short shorts separating us, it feels intense, so fucking good it should be illegal. The friction of the fabric is both a pleasure and torture. Had the room not been damned hot already, steam would have started to mist it up.

      As it is, the temperature is like standing next to a geyser. The atmosphere feels as pressurized as that too, and the air conditioner can’t keep up.

      Beneath me and between my thighs, Nate is tense. I can see each and every muscle straining against the simple rub of my covered sex against his bare one.

      I continue with the gentle movement, teasing myself and him. Sweat beads my brows, drips down between my breasts, and is only caught by the damp fabric of my demi-cup bra. Maintaining the rocking motion, I cross my arms at the waist and drag the camisole top I’m wearing over my head.

      The sight of my slim body makes Nate hiss.

      With any guy, I’d feel uncomfortable revealing myself. My body confidence isn’t all that huge. When you’ve got the Next Top Model as your best friend and another who’d make Marilyn Monroe jealous, it’s easy to feel overshadowed. Even cocksure me.

      But never with Nate.

      He doesn’t see the flaws.

      The pointy bones and ribs show through my flesh no matter how much I eat. I wish I were curvy, feminine instead of boyish. But he never complains. He just sees me and likes the little there is of me.

      My hands move around to my back and I make to release the catch of my bra, but he grabs my wrist and stops me. Shrugging, I return my grip to about his waist and shudder when his fingers peel down the cups of the bra and provide a shelf for the meager offerings of my breasts. The dexterity of his prosthetic is surprising and having grown accustomed to just the one set of fingers plying my body with sensation, to have both nipples teased and tugged simultaneously has my back arching, head flying back with the deliciousness of his touch, and a hiss whistling through my teeth.

      The perfectly timed pinches send bolts of fire down to my already molten-hot pussy, and the act stirs me into motion.

      From my kneeling position, I bolt upright and away from the pleasure-pain pinch of his fingers. Once standing, I proceed to peel down my short shorts to the sight of a bemused if satisfied Nate.

      When I’m naked, save for my tangled and mangled bra, I return to my earlier position. This time, as bare flesh hits bare flesh, the pair of us share a long, low groan. I spread my pussy lips, surround his shaft with the clinging petals, and once again, continue with my rubbing motion.

      I rock until my hips ache and my thighs are wincing with the abuse, but I don’t care. This is slow torture for both of us and somehow, it’s just what the doctor ordered. A way to reconnect, to come together again after such a long time apart.

      I hiss every time his drenched glans nudges my clit and he grunts, when on the backward rock, his cock almost finds its way inside me.

      I can’t say how long I tortured us both, all I know is I turned myself mindless. I become nothing more than a rutting madwoman using the cock between my legs for my own pleasure. All the while knowing that the cock doesn’t belong to a stranger, but to a man who means too much to me, and who is being driven as crazy as I am.

      I was dragged out of the odd trance, a stasis that had my pussy so slick with juices it was like lube had been poured over my sex. I was too far-gone to give a damn or to be in anyway embarrassed. Hard hands suddenly gripped my hips and forced me to stop the endless rocking. The instant I was back in business, my head no longer spaced with the sheer gut-wrenching pleasure of being at one with Nate, I buried my nails deep into the muscle-ridged expanse of his belly. He didn’t let that stop him though.

      Within seconds, I’m riding his head. His show of strength fills me with arousal and I let him position me, as my brain ponders if what he’s just done was physically possible. Then, I stop giving a shit, because he stops rearranging me and lets me just sit there.

      Dazed, I hover, both awaiting the next touch and dreading it. I’m too sensitive. I know it and my pussy knows it.

      Inches away from Nate’s mouth and nose, I know my scent, the most intimate part of me, is likely to be filling his senses. I should be embarrassed at the idea; instead, it just ratchets up my need a little more.

      As I breathe, my body naturally moves. Only inches, hardly at all, but it’s enough to feel the faint rasp of stubble against my most sensitive parts. With each faint grate of coarse hair against the tender lips of my sex, I quiver.

      It’s immense, intense.

      The sensations rattling through me are turbo-charged, so Christ knows what the tug and suck of his lips will do.

      With each slow release of his breath, I begin to shudder. The hot and cold gusts of air shoot me right to the edge until I screech, “Do it, Nate. For God’s sake, do it.”

      Driven to the edge, he can hear the desperation bleeding out of me and he does exactly what I wanted.

      The screech of seconds before seems low-pitched in comparison to the shriek that escapes me now.

      His lips pull my clit between their soft pillowing flesh, and he tugs. Then sucks, and then licks.

      The rhythmic trio is a series of actions invented to break my sanity.

      My hands claw at the air, wafting about, unsure of what to do, where to settle to calm the raging beast of my arousal. Eventually, I rest them on my head and pull at my hair as numbing heat singes my very soul.

      On a lick, I explode. And Nate takes advantage. His tongue flutters down to the opening of my sex and he rims it with the pointy end of the slick muscle.

      Had I been seeing stars before, now with the sounds of his slurping filling my ears as he licks my cream, and the faint sting of my hair-tugging roiling around my system, I’m at St Peter’s pearly gates. Because nowhere else could possibly be this beautiful.

      Before I have the chance to join the long queue, I’m dragged back to Earth. But it isn’t a disappointment, because in those few milliseconds, or seconds, or minutes, I don’t know which, I’ve been repositioned again.

      This time, I’m on my back and Nate is where he needs to be. Right between my legs. His cock is at the entrance of my body, and even though I feel drugged in the aftermath of my heaven-sent climax, my lower body tenses slightly in preparation for Nate’s cock.

      He has managed to lodge the tip of his shaft inside me and my pussy quivers and quakes about it. His hiss tells me I need to relax if I’m to accept all of him. But you fucking try to let a cock as thick as a can of soda inside you.

      Especially after three months of abstinence.

      His fingers retreat to my clit and as sensitive as it is, the faint massage has my pussy fluttering open a little. Something he immediately takes advantage of by forging another inch of hot, thick cock inside me.

      His dexterity, once again, shocks me. In a good way.

      With his natural hand, he’s pinning one of my legs wide open, by placing his fist against the mattress to support himself so I can’t lessen the angle.

      My other leg is bent at the knee and pressed to his chest. The position gives him stability and enables him to touch my pussy the way he is.

      Sweat is pouring down his face. It’s killing him to go so slow, but he’s doing it for my sake. Touched, I bear down and force my pussy to release the taut grip it has on his shaft.

      He takes it for the invitation it is and rams deep. A keening cry escapes me, and it isn’t the depth of his penetration that has my body arching, head pinned to the pillow in reaction – it’s the breadth. I’m pulled wide open. Spread. The thicker wedge at the base of his shaft pulls the mouth of my sex, with all its nerve endings, apart. I want to push my legs together, force him out. But my position won’t let me.

      It’s only here that Nate can dominate me. Only between the bedroom walls. And he does it every time. Takes control of me and my body, takes the mantel of power away from me, until I don’t know who I am any more.

      Split apart by his shaft, I rock my head from side to side and a frown crosses my brow as I try to acclimate myself to the thickness. It’s hard, literally, and I feel a sudden weight on my bent knee as he leans over and presses a kiss to my scowling forehead.

      “Relax, baby,” he whispers and rotates his hips.

      The softness of his voice, that slight wriggle of his cock deep inside has a whimper escaping me. Another rotation, then a slight thrust, and the scowl remains but is there for a different reason. He’s ignited me again. Set fire to the dying embers of my arousal.

      Another kiss to my forehead and the pressure on my chest abates as he retreats to his earlier position. Holding his weight on one hand, he grabs one of my own and positions it between my legs.

      “Touch yourself, Marina,” he grits out, and the gravel in his voice rakes down my spine.

      I open my eyes and bridge a connection with his. The fire in his depths matches the one ravaging my body.  As I lower my hand to my pussy, I keep the connection as I slide my fingers between the lips of my sex. Rubbing the nubbin, a deep breath whooshes out of me at the sensation surging through my bloodstream, and on the next inhalation, he pulls out.

      I rub hard, frigging my clit, knowing he’s going to forge another path inside me.

      And he doesn’t disappoint.

      Flinging my head back, my hips rock upwards as he thrusts in, deep. As I play with my clit, he fucks me. I try to concentrate on the pleasure flooding through me, but he’s so damned thick that each thrust is borderline painful. And sick bitch that I am, that makes me all the hotter.

      The next time we fuck, I’ll be prepared. It’s always tough the first time. Like my cunt can’t possibly believe his shaft is so damned huge.

      The tingles of pleasure increase and keep me on edge. I open my eyes, knowing I’m nowhere near coming and watch Nate. His shoulders and biceps are straining, the veins clearly visible, and the tendons at his throat show white through his tanned skin. His eyes are hungry, staring at my clit and the fingers I’m using to tease myself. He keeps on licking his lips and from the left field, with no real indication as to why, he suddenly increases his pace. Claiming me, fucking me until the bed starts to shake against the wall. As fast as he’s going, he just stops.

      Then, he starts again. Thank God.

      Another hard thrust and his entire body freezes. His hips start a weird undulation and he grunts, low and long. Warmth blasts inside me and his eyelids alternate between flaring wide open and narrowing to slivers as his climax rattles through him.

      Watching him, feeling him, knowing I made this gorgeous hunk come, fills me with a feminine glee. I don’t care that I didn’t climax. He saw to my needs beforehand and my arousal is on a low simmer, waiting for the next round.

      And with Nate, there’s always a next time.
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      Silence throbs through the room for a few minutes as Nate lets the pleasure of his climax settle in his soul. I raise a hand and reach for his cheek, cupping it in my warm palm for a second, waiting until his eyes pop open.

      When they do, I smile at him. “Hey.”

      The greeting is inane, but it makes him grin. “Haven’t we already done this part?”

      I wink at him. “Yeah, but now the tension’s gone, we can say hi properly.”

      Releasing my hold on his jaw, I raise both arms overhead and stretch. Nate watches and the wriggling of my small breasts has his cock twitching inside me. My brow cocks up and I ask, “Already?”

      He grins again. “No way. Give a guy a chance.”

      “Oh, you’ll have plenty of chances tonight. I promise you.”

      “Sure bet, are you?”

      I stick out my tongue at him. “The best kind.”

      His smile turns a little serious as he pulls away to release my bent leg from its tight compression against his chest. I grab a hold of his butt to maintain the weakening connection of our sexes and he nods, silently telling me he understands. He maneuvers so that we’re still joined, but my legs are free. He settles all of his weight atop me and rests his forearms either side of my head so that our faces are only a few inches away from the other.

      “Did you really mean it, when you said you were coming to the ranch?”

      There’s a vulnerability to his voice I hadn’t expected, but I don’t mention it, simply nod. “Yeah. But that’s something I want to talk about in the morning.” I smile up at him, to take the sting of my words away and continue, “You surprised the hell out of me with your prosthetic.”

      “Pretty neat, huh?” His grin is like a little boy’s. I can only imagine how much the bionic hand has improved his quality of life and soon, if he agrees it’s safe, I’ll be with him and will be able to see the difference it has made to him.

      “Yeah. I didn’t expect it. Two hands, double the trouble,” I tease.

      “Oh, you’ve no idea. Matt Davids had me training with it for months. You wouldn’t believe how much play dough I’ve gone through, and all the time, I’ve been thinking about…” He breaks off then bends down and presses a kiss to my lips, and then, tilts his head and brushes them against my left earlobe. “… your clit and your nipples. Thinking how hard I could make you cum with both hands to tease you.”

      His breath washes over the sensitive flesh of my throat and I stutter out, “You can practice on the real thing now.”

      His laugh is music to my ears. “You’re right. I can.”

      Nate shifts his mouth back to my lips and for a second, he just kisses me. A simple kiss. One that makes my heart stutter a little.

      He breaks the connection and murmurs, “Shall I run some water in the tub?”

      I nod and watch as he tugs free of my body—his stomach rippling as he does and a faint moan escaping me at the sensation of being empty—then he leaps off the bed and strides toward the bathroom.

      The muscles in his butt flex with his movements, and the pretty picture he paints has my eyes glued to him as he stalks away. The sounds of running water come from the bathroom but I lie still. Knowing what will happen if I don’t move and looking forward to it.

      There are some advantages to being skinny. Yeah, clothes fit, but that’s nothing in comparison to having a man haul you about as though you were lighter than air.

      Nate returns, a low whistle sounding from under his breath, and without a murmur, he returns to the bed and lifts me up. Carrying me from the bed to the bath, his hold is careful and sure, and I feel like a million dollars as he lowers me into the swiftly flooding bathtub. Seconds after being submerged in hot water, something that’s only going to cause us both heat exertion when combined with the ambient temperature of the suite, he climbs in too. Both feet in, he flicks off the faucet and then lies down beside me. Before he settles, he repositions me astride him so that my back is against his chest.

      It’s a large bathroom for a hotel suite. A huge tub at one side of the room, a shower with way too many nozzles at the other, and the vanity and toilet behind a glass-block enclosed wall. The spotlights dazzle overhead, but there are different areas of illumination. Nate has put the lights in the toilet area on, so we’re kind of in the dark, but we can see each other.

      For a moment, we just lay there. We don’t need to let the heat seep into our bones, because it’s hot enough, but still, it’s nice to just be. He reaches for my hand, and I curl my fingers into his. I do the same with the prosthetic, and I can tell he’s touched when he nuzzles his damp chin against my sweaty cheek.

      “You’ve never had a problem with it, have you?” he asks, his words merely confirming my thoughts.

      “No.” It’s the truth. I haven’t.

      “Why is that, you think?”

      I shrug and jostle the water so it ripples over us. “Growing up at the IQ Commune, you don’t really question the way people look. It’s more about the brain. You get used to thinking that way. It was only in New York, when I realized the rest of the world wasn't like that.”

      He hums under his breath. “Is that when you started to get all body conscious?”

      I stiffen a little in his hold, but I make the admission with no real shame. It’s the truth. In fact, it’s weird we haven’t had this conversation before, because he knows I dislike being nude, even if I’ve gradually grown accustomed to it when I’m with him.

      “Yeah. I guess so.”

      Another hum and a kiss to my cheek. A silent prompt to tell him more.

      “When I was a kid, we had this math scholar at the commune and he had a prosthetic. Nobody really gave a damn. He was John, he was bloody smart. And I mean Stephen Hawking smart. That was all that counted. I had some friends in Sheridan and I invited them over one day. They were so freaked out by him. I don’t know why. But they were.” I shrug again. “Like I said, stuff like that was never important at Blue Ridge.”

      “Why did he leave?”

      “He died. You know how some of them are. They either handle it or they don’t.” By it, we both know I’m referring to the super-duper intelligence people have at Blue Ridge. “He was in the midst of trying to solve some applied math problem and then, he just…” I shrug. “Gave up. We all knew he had depression problems. But I don’t think we believed he’d kill himself.”

      He separates his hand from mine and starts to massage my palm. “It hurts, when they do that.”

      Since Nate has taken control, we’ve had two suicides. It’s part and parcel of the commune, unfortunately. But the delicacy of the people residing at the ranch is also the reason why it exists in the first place. Blue Ridge is there to protect the people whose intelligence sets them above the Average Joe.

      That sounds elitist, but in truth, the guys at the genius farm need the security the commune provides. It’s very rare for a year to pass without at least one attempt made at suicide.

      It’s strange thinking I’ll be back there soon, if Nate agrees it’s safe for me to return home. I’ve left it in Uncle Sam’s hands for too long, I guess. The guardianship follows the direct line of Denison heirs. The only reason Uncle Sam can take care of it in my stead is because he’s a Denison. Really, my mother would be the best one to take care of Blue Ridge. She’s been there since birth and knows it from the ground up. But she’s in India at the moment. When my father died, she went a little loopy and now, she’s hooked up with a twenty-eight year old toy boy.

      I don’t even want to know what the pair of them get up to.

      “Yeah. It hurts to lose any of them.” I bite my lip. “It will be strange being back there.”

      “Good strange?”

      “I don’t know. Do you…” I have to ask the question, even though I really don’t want him to answer in the affirmative. “… do you think we should break up?”

      He tenses up behind me and his massaging fingers pinch down. “Is that a weird ass way to test me or something?”

      Pleased with the gruff answer, I settle back against him and rest my head against his shoulder. “No. I just didn’t want you to feel trapped.”

      “Well, that’s a hell of a strange way to figure out if I feel that way or not. No, I don’t think we should break up.”

      “Someone had to ask. Things will be different back at the ranch. We’ll be together a lot. We’ll be sharing the homestead.”

      He snorts. “We’ll be doing a damned sight more than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll be sharing my quarters.”

      “That’s very definitive. What if I want my own space?”

      He chuckles. “Tough shit.”

      “Who’s the tough man now?” I’m not too displeased by the idea of sharing a bedroom with him. Not that I’ve ever done that before. By the time Jimmy and I were married, he was in hospital. I slept on a cot in his private room. Hardly the same as what I’ll be doing now.

      His fingers restart their massage on my hand. The water around us is silky and each faint movement has it curling about our limbs; I enjoy having baths with Nate. It’s like being in a cocoon. And at the moment, with the mafia breathing down my neck, a protected embrace feels way too good.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      It’s my turn to snort but a faint prodding at my back has a smile widening my lips. He’s hard.

      “Someone’s happy at the thought of having me on hand twenty-four-seven,” I drawl and wriggle my hips, feeling his cock butt against my lower back.

      “It’s always happy to see you. Damned fool thing. You almost killed me in there. Shouldn’t be ready to go again until tomorrow after that stunt you pulled.”

      “I’ll have you know it’s called edging.”

      “I’ll have you know it’s called torture. Making a man almost cum, then stopping and restarting.” He shakes his head; his stubbled chin rubs against the back of my neck.

      “Get used to it. I’ve plenty more tricks up my sleeve.”

      There’s another hopeful bob as his cock makes it to full mast. Laughing, I pull away from him and lean forward. The enamel against my knees is hard, but I’ll endure it for the moment. I crawl down to the foot of the bath and rest my hands against the side. Wiggling my ass, I look back and say, “Come on, tough guy.”

      In the dim light, I can see his cocky grin. The water splashes to the side and over onto the floor as he sits up and maneuvers behind me. The bath is big, but with the two of us in it, it’s cramped. When I feel him nestling against my butt, I let my back droop a little so that the hot water caresses the tips of my breasts. His hands come up and rub my butt. My soft flesh gives way under his touch as he massages. His fingers slip down between the crevice of my sex and he inserts a single digit into my soft pussy with little to no preparation. I hiss a little, the unused tissues still feeling the strain from earlier on, but as his thumb glides down to caress my clit, I wiggle again as my body starts to respond.

      Pressing my forehead on to my hands at the edge of the bath, the warmth of the water and Nate at my back is an extra decadent touch. He slides his other hand up and plays with one of my breasts, tugging the nipple and pinching it. He ceases his play and trails his fingers around my side and up to my back. With the pads, he digs down the side of my spine and I moan under my breath at yet another massage. The dual workings of his hands have my blood gaining temperature, and when he pulls his finger out of my sex and replaces it with the head of his cock, I know to be prepared for his penetration.

      His thickness is almost overwhelming. Like being submerged under water. I bite down on my lip, tasting blood and knowing there will be a faint bruise there tomorrow. He works his way in, lodges himself inside and starts a slow thrust that takes him to the hilt.

      He rests over me, pressing his front to my back so I’m surrounded by him. One hand reaches for mine and together we delve down beneath the water and with our bridged knuckles, start to rub my clit. A low, long hiss escapes between my teeth as he times his shallow but slow thrusts to the nudge of my clit. Within five or so pumps, my body is eager to welcome him and ready to join the party. Once I’m acclimated to his sheer thickness, I thrill in taking every inch. It’s just a bit daunting, is all.

      His thrusts become harder, as I start to back into him. My butt knocks into his thighs as I urge him into me, urge him to return, to fuck me, to make love to me, to complete me.

      I hiss again as he pulls out all the way to the tip and then rams deep inside me again. A few more thrusts like that have me panting. He’s fucking me in earnest now.

      His fingers pull away from mine and they shove my hands away. He settles his slick digits around the nub, surrounding it, and then, in time to his hard thrusts, he pinches down.

      A yelp escapes me, my body bucks at the rough treatment and the water splashes against the bathtub and cascades over the side. Four more times he jabs me with his shaft, four more times his fingers bite down painfully against my clit and sick witch that I am, a climax howls through me with the strength of the North wind, as it sends cold bursts of air down my spine, making the molten heat of my cunt seem all the more fierier.

      Wailing with the strength of it, I grip the side of the bath with my one hand and arch my back and then, the piece de resistance. He nuzzles down against my shoulder and bites.

      I feel my flesh give way to his teeth, not enough to draw blood, but enough to sting and another howl floods the room as he slams into me.

      Now I’ve come, he uses my pussy roughly. Impaling me on his shaft, sending my cunt into tingling overdrive. As his hips slam into mine, his cock wrestling through the clinging, pulsating walls of my sex, I come again.

      The back-to-back orgasms are a weird combination. It both drains and energizes me. My entire body feels like it’s soaring through the sky, and as his cock shoots his load deep inside me, my hungry, ravenous self feels very much at a peaceful stalemate.

      His hips jerk and twitch as he comes down from the high. The gentle rocking motion seems to be of his body’s own volition. As he gently fucks me, my pussy milks his cock dry. Willingly accepting every drop.

      With his lips, he soothes the area he’d just bitten. He tongues it, prodding it with the tensile muscle, and I let him, keeping my eyes closed and my forehead pressed to my hand.

      He grabs my hip with his free hand, the one that tortured my clit and rubs slightly. “Marina? You okay, baby?”

      When I don’t reply, he shakes me a little. “Marina?”

      I mumble sleepily and nuzzle deeper into my hand.

      I hear his faint chuckle, and a soft smile lifts my lips as I feel his gentle touch against my pussy. He washes me; I can feel the bar of hotel soap sliding down between the lips of my sex sending shots of painful pleasure along my limbs. A grunt escapes me, but he ignores it, intent on cleaning me up. I can hear his own faint grunt, as he tidies himself up, and then, I’m being lifted out of the cooling water. Patted dry, I’m once again lugged into his arms before being planted on the bed.

      Nate doesn’t even have a chance to climb in beside me before the lights in my head go out.

      I knew Nate would do the trick.

      There are no thoughts, literally not one, wriggling through my mind.

      Who needs medication to get you to sleep when you’ve a guy like Nate in your bed?
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      I should have realized how deep my feelings for Nate were a long time ago. In fact, I’m kind of horrified at my ignorance.  This last week, I’ve really been knocked off my pedestal because I’m only just coming to realize how much of a dick I’ve been.

      There is no feeling comparable to the one where I wake up beside Nathan Conroy. The quality of my sleep is ten times better than it is when I’m alone and at home. The simple knowledge I can reach across the bed and touch him must do something to my insides. Why else would I feel so rested and replete this morning?

      Sure, the orgasms might have something to do with it. But I burned a lot of energy last night. Some parts of me should be zapped. Instead, I feel like I’ve been dosed with a syringe of caffeine. Vitality zips through me like an ant on cocaine, but it doesn’t make me leap off the bed, instead I roll on to my side and touch him. I rest my hand on his flat belly and my skin tingles with the heat he emits. Hell, he’s like having central heating in the bed. Not the best of assets to have in a heat wave, but back home…in the middle of a snowstorm? He’d be all you need in a power outage.

      How long I sat there, just enjoying the peace of the morning, with only the sounds of Nate’s breathing to break up the silence, I couldn’t really say. I just reveled in the nothingness of the moment. Somehow, that made it more momentous.

      I’ve been a hard woman for most of my life. I had to be. For survival. The IQ Commune, while a safe haven for geniuses, is a breeding ground of distrust, dislike, and rivalry. It’s a community; we look out for each other against outsiders. But inside, it’s a different matter entirely.

      Born to two parents who were more interested in their own genius than their daughter, it was self-defense to be caustic and distant from other people. I knew no other way. My mother didn’t come and kiss me good night as a baby. My father didn’t give a damn until my genetics and breeding started to shine through.

      There was a brief phase in my life where I was anything near tender. But Jimmy’s death ended that.

      I love Eddie and Mona. I’d kill for them, and they’re the only reason I’m doing what I’m doing: heading back to Blue Ridge. Only for their safety would I do that, because in Montana, lies heartache. My past is there. Like cancer, it’s waiting for me. I’ve been lulled into remission, and it’s going to attack the instant my feet touch the ground.

      Tears bite at the backs of my eyes, and I shut them, hoping to stop the moisture, but it doesn’t work. A rough finger traces the wetness, and I jump in surprise—I thought Nate was still asleep. My eyes open, and my blurry vision takes in a rather clouded Nathan. He’s leaning over me; his face a foot away, so I can see the frown marring his brow as he smooths the line of my jaw with the damp digit.

      “It’s the morning,” he says and the simplicity of his words makes my eyes sting even more.

      I turn my head to the side and lift an arm to cover a part of my face. He grabs it, forces it down and just waits.

      “I’ve been so stupid, Nate,” I whisper, keeping my eyelids shut. I can’t look at him when I make the first ever admission that, for the last four years, I’ve been running a brothel.

      It’s weird, because I’m proud of what I’ve been doing. I consider it my highest achievement. I’ve taken two dozen women off the streets, and I’ve given them a future, instead of a dead-end present. Yet, I must still be ashamed, because why have I never told Eddie or Mona? Why is it so difficult to tell Nate?

      Papillon has been my dirty little secret for so long. Breaking it wide open feels like a chasm is opening up at my feet, and Nate is on the brink of pushing me to my doom.

      Melodramatic, maybe. But I can’t help the way I feel.

      “I doubt that. You’re no idiot. You belong at the IQ Commune with the rest of them.”

      The touch of his fingers against my cheek is both comforting and disturbing. It’s a connection I don’t want to lose, and I fear the truth will be its destruction.

      My lower lip trembles as I whisper, “Some people want to kill me.”

      Nate’s stillness speaks for itself, and then he sighs. “I’m going to assume, you’re joking?”

      That it’s phrased as a question, tells me he’s hoping it is a joke.

      “I wish.”

      “Okay.” He sucks in a breath. “It’s not to do with drugs, is it?”

      “No. I haven’t been that stupid.” Taking a leap of faith, I stare at him through tear-laden lashes. “It started by accident, Nate. I was just helping out and then, it exploded. We became a success. I never expected Papillon would do so well. None of us did.”

      “Papillon?”

      “Yeah. Papillon. My brothel.”

      More silence, and then Nate rolls away from me and sits up. With his back to me, he stares into the distance. His spine is curved over, the notches surrounded by muscles that are tense and straining with his silent contemplation. His silent fury.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have blurted it out that way? I can’t take the words back, and perhaps it was for the best. Better out than in.

      “You’re a prostitute?”

      The very blandness of his question makes me flinch. At that moment, I feel for every single one of my girls. This is how it feels to reveal yourself, your job to a man. This is how Eloise felt as she divulged all to her Professor. And I haven’t even slept with a guy for money. It feels like a betrayal to them all, but I’m pathetically relieved I don’t have to make that admission today.

      My relief and shame makes my retort sharp. “No. Of course not.”

      “So you managed this brothel?”

      This lack of reaction is making me nervous. When I thought about telling him, about getting his advice, I don’t really know what I imagined. Anger? Vocal disapproval? This seething silence is like watching a pressure cooker on the brink of explosion.

      Why did I expect anger?

      Well, the few girls to have told their partners about their occupation have always described the man’s wrath at such knowledge. Either they’d continue by slating them as whores and used goods, or like Eloise’s professor, they’d try to get them to stop.

      In my case, it’s a bit different. But the difference isn’t exactly tiny.

      No, I haven’t been sleeping with men for cash, but I’ve been facilitating others and helping them do just that.

      “The women weren’t underage, or anything,” I mutter, thinking maybe he believed I’d exploited my girls or something. If anything, I saved them from exploitation. But when I’m feeling a bit like dog crap on the ground, something nobody wants to look at or pick up, it’s difficult trying to explain myself.

      It’s strange to realize how often our eyes connect. Eye contact is important for both of us. Until now, with his back to me, his refusal to look at me...it makes me feel like something beneath his notice. Undeserving of such a connection.

      Meekness doesn’t sit well with me. I’ve done nothing wrong. Well, not technically. I don’t run some two-bit whorehouse. My girls are clean, protected, loved. They are my friends and I care for them. I provide for them. Not once did I take advantage. And it’s there that my self-righteous anger comes to save me.

      Judge not lest ye be judged.

      Yeah, I’m not the most religious of people, but I know my quotes.

      As I climb out of bed, I shrug off the sheet that has tangled itself around my feet. Almost stumbling, I manage to right myself and stalk directly in front of him, so there’s no way he can’t see me. I won’t be made to feel ashamed of something I’m proud of.

      “Don’t you dare judge me, Nathan Conroy. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “You helped women sell themselves,” he grits out.

      “No. I saved them.” At his snort of disbelief, I glare at him. “Every single girl came to me for help.”

      “And you think that makes it better?”

      My hands form into fists so tight my nails dig deep into my palm. “Yeah, it does. Their pimps had beaten them, or nearly killed them. I looked after them. Made sure they had medical attention. Somewhere to sleep without fear of being beaten again or being murdered or raped in their beds. I got them clean; I helped them quit coke or heroin or whatever the hell else their pimps had used to entrap them.”

      “Does that make you feel good about yourself?”

      His derision has me hissing, “I won’t let you make me feel as though I’m the bad guy.”

      “You are the bad guy.”

      “No. I’m not. They came to me ̶ I didn’t seek them out. It’s not like they weren’t able to make their own decisions; it was their choice to be there. I provided them with safety. If they had to do what they did, then they were in a controlled environment.”

      He keeps his gaze averted from mine but stands, letting the sheet drop to his feet. It’s inconceivable that the pair of us are having this argument in the nude.

      Talk about surreal.

      But then, this entire situation is surreal. Whatever I’d expected from Nate, pleasure wasn’t one of them but neither was complete condemnation.

      A part of me is reeling and the other is just wondering what the hell to say to make him understand.

      I don’t want to explain myself. Don’t feel like I should have to, but with Nate’s disdain, huge cracks seem to be shattering the ground between us. I don’t want either of us to topple into the chasm. Nor do I want to lose Nathan. Even if that appears to be a possibility.

      “For four years, you’ve kept this from me.” With a shake of his head, he strides over to his pants where he’d dumped them on the floor last night, and begins to pull them on.

      “Yeah, considering your reaction, I was wise to not tell you.”

      “How the hell can I trust you when you’ve hidden something like this? What else have you been concealing?”

      With a sigh, I scrape a hand through my hair. “I didn’t mean to hide it. I haven’t told anyone about it. Not even Edwina or Simone know.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No.”

      My bluntness has his eyes finally connecting with mine. “So why do ‘some people’ want to kill you?” He lifts his hands in mocking air quotes that makes me want to smack him.

      “Because the place was too successful.”

      “And that’s why you want to return home? Not because of us? Or what we could have had together?”

      His use of the past tense has me flinching. “Well, no. But what do we have? Especially if you think so little of me? Morally, I feel justified by what I’ve done. I’ve encouraged each woman to be what she wants to be. I’ve encouraged them to believe they’re capable of more than just being a prostitute. Do you know any other madam who encouraged school? Who has women in her care with degrees? Something they only managed, because of me. I took them off the streets. I protected them.”

      “And you did it out of the kindness of your own heart, I guess?”

      That makes me flush. A mixture of shame and exasperation turns my tone toxic. “In comparison to my girls, I earned a fraction of what they did.”

      “So, no, then?”

      I turn away from him and walk toward the bathroom. On the back of the door, there’s a bathrobe, and I pull it on. By the time I return, he’s fully dressed. Expecting him to have walked out, it’s a shock, when he says, “Who wants to kill you?”

      “The Russian mafia.”

      The stunned silence is worse than before.

      Swallowing back my nerves, I stride over to the mini bar and pull out a small bottle of whiskey. I don’t care it’s only mid-morning; I need the burn of alcohol to ignite some of the tension curdling in my belly. I try to open the tiny flask, but the lid won’t budge. Feeling like screaming, my sweaty palms twist and turn, grope and wrench at the tiny metal screw cap. To no avail.

      When Nate appears in front of me and grabs the bottle, I try to snatch it back but he opens it easily and presents me with the potent liquor. In one swallow, I sink back the whole shot. It makes me cough, but the buzz of the booze settles pleasantly in my belly, and I retreat to the bed. Falling backward on to the sheet, I stare up at the ceiling waiting for more condemnation.

      It doesn’t take long.

      “And you actually thought you could return to Blue Ridge with the Russian mob at your back?”

      Fluttering my eyelids to a sliver, I wish this scene were over. I wish I’d never told him the truth. “Not many people know about my association with the ranch.”

      “The fucking mafia is a whole different kettle of fish. You were willing to put everyone in danger because of your own foolish actions. You go to Montana and they’ll just come after you. These guys don’t fuck around. If they want something, then they get it.”

      I shake my head. My hair makes a whispery sound as it rubs against the cotton. “No. That’s why I’m telling you about what I’ve done. It’s the only reason. I wanted to make sure my presence at Blue Ridge wouldn’t cause the commune to be in any danger. That’s why I waited for you here and didn’t go there directly.” A laugh bursts free from me and it’s anything but amused. “I’ll have to go somewhere else then. I’ll have to go into hiding.”

      The mess I’ve managed to make of my life is astonishing.

      Go into hiding? I shake my head at the thought. Like a fucking fugitive.

      Where did it all go wrong?

      I just wanted to help some women. I wanted to get them off the streets. I say as much, mumbling my past intentions to the room at large, not particularly to Nathan. Just to the ceiling.

      Maybe the plaster understands where he can’t?

      I’m not one for self-pity. Never have been. Losing Jimmy at a young age, I could have sunk into the doldrums. Faded away alongside him. But I didn’t. I took charge of my life and did what I wanted, instead of the fate my parents had allotted me.

      It seems thinking for myself is a dangerous thing to do.

      Footsteps tap against the floor, and they come close to me. I wonder if he’s edging toward the door, if he’s going to leave me, but then I sense his presence at my side and turn my head to look at him. His stare is somber. Sad almost.

      “What did they want from you? Really?”

      I shake my head again and frown. “They want the brothel. I wasn’t running some dive. It was a high-class place. The clientele were politicians and the like. People with money.”

      “You say it like it’s closed now?”

      My lower lip trembles. “It is. They’ve been approaching me for a few months now. Making their intentions known. They wanted to buy, but I didn’t want to sell. Especially not to them.

      “Every girl on my team is a friend of mine. If I just sold Papillon to the mafia, then they’d be a product to be distributed. To me, they’re women. Not a commodity. So I kept on saying no, and then they turned nasty.”

      I’ve never had an epiphany before. But with Nate’s hatred of my deceit blasting me, the truth comes to me.

      They burned Mona’s building down because I was there that day. Nate’s right. If I go to Blue Ridge, they’ll only follow, and they’ll do the commune harm, because I’m there.

      I’ve buried my head in the sand, thinking they’re targeting the people I love. They’re not. They’re just after me.

      “In what way?”

      “They tried to kill me.”

      His hiss has me turning my head to look at him.

      Ordinarily, if we gather at Mona’s place, dump that it is, we crash there. Too many drinks have Eddie and I snoozing on the couch and waking up to omelets and homemade muffins provided by Mona Homemaker. It was only a twist of fate that had someone contacting Mona for some after-hours cleaning. I was the target, and the rest was all collateral damage.

      A part of me wonders which person on my client list is worth all of this. Because like Anna said, my caliber of clientele has to be why the Russians have declared war on me.

      His jaw is like iron. White with tension and his lips are flattened by his fury. “Why can’t you be normal, Marina? Why do you always have to be so damned complicated?”

      Stung, I sit up and flinch as my head protests the swift movement. That whiskey might not have been the smartest decision I’ve made this morning.

      “I resent that.”

      “How can you after what you’ve just told me?” He shakes his head and moves away from the bed to stride back and forth along the width of the room. The carpet probably has a groove in it from all the pacing. It’s a path I’ve trodden many times during my stay.

      I sink down to an elbow and with lowered lashes, watch him. “Do you hate me, Nate?” I hate how important the answer is and wish I hadn’t asked the question, but it popped out.

      Thank you, whiskey.

      His head whips around to look at me and the swift frown and even faster sigh leave me in the dark. What he’s thinking eludes me, and it’s annoying how much his opinion means to me.

      To the room at large, I mutter, “You know, the last time I gave a damn about what a man thought of me, Jimmy was still in the hospital.”

      “Jimmy?” Nate stops his pacing and stares at me.

      My head feels way too heavy for my neck and the deadweight has it falling back so I’m looking at the ceiling again. “Yeah. My husband.”

      “You’re married?”

      His astonishment has me grinning. A light chuckle escapes me, and I shake my head. “A few months ago, I’d have said, I wish.”

      “But not now?”

      Even though my skull feels like it has taken on the weight of a ten-pound dumbbell, I lift it and look at him. “No. I don’t miss him anymore.”

      “Why not?” He takes a step closer to me.

      “Because I have you. Or, I had you.” My lower lip pops out. “You don’t like me anymore.”

      “It isn’t about like, Marina.”

      I shrug, and the movement in my position has my upper body jostling. “Course it is. You can’t accept my past, so you don’t like my present.”

      “Where’s Jimmy now?” He walks over to the side of the bed and stares down at me.

      “Blue Ridge.”

      “There’s no Jimmy there. I’d know him.”

      “He’s on History Hill.”

      Silence greets my words. “He’s dead?”

      I smile at him, but even in my semi-drunk state, there’s no humor in it. “Yeah. He died a few weeks after we married.”

      “How the hell did I not know about this?”

      I shrug again. “The folks at the genius farm aren’t ones for gossiping.”

      He grimaces at the truth of my statement and grits out, “Did you love him?”

      “Very much. He was the first person to love me. To give a damn. And he left. They always leave me. Always.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true, Marina.” It doesn’t escape my attention that he’s taken a seat beside me.

      I don’t want his pity. I’ve never wanted anyone’s. And that’s why I moved away from Blue Ridge. That, and the memories.

      “It is.” My nod is all-knowing. “My parents were never there, not until my sculptures started to win awards. Jimmy left. He knew he’d leave me alone, but that didn’t stop him.”

      “If he was in hospital, then he was ill?”

      “Leukemia. Meant I couldn’t even have his baby. He was sterile. He’d had it as a kid, and it kept on coming back.”

      He ponders that for a few seconds and then, in soft voice, asks, “What sculptures?”

      “They’re my specialty. If I wanted, I could live at the commune on my own right. I don’t need the Denison surname to be there.” I smile up at him. “You really don’t know me at all.” The smile disappears. “Nobody does. They all think they do. But they don’t. Not even Jimmy knew me. He loved me, though. I forgave him for not realizing what I really am.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Alone.” I jerk my shoulder, pretending I don’t really care. When I really do. “I always will be.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve got Mona and Eddie. And you’ve got me.”

      I snort. “I have you on your terms. They’ll probably cast me out like you will when they find out what I’ve been doing.” I shake my head. “So quick to judge, even you don’t understand.”

      “Explain it to me then.”

      “I don’t want your pity,” I snap, coming out of my happy-drunk to glare at him. “Or guilt,” I amend. “I’ve already explained, and you can’t accept me or my choices.”

      He shakes his head. “You can’t deny it was a shock, Marina.”

      “Don’t see why it matters. I don’t begrudge you your past.”

      “I didn’t help women sell their bodies.”

      A huff escapes me. “Still judging, I see.”

      His jaw tenses. “Maybe. Four years, nearly five, we’ve been together, Marina, and today, you tell me that you’re an artist, that you’re a widow, that you were a madam, and that you’re basically on the run from the mob. How did you expect me to react?”

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, I grin at him. “Kiss it better.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      “Be grateful I am. That’s the only reason you’ve learned half the stuff you have.” I eye him carefully and ask, “Is this the end?”

      He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “I don’t want it to be, but how can we come back from this? You’ve been lying to me for years. You’ve shared nothing with me.”

      Shaking my head at him, I mutter, “And you’ve shared so much with me? Apart from bodily fluids, that is.”

      Nate grimaces at my crudeness. Raising his left hand, he drags it through his tousled hair as he mutters, “You said a few months ago, you wished you were still married.”

      The question shoots from the left field and I frown at him, but seeing no harm in answering, I nod.

      “What’s changed?”

      I grin at him, but it’s tinged with sadness. “You. Ironic, if you’re going to leave me too.” Tired, I sink back onto the sheets, letting myself relax into the mattress. “But it won’t matter if the Russians get me, I guess. A fitting end to a crappy life.” I tilt my head to pierce him with my glare. “Go on. Say it. Poor, little, rich girl.”

      “I wasn’t going to say that.”

      “No? What were you going to say?”

      He doesn’t reply, but he shocks me by climbing onto the bed and lying beside me. “If you don’t want me to leave you, I won’t.”

      With a snort, I roll on my side away from him. “Don’t do me any favors, Nate. Stay if you want to; go if I’m suddenly repulsive to you. I was stupid to start to care for you. It’s always the beginning of the end.”

      He doesn’t reply, but in a way, his body speaks for him. He turns onto his side, curls an arm over my waist, and just lies there.

      What that means I don’t really know.

      In a way, I feel like Nate’s shown his true colors today. I can’t trust him with the real me. I wonder if that part of me will have to hide away forever. The idea that no one will ever know the true Marina shouldn’t hurt, but it does.

      Mona and Eddie see one side of me, the girls saw another and then, Nate another. I feel almost schizophrenic with how many different facets there are to my nature. Yet none of them touch the real person. The person inside.

      Like Nate said, tonight, he has learned I’m a widow, a fugitive, an artist and a madam. Four titles, yet not one of them fits.

      What does?

      I guess if I knew that, I’d be able to share the real me.

      As it is, she’ll have to hide away for a bit longer.

      Until someone who can accept her comes along.

      If my heart bleeds a little at the prospect, then that’s neither here nor there.

      It’s pathetic, but I’m used to it.
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      “Vy dumali, chto prosto otpustit' tebya?”

      The thick Russian accent breaks into my dreams the instant before my brain translates.

      You thought we would just let you go?

      My blood freezes, turns to ice, and my heart aches in my chest at the sudden pressure there. I want to reach out, grab Nathan’s hand but the inner cold of my terror has frozen my limbs. I suck in a breath and it jump starts me into action. I start to sit up, but the sudden cold of metal presses flush to my throat, and I feel the sharp blade slip into my flesh as though the soft skin were nothing more than butter on a warm summer’s day.

      Blood, hot, gushing and free from ice, flows down the curve of my throat. It’s only a small nick, otherwise I’d have felt more than the sting I experienced, but it has me urging myself against my pillow.

      “Don’t hurt us,” I whisper, repeating it in Russian.

      “But you have seen fit to hurt us. To hurt our business. We do not accept this lightly.”

      The snap of the light switch is louder than a gunshot, and I flinch as though a revolver had just been fired. Lights blare into the room and stun me with their brightness. I blink and flutter my lashes, trying to get my eyes to focus, and within seconds, even though it feels like a lifetime, I can see who’s in the room. And I’m shocked.

      It’s the big man himself.

      Antoni Vasov.

      I’ve only ever dealt with his right-hand man in the past, Basil Lukov. The only man I’ve seen in my life who could be a gorilla-human hybrid.

      I only recognize this bastard because Basil made sure to point him out when he took me out for a business meeting. I use the verb took out, when really I mean forced. The only reason I didn’t shout the place down, was because he’d taken me to the Kensington Park hotel for a business lunch. I can just imagine Eddie’s face if she’d heard about that. Her boss owns that and God knows how many other boutique hotels in the city.

      Christ knows why my thoughts have spun to Eddie and her boss, when I’ve a knife against my throat and a Planet of the Apes' character is the one wielding it, but hey, it’s either that or pee myself.

      Yeah, I’m so not going to do that.

      “What do you want?” I ask. Arching my throat to shift out of the blade’s way, I try to look around the room because the coldness of the sheets tells me Nate’s not there, and I don’t know where he is.

      The panic surging through my veins has a weird kind of paralysis overtaking my limbs. I can’t lose him. I can’t lose another man. When Jimmy died, it was like having my heart cut out.

      If I lost Nate too?

      I can’t even think about it.

      When my eyes eventually catch sight of him, eventually see where he is, I’m forced to think about it. There’s a bloody gash on his forehead and his head is lolling to the side. The only reason he’s on his feet, is because some goons are holding him upright and he’s quite evidently unconscious.

      “Don’t hurt him.”

      “It’s too late. He’s already hurt,” Antoni retorts, malicious pleasure in his voice.

      I try and study Nate, but the angle of the knife at my throat makes it hard to see everything. I only notice the gun at his forehead when Antoni loosens the press of the blade against my skin.

      “Please. Don’t do this.”

      “You could have sold to us. You could have left the city without another glance and a nice few million in your bank account,” Antoni spits at me, his upper lip curled into a sneer. “Instead, you sought to flee. No one escapes our attention, if we have our focus set on you. You have learned a lesson, and the class isn’t over yet.”

      “What do you mean to do?” The question quivers out of my lips, and I hate the weakness of my voice, but I’m feeling very, very weak. I want Nate; I want him to protect me. It’s a fucking terrible time to go all wimpy woman dependent on her strong Alpha male, but Christ, I do.

      Tears bead in the corners of my eyes as Antoni’s gaze flickers to Nate’s limp form. I can only imagine the damage the bastards have done to him.

      I damn the whiskey I imbibed for dulling my senses. I damn my pathetic alcohol tolerance. How could I have not heard him being beaten?

      A sob wells in my throat, and I long to free it, but I can’t show any more weakness in front of these fuckers.

      The man holding Nate upright doesn’t appear to be feeling the strain of supporting nearly two hundred pounds of muscled ranch foreman, so what damage have those fists done to Nate?

      I literally feel the blood drain from my face, and I have to suck in air as Antoni deigns to speak. “It depends on your bargaining chip.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A warble of Russian escapes the bastard, and I watch in horror as the goon lowers his weapon to Nate’s belly.

      My voice rises to a pitch so high I think even dogs would find it difficult to hear it. “No. I’ll do anything, anything, just don’t hurt him.”

      And I mean it. I would. I’d do, be, give anything to ensure Nate’s safety. I don’t care about this morning’s argument. I don’t care that he can’t accept the real me. I want him. I need him. Maybe more than I’ve ever needed anyone else.

      “I want your little black book.”

      My belly clenches at Antoni’s soft words. Of course, he does. That I’m about to trade some of the country’s most important political players for a relative nobody makes me feel sick. But there’s no doubt in my mind that I’ll do it.

      Is it an act of treason?

      I don’t know.

      I try and reason it out by saying they shouldn’t have used Papillon if they didn’t want to have a dirty secret, but even so, I know what I’m about to do could cause many people a worse headache than the one Nate will experience upon awakening.

      But I don’t give a shit. Because that’s all that matters to me. That Nate will wake up with a migraine to end all migraines.

      “I don’t have a little black book,” I start and when Antoni’s face clouds and the goon’s fingers clench around his gun, I hold up a hand in warning. “Wait. I don’t. I have a USB drive.”

      “Where is it?” A silkiness has entered the Russian’s voice. He knows he’s going to get what he wants without having to pay a single cent for it.

      “It’s in my bag. I-I can get it for you,” I whisper, hating the tremor in my voice but hell, I’m fucking terrified.

      My hands are shaking; my body is trembling with fear. For Nate. I can’t lose him.

      I won’t.

      I wouldn’t survive it.

      “Don’t try anything funny or lover boy will get it in the gut.” His warning comes with the removal of the knife from my throat. I cup a hand to my neck and my fingers return drenched with the copper fluid. Swallowing back nausea, I grab the sheet and curl it around me. I hate that I’m naked, hate that these men are seeing me like this, but I try to retain my dignity.

      The sheet is ample covering, and once I stand and go to the wardrobe, I wish like fuck I had a gun in my bag. Or something I could use to even the odds of this sorry scene. But I don’t. I’m completely without any means of defense.

      I should have used the last few days in Chicago more wisely. I could have bought myself a gun, used that on these bastards. Instead, Nate’s in danger and it’s all down to me.

      Before I reach the door, I turn to Antoni and ask, “How do I know you won’t come after me again?”

      “Once I have your client list, you hold no more interest to me or my associates.”

      “How can I trust your word?”

      He sneers at me. “You can’t. But I have no need of anything from you aside from the list. You’re expendable once I have it.”

      Now, why doesn’t his choice of words fill me with glee?

      Knowing I’m screwed and that giving this bastard the USB pen drive won’t assure my or Nate’s safety, I open the doors and reach for my carry-on case. I grab it and lay it on the floor, opening it to Vasov’s interested gaze. Rifling through the crap I always travel with and never use, I dig down to the pocket lining in the case and pull it open. The drive is as small as my thumbnail. It’s innocuous and looks unimportant, but the fate of at least two Senators, a Congressman and woman, as well as countless lawyers, doctors, businessmen lie within the documents saved onto the tiny bit of metal and plastic.

      With no guilt, I hand it to Vasov. He eyes it, turns it between his fingers and then, whispers, “Sdelayte eto.”

      Do it.

      My brain feels dulled, sluggish. I translate the bastard’s words a second after the sound of a shot explodes through the room.

      I don’t even have time to scream.

      It’s too late.
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      Past…

      The Grand Hotel, Chicago

       

      As the cab pulls up outside the hotel, I don’t even bother to open the door.  It’s strange waiting, but Nate always does it for me.  He pays the fare, then jumps out and rounds the car to help me like a gentleman of old.  With my hand in his, I smile up at him as I exit the cab. 

      Dinner, a walk through Little Italy, and a movie.  Not the most thrilling of nights out but that’s the best part about being with Nate.  Doing nothing is like doing something.

      The car moves off into the traffic and leaves us on the sidewalk.  When Nate doesn’t make to move toward the foyer, I frown at him.  “Are we camping out here, tonight?  I prefer our room.  It has heating.”

      He shakes his head.  There’s a weird glitter in his eyes as he bends down and presses his lips to my ear, “I’ve got something for you, Marina.”

      “You have?  What?” I ask, a wide grin curling my lips.  “Can you give it to me inside?  Sorry to be a killjoy, but you’re wearing pants and I have a skirt on.”

      “You’re damned right I can give it to you inside, and the skirt is the reason I can.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just remember,” he whispers, bending down and brushing a kiss over my nose.  “Be quiet.”

      Wondering what the hell he’s talking about, he grabs me by the hand and before I can even utter a complaint, he’s pulling me through the entrance, so quickly I can’t even greet the door attendant, and tugging me through the lobby.

      The Grand is just that.  Grand.  A pleasant mixture of old and new.  Antique and modern.  It’s why we always stay here for our little trysts.

      The reception is sleek, all slate tiles and low slung, leather sofas.  Yet there are Art Nouveau figurines decorating side tables or sculptures overtaking a huge floor space.  Muted colors, dim lights, it all adds to a rather hushed air.  At the back of the reception, there are four antique telephone boxes.  I doubt anyone uses them, but they’re there, and that’s where Nate is dragging me. 

      The receptionist stares at the strident path we’re cutting across the hall.  One nod from Nate has him returning his attention to the paperwork in front of him.

      I don’t even have time to complain about the rough grip he has on my wrist, before he opens the booth’s frosted glass door and pushes me inside.  About two feet by two feet, there’s no room for a skinny woman and her excessively large purse, never mind a couple.

      “Are we calling someone?” I ask pointedly, wondering what the hell we’re doing here.  “Because if you’ve run out of credit on your cell phone, I have plenty.”

      He ignores my sarcasm, too intent on squeezing us inside and shutting the door.  There’s about five inches of play in the entire booth.  It’s a good thing I don’t suffer from claustrophobia, because hell, this is cramped.

      With the door shut, the temperature shoots up and silence hovers over the pair of us like a heavy blanket.  I can’t turn around to glare at him as my back is glued to his front. 

      On the brink of making another complaint, his hand suddenly appears in front of me.  He holds it over my mouth and the only thing to stop me from stomping on his foot is the fact he takes care to keep my nose free and clear.

      Eyes wide, I stare straight ahead, not saying or doing anything, wondering where he’s going to go with this.  How far he’s going to go.

      “Remember,” he breathes into my ear.  “Don’t make a sound.”

      I nod and tease him by sticking out my tongue and trailing it along his palm.  He chuckles, the sound low and intent but before I can feel smug, his prosthesis drops down to grab the hem of my skirt.  One-handed, he drags it up and then, switching sides, he gives the other side the same treatment so my skirt is riding my upper thighs.

      There’s no room to do anything in here, never mind fuck, which I’m assuming is his intention.  I mumble against his hand, but he ignores me and refuses to budge his fingers.  Before I can glare straight ahead, his fingers are between my legs, nudging my thong aside and sliding down to my sex.  He strums my clit on the downward stroke and the move has me jerking onto tiptoe.  Excitement vibrates through me.  Where irritation had been, arousal now rests. 

      I shudder as he continues to rub and massage my clit, making juices flood my pussy and sending sharp hunger pangs for his cock, right through me.  

      I reach back, try to rub him through his pants, but he grabs my hand and pushes it against the wall, holding it there so I don’t move.  So I can’t move.  The sound of a zipper is loud in the silence broken only by his breaths, hard and laborious, I can tell he’s excited and that’s something that only increases my pleasure.

      Nate leans forward and with our proximity, he urges me to bend over slightly.  His foot slips between mine, nudging my legs wider apart until his shaft brushes the outer lips of my pussy and he’s working his way deep inside. 

      A whimper lodges in my throat as his thick cock forges a path through tight, clinging tissues.  My eyes flutter to a close as my teeth take advantage of his hand by biting down on the soft fleshy pad of his palm.  He grunts but doesn’t chide me, just keeps on moving until he’s all the way in. 

      A low cry escapes me.  I can’t control it as my body reacts to the thickness of his penetration, and in this position, it’s doubly noticed.  I’m stretched, full, drowning in his presence.  But fuck, it feels good.

      In my ear, he whispers, “Hold on.”

      Unable to move, I just stand there, positioned like a marionette doll.  His for the taking and the instant his hips start to rock and his cock forges its way in and out of my needy pussy; I lower my head as ecstasy shatters in my brain like fireworks on Independence Day. 

      Oh God, it feels good.  So, so good.

      My arousal has slurping sounds ricocheting around the booth and the noises are such a turn on, I can feel more juices welcoming him, drenching him.  A shudder works through me as he bends further forward, but this time, I’ve nowhere to go but the wall.  Pressing my face against it, the cool acetate is a sharp contrast to the heat in the booth.  His hand is still there, forcing me to be silent.  The slight change in angle means he can start to fuck me properly.  A whine works its way free as he does just that.  Deep, hard, fast. 

      The closeness of the booth enriches everything.  Concentrating the minutest detail and amplifying it a thousand fold.  So the slightest sound, the smell of sex, the tightness of our fit within the phone box is intense.  The heat is uncomfortable, sweat is beading on my brow, drenching my torso, but I can focus only on the fire in my cunt, one he’s intent on extinguishing with a load of his cum.

      Shuddering at the thought, I press my head into the hard wall in front of me.  It hurts, but I need that slight pain.  Each thrust has him dragging against already hard-used tissues.  He’s fucked me so many times this weekend I don’t know where my pussy ends and his cock begins, but it’s still too good to be true. 

      A high-pitched moan escapes me as he takes me down, dragging me to the edge of insanity as my climax beckons but stays out of reach and then, he shoots me hard and fast to the stars as it explodes inside me; pleasure, release.  Satisfaction.

      The rough fuck has my every nerve tingling as he pummels into me, his hips pistoning deep and then he stops, and with a jerk of his lower body, cums.  He grunts low, the sound guttural as he continues with a faint rocking motion, milking every drop of pleasure from my body.

      He stands there in silence for a few seconds, resting his head on my shoulder, leaving me in the uncomfortable position of being pressed against the wall.  But I don’t mind.  Any other guy, I’d have called them all kinds of names.  With Nate, the quick and unexpected, yet molten hot climax is a treat.

      I should be used to occasions like this.  He’s always surprising me.  Always taking me to the edge, to the outer limits of my control. 

      Another shudder rattles through my body and he presses a rough kiss to my cheek.  He pulls out, a move that has us both reacting ̶ he with a low groan and me with a high mewl ̶ and then rearranges my skirt so that I’m decent once more.  On the outside, at any rate. 

      Between my pussy lips, his cum is gathering, moistening my inner thighs and thong.  A hot reminder of what just happened...as if I needed one with my mind still floating on a cloud somewhere near heaven.

      Behind me, I can hear him fumbling with the door but as it opens, he doesn’t move.  The sound of a zipper tells me why and I’ve a few more inches to play with so I quickly make sure my hair isn’t mussed and that I don’t look as though I’ve just been fucked in a phone booth.

      He steps out, his heat abandoning me and I turn around, staring at him with wide eyes.  He looks at me, nods, silently telling me I look decent and takes my hand.

      Sedately, as though we’d just made a call, we walk to the elevators and ride up to our room.

      Neither of us says a word on the way up.  As he unlocks the door, sliding the card in before opening it and letting me pass, we retain the silence.  Only as the door shuts behind him, does he say, “Bedroom, two minutes.  Naked.  Leave your heels on.”

      With a grin, I scurry ahead, running through the small lounge and into the bedroom.  Tugging down my skirt and thong, I slide them off, then jerk out of my coat, and dump it on the floor.  The sheer hot-pink shirt that displays my white, demi-cup bra was a teasing outfit I chose for tonight.  Combined with the black pencil skirt, I was decently dressed but he could see everything. 

      I’ve riled him to this, to a hard and rough fuck, and God, if it doesn’t thrill me. 

      Slipping out of the blouse and bra, I jump on the bed and just in time too, as he sweeps into the room seconds later.  Exuding so much power, I shiver with it. 

      He looks me over, like a man buying goods and says, “Spread your legs.”

      I do as I’m told and watch his throat work.  That is the only reaction on his face at the sight of his cum slowly escaping my pussy and coating the tops of my inner thighs.  He reaches forward and coats his index finger with the seed, then proffers it to me.  He knows I don’t do that, so when I turn my head away, I’m not surprised that his hands are hard on my hips when he forcibly turns me over. 

      Out of everything I could say no to, it’s that, that pisses him off the most.  It doesn’t matter that I’ll experiment; do pretty much anything once...that I won’t swallow is a major sulking point.

      A part of me feels smug at my hold over him, and it’s there that the reason behind my refusal to swallow lies, as mean as it is.  But hell, a girl has to have something up her sleeve, doesn’t she?  Especially with a guy like Nate.   

      Christ, I need his cock back inside me.  I have four months of celibacy to make up for, and I won’t see him again for another sixteen weeks. 

      The more time he spends fucking me, the better.  And it’s something that his cock can easily accommodate.  I’ve never known a man with such a recovery rate, but hell, I’m grateful for it every time we meet.

      His knees land on the bed as his weight makes the mattress dip slightly.  He crawls forward, grabs my thighs, and jerks them upright, forcing me to kneel with my legs wide.  I comply, keeping my face to the bed, like I know he enjoys, hoping to please him with that even if I won’t by swallowing his cum. 

      His fingers delve into my pussy and then, move upward.  I flinch at their presence at my butt hole, but know this is a punishment of sorts.  He plays there, teasing the rim, popping a finger inside then retreating, sliding one in to the hilt, and then urging another one inside.  It’s hard to believe that in most aspects of his life, Nate’s a gentleman.  But in the bedroom, he drags me out of my comfort zone and forces me to accept I’m no lady once I hit the mattress.

      He bends over me and opens the bedside table.  There’s nothing in there except flavored condoms for when I give him a blow job, and then lube.  Lots of it.  Wedging his thick shaft in there is difficult and if it didn’t feel so fucking good, I’d tell him not to do it.

      I hear the sound of liquid spurting out of the bottle and tense in reaction.  I hear his hand squelch slightly as he coats his cock and then the bottle’s there, at my ass.  I squeal as lube drenches the rosette, entering the pucker and freezing me from the inside out. 

      A shocked exhalation has me gripping the bed sheets, when I feel his cock already butting against the rosette of my tush.  A whimper escapes as he starts to push in, deeper, deeper.  The pop of the muscle giving way to his thickness is almost audible, or at least, it feels as though it should be.  As my ass gives way to his invasion, I press my face into the sheets and absorb the uncomfortable pleasure of his penetration.  He rocks his hips back and forth, spreading the pucker, making it accept him.  Forcing my body to take him. 

      The thought has me shuddering, and I withhold a groan as he sinks in, finally filling me.  It’s both a blessing and a curse to feel so full, almost to the brink of pain.

      My breathing is nothing more than a burst of pants and gasps as he begins to fuck me, roughly at first as he displays his continued displeasure with me, then slower, deeper as his anger burns away.  When his hips are flush to my butt, he pauses and repositions himself.  Between my legs now, he moves so his ankles are hooked behind each of my knees, dragging me closer to the mattress and spreading my legs wider. 

      I yell, shrieking at the new depth of his cock inside me and my body flushes as he forges the path for an extra inch.  That thick fullness is my undoing.  I try to reach down between my legs, desperate to play with my clit, but he won’t let me.  He grabs my hands and places them overhead.  With his prosthetic, he imprisons mine and with his good hand, he grips my ass and uses it as leverage to fuck me harder.  His hoarse cry tells me he’s done, never mind the gentle pulsation as his cum slams into my butt. 

      When he sinks over me, his weight is a pleasant if heavy burden, but my body is still in fuck mode and I’m suffering.  My clit is on fire with the need for release.  Just one little touch and I’d be with him, slumped into the mattress.

      I know he can feel me wriggling underneath him, but for the moment, he chooses to ignore me.  

      I’m left gasping, crying out, desperate.  Almost as though the incident in the phone box didn’t happen at all.  Almost as though I haven’t cum in four months, when just last night I climaxed six times.  Never mind this morning or evening.

      My greedy body needs release and only my fidgeting brings relief.  Eventually, I know he’ll move and I’m not wrong.  He launches himself upright so he’s no longer resting on me and smacks my ass, before pulling out and making me shudder at the sensation of emptiness.  I stay there, knowing he’ll be mad if I move again and wait.  Just wait.

      My desperation to cum is pleasurably painful.  But I don’t have to endure the agony of being denied for long.  The mattress bounces again and I feel him between my legs.  His hair brushes my inner thighs and I shudder, wishing I could see him as he laps at my cunt.

      To say I stiffen at that first lick is an understatement.  I pause there, hovering as tension riddles my body, while he licks and flicks his tongue down through my cum-soaked pussy lips.  Swallowing his seed is something I always refuse, but the idea of him tasting himself is heady.  I shudder again at the very prospect and then grunt as he begins to suck down hard on my clit.  Within minutes, I’m yelling out, my hands banging the pillows as release surges through me like an electric shock.  It wings its way around my system, burning out nerve endings and filling me with such peace that tears fill my eyes.

      It’s always this way with Nate.  He takes me to the edge, forces me to see past the Marina I think I know.  He’s rough, mean and playful, but I thank God he’s mine for the moment.  I don’t want to think it, especially when every synapse in my brain has turned to mush, but I know we’re broaching a precipice.

      The dynamic between us is changing.  I’d have to be blind not to see it.  And it’s mostly on my part.  I can’t say it’s love, even though I think it is. 

      To love is to be hurt, and I’ve been hurt enough in my life.  The question is do I break it off?  Release myself from the eventual pain or do I endure what I know will come, when he realizes the sort of person I am, just to keep him with me for as long as I’m able?

      He pulls away from me and collapses at my side.   His breathing is deep, and I know he’s on the brink of sleep.  For a second, he just lies there, a few inches of space separating the pair of us.  I’m too whacked to even move, but I know he will.  It’s impossible to be in the same bed and not have a part of us in some way connected. 

      With a grunt as though even this small effort is draining him of every remaining drop of energy in his body, he tunnels his arm underneath my torso and drags me onto my side.  He takes a few seconds to arrange me, lifting my leg so it’s riding his hip and touching his damp cock, moving my arm so it’s hugging his waist and then tucking my head against his chest, so the thick muscle cushions my skull. 

      That done, I can sense the change in his body’s rhythms and know he’s no longer awake.  I take the time to listen to the gentle breaths escaping him, to smell the delicious essence that permeates my nostrils…  Man, musk, sex, aftershave…delicious. 

      A little snore bursts out, and I grin, but my amusement soon disappears.  I tighten my hold on him and a sad smile creases my lips as he nuzzles his jaw against my hair in a subconscious reaction to my touch. 

      He sleeps the slumber of the innocent.  A deep, peaceful rest.  But me?  I just lie there, wondering when he’ll realize I’m nothing but trouble to the core.  What awaits me in New York is a nightmare waiting to happen.  I don’t have to sleep to be assailed with night terrors.  My life is swirling down the drain and only this man can ground me. 

      The distance between us is getting too much for me.  I want him close, need to feel the security he gives me here, during our visits, on a constant basis.  But to be together permanently is to open myself up to his rejection.  Once he knows the real me, would there even be an us?

      I’ve lost a lot in my life, but I’ve struggled on.  Could I survive losing Nate?

      No.  I don’t think I could.
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      PRESENT…

      Northwest Mercy Hospital, Chicago

       

      I was different than the others at school.  At Blue Ridge, the family ranch and haven to people with IQs as large as a muscle man’s body weight, everyone is different.  Unique.  We stand alone until we merge as a community, is a kind of unwritten lore among the commune.  Our intelligence sets us apart and always will.

      For kids over the age of twelve, classes are held on site.  But before that age, every child has to attend the local elementary school.  It’s there we learn how unusual we really are.  It’s not the nicest way to learn it either.  Being teased before we even understand the word bully because we can read, write, and do seventh grade math at the age of five.

      Uniqueness and the unfairness of the world is an early life lesson.  And maybe it’s a wise one.  With our smarts, we are the future of technological, scientific, and industrial developments. 

      Under my distant leadership, the commune has already made Blue Ridge over twenty million dollars in new patents.  Four million of that was earned this year by new discoveries, one of which being Nate’s new bionic hand.  

      That money is poured back into the ranch.  Be it the cattle operation or updating the laboratory equipment, paying for art supplies for the studios or new recording equipment for the musicians.  Every cent revitalizes the commune, making it bigger and brighter. 

      Success always an inch away.

      With such a head start, maybe we need to learn that people reject and abuse what they don’t and can’t understand.  And it’s for that reason, Blue Ridge exists.  We’re a delicate bunch.  We have a sixty percent suicide risk; people are touchy, tetchy even.  The atmosphere on Blue Ridge is tense and competitive.  It isn’t Utopia for folks like us, but it’s the nearest we’ll ever get. 

      It wasn’t an easy start, but then, it prepared me for an uneasy life.

      Married at seventeen, widowed on the cusp of eighteen.  Moving to the Big Apple as I became an adult, founding what could only be called a safe house for abused prostitutes, and then, creating an establishment where they could work free from the ever-present danger in that line of business: pimps and abusive clients.  

      Then, getting on the wrong side of the Russian mafia.  Their ire inducing them to torch my best friend’s apartment building, and when that didn’t work and I didn’t give them what they wanted, they stormed into my hotel room and held my partner, Nathan and I hostage until I finally conceded defeat: I handed over my client list.  But they didn’t stop there.

      They shot Nathan.  They pressed a gun to his belly and fired.

      The memory is one that will never leave me.  I’ll always see it.  It will always be in my mind’s eye.  Another horror to add to the many I’ve experienced in my relatively short life.  The sight of the blood... gushing, pouring free from Nate’s veins.  His essence seeping out with every lost pint of the life-giving fluid... How will that ever leave me?

      If it didn’t seem self-piteous, I’d think I court trouble.  That destruction follows me, trailing along behind me as though I am a tropical hurricane.  As is usually the way with massive storms, the dangers go, leaving the mess behind.  I’ve done that way too often in my life. 

      I abandoned the ranch as soon as I legally could.  Eight months and six days after Jimmy’s death, I left all I knew to escape the horrors of being a widow before I left my teen years. 

      When my father died, I didn’t return to the fold to take over as leader of Blue Ridge as I should have done.  It was my duty, yet, I handed it over to Uncle Sam.  A more incompetent leader you’ll never find but legally able to act as guardian to the commune thanks to his surname. 

      The man might dream about chemical formulas, and he might be one of the foremost members of his field, but he’s a crappy people-person.

      I left the only place I can call home to wither away under the wrong man’s leadership. 

      And the instant the mafia destroyed Mona’s apartment building, I fled New York. 

      The three major calamities of my past have shown the truth of my nature.  I leave the mess behind me for others to clean up.   

      But I won’t just give up on Nate.  I won’t give up on us.  To go, to leave him so I can wallow in my own self-hatred, my self-disgust at causing destruction wherever I go... No.  It isn’t going to happen.  He means too much to me to simply disappear from his life.

      Even if he’s the next person on the list to be ignoring me.

      But hey, ignoring is better than being dead.

      I can stand his sulking, I can withstand his justifiable anger, but I won’t let my own sense of guilt push us apart.

      Rubbing my hands through my hair, I let my fingers linger at the base of my neck and begin to massage some of the tension away.  I’m getting to hate my current view.  The window of Nate’s private ward overlooks the parking lot.  Beyond that, glass and concrete monuments to the Gods of Commercialism scrape the sky, cars pound the pavement, and their beeps can be heard even from this subdued ward.  In the distance, between the gray buildings and the bright blue skies loaded with virginal billowing clouds, the waters of Chicago harbor beckon.

      When I first landed in the city, I only expected to be here for a week.  Tops.  I dreaded the need to return to my home in Montana, the ranch that has been the homestead for many Denisons in its one-hundred and twenty year existence.  But after coming to terms with the need to return, I guess it’s hard reconciling myself to still being here.  I want to see Blue Ridge again and having been sequestered away in this ward for the last four weeks, it’s merely making me desire home all the more. 

      That alone is a miracle, but maybe it’s all part and parcel of me coming to terms with the Marina of now rather than the child of the past.

      I’ve come to realize, after the many hours of solitude in this ward, that I’ve been a child for most of my life.  I’ve played dress-up, played the role of an adult.  It’s time for me to grow up because this kid is dangerous.  To her, rules are to be bent, and if manipulation doesn’t work, then broken. 

      Maybe that’s why destruction follows me?  Sure, my troublemaker ways weren’t the cause of Jimmy’s leukemia.  But I just had to fall in love with him, didn’t I?  A boy who was an anomaly of the eugenics experiment that is Blue Ridge ranch.  The son of genius parents yet with mid-level intelligence.  He was a good kid, harmless, hard working.  But to my parents, he might as well have been a drug dealer.  Or a car-jacker.  Being average was and still is a crime at the IQ Commune.

      My love for Jimmy was the pure, honest love that only two completely different teens can experience.  I will cherish the memories, but I can’t help but question if my choice of the boy wasn’t so pure.

      With a sigh, I wrap my arms around my waist and grip my elbows.  It’s either too hot or too cold in this room; the temperature is never comfortable.  I don’t know if Nate’s messing with the temperature control simply to cause me discomfort or if it’s just crappy central air, but it along with the rest of the ward is starting to give me a case of cabin fever.  I sleep here, wake up here, have my take-out meals delivered here, shower in the private bathroom, and don’t talk to Nate here. 

      Is it any wonder I’ve gone stir-crazy to the point that I’m questioning every aspect of my life?

      At the sound of the door opening, I turn to greet the only friendly faces I see around this place.  The nurses.  Nate’s face is glued to the television twenty-four-seven and the guys on staff are the only ones who’ll talk to me. 

      “I’ve good news for you, Nate.  And you too, Marina.  You must be going crazy in this ward.”  Betsy Granger is a slim, forty-year old brunette with a son in college, a daughter at high school, and three Maltese dogs called Bitsy, Ella and Tigs.  I know Jenna is head cheerleader and that Matt is studying Pure Math at Harvard.  In fact, I can tell you a basic background of nearly every single nurse on this floor’s roster.

      My smile is filled with the gratitude and pleasure I feel at the sound of another voice.  As well as the fact she has just picked up on the thoughts running through my mind.  “You’ve no idea, Betsy.”

      Our eyes bridge, and we share a look of complete understanding before transferring our attention to the grouch on the bed.  I make no bones about what I think of Nate’s behavior.  I’m not the only one used to falling on childish ways when I’m not happy about something.

      I deserve to be yelled at.  Hated, even.  But ignored?  Sulked with?  How the hell can we move past this if he won’t even talk to me?

      After two days in ICU, listening to the endless, reassuring beeps that told me Nate was clinging on to life, as soon as he awoke, if he’d have asked me to jump, I’d have asked how high.  I scurried about, doing what I could for him.  Topping up the water in his glass, feeding him when he was too out of it on pain meds to do it himself.  I’ve shaved and bed-bathed him, brushed his hair.  He wasn’t an invalid at the start, but he was so high on the cocktail of drugs they’d been feeding him, he couldn’t really do much for himself.  I cared for him the best I could, because the Nate I know would detest having a stranger clean him.  He’s way too proud for that.  And I tried to spare him.

      I’ve done what I could and will continue to do my best, but budging the stubborn bastard out of his funk is not only getting me down, but it’s looking like a full-time occupation.

      That it’s one I’m willing to sign up for tells me that what I feel for Nate is as real as I thought it to be on the night of the shooting.

      I’m halfway to loving Nate.  Maybe more than half.  The idea of a world without the miserable son of a bitch is like torture to me. 

      Betsy shakes her head at Nate’s disinterest in even her own proclamation of good news.  She sighs, shoots a sympathetic look my way and murmurs, “Your file is as thick as my arm, and the doctors have a schedule they want you to keep with your own clinic, but Nate, you’re due for discharge today.  Just like we predicted.”

      The swift whoosh of air escaping my lungs is one of relief.  I’d asked Uncle Sam to make flight plans for this evening to take us back to Montana and it’s nice to know I didn’t ask him to waste his time.  I can fly us back on the ranch’s small aircraft ̶ the one Nate used to fly to O’Hare.  Probably another indignity he’s going to lie at my door. 

      He might once have been a twenty-first century kind of guy, but after four years of being exposed to Sam, my uncle, he has turned chauvinist.  Not in a derogatory way, because that would piss me right off.  But Sam was born in an age where a gentleman did the heavy work and the women stayed at home.  Genius, he might be but he’s a child of his generation.  And Nate, after years of working close with Sam, has taken on the same traits.  Opening doors for me, helping me out of cars, ordering my meal...if I didn’t find it charming, I’d have decked him.

      So my flying him to the ranch isn’t likely to go down well.

      It’s also a reason as to why this continued silence is a shock.  His rudeness is totally unlike him, and it’s a punishment in itself.

      “That’s great news.  Isn’t it, Nate?”  I turn to look at the man who has changed my life and see no visual reply.  Just a bland stare at a quiz show.  The sounds of the buzzers and the whine of the contestants’ voices whirl in my head, scratching my eardrums like the sound of nails scraping down a blackboard.

      Before I can explode and let his complete lack of answer urge me into the first burst of anger at his childish sulking, Betsy beckons me with a hand and urges me into the hallway.

      “It isn’t too late for him to see a counselor.  Patients with gunshot wounds aren’t as rare as I’d like, but in your circle...” She clears her throat.

      Yeah, I guess the average patient with a gunshot wound comes in off the streets and heads to a charity hospital.  Not one that’s costing the ranch a small fortune.  This place has a better interior decorator than the hotel Nate and I were staying in.

      “He won’t.  You know I tried to persuade him.”  My tired sigh is met by a gentle pat on the shoulder by Betsy.  It’s strange, but she keeps on trying to mother me.  I guess it’s sweet rather than strange. 

      If she’s on shift, she sneaks in an extra plate of breakfast or lunch or dinner for me.  When Nate’s blood pressure suddenly bottomed out, Betsy tucked me in a hug after we got the all clear that he was back on track.  She’s been kind.  More than.

      I’ve arranged for a bouquet of flowers to be delivered here for her.  It’s the least I can do.  Hell, it doesn’t feel like enough.

      I’m not the most tactile of people.  As a kid, I learned not to be.  But there have been times here where I’ve really missed the easy affection Mona will bestow upon me, the one-armed hugs that Eddie will give me if we’re sharing a joke or whatever.  Betsy has filled a hole I hadn’t really noticed existed until I’ve been separated from my friends.  The women who I’ve always considered sisters, but who now, I’m only just starting to appreciate. 

      Talk about the story of my life.

      “His silence is unusual, Marina.  You’re lucky the doctors haven’t sent him up for a psych evaluation.”

      God, if anyone needs the psych evaluation, it’s me.  Nate’s the most rational and logical man I know. 

      I snort at the idea of him needing to see a counselor.  He told me once, that when he lost half his forearm after his ‘stay’ in Somalia, his medical team tried to make him see a psychiatrist.  Their suggestion was ignored.

      If he didn’t go then, when he probably should have done, then he sure as hell won’t now.

      “There’s nothing wrong with Nate.  Not in that sense, anyway.  He’s pissed off at me.  It’s not like he hasn’t spoken to the doctors.  Only the nurses know he ignores me.”  Tears gather in my throat.  I know the blame for all of this lies on my shoulders, but I wish I could just press my lips to Nate’s.  Revel in the realization that he’s alive and well.  Celebrate his release from the hospital with him.  Instead, I’ll have to herd him out of here. 

      I don’t even know if he’ll accept the fact we’ll be returning to the ranch together.

      “Yeah, well, Fran told them.  It’s only because I said there was nothing to worry about that they backed off.”

      “Thanks,” I whisper.

      She shrugs.  “If they’d really believed her, they’d have had him evaluated.  My voice just nudged them in the right direction.”

      “Still.  Thank you.  If he’d had to go through that, he’d ignore me until the next Millennium.”

      Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, Betsy studies me a second and on a sigh, asks, “I’m dying to know why he ignores you.  Why he won’t talk if you’re in the room.  I know it’s not my place to ask, but you know what they say.  Curiosity killed the cat and only the answer brought it back.”

      In the bright overhead light, I could be anywhere in the world.  There’s no scent of hospital.  That turbo-charged essence of disinfectant and bleach is nowhere to be found.  It just smells clean. 

      Sleek slats of teak panel the walls and silver-embossed signs indicate which ward number is which and the general direction of certain departments.  Low, black leather sofas with silver feet and matching armchairs are dotted about for patients’ relatives to use, when they’re asked to leave their relative’s room.

      I hate hospitals.  Have done so ever since Jimmy died.  The only reason I can stand it is because this place could be an office, or a hotel. 

      Only the people in white coats with stethoscopes, nurses in scrubs, and janitors with huge trolleys spoil the designer effect.

      It will be weird, but a good weird, to be out of here.

      My eyes dart to the large silver clock behind the neat and streamlined administration desk.  As the minute hand ticks away, I ponder what to say.  We or should I say I lied to the police about what happened that night.  As far as I’m aware, considering I’m still here, Nate stuck to the story I spouted off to the officials.  Something I told him about one night to make sure our tales were straight, and to which he’d shown a complete lack of disinterest... Either that or he pulled the amnesia card, when they interviewed him.

      Otherwise, I’m sure I’d have been carted off.  Maybe for perjury.  Maybe for having contacts with the Russian mafia in the Big Apple.  Maybe for owning a brothel.  Christ knows what I’d have been charged with.  As it is, my freedom is still my own. 

      Before I can put my thoughts in order and reply, Betsy mutters, “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked.  It’s none of my business.”

      Quickly, before she can think I’m insulted by her curiosity, especially after all she’s done for me this last month ̶ hell, she’s kept me sane after the endless bouts of silence in Nate’s room ̶ I shake my head.  “No.  It’s just hard to think about that night, that’s all.  Nate blames me for the accident, I guess.”  That much is the truth.

      Betsy frowns.  “That’s hardly fair.  Unless you pulled the trigger, it’s not like you deserve to be blamed.”

      I might as well have pulled it; the guilt still rests on my shoulders, but I don’t tell her that.  I just shrug and tell her the lie I told the police.  “Maybe it’s irrational of him.  I guess he deserves it, because I was stupid.  I put our safety at risk.

      “We went out that night, and I was wearing a necklace that was worth a lot of money.  I refused to take a taxi back when it would have been far safer, with a piece of jewelry like that around my neck, to be dropped off outside our hotel.  But I wanted to stretch my legs.  It was a hot night, too nice to waste on a cab.  I didn’t know a mugger would follow us to the hotel.  Or that he’d make it past hotel security and force his way into our room.”

      “Oh my God.  He didn’t just attack you in the street?”  Betsy’s mouth drops open as I shake my head. 

      “No.  The police figure that he saw my necklace, thought I’d have more of the same stuff in my hotel suite and got greedy.  He sneaked in past security and broke into our suite.  He was unlucky, because we’d packed everything away into the safe for the night.

      “He waited until we were asleep to break in.  I don’t know why the security cameras didn’t pick him up, because he must have been skulking somewhere in a corridor.”  Shaking my head, I lift a hand and rub at my temple.  The ache gathering there isn’t a fabrication.  “Nate woke up when the guy broke in and got a bullet to the gut as a reward.”

      The lie burns a hole in my belly and makes me wish for the antacids I’ve been popping like candy.  But I manage a weak smile when Betsy pats me on the shoulder again, her fingers squeezing in a noiseless apology for asking me to talk about something so painful.

      Christ, if she only knew the whole tale.

      Thankfully, the Russians had done something to the security footage that night, which had made my story plausible.  The police hadn’t been able to spot anyone, never mind my fictional mugger on the CCTV. 

      On top of that, they’d done something to the door to force their way in, which also corroborated my story. 

      I’d shown the police the contents of my safe, my tablet and laptop, some jewelry and the ‘necklace’ at the heart of the fictional tale.  A recent purchase and something that had cost me nearly six grand. 

      I’ve tried to cover myself at every opportunity, and I guess lying comes to me too easily, because they bought the simple story.

      “But it’s irrational to blame you.  You weren’t to know some creep would do that.”

      “No, but I should have listened to him when he told me we should be careful.  That we had to think of our security.”  I shrug.  “If I’d have listened to him, instead of being obstinate, we wouldn’t be here today.”

      “I guess, but still, he’s taking it a bit far, Marina.  Nearly three weeks without a peep to you and after everything you’ve done for him?  Most people leave that kind of thing to us.”  I guess by thing she means my nurse-maiding him.  “He should be thankful for that alone.”

      I pat Betsy on the shoulder and make to turn on my heel to return to Nate’s silent side.  Before I do, I mutter, “He’ll get over it eventually.”

      I hope.
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      When my father died, Uncle Sam insisted that if he were to agree to stay on as the guardian of the commune, there were certain conditions I’d have to comply with otherwise he wouldn’t help me.

      I’ve been driving since before I was legally of age to do so.  It’s like that at Blue Ridge.  Kids are treated like adults, and can do whatever the hell they want as soon as they’re old enough to leave elementary school.  But I never bothered to get a license, and that was one of Sam’s conditions.

      Another was to take a course in animal husbandry as well as some classes in genetics.  Science has never been my forte, but I had no choice other than to comply.  I understood his reasoning.  Eventually, when I returned to the ranch, I’d have to be the head of both the cattle operation as well as the commune.  The animal husbandry saw to the former, and the genetics to the eugenics project that has a home at Blue Ridge. 

      The final condition was to learn to fly a plane.

      I guess now, with the prodigal daughter returning, it’s a good job he set me on the right path.  It means I can fly Nate and myself back home without having to go to the fuss of having someone fly out to collect the plane and return it to the ranch.  It also means we can land on Blue Ridge’s private runway.  All can be achieved without a lot of hassle, and considering the ranch has been without Nate for nearly a month, getting the place back on track is the number one priority.

      That isn’t to say the silence on board isn’t excruciating, and that for once in my life, I wish I was flying commercial.  I’d even settle for the chicken coop over First Class.  Anything but this.  I want to scream and shout.  Force him to do the same.  Force him to talk to me.  I want to clear the air.  Anything but this horrific, endless silence.

      Instead, the tension is mounting, and not even concentrating on flying us to Montana is absorbing all of my attention.

      “So, I guess it will be good to be back at the ranch again?”  I expect this attempt at conversation will be batted away like an irritating fly, as has my every other attempt.  Only this time, he replies.

      For a minute, I wonder if I’m dreaming when Nate’s voice fills the cockpit, but his words wake me up with a bang.  Think cold water in the face after a deep sleep.

      “Just stop it, Marina.  Stop trying to make conversation.  I have nothing to say to you.  There’s nothing I want to say to you.  Just concentrate on getting me home.  If you want to do something for me, that’s it.”

      Understanding his anger doesn’t make the pain of his rejection hurt less.  I nod and feel like one of those stupid dogs you see on a car’s dashboard.  The endless nodding as the mutt sways to the car’s rhythm. 

      The thought jerks me out of my shock at his words and I whisper, “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      Nate sighs and for a minute, I tense, waiting for him to snap at me again.  Instead, he bites out, “So you keep on telling me.  But it did happen.  I was shot by the Russian fucking mafia, no less, and all because my girlfriend of nearly five years has secretly been running a brothel.  Apparently, it’s an important enough establishment to warrant some of the mob breaking into our hotel suite to steal the goddamn client list.

      “How the hell do you expect me to react, Marina?  Do you think I can just be fine with you?  I was furious at knowing you’ve been lying to me all these years.  Lie upon deceit upon deception.  Has anything we’ve had together been true?  Christ, I learned more about you that night than I have in all the time we’ve known each other.  But you brought criminals into my life, Marina.  Dangerous men.  Men willing to kill to get what they want.  I took a bullet, and I can’t just smile at you and play nice.  I’m angry, furious.  I’m royally fucked off with you, and just looking at you, just knowing all the things you’ve kept from me makes me want to punch something.

      “So if you don’t like the fact I’m ignoring you, it’s tough shit.  You got us into this mess; you have to deal with the fallout.”

      “What is the fallout?” I ask, wondering if he’ll sink back into silence or if this sudden conversation will continue.

      “Are you asking if we’re still together?”

      I’d nod, because my voice is so weak it’s almost mute but with his head turned away from me, he wouldn’t see.  Apparently, even glancing my way is more than he can bear. 

      I clear my throat and tell him, “Yes.  That’s what I’m asking.”

      “I don’t know.  My feelings for you can’t be erased.  Just because you’re a liar, and because you’ve brought this shit into my life, doesn’t make them not exist.  You’re a different person to the one I thought I knew, but deep down, you’re still Marina.  The details are new, but the bare bones are just that.”  He sucks in a strained breath and grits out, “No.  We’re not breaking up.  You have to deal with the mess you’ve made, and if I let you go, then you’ll just run away like you’ve always done.  You’re not running away now, Marina.  You’re going to make this better.  You’re going to work for my forgiveness.

      “This is your punishment.  And it’s something only I can dole out.  Because don’t think I’m blind.  Or deaf.  I know what you did for me during those early days at the hospital.  But don’t expect me to be grateful for the position you put us both in.  I only mention it, because it’s telling.  You’re not the touchy-feely sort, Marina.  You feel for me.  You’re not as distant as you’d like to make out.”

      “So, what?  Because I care for you, you can force me to do whatever you want?  It doesn’t work that way, Nate,” I cry, hurt at his interpretation.  Stung by his words.

      “No.  It doesn’t.  I won’t be forcing you to do anything.  You’ll do it all yourself and convince yourself it’s worth it because I mean more to you than a quick and easy fuck.”

      “Damn you,” I hiss at him.

      “You damned us both.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you did or didn’t mean to do.  It happened, and you have to deal with the consequences.”

      I grind my jaw down so hard my teeth ache but I spit out, “I won’t be your personal slave.  Just because I have feelings for you doesn’t mean I’ll do whatever you want, blindly.”

      “Did I ask for that?  A mindless slave?  Someone to clean the bathroom with a toothbrush and make me coffee whenever I want it?  You’re misinterpreting what I say.  But if you didn’t bother to reveal yourself to me all those years ago, why should you assume that you’ve learned a lot of my true nature.  You could have asked, and I’d have answered.  I’d have told you the truth, but for too long, I was that easy screw and you didn’t want to know.  I don’t know what’s changed, but it’s to my advantage.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His words, the delicacy of his voice, the gentle tone, they all make a frightening combination.  I wouldn’t say I’m an easy woman to scare, but he’s putting me on an edge I don’t know how to back away from.

      “I’d have changed for you, Marina.  Given it up.  You’ve opened a can of worms, and you don’t even realize it.  But you’ll find out.  Soon.  When we touch down.  It’ll start then.  No more you in charge. 

      “I’ve let you hold the reins, and look where that’s gotten us.  Me in hospital and you nurse-maiding me because I couldn’t care for myself.  For the first time in my life, in any relationship, I didn’t take control, and this has taught me a lesson.  I should have done this a long time ago, but I wanted to change. 

      “For you, I’d have done without.  But you need a firm hand before you get somebody killed, and I’m the one to give it to you.”
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      As I landed the plane and set about disembarking, Nate’s words revolved around my brain.  I was thinking some kind of weird-ass—maybe corporal?—punishment to keep me in line.

      I don’t come from a domestic abuse background, but I know Mona did.  There’s no way in hell, not even to keep Nate, will I let myself be bullied into doing whatever he wants simply because he deigns to say it.

      Mona is pretty levelheaded about her childhood.  She says things, little snippets about her past that to her seem normal, but they have Eddie and me shooting a look at each other.  Wondering if we should say something or if we should just leave the subject alone.  The last thing we want is to freak her out, even though both of us truly feel for her and the experiences she has endured that no one, not just a kid, should have to see.  

      One time, we were lounging around in a coffee shop, after a shopping spree on a Saturday, just chatting and chilling together.  Eddie was about to drift over to the counter to place another order, and she’d asked if Mona had wanted to try out some of the new make-up she’d bought that day. 

      The pair of us are always trying to make Mona take a real look at herself.  She’s the sort of woman who is pretty without make-up but could be a stunner if she wanted to put a little effort into her looks. 

      Ordinarily, I’d have left her alone.  Let her be whatever she wanted to be.  However, Mona’s self-confidence and self-esteem seem to ride on her looks and the comparisons she makes between her, Eddie, and me.

      Negative ones. 

      If we can try to improve Mona’s impression of her own self-image, then we do it.

      At the suggestion, Mona’s eyes had turned glassy as she looked inward.  “My father always said red lip paint was for whores,” she’d muttered.  “Made by the devil for sluts, he used to say.  Mother tried to wear pink lipstick once.  He held her over the sink and rubbed her mouth with soap until it had washed away and then made her eat the lipstick.”

      Eddie had stood there, frozen solid, and I’d felt as though I’d been punched in the face.  To have seen that?  To have played silent witness to her mother’s abuse?  Christ, it was no wonder make-up was a no-go in Mona’s world.

      She’d reached for the bag Eddie had been proffering, obviously willing to test out some of the make-up, regardless of the memory that had just popped into her head. 

      Before she could, I’d grabbed it and said, “You don’t need to paint your lips, honey.  Just add a bit of bronzer to your cheeks.” 

      Swiftly, I’d changed the subject, but those little glimpses into Mona’s past had always horrified me.  So, yeah, having soap shoved down my throat to wash away paint created by the devil isn’t my idea of fun. And if that’s how Nate intends to get his kicks, then he can do one.

      Until we landed, not a word was spoken in the cockpit.  I think Nate drifted off to sleep and his words, the true meaning behind them, had swirled around my brain as I tried to make sense out of them.

      It hadn’t worked.  Now, standing beside the plane, my feet on Montana soil, I’m as lost as I was forty minutes ago.

      Someone from the commune appears out of the darkness, zooming up to the plane on a golf cart.  The mini four-wheeler is more SUV than wimpy cart.  It’s a pimped-up, patented ride that has been very lucrative for Blue Ridge.

      White lights glare at us from the distance.  The small dots drowning in the sea of black have both of us turning our heads away.  It’s unfortunate that we turn to face each other and that those piercing bulbs show every emotion on both of our faces.

      Nate is in pain.  I can see it in the lines of tension at his eyes and mouth.  He’s suffering, and that it’s because of me, makes me feel so guilty, nausea begins to bubble in my belly.  But his eyes, they do more damage to my stomach lining than anything.  They’re filled with anger, rage, and the most painful part?  Hurt.  There’s no hatred there.  Nothing that screams, ‘You fucking bitch.  Look what the fuck you’ve done to me.’  Just pain, hurt, and sorrow.

      And I did that.

      Maybe he’s right.

      Maybe I do need to be punished.  The law isn’t going to do it thanks to my lies, and after years of covering for myself, nobody is going to be aware of Papillon outside of the old staff and clients.  No.  I’m a loose cannon.  And while technically I’m in the middle of nowhere, I can still do damage.

      I recognize this trait in myself.  I hate it.  Loathe it, but there’s no point wasting time despising something that’s as intrinsic to me and my character as the color of my eyes.  I just have to be proactive.  And if what Nate wants to do to me, whatever it may be, will do away with that sorrow, then how can I say no?  After what I’ve done to him, after all my lies and secrets, how can I not give him this?  My acquiescence. And my desire to please him, my need to make him happy.

      Maybe he sees that.  Maybe, as he looks deep into my own eyes, he can sense my contrition because his face softens.  His mouth relaxes slightly, the lips flattening out from the earlier pinch, and his gaze is almost reminiscent of the way he once looked at me.  Christ, a month seems like a lifetime.  After hours, days, weeks of being avoided; of feeling like I’m America’s number one enemy, or at least in the case of one American, to be gazed at by the man I care for is like a gift from above.

      I can feel tears welling up in my eyes and while I feel pathetic, like a real dumbass, it’s a testament to how low this man has brought me.  To my knees?  Perhaps.

      What wouldn’t I do to keep him?

      The very fact I’m here and not running away from him, facing him after all I’ve done to damage him, speaks louder than a screech.  I’m not about to be mindlessly beaten by way of punishment, but I was a fool even contemplating that, of even comparing Nate to Mona’s father.  Nate isn’t cruel.  He’s a good man, I know that and I have to have faith in him.  I don’t know what his intentions are, but whatever they may be, I’ll endure it.  For him.  Because deep down, I trust him.

      Yuck.  I sound like a real pansy.  Why don’t I just let him mop the floor with me?  Inwardly snorting at the idea, I realize I’m not that far gone.  I’ll see how it goes and monitor the situation.  But Nate will have to totally disrespect me before I give up on us.

      As the cart squeals to a halt in front of us, the engine’s din finally dying down, the driver climbs off the mini-SUV-golf cart and yawns around a greeting.  He must be a new addition, because I don’t recognize him but Nate does and he smacks him on the arm with his good hand.  “Wasn’t sure if you’d still be here by the time I got back, Jason.”

      Jason ̶ whoever the hell he is ̶ shakes his head.  “Couldn’t just leave without saying bye to you.  Sorry to hear about the mugging.  That’s some kind of freaky shit going down, but what do you expect going to the big cities?”  At Nate’s snort, Jason grins again and turns to me.  “You must be Marina.  Heard a lot about you.”

      I can’t help it.  Something inside me always freezes when I meet somebody new.  Mona says I’m the Ice Queen incarnate whenever I’m introduced to someone.  That’s why it’s weird they think I always hook up with guys.  Mona looks upon me as the Oracle of Manhattan.  Where sex and men are concerned, at any rate. 

      “I haven’t heard a lot about you.”

      Jason sucks in a breath, then hisses it out.  Nate’s chuckle is loud beside me, and I almost jump from that alone.  It’s been nearly a month since Nate has found anything amusing.  Even in the hospital, he didn’t laugh at his favorite sitcoms.

      “Play nice, Marina.  This is an old friend.”

      I turn toward Nate, knowing I can, as it’s his good side.  I’m shocked, but happy, when he raises his arm and hooks it around my shoulder.  “You’ve never mentioned him to me.”

      “I’m hurt, Nate.  Real hurt.”  The twang of Texas is redolent in Jason’s voice.  The thick brogue would be hard to understand if Lizzie, one of the women on my staff, hadn’t been from the Lone Star State.

      “You’re making us sound like lovers, Jase.  You’re giving my girl the wrong impression.”

      Jase flips him the bird, then mutters, “Sorry, ma’am.”

      Christ, he can show him as many fingers as he wants if Nate considers me his girl.  God, I’m out of my depth here.

      “There are those nice Southern manners your momma taught you.” 

      Jase’s face is half in the shadows and half out, but I can still see his grimace.  “Hell, don’t remind me.  Come on, less of the chat; let’s get back to the ranch.  Some of us left our nice, warm beds to be kind to their no-good, ungrateful friends.” 

      Before either of us can say a word, Jase hauls my luggage and Nate’s on to his shoulders and trawls it back to the cart.  Within seconds, the engine is rumbling through the night and Nate is helping me onto the back of the cart.  That’s the way it seems to Nate, at least.  As it is, I steer him, giving him my support as he settles himself upon the hard cushion of the souped-up golf cart.

      The instant our butts hit the seat, Jase takes off.  With it, the silk scarf around my throat whips away to only God knows where, and I have to cling to the rail that fences us onto the backseat to keep myself from flying off too.  Nate’s arm suddenly tunnels around my waist, and he clings to me.  I can’t mistake it for cuddling, not with his threat of earlier still making its way around my synapses.  Especially considering the force of his grip.

      I lean forward and slam my hand against Jase’s back.  “You jackass.”  I shout over the motor and with another whack, the idiot comes to a halt.  With the engine revving noisily, I screech, “He’s only just made it out of hospital.  You can’t tear over the countryside as though he’s fit.  He’s still sore, moron.”

      At my first words, Jase spun around to face us.  Not that we can see much in the pitch black.  Although the dim light from the moon provides some illumination.  “Sorry, ma’am.  I forgot.”

      “How the hell can you forget?  You were just ribbing him over his injury a few minutes ago.”  I turn to Nate and murmur, “It’s okay, baby.  I’ll get us there in one piece.”  Detaching his hand from around my waist, I hide a grimace at the bruises that will be there in the morning and climb out of the cart.  Standing beside the driver’s seat, I grit out, “Get the hell out of my way.  I’ll drive us back to the ranch.”

      He must have realized I wasn’t in the mood to be messed with, because he slid across the seat to the passenger side without even a murmur. 

      “Nate will need to lean on you.”  Again, he complies and climbs over into the back.  Nate’s grunt has my face contorting with rage.  “Be careful with him.  For fuck’s sake, the man’s been blasted by a bullet.  He’s not some goddamn bull in need of whipping.”

      As I start the ignition, I can hear a faint murmur, a slight chuckle but I set off, ignoring the pair of them.  If I’m mothering Nate, well, who the hell can blame me?

      I go at a decent pace, fast enough to get us home in one piece like I promised, but slow enough that every slight hill and bump doesn’t have Nate’s insides jiggling about like Jell-O on a plate.

      Driving towards the lights in the distance, the faint twinkling of lamps from the homestead, I aim north and wish the moon was brighter.  I can see shadowy cubes, buildings that hadn’t been here on my last visit.  My memories of wide-open spaces with few structures taller than one story have gone by the by.  I don’t begrudge not being informed about these buildings being constructed, I just mourn their existence.  It’s my own fault.  I should have been here to make sure nothing happened to the land that didn’t gel with my own plans.

      That will all change now.  I wouldn’t say Uncle Sam was a zealous leader, but I can’t help but wonder if in the years he’s been guardian, he’s come to like the position of power.  I hope I won’t have to wrestle the mantel of leader from him.  It will be hard enough getting the members of the commune back on my side.  They’ll judge me as an outsider for a long time.  Even though I’ve lived here longer than I’ve been away.  It’s like that at Blue Ridge.  Damned if you do.

      As it is, my first moments in Montana haven’t been how I’d have imagined.  But for all that, it feels good to be home.  My stomach has settled.  Sound weird?  Well, it feels weird.  I didn’t realize how much tension was wriggling through me, like worms forcing their way through dirt.  My sinuses feel as though they’ve been blasted; no more unclean air.  Here, it’s one-hundred percent pure.  Delicious.  A perfume of its own.  In the distance, to mar the cleanliness, I can scent cattle and all the filth that comes with having a herd the size we do, but it’s a smell from my youth and one that doesn’t bother me.

      In the background, I can hear the two men shouting at each other over the motor.  They might as well be whispering for all I can hear.  The engine must be keeping everyone awake.  Another sin to rest at my door.  Not only have we landed here, we’ve spent an age torturing the commune with the sounds of a whistling, screeching, rumbling motor.  And people here take this time of the day seriously.  You’ve the folk who sleep religiously from daybreak to dawn.  They’ll be pissed at my disturbing their nightly rest.  And then, there are those who work through the night and whose concentration I’ll be breaking.  But it can’t be helped.  I won’t let Nate suffer anymore.  Unlike his friend, that is.

      Christ knows who this Jase is.  He can’t be an itinerant worker, because the commune doesn’t have any.  Save the housekeeper and her husband, the rest of the ranch’s population are all members of the brain squad. 

      By the time we reach the homestead, my ears are rattling with the hideous sound of the engine, and the blessed peace, that hits soon afterward, is heaven-sent.  I crawl over the seat, missing the stick shift by a few inches, and climb out on Nate’s side.  Placing an arm through his, I tell him without words that I’m here to help.  He tenses his arm in silent thanks and with a great huff of breath and a grunt of pain, he climbs out and stands at my side.  I can just make out the beads of sweat on his brow and the weather isn’t the cause of it.  It might still be hot in Chicago, but not over here.  The faint breeze eddying around the ranch is chilly, and if anything, I’m more likely to shiver than sweat.

      His pain makes me wince, but I say nothing, help him over to the porch steps, and leave his jackass of a friend to get the luggage.  I can just make out the façade of the homestead and notice it hasn’t changed since my last visit.  It’s still a mildewy shade of green with cream detailing around the windows and matching shutters pinned back to the wall.

      There is no way I’m living somewhere that makes moldy cheese look attractive.  Getting some new paint is definitely on the To-Do list.  But apart from that, it’s as well kept as ever.  No squeaking boards as we climb the four, wide steps to the verandah that wraps around the whole house.  From the light hanging over the door, I can see a swing chair and a sofa at one side and a low table with two armchairs on the other.  Sam’s taste for interior decoration hasn’t improved.  Well, call me a snob, but mine has.  This place hasn’t changed since my Granddaddy was the guardian here.  And I was six when he died. 

      The door wings its way open, and I spot Uncle Sam for the first time in four years.  We chat over the phone, talk about the ranch and any major changes he wants to implement, usually under Nate’s advice to call, but it’s strange to note how the years have passed, and I haven’t been here to see it.  His hair is pure white now, with shots of silver.  His belly is round and his shoulders are stooped.  A goatee, silvery-white like his hair, surrounds his mouth and those sparkling blue eyes of his are as filled with mischief as they were when I was a kid.

      He’s always looked like Santa Claus, but with his hair so stridently white, he looks it even more.  Although I doubt St. Nick would be wearing a ratty flannel shirt and thermals to answer the door.

      Safe to say, Uncle Sam doesn’t stand on ceremony.

      “’Bout time you got here, girl.”

      “’Bout time you lost some weight, St. Nick.”

      Sam looks smug and pats his belly.  “Coming on mighty nice now, isn’t it?  The Santa costume fits me perfectly.  Was a little too baggy round the waist, but now it’s real comfy come the holiday season.”

      I roll my eyes.  “Haven’t you read the latest statistics on obesity in this country?”

      “Haven’t you read the latest statistics on eating disorders?  Hell, girl.  You look like you need a dozen hamburgers.” 

      At Sam’s snort of disgust at my lack of rotundness, Nate shakes his head.  “Sorry to break up the welcome party, but I really need to sit down.”

      “Oh, shit,” I mutter under my breath and curse myself for having forgotten Nate’s precarious state of health.  Just because they discharged him, doesn’t mean to say he doesn’t need a checkup in a few days or that he’s one-hundred percent better.  I think the only reason they did is because Blue Ridge has its own on-site hospital and two doctors.  “Move out of the way, Santa.”

      Sam quickly does as bid, his pleasure in my caustic greeting evident in the wide smile on his face, even though there’s definite concern for Nate written into the glittering blue gaze. 

      We’ve always had a weird rapport, Sam and I.  I’m just glad time and distance haven’t changed that.

      “Santa?” Nate asks as he grunts down the hall to the lounge.

      “Yeah.  Standing joke,” I wheeze, grunting myself at hauling Nate’s not inconsiderable weight twenty feet down the corridor.  By the time we make it, sweat is beading on my brow and Nate has started to shiver a little.  I’m relieved to see the fire has been laid and flames lick the hearth, but not as relieved as I am to help Nate down onto the sofa.  With a huff, I lift his legs onto the seat and stand back, twisting my waist a little to ease the cramp that came from the awkward hold I had on him. 

      Stepping back, I survey his gray face and whisper, “Do you need some meds?”

      “Yeah.  Do you know where they are?”

      Unable to help it, I snort.  “I packed your cases, so yeah, I know where they are.  Jase is bringing the bags in, so I’ll go and get you them.”

      “Boy doesn’t need drugs.  Needs a good whiff of Scotch.”

      “Not with the pills he’s on, Sam.”

      “Ha.  My Scotch will blow the cockles away.  Needs that more than some damned drugs.  Never did trust doctors.  Nate, if you’re a wise man, and I know you’re on the way to being one, you’ll ignore the docs and do as your good pal Sam says.”

      Nate grunts.  “I’d love to take you up on your advice, old pal, but I need the high more than I need the low.  Get the pill, Marina.”

      As I walk out of the room, shooting an ‘I told you so’ look at Sam, to which he sticks out his tongue, I overhear my Uncle saying, “Didn’t take you for a pussy, boy.”

      “Try getting shot and then judge him,” I call out and hear the pair of them laugh as I stride down the hall.  Another part of the house that hasn’t changed. 

      A thick northwestern style rug runs down the center of the vestibule adding a rich red to the otherwise dour room.  To the left of the door, there’s a coat stand loaded with different jackets and hats, even though we have a mudroom to store the crap.  That is to say, we did. I doubt things have changed that much, though.

      On the right, there’s a dresser.  The lower cupboards are filled with more crap, if memory serves, and the drawers contain thousands of keys—some of which are defunct and some of which might open the family vault.  On the back wall, there is a pair of antlers, stripped down to bone, but all throughout the house, there are more displays of my family’s appalling taste in taxidermy.  Blame my Granddaddy for that.

      At the front door, Jase is cradling his Stetson.  He looks at me and scowls down at the floor.  “Sorry about before, ma’am.”

      “It isn’t me you have to apologize to,” I bite out, still pissed at his thoughtlessness.  I unbend enough to say, “Thanks for bringing the bags in.”

      He nods and is about to turn around, when Nate calls out, “You be nice to him, Marina.”

      “I’ve been polite,” I yell back.

      “Christ, she’s probably flayed his skin by now.  Get your skinny butt back in here, girl.”

      “Personally, I think it’s a rather nice butt,” Jase mutters, tacking on, “Ma’am,” when I glare at him.

      “Who are you, anyway?” I ask, bending down to grab the small vanity case in which I stored Nate’s brown paper bag of medicine and a small bottle of water.

      “Just here for the season, ma’am.  Your Uncle was having some problems with the stock and needed my help.”

      “Why you in particular?”

      “I’m the best at what I do.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Horse breeding.”

      “Horse breeding?”  My voice is no way near calm.  A shriek would have been better than the sound escaping my mouth.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “But we don’t have any horses to breed.  We buy them in from Janicowicz’s over in Billings.”

      He snorts.  “Did you miss the new stables on the way in?”

      “The pitch black might have had something to do with me not spotting a second set of bloody stables.”  My teeth grind down.  “Since when are we breeding horses?” I call out and dead silence is my answer.  My eyes want to twitch; in fact, they’re on the brink of crossing, when I mutter, “You’d better get your ass in there.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you.  Move it.”

      Slamming the door when he moves past me, I stalk down the corridor and into the lounge.  “What the hell are we doing with horses?”  I grit out, simultaneously handing Nate his meds and the water bottle.

      Nate and Sam share a look.  “Now, look here, Marina,” my Uncle starts.

      “No, I won’t look here, Sam.  What the hell did you think you were doing?  Why didn’t you consult me on this?”

      “Because you’re never here, that’s why.”

      “Oh, so I’m not on the other end of a telephone?” I hiss.  “I didn’t realize you’d suddenly lost my goddamn number.”

      “Don’t you take that tone with me, missy.”

      “I’ll take whatever friggin’ tone I like.  You do not make these kinds of decisions without my say so.”  I suck in a breath, trying to calm down, but I can’t.  They’ve messed with all of the family’s traditions here.  And they didn’t even tell me about it.  Christ, I’ve tried to run away from this place, but through it all, the quarterly reports, the weekly statements, and the long-distance care taking, I’ve known everything that’s gone down here.  Somehow, they’ve both been hiding this from me.  Just like the new structures...they’re probably the stables Jase mentioned.  “This isn’t how things are done, Sam.  You know that.”

      “If I’d have consulted you, you’d have said no.”

      “That’s because it’s my right to say no.”

      “Have you seen the prices of beef?” Sam shrieks.  “Thoroughbreds are big business.  We’re making money hand over goddamn foot.”

      “Thoroughbreds?” I squeak.  It’s worse than I thought.  “You’re not breeding stock horses?”  Dislike the idea as I may, I prefer it to breeding the notoriously delicate, purebred stallions and mares.

      Sam bites his lip and from the regret on his face, I can tell he wishes his words back.  He could have wangled out of it a while longer if he hadn’t told me the kind of horses he was intent on breeding.

      “Well, they’re a money-maker.  It made sense.”

      “And the bull stud wasn’t making us a fortune?  Hell, the ranch is supposed to support the commune, but the commune is more than self-supporting.  This place is earning more than anyone ever dreamed.”

      “That’s a bit short-sighted, Marina,” Nate murmurs from his supine position on the sofa.

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean we change the running of the ranch just because I’m not thinking of the future.  And that’s bullshit anyway.  The bull stud earns us a fortune, more than enough, and we’ve at least five years left until Rogue leaves his prime.”

      Nate stares at me and something in his eyes, something that I’ve never seen before and I can’t even name, has my own darting down to glare at the floor.  “I deserved to be kept in the loop,” I mutter, my voice is petulant but Christ, it’s the truth.

      And it isn’t just the changes made without my permission, it’s the fact they lied to me.

      “This is your damned fault, Jase.  Couldn’t you keep your mouth shut until the morning when I’d have had a chance to tell her?”

      Sam’s grouchy words have my eyes shooting up once more to pin him with a furious glower.  He tugs at his floppy collar, something that’s anything but tight.  “Feeling guilty?” I ask, sweet as honey.

      He frowns at me and turns to face the fireplace.  

      “How many Thoroughbreds do we have?”

      Sam’s sheepish, “Thirty,” has me breaking out into a cough.

      “Thirty?”  My eyes feel as though they’re bugging out of their sockets.  I stagger over to a seat and slump down.  I’ve no idea how much Thoroughbreds cost to stable, but I know it will be a damned sight more than stock horses.  “You’ve obviously been doctoring the accounts to hide all of this.  What are the true figures?”

      Another tug at the collar.  “We were having a problem with our stud, but Jase saw to that.  As it is, we’re making a loss.  But it’s a new business.  You know how things like that work.”

      “How much of a loss?  I thought we were making money hand over foot,” I bark, scowling over at him, and then, I hold up a hand.  Enough is enough.  “Get your stories straight for the morning.  I’m too tired to listen to this bullshit.  I’m going to bed.  One of you, help Nate upstairs when he’s ready.”
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      Okay, so I abandoned him downstairs.

      Not exactly a smooth move considering our earlier conversation in the plane.  But I had to get out of there.  I just had to.  Uncle Sam is one of the only people on this planet who can get my goat within ten minutes of our being together.  For all that, I love him.  He’s a pain in the ass, a major one, but my affection for him is real.  It would be too easy to explode, to go atomic on his ass after what he’s done, but I’ve been back in Montana for twenty minutes.  I don’t want to self-combust in anger.  I’m tired, weary, and nervous about being here.  I’m also on tenterhooks with Nate.

      Storming out of the room might have been a bad idea, but I compounded it by ignoring Nate’s low call of my name.  His quiet shout had me hovering on the staircase.  For a good minute, I’ve hesitated here.  A part of me wanting to go up, and the other, reacting to that low tone, making me wonder if I should go down and back to his side.

      That I’m even questioning myself has me striding up the stairs, but I know he’ll be pissed off.  But Christ, a woman can only take so much.  And I’m not a dog.  I don’t come running when a guy calls my name.

      Feeling justifiably furious, I stomp up the stairs and head down the hallway to the bottom of the corridor, which is where my old suite of rooms lies.  I remember Nate’s earlier words, the fait accompli discussed before that hideous night of the shooting, which would have me staying with him in his room as soon as I got here, but I ignore the memory.  Things have most definitely changed since then.  He probably needs his space.  Not to mention time to get his head straight.

      That could just be wishful thinking.

      Banging the door, I switch on the light.  Nothing’s changed here, either.  It’s as if time stopped, and I guess when Jimmy died, it did. 

      The lounge is a throwback to my teenage self.  An old black box of a television stands on a low table covered in a flowery, frilly doily.  A sofa, covered in matching flowers, sits opposite.  Around the room, there are posters of my teenage crushes.  Brad Pitt.  Tom Cruise.  Robert Downey Jr. 

      I’d been a weird teenager.  Alone, but enjoying the solitude, needing it so I could create the wild figurines, the vibrant sculptures, that in the local towns, I was starting to be renowned for.  That changed when I met Jimmy.  Many things did.  New feelings emerged, feelings I didn’t understand. 

      It was during that period,  when I remember lying on the couch, the window wide open, as a summer breeze floated in, legs spread as I masturbated to the one porn flick I found in the commune’s video library.  It obviously was put back there by mistake and I snatched it and had seen more than I bargained for. 

      Watching cattle and knowing the logistics didn’t make the actual act any less shocking.  At first, I was embarrassed, then uncomfortable, and then horny.

      The time between meeting Jimmy and the pair of us losing our virginity had been a difficult one.  I’d wanted him but had been playing hard to get.  One of the girls in Sheridan, a kid I’d known from elementary school, had been five months pregnant at sixteen.  Unusual for the nineties.  I’d been terrified about the idea of getting pregnant, but still, I’d been needy. 

      That porn flick had pushed me through a very trying time.  And the one thing my parents did give me was privacy.  Not out of generosity to their daughter, simply because they didn’t give a crap.  That did have its advantages.  Sometimes.

      A sad grin creases my mouth, and I stride across the room and head to the bedroom.  More nineties revival furniture.  More posters.  More frilly and flowery fabrics that make me heave now.  But it’s all clean.  Not a speck of dust anywhere.

      I head to the closet hoping the bright orange pine cupboard still houses some of my old clothes.  It does.  Relieved I don’t have to return downstairs for my cases, I grab a T-shirt and pull off my fitted silk, pinstriped vest and the matching trousers.  I’ve been dressed like I have a meeting with my attorney, have been since I landed in Chicago.  The only things I brought with me from Manhattan were stuff I grabbed in a hurry.  I should have taken the time to bring some casuals.  Instead, at the hospital, I looked like a corporate shark and not a visitor.  I never left Nate long enough to go out and buy some new gear.  Thinking about it, I should have.

      Shrugging out of the clothes with a grimace at my lack of foresight, I pull on the shirt and climb into bed.  The scent of summer, blue skies and fabric softener fill my nose, and before I switch off the overhead light, I take a look around a room I’d once considered cool.

      What had I been thinking?

      Pine ruled.  Bookshelves, cupboards, dressers, even the bed.  More posters, some of hot guys and others with quotes rebelling against society.  One wall was filled with my sketches, the prelim drawings of my sculptures.  I was never one for being tucked away in here.  I was always down at the studios, doing something crazy with clay or glass.  Those were the days.

      Another smile tugs at my lips and I reach for the switch.  Darkness fills the room and for a few minutes, those silent moments, I come to terms with the fact I’m here.  I’m really here.

      I swallow back the sudden surge of tears that linger at the back of my throat and press closed fists to my eyes.  It’s only when I’m here that the sheer peace of the place can astound me.  A distant bray of the cattle, perhaps a rustle from somewhere in the house, but where are the sounds of traffic?  Of honks and toots?  Of people and sirens?

      It’s like being on an alien planet.

      In a good way.

      I’m here.

      Really here.

      I want to shake my head at the thought, question my sanity at actually returning to this madhouse, but before I can, I hear the outer door of my rooms open.

      It can only be Nate.

      The door swings open and the light from the lounge pierces the darkness in my bedroom.  I blink, gawking at his shadowy form.

      “I didn’t realize you had a crush on Brad Pitt.”

      “I was fifteen at the time.”  Whatever I thought he’d say, it hadn’t been that.

      He hums under his breath and switches on the ceiling light.  I blink back the glare and stare up at him from between my duvet and cozy pillow.  He looks around, takes in the artwork on the wall and the rest of the adolescent paraphernalia on the shelves, anything from yo-yos to trolls.  But his attention is mostly on the drawings.  He limps over to the wall covered in paper tacked to the surface, as he studies it, he murmurs, voice soft, “I called you back.”

      “I heard.”

      My defiance has his head turning to the side to stare at me.  And it’s then I realize why I looked away earlier and why I’m looking away now.  When a tiger stares at you, you look away.  You don’t stare back, do you?  Not unless you fancy being tiger kibble. 

      My eyes trace the flowers on the duvet, and I swallow as he continues, “Different rules now, Marina.  You know that.  I told you in the plane.”

      “No, you didn’t actually.  You didn’t tell me word for word that if you called, I was to come running.”

      “No, I didn’t.  You aren’t wrong.  But tonight is the last night for any defiance without punishment.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, scowling at him.

      “I mean exactly what I said.  You defy me, or misbehave or lie or do anything I don’t think is appropriate, you get punished.”

      “Who died and made you king?”

      He snorts.  “The nurses tell me I almost died a few times.  So maybe that question isn’t appropriate?”  When red tinges my cheeks, he smiles.  “But, to answer, you did.  It’s the same answer as I gave you earlier.”

      “What kind of punishment?”

      “Anything I think is necessary.”

      “What do you class as defiance?”

      “When I call you, you come.  Tonight, you didn’t.  You ignored me.  Plus, you’re here and not in my room.  Two acts of defiance.  Twice, you’ve gone against what I’ve said.”

      Lifting a hand to my head, I wriggle my fingers through my hair.  The act of self-comforting doesn’t do much apart from make my scalp tingle.  “I’m a human being, capable of ruling myself.  I don’t need you to control me.  I’m not a child in need of chastisement, Nate.”

      “No?  I’d say that’s exactly what you are.  A spoiled brat.  You’re used to your own way, and you’ll do whatever it takes to make sure that happens.”

      I’ve read too many BDSM romance novels, seen too many scenes at Papillon to fail to realize where this is going.  “I’m not submissive, and I wouldn’t pin you down as a Dom, either.”

      “Like I said on the plane.  There’s a lot you don’t know about me.  That part of myself is one thing I’ve kept separate from you.  And the other, you’ve hidden from yourself.  You’re most definitely a sub.”

      Frowning at him, I sit up.  Beavis glares at him from my shirt.  “Just because you say it, doesn’t make it so.  You want me to fit into some weird-ass fetish fantasy, then just labeling me won’t do.  But hey, I like kink.  Just not on a daily basis.”

      He ignores that and cool as a cucumber says, “I’m not labeling.  You know you’re a sub.  Maybe not with most people.  You take charge, you’re in control.  But never with me.”

      “Look, I let you take over in the bedroom, and hell, you open a few doors for me, order my dinner whenever we go out: that doesn’t make me a sub.  I’m not submissive.”

      He shrugs.  “If I’m wrong, I’m wrong.  You’ll still get punished.  Only you won’t enjoy it like a sub would.  I guess we’ll see who’s right when the time comes to discipline you.”

      Discipline. 

      My pussy tingles at the idea.  That simple word change has all kinds of ideas flittering through my brain.  Punishment made me think of punches and pinches.  Violence and cruelty.  Mona’s father.  Discipline, on the other hand...the very noun has my nipples peaking.

      I don’t get why.  I truly don’t think I am a sub.  Sure, I enjoyed watching the scenes at Papillon.  The brazenness.  The in-your-face sexuality of it all.  The sub’s apparent helplessness ̶ at her Dom’s command.  The idea that while the sub isn’t in control, she holds the control.  The freakish, distorted power play has always intrigued me...but I’m a voyeur, not submissive.

      Aren’t I?

      Biting my lip, I whisper, “How long do you think I need to be disciplined for?” 

      I’ve never been disciplined.  My parents left rules with the housekeepers, and I had to follow them; no cookies or candy.  Just healthy, boring, organic food.  When I was young; no video games or TV after seven.  That kind of thing.  Not for me, but the welfare of my genius.  

      I wasn't rebellious as a kid, so I just did as I was told.  Only after Jimmy died, when my world turned upside down, did this new Marina emerge.  One who refused to follow rules, who did what she wanted, when.  I’d been too old to be controlled, and soon after, I’d left. 

      Discipline has never been a part of my life, so maybe that’s why the idea of being chastised seems so alien.  So exotic.

      Or maybe I’m just being a freak.

      “You’re off the rails, Marina.  You know it, and I know it.  How long’s a piece of string?  It might take years to turn you into the sort of person who isn’t proud of running a brothel.  Or who can calmly lie to the police.”  He turns around and walks to the door, he stands there with his back to me.  “We’ll know when you change.  When your behavior modifies to that of a decent human being, who doesn’t get their lover shot by the fucking mafia.”  He pulls in a long, angry breath and on the exhalation states, “It’s time for bed.  I’m fucked.  I’ll expect you in my room before I switch off the light.  And if you don’t, well, you know how it works now.  You’ll be disciplined for your misbehavior.

      “Tomorrow is the first day of your new life.  If you don’t want it or me, then stay here.  Be alone.  Like you’ve always been.  Live recklessly and without fear for the consequences.  If you’re ready to change, then I’ll see you in two.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      When I look back on tonight, I’ll realize it was the night my life changed.  I had the choice.  He gave me the choice.  It might have been couched in the terms of an order, but I could stay in my room or go to his.  The decision to change was mine.

      I crawled out of bed the instant the outer door of my suite snapped to a close and was in Nate’s room as soon as I could figure out which one belonged to him.  Three doors down, I slinked inside.  Shocked at the darkness, I realized he might take my tardiness as defiance rather than just being lost, and I stumbled my way to the bed.  I found it, felt for the covers with my hands and managed to climb in without too much damage to my shins.  I must have looked like Marley’s ghost, hands outspread wandering through the pitch black, but unless Nate has night-vision goggles, he didn’t see my impression of a ghoul.

      And now, I lie here knowing he’s awake but not saying anything.  It’s good to be back in a bed with him.  Had things been okay with us at the hospital, when he’d been better, I’d have spent a lot of time sharing a mattress with him.  It’s always like that with us.  We might have spent months apart, but we’re glued together the instant we’re in each other’s company.  So the two feet of space between us is odd.  But welcome. 

      I’d like nothing more than to cuddle up against him, even though with any other guy, I’m no cuddler.  I want to sleep skin to skin, press my back to his chest, have his back to mine.  The distance puts me on edge but is a necessary evil.  I’m here.  Something that’s a miracle in itself.  I can’t be greedy.

      Despite my resolve, my foot crawls over the breadth of the space separating us, and I nudge his big toe with mine.

      “Did I tell you, you could touch me?” 

      His low voice makes me jump and my foot scurries back to its earlier position.  It’s hard to believe, but at his chastisement, my pulse has increased and I’m breathing heavily.  I could note it down as surprise, but if anything, I’d expected him to make some form of rejection.

      Sucking in air to calm myself down, I stare up at the ceiling and wonder if he’s going to say anything else.  He doesn’t and somehow that’s worse than anything. 

      This whole discipline crack is going to be hard.  Mostly because he’s right.  I do whatever the hell I want, whenever I want.  And I’m rich.  I can afford to do anything.  Hell, it’s no wonder he thinks I’m as dangerous as firecrackers in a barn full of hay.  Curbing those leanings is going to be nigh on impossible.  But I guess that’s where Nate comes in. 

      I picture him in the gear I’ve seen some of my former clients wear.  Leather chaps and shorts, PVC shirts, talc stains at the hems and whip in hand.  But I can’t imagine it.  I know from Rosalie, the professional sub at Papillon, as well as books I’ve read and things I’ve seen on the net, that no Dom/sub relationship is cut and dry. 

      Every partnership is different just as every so-called normal couple is. 

      There are the folk whose limits are being cuffed to the bed, and then there are those who can be whipped until they’re bloody or be pissed on in the shower...  I guess I’m going to have to figure out what my limits are.  I know enough about this lifestyle to realize I’m going to have to tell Nate what they are.

      Toilet play is most definitely out, but again, I doubt Nate is into that stuff.  Being whipped?  Practically beaten and roughly used?  No.  Any arousal in my body would wither away and die at the prospect of Nate drawing blood from my poor butt with a whip.  I’m into rough sex, and like I said earlier, kink, but that’s way too far out of my comfort zone.

      Nate knows I like to fuck.  I think back to our last trip together, when he dragged me into the phone booth in the hotel and fucked me in the tiny space.  Pinning me to the wall, gagging me with his hand to keep me quiet, urging me to an orgasm that nearly blinded me with its power.  He’s always been rough, aggressive even.  Not violent, just…

      The word pops into my head and the instant it does, it’s like a light bulb bursting in my brain.

      Dominant.

      He dominated me without my even realizing it.  He led me to the phone booth, pulled aside my panties and fucked me.  He overloaded me with one-hundred percent him, closeted me in a tiny space that made the universe boil down to just the pair of us, until the very air I breathed was loaded with his essence.  And I didn’t argue, didn’t even think to stop him.  I submitted.  To Nate.  Without knowing it.  Christ.

      I just thought of him as being kinky.  His aggression always turned me on, made me feel so powerful, because it was a sign of how much he wanted me.  And I guess it’s no different, even knowing what I do now.  But still… dominant.  Wow.  I form the word with my mouth as I stare up at nothing. 

      My eyes are sightless but my mind is buzzing, creating image after image of the pair of us together.  That same night, back in April, he fucked me in the ass afterward.  He was rough, and I loved every second of it.  I begged for more.  Every part of me had craved him, desperate for everything he could give me.  I’d wanted him to overpower me, to dominate me.  How could I have been so stupid to have failed to see the truth of who and what I am?

      Moron.

      I’m ashamed at my lack of insight, but my thoughts are like quicksilver.  They pass through my head at the speed of light so shame doesn’t sit with me long, before other things enter my mind.  Shifting my mood within seconds. 

      I picture Rosalie as I last saw her ̶ professionally, at any rate.  Bent over and locked into position, legs spread wide and pussy stuffed full with a dildo.  And God help me, the same thing happens as it did that day.  Arousal begins to simmer through my veins.  I can feel my own sex start to heat up at the idea of being restrained.  A part of me thinks, ‘Whoa.  Back the hell up.’  But it’s too late for that, I’m already turned on.

      I picture myself bent over his knee as he spanks my butt and the image has my spine tingling, sending a gentle rush of sensation through my body.  I guess I like that idea too.  My major confusion stems from the fact I’ve never wanted this before, so why is it getting me hot now?  I’ve never wanted to be spanked but tying the idea of it with discipline is a way of turbocharging my arousal. 

      Biting my lip, I try to hide from the image of him disciplining me, of him making me pay for whatever I’ve done wrong, of my submitting to his dominance over me.  But I can’t.  My body won’t let me, and I curl onto my side away from him, lifting my legs higher to roll into a fetal ball.  Not even that helps.  My pussy lips are squashed between my thighs, and if I twitch my hips, my pussy is getting even more attention than before.

      As I roll back to my earlier position, another image pops into my head.  This time of Nate spreading my legs, knotting rope around my ankles, and tying them to the bedposts.  His head drops down to press an open-mouthed kiss to my pussy, shooting the nerves in my clit from dormant to buzzing in ten seconds flat.  The moment daydream Nate slips a finger inside and begins to fuck me, my hand shoots down between my legs, and I start to touch myself. 

      Gently so as not to disturb the covers or the bed, I begin to rub my clit as in my mind’s eye, Nate’s fingers jerk away from my cunt the instant my hips start to roll and my cries of pleasure indicate that orgasm is close.  He slaps my pussy lips with the tips of his fingers, once.  Twice.  It stings, the imagined burn on so soft an area has my fingers speeding up.  A breath hiccups in my chest, and then a squeak as another hand whips out of nowhere and imprisons my wrist.

      A real one this time.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      Busted.

      I suck in a breath.  My pussy and brain are obviously working in tangent to frame me, because there are no words in my mind, nothing on the tip of my tongue.  In the darkness, I stare up at him, and his proximity is so overwhelming, it adds another notch of heat to my already simmering self.  His breath brushes my lips and mine his.  I try to wriggle my wrist free from his grasp, but he tightens it until I wince at so fierce a hold.

      “I repeat.  What the hell are you doing?”

      His low voice, angry and forceful, does something to my nipples.  They swell and bead, tauten, begging for his touch.  He shakes me via our connected hands, and I stutter, “Nothing.  I was sleeping.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not,” I cry out, trying to pull my hand away but I can’t.  His grip is tight, but he isn’t pulling the skin so it chafes or burns, there’s no pain, I just can’t move away from him.

      “You are.  First rule, Marina, don’t lie to me.  Never lie to me again, do you hear me?”

      His hiss wends its way through my soul and I turn my head to the side, even though I know he can’t see me through the gloomy darkness.  “I understand.”

      “Two, don’t defy me.  We’ve had this conversation once already; I don’t like to repeat myself.”

      “I didn’t defy you.”

      “Did I say you were allowed to touch yourself?  Because I know that’s what you were doing.”

      On the brink of telling him I was doing no such thing, I bite my lip and mutter, “No, you didn’t tell me I could.  But you never said anything about that.  I didn’t realize I couldn’t touch myself.  Hell, do I need permission to shower?”

      “Yes.  You do,” he tells me calmly and my eyes widen in the darkness.  He can’t be serious?  Can he?  Almost as though he can read my thoughts, he whispers, “Deadly.  Three, you can’t touch yourself in anyway shape or form without my permission.  And you sure as hell can’t let anyone else touch you either.”

      “So, no handshakes then,” I bite out snottily.

      “No.  No touching.” My eyes flare in horror. “Four, you can’t leave the ranch without my permission.  I can’t trust you outside of this place.  Christ knows what trouble you’ll get into if I’m not with you.”

      “You’re joking.”

      My flat tone has his grip tightening about my wrist.  “Does it sound like I’m joking?  If you leave this place without my say so, you’ll be disciplined.  Have you got that?”

      “I’m not a prisoner, Nate.”

      “No.  You’re not.  Not in the legal sense of the word, but let’s consider me as your custodian.”

      “What if you’re not here and I need to run into Sheridan?”

      “When am I not here?” he dismisses.  “But if I’m not, you call me and if you can’t get in touch, you wait until you speak to me.  I’ll hold you to it, Marina.  The only way I’ll let you get out of disobeying is in an emergency, otherwise your ass will glow if I hear of you sneaking off anywhere.”

      “This can’t be happening.”  My statement has anger hissing from between his teeth.  “You can’t control every aspect of my life.”

      “You need to be controlled, Marina.  You know it, and I know it.  I should have taken you in hand years ago, but I didn’t want to freak you out.  The time for that has passed.  I can’t lead you into this gently, Marina.  No baby steps for you.  How can I?  You’re a danger to everyone around you.  When you misbehave, somebody else gets hurt.  You need to learn that for every action, there’s a reaction and in this case, it’s a punishment.  If you go against one of my rules, you will have to deal with the consequences, and if you don’t like it, you can always go back to your room.”

      So saying, he releases his grip on my wrist and moves away from me.  I can hear the faint grunt as he settles away on the other side of the bed, and I know he’s hurt himself by grabbing me the way he did.  I nibble my bottom lip, wanting to ask if he’s okay but withholding the question so as to deal with the one he just issued me.

      Going back to my room means this is it.  We’re over.  But with all these rules, would it be a hardship separating from him?

      Goddammit, yes.  It fucking would.

      Closing my eyes, clenching them tight, I remain planted on the bed.  And I don’t move an inch.

      “Well?” he asks after a good five minutes of silence.

      He expects me to say it?  To literally hand him control? 

      Apparently so.

      Gritting my teeth, I wrench my jaw open to protect the expensive dental job on my veneers, and bite out, “Yes.  I’ll stay.”

      “I expected nothing less.”  His arrogance should make me want to hit him; instead, it has my already needy clit longing for more attention.  “Five, if I make a direct order, you comply.  Even if you think it’s unfair or out of order, you do as I want, without question, unless I’m asking you to do something that goes entirely against the grain.  I don’t want a zombie.  I just don’t want you to misbehave.  If you disagree with a direct order, I want three reasons as to why you cannot comply.  Understand?”  I nod, but he says, “Speak to me, Marina.  If I ask you a question, you always answer it.  So, do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I hiss.  “I understand, dammit.”

      “And no cursing.  Cursing is for big girls and you’re nothing more than a spoiled brat.”

      That’s it, my eyes literally cross and not in a way I’m used to with Nate.  How the fuck am I supposed to live by those rules?  Freedom beckons in the shape of a future without Nate.  I want to walk away, I really do, but something inside me is demanding I listen and take note.  I pull in a breath and stop scowling at the ceiling.  I try to regulate my breathing, because it’s telling him without words of my struggle.

      “Good.  You’ll control yourself and comport yourself in a manner that fits your station.  We might know you’re a brat, but the rest of the commune doesn’t need to know that.  We’ll add to this list of rules as we go along.  But they’re enough for a start.  If I find you disobeying them, then you get disciplined and I decide how, where, and when. 

      “Four times tonight you’ve failed to comply when I’ve asked something of you.  You didn’t come when I called you back to the living room, you went to your suite and not mine even though on the plane, I said we were still together and I doubt you’ll have forgotten that I wanted you in my rooms and not your own.   You took longer than two minutes to get here, and you entered the bedroom after the light had been switched off. 

      “On top of that, you lied to me, you touched me without my permission and then, you masturbated.  Your pussy is mine, nobody else’s, not even your own. 

      “You don’t touch it without my say-so, but I’m not totally unreasonable.  You weren’t aware of the extent of the rules so you can’t be punished for them, but now they’re out in the open, you’re to follow them.

      “Ordinarily, I’d discipline you now.  But I’m tired.  I wasn’t lying.  Somebody got me shot, and I’m in pain, I need to sleep.  So first thing in the morning, you’ll be ready to accept your punishment.”  He leans over me again, even though I can hear the wheeze in his voice that speaks of his discomfort at the position.  He grabs me by the chin, and while it’s impossible to see his face in the dark, I know that we’re staring each other directly in the eye.  “Won’t you, Marina?”

      “Yes, Nate.  I will.”  The meekness of my voice astounds the pair of us. I turn my head away, ashamed at how low I’ve sunk but at the same time, I’ve taken a step toward a future with Nate.  How can I be ashamed of that?

      And maybe, just maybe, something deep inside me needs this.

      I want to decry that thought process, want to mock it, but I can’t.  I don’t know what it is or why, but Nate has planted some questions in my brain and only as he disciplines me, will I get the answers.

      It’s like he said, we’ll soon find out if I’m a sub or not.

      The morning beckons and God help me, I’m not dreading it like any normal person should.  That in itself is a death knell.  Okay, maybe that’s a little gloomy, but Christ, how can this part of me have stayed hidden away for so long?  Surely, I’m no sub.  

      That the facts tell me differently have me closing my eyes and praying for sleep to come.  With arousal burning a hole in my belly, with need pouring through my veins, rest is going to be a long time coming.
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      In the warmth of the mussed up sheets, I stretch and unravel my body.  Wriggling my feet and toes, calves and legs, I fidget my way back to wakefulness.  With my arms overhead, I give another tug and pull of sleeping muscles and with a long, pleasurable grunt, I wiggle again.

      Only with every part of me back in full working order does a thought occur to me.

      Punishment.

      I bite my lip at the thought and wonder if Nate remembers what happened last night.  Ordinarily, the man has the memory of an elephant.  But on the pain meds, he’s different.  Woozy. 

      At the hospital, he wouldn’t speak unless I was out of the room, so I made it a custom to leave whenever a doctor came in to talk to him.  That didn’t stop me listening in at the keyhole though.  Knowing who I was and why, the nurses let me get away with it even though it was against the rules.  I must be infectious.  Wherever I go, people tend to bend the rules for me.  Is it any wonder I’m so naughty?

      The word sends a thrill shooting down my spine.  Naughty.  Is that what I am?  Biting my lip, I turn my head to the side but know without looking Nate’s not in bed with me.  Curling upright, I jump when I see him sitting on a chair in the corner of the room. 

      The idea of him watching me as I slept and the cool look he has in his eye has me tingling with nerves.  Had it not been Nate, I’d have screamed blue murder.  But then, who the hell else would be in a bedroom with me if it weren’t Nate?

      “Morning,” I murmur, hoping to break the ice.

      His eyes narrow to thin, chilly slivers.  He settles back into his seat, a wide armchair tucked catty-corner against the wall.  This room has obviously been redecorated.  There’s not a whiff of pine and if I’m honest, nosing the interior decoration is less stomach churning than Nate’s silent stare.

      The bed is a large four-poster, complete with canopy and curtains.  Not something I’d imagine of Nate, but neither would I have considered him a Dom.  Shows how much I know of the man.

      Dismissing the painful thought, I return to my study of Nate’s private quarters.  The carved tiger maple structure consists of four cones that reach the width of a finger at the top, at which point they branch off to create a rectangular frame.  A heavy green and blue plaid acts as a canopy and falls into neat drapes.  The bed covers match but the armchair is a dark beige as are the rugs on the floor.  A matching tiger maple dresser and full-length mirror on a pivot make up the rest of the room. 

      It’s quite bare and plain, but elegant all the same.  I’d expected no less of Nate.  He’s very neat, very tidy.  I wonder if his office is as pristine, and then chide myself for even doubting it.

      “What are we doing today?” I ask, having made my visual explorations of the room, I find I’d like to move on.  Change the subject and somehow make Nate forget my supposed four infractions of the rules I broke last night.

      God of pain medication, please be on my side.

      “Mostly, we’re going to be reintroducing you to the ranch.”

      “Okay.”

      My one word answer has him cocking a brow my way.  “What happened last night?”

      I can’t tell from his answer if the drugs have given him temporary amnesia or if he’s testing me.  Choosing an innocent reply, I tell him, “We made up.”

      His lips twitch, but his eyes remain cool.  I hate this coldness, hate the frost that’s developed between us.  I know I’m a bitch; I know it and for most of my life, have embraced it.  I’m not an easy woman to like or love; in fact, I’m a very hard woman to know.  Despite that, I have two friends who are more like sisters to me, and they feel the same way about me.  All of my girls at Papillon, each of them, loved me and respected me for helping them and protecting them as well as simply being there for them when the rest of the world thought they were scum. 

      Nate is persistent in his desire to think ill of my business, but I saw it as a way to protect women who had been abused and who had no other resources available to them.  I can’t be ashamed of that.  I’m not a bad person, just a product of a lonely environment.  Maybe this, maybe Nate’s resolve will change all that.  He said he had feelings for me.  ‘Feelings that couldn’t be erased’ were his actual words if I remember rightly.  I want him to love me.  I need that like I need air to breathe.

      “How did we make up?”  His cocked brow lifts a little higher.  “Did we kiss it all better?”

      His stare, so aggressive and forceful, has my eyes lowering to the plaid comforter.  Do I start this journey on a lie?  Or do I try to do right by him, when I’ve done nothing but wrong throughout the length of our relationship. 

      If Nate really is a Dom, then I haven’t been satisfying him anyway.  How could I have been, when this, the true part of his nature, couldn’t come out to play?  That for four years he wasn’t satisfied by me has me cringing inside.  Why did he hide it from me?  If he thought I was a sub, why didn’t he discuss this earlier…

      Probably because I’d have immediately rejected it. 

      These last six weeks have humbled me, forced me to realize that I’m human like everyone else, not a powerful, omnipotent being.  My arrogance was a shield that prevented him from divulging the truth to me.  His keeping this part of himself a secret tells me his affection for me is as all-encompassing as mine is for him.  This is a chance for both of us to be our real selves.  Whatever that might be.

      “I agreed to your suggestion.”

      “And what suggestion was that?”

      I can tell he’s amused at my diplomatic responses.  He was waiting for me to lie.  Instead, he can see I’ve remembered the rules.  He’s asking me questions, and I’m answering them.  I’m doing nothing wrong, just not giving him the answers he wants to hear.

      “You believe I’m in need of discipline,” I eventually murmur, lifting my eyes to connect with his.

      He’s pleased by my response.  I can tell, because his eyes are no longer Arctic-cold, maybe Britain in winter.  “And what do you think, Marina?  Do you believe you need to be disciplined?”

      Bastard.

      I want to screech the word at him and from his knowing look, he can clearly see that.  How I hold it in, I don’t know but I manage.  Just. 

      Sucking in a sharp breath, I mutter, “I am capable of doing harm and hurting other people.  I don’t mean to, it just happens.  If I’d been taught differently as a child, perhaps I wouldn’t be the way I am today.  I think, with discipline, I might start to behave more...”  The word eludes me and I bite my lip, wondering what to say.  It’s hard, because I’m not really sure I want to change, but something’s got to give.  And it has to be me.  I’m a troublemaker.  “Like a regular person.”

      “Well, I’m not sure I’d want you to be ‘regular’.”  He uses air quotes over my chosen adjective.  “Just a little moderation.”  Nate looks at me for a second, and I can tell he’s pleased by what I’ve said.  “Come and sit here with me.”

      For a second, I hesitate and then pull the covers out of the way and go to him.  About to perch on his knee, he shakes his head.

      “Kneel before me, Marina.”

      Kneel?  Oh fuck, can I do this?  I mean, seriously?

      My legs refuse, and I stand there shivering even though the room is an ambient temperature.  I try to get my brain to force my limbs to work and eventually succeed, although my slide to the ground is anything but gracious.  More like a tumble. 

      “Well done.”

      I need those congratulations.  Somehow, his command made it all so real.  And I guess this is it.  It’s starting. 

      Looking up at him, I smile.  It’s quivery and weak, not my usual strident, confident grin but it’s better than a grimace.

      “You understand why this has to be done, Marina.  You’ve hidden this part of your nature for far too long.  It’s buried deep down, so deep you don’t even realize it exists.  And maybe, for anyone else, it doesn’t.  But you can do this, Marina.  You can liberate that part of your nature.  I can’t.  I can help. 

      “You’re kneeling before me, and you’re thinking I’m in control.  You give me that power.  Only you.  When you came to this bedroom last night and didn’t go back to yours when I told you to, you made the decision.  You handed control to me.  But it’s only there for as long as you want to gift it.  It’s time to choose a safe word.”

      I won’t lie.  My stomach feels as though a hard band is wrapped around it.  It’s hard to breathe, hard to focus.  Am I really doing this?  He says it’s there, buried deep down.  Is it?  I don’t know.  Will it do any harm to experiment? 

      My lips tremble as I whisper, “Papillon.”

      “Your brothel?”

      I shrug.  “It’s a word, isn’t it?”

      He nods.  “Very well.  How many times did you misbehave last night?”

      Nate doesn’t have to tell me to be honest.  Sat in the chair, legs slightly spread, back against the rest, he looks both relaxed, yet totally in control.  His face is lined with pain, pain I caused but otherwise, he’s as handsome as ever.  Something about him has always set my body to quivering.  With his disability, many might think him a lesser man.  To me, I don’t even see the missing limb.  He’s everything. 

      Power.  Glory.  Grace. 

      Could be he’s right.  Around him, I do feel different.  Like a woman.  Not a twenty-first century go-getter.  Out to prove that she can do everything a guy can, but better.  Out to unman every poor male in a hundred mile perimeter.  Willing to shove a broom up my ass and sweep the floor as I control every aspect of my world.

      No.  He makes me a woman again.  I always pegged it down to being Uncle Sam’s influence.  The door-opening and meal-ordering.  The taking-charge, be it in the bedroom or over the day’s activities...all of it, tiny signs that he was in control.  Not me.

      And I liked it.  For the weekends we were together, I reveled in being with him.  But I’m at Blue Ridge now.  Full-time.  Probably forever.  Could I endure what Nate wants for all time? 

      I guess we’ll find out.

      Despite my nerves, my body quivers in reaction to his presence.  His clothing is simple, practical for the ranch but the lack of polish does something to my insides.  Jeans cover his bottom half; a blue T-shirt covers his torso and the bandages beneath.  Even the slogan on his shirt is forceful.  Telling me to just do it, I whisper, “Four times.”

      “Good girl,” he murmurs and then, pats his knee.  “I want you to rest your weight on my lap.  Bend over and settle yourself until you’re as comfortable as can be.”

      My legs are still quivering as I stand and step toward his side.  I bend my knees and lower myself forward until my chest and torso are leaning against the hard muscularity of his lap.  Ironically, even though he’s seen me naked a thousand times, I’m unbearably relieved he allowed me to keep on my shirt.  Pressing my weight on to my hands, I wiggle until I’m more comfortable and then, blowing out a breath, revert to stillness. 

      He sits up; I can feel the play of his muscles as I’m jerked a little thanks to his movements.  He bends over me, so close I can feel the brush of his breath against my ear.  “If I thought you were trying to tease, Marina, that would mean another punishment.  You do not tease me.”

      My eyes widen at his statement and I turn my head to the side to look at him.  “I wasn’t.”

      “I know.  I’m just saying.  Educating you for future reference.”

      I swallow.  “Okay.”

      He sits back, but his hands wrap around my side so that he takes me with him, dragging me so my legs settle over the armrest and my head shares the same support on the opposite side.  His prosthetic wedges me in place on his knee by gripping my waist.  I guess so I can’t fall off.

      Feeling more comfortable, in the physical sense, I relax a little then tense when his hand roams over the length of my bared thighs.  Back and forth, back and forth.  Callused fingers scrape against delicate flesh, making the tiny hairs rise and gooseflesh quiver over me in great waves.  Despite myself, the delicacy of his touch has heat flooding my veins, and I know soon, my pussy will start to slicken with cream.

      I don’t know if the idea mortifies me or arouses me.  My confusion protects me for a few seconds as his hand skims upwards, dragging my T-shirt higher until my butt is on display.  His hand tugs at the waistband of my panties and he drags them down so that my ass is completely bare, and even though he’s seen my butt before, it still puts me on edge.  Something he soothes, because he does the same here, rubbing the flesh, dragging his workman’s hand over my smooth-as-silk skin. 

      He lulls me into a false sense of security, because this, this is nice.  Real nice.  Almost soothing.  And just as I relax that little bit more, his hand lifts, I feel a slight gust of air and then bang.  Okay, not bang, but still.  Ouch.

      “Fuck,” I grit out, shocked despite myself at the harshness of his hit.  The slap of my flesh against his hand hurt more than I imagined.  It stings.  My hand arcs back of its own volition and hovers over my butt, before touching the soft skin and feeling a gentle heat from the friction of the smack.

      He hums under his breath as he grabs my hand.  “Firstly, I told you not to swear.  Secondly, don’t reach back; keep your hands in front of you.  You need to be punished for the curse word and if you reach back again, you’ll need to be punished for that.  We’ll start with three spanks per infraction.  How many does that make, Marina?”

      I bite my lip at the answer. 

      Fourteen more stinging slaps?  It wasn’t a gentle pat, a soft smack, it was hard.  Hard enough to have my body jerking forward.  Not over the other side of the armrest.  But still, a good few inches.

      “Marina?”

      “Fourteen- fifteen in total,” I grit out.

      “Yes.  Every day, we’ll increase this number, because you’ll be learning on a daily basis.  Every time you do something I punish you for, you should remember and not do it again.  Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, who?”

      “Yes, Nate.”

      “Good.  Say my name, remember who’s doing this to you, Marina.  Me.  Nobody else, because nobody else has power over you.”  His words have a profound effect on the pair of us.  They have me sucking in a breath and he...well, let’s just say something hard starts to prod me in the belly.

      That he’s excited has my pussy heating once again.  In reaction to the slap, it had cooled down a little, but that faint ridge of his erection rubbing against my softness through the denim...well, it’s perked me right up.   I’m not the only one affected.  I’m not alone here.

      And that he wants me to call him by his name reassures me even more.  I don’t want to call him Sir or Master.  He’s Nate to me.  Always has been.  Always will be.

      “Count each one as I spank you.”

      “Yes, Nate.”

      A hard tap has me stuttering, “Two.”  My arm jolts with the need to reach back, but I manage to contain it by digging my nails into the armrest. 

      As the sound of skin clapping against skin echoes around the room, I gasp out, “Four.”

      With my back to him, I’m unprepared for every hit and each time he smacks my butt, it comes as a shock.  The sheer power in the slap still surprises me.

       By the time I’m gasping out, “Eight.” I feel like my butt is glowing.  It stings like a bitch.  Not sore, not even painful, just a weird burn.  A strange kind of heat that I’m ashamed to admit is both distressing and a turn on. 

      My hips have started to jerk as tender flesh is tormented again and again, because he isn’t moving around, dispersing the sting.  Just on the flat of my ass so that all day, whenever I sit down, I’ll remember my punishment.

      Fuck, that I even understand why he’s doing what he’s doing tells me I’m in hot water.

      And Christ, I like it.

      My pussy is hot.  Molten.  My clit wants attention.  It’s on the brink of demanding it, because each time he spanks, I want to beg him to touch me.  Only by digging my teeth down into my bottom lip between spanks, am I not saying a word.  It’s a point of pride.  He might want me to beg, but I won’t.  Not yet, at any rate, I concede with a roll of my eyes at my own failings.

      But even as I acknowledge my own arousal, tears start to sting my eyes.  I flutter them away, refusing to cry, but the need to sob out my confusion and arousal is even harder than remaining in place.  In a way, it’s like denying an orgasm.  I need the release, a release of the emotional kind.

      “Ten.” I squeal and hiss.  Every single time, his hand returns to smooth over the spanked flesh of my butt, adding to the hypersensitivity in a way that has every tiny hair on my body standing to attention. 

      Every part of me relaxes into the armrest for a second, knowing the next hit won’t be for a little while longer. 

      The tension running around my muscles makes me feel like I’ve been on a ten mile run and considering I’m breathing like I’ve been doing just that, I can honestly say, I’m tired.  As well as horny.

      Dammit.

      Knowing that soon he’ll spank me, I tense a little, preparing myself for the next one and then he shocks me.  The flat of his hand moves down over the apple of my butt and slides over the crack.  Down, down until his fingers curl inward and touch wet, hot flesh.

      A cry escapes me.  No amount of lip biting can stop it.  I sag once more into the armrest, my sweaty forehead rubbing against the cotton fabric.  His fingers dip inside my cunt, spreading the entrance to my body before sliding down to rub my clit.  Another cry and my hips start to wiggle.  The instant they do, he pulls away.

      “No.” I shout, unable to help myself.

      “No?” he questions, his voice dangerously low and the instant I hear it, register the tone, it’s like a bucket of cold water has been thrown over me.

      “No, Nate.  Please.  Please, keep on touching me.”

      “Feel good, does it?” he asks.

      “Yes, Nate.”

      Out of nowhere, the next spank comes.  I forget to shriek out the number in shock at the hit.  “I decide when and if you can have pleasure.  And you’re turned on, Marina.  You can’t hide it.  This...” He runs his hand over the sore flesh of my butt.  “...you like it.  You need it and that’s your lesson for today.  As is the fact if you forget to count a spank, it’s null and void.”

      Shit.  Not only is the lower half of my body on fire from need, it’s also stinging and I just added to the number.

      “Eleven,” I squeak as his hand returns bringing more discomfort than ever with the force.  I start to wriggle on his lap, I can’t help it.  The ache has returned, intensifying with the admission of my arousal to Nate. 

      He grips a hold of my hip and says, “Keep still.  Or I’ll hurt you more than I mean to.”

      Ha.  More than he means to?  That means this isn’t Nate hitting at his full potential?  Good God.

      “Twelve.” I shriek.

      “Thirteen,” I stutter, pressing my forehead into the armrest. 

      The strength behind each spank is astonishing.  This is no faint tap.  A slight smack or pat on the behind.  He’s hitting me, literally hitting me with the flat of his hand.  And it fucking hurts, especially when he hits the same goddamn place over and over.

      More tears arrive, but I force them away, knowing this is the last one and I welcome it like a starving man welcomes a feast.  

      “Fourteen.” 

      Relief swims through me, knowing it’s over for today is bliss in itself.  I sag down into his lap and once again, go through the discomfort of his fingers prodding sore flesh with their delicate butterfly-brush over the curve of my behind.

      “Good girl, Marina.  Get back on your knees.”

      His direction is gentle and he helps me stand even though I know it must tug and pull at his wounds.  My legs are shaky again and my fall to the floor is as graceless as earlier.  My butt is stinging like a bitch and having my heels dig into the soft flesh isn’t making it any more comfortable.

      I sit there, feeling a bit like a limp noodle.  I can’t believe how much that took out of me.  It wasn’t the pain, because if I’m honest, it wasn’t pain per se.  It was just uncomfortable.  Very uncomfortable.

      And this is just the start.

      I’m not stupid.  I know where this will go.  Next, it will be a ruler, then a flogger, and then God knows what.  And I’ll have to take it.  Every slap, with whatever instrument, I’ll have to just count aloud how many times he marks me.

      God help me, the idea isn’t repulsive. 

      Nate jolts me out of my thoughts by leaning forward and bursting into my personal space.  Within an inch of my face, he shocks me by pressing a kiss to my forehead.  I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that.  Although, even that pathetic display of affection feels like a great, whopping hug.

      Feeling proud of myself and not really understanding why, I sit up a little straighter. 

      His hand cups my cheek and his thumb brushes along the sharp curve of my cheekbone.  The butterfly tickle has a little shiver tingling down my spine.  “I can see tears here, Marina.  But you didn’t cry, did you?”

      “N-no, Nate.  I didn’t.”

      Oh God, he isn’t going to tell me I can’t cry, is he? 

      Anxiety squats in my belly, taking root there until he murmurs, “You should have done so.  In future, don’t hold back.  It’s good for you.  You need the release.  Just like, if you need to cry out from the pain, you do that.  This is natural, honey.  You need to let it out.  You’ll learn that with time.”

      His use of the word ‘honey’ has happiness unfurling through me.  It wouldn’t shock me if I were literally glowing with joy at his endearment, at his gentle touch of his fingers to my face. 

      “Stand up and take a look in the mirror,” he urges me. 

      I grip his thigh to help haul me onto my feet and feeling punch-drunk, stagger over to the mirror.  Turning around, I raise the hem of my shirt and peek over my shoulder.

      With memories of Rosalie’s glowing ass after her session with the corporate lawyer, I’d expected something similar.  It’s pink.  No bruises.  No hand marks.  Almost like the skin has chafed, it’s a little raised but nothing terrible.

      I’m kind of disappointed.  Feeling like a wuss, when the results aren’t that spectacular in comparison to the hard, burning sting I’d felt while receiving the spanks; a sting that’s still there.

      When I turn on my heel and walk back to him, I can see the knowing glint in his eye, but he doesn’t comment, just points to the ground in front of him again.  I manage a little more decorum this time and manage to kneel without stumbling. 

      “How did that feel, Marina?”

      “Different.”  At his glance, I quickly tag on, “Nate.”

      “How?”

      “It hurt but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t endure.”  Remembering his hard on, I murmur, “It feels good knowing I pleased you, Nate.”

      That’s no lie.  It does feel good.  I feel good.  Purged?  I don’t know, maybe that’s too strong a word to use.  But knowing Nate’s aroused makes my own arousal feel more normal.  Mutual.  I’m not alone in this.  We’re a partnership and I guess, in the five years we’ve been together, we’ve never actually been partners.

      “That was a good answer, Marina.  You get a reward.”

      “I do?”  I’m almost embarrassed at my squeak, but Christ, who gives a fuck?  If he’ll just touch my pussy again, I think in four pinches of my clit, I’ll come.  Taking into consideration last night’s abrupt cease of play and then the heat from this episode, I’m ready to explode.  I need to climax.  Badly.

      “Yes.  You may suck my cock.”  As my mouth drops open, in disappointment I guess, a smile twists his lips.  He knew exactly what I was thinking, what I was hoping for. 

      Damn his hide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Disappointment doesn’t fill me for long.  For weeks, I’ve craved contact with Nate.  Physical, mental, sexual.  Any frigging touch would have suited me just fine.  And that he’s letting me do this, well, I feel like I’ve been let loose in a candy store where every product has minus ten calories and tastes like Willy Wonka dreamed them up.

      I crawl forward and between his legs, uncaring that I’m actually on my knees, sliding toward a man as though he were my pasha and I, his slave.  I forget that in my haste to touch, to connect.  As though I’m handling priceless jewels, I unfasten the button on his jeans and reach for his zipper and tug it down, careful when the thick teeth stick a little.  His cock pops out, hard and thick, and my mouth drools at the sight.

      Nate’s so thick he’s hard for my pussy to take, never mind my mouth.  I’ve found different ways to please him though, and I intend to use each and every one of them to rock his world.  It’s important I impress him...I just wish I knew why.

      With a delicate grip, I press the fingertips of both hands around his shaft and flutter my fingers as though I was typing.  Reaching down, I’m about to accept him into my mouth, when he grabs my chin. 

      “When I come, Marina, you will swallow.”

      I jerk back, almost in an automated response.  Before I can yell at him and tell him no, he narrows his eyes at me and says, “Why have you always said no to that one request of mine?”  He tilts his head to the side.  “There’s no reason, except you took pleasure in denying me, is there?”

      My mouth pops open to reject that statement, but then, remembering the fact I’m supposed to be honest has it closing again.   My silence is an admission.

      He nods at me and huffs under his breath.  “I fucking knew it.”  He sucks in air, as though he’s begging for patience.  “Well, no more.  No more power plays on your part.  I’m in control, and you have to do as I say, Marina, or you’ll be back on my lap getting spanked.  Do you understand?”

      “Y-yes, Nate.”  I do.  I always took a sick kind of pleasure out of denying him that.  A simple pleasure, but one that made me feel as though I held the reins.  As I look back, I know he dominated me in the bedroom.  Not in the true sense, as would be now, but in his own way.  Urging me past my limits, always driving me to the outer edge of control.  I guess that was my way of punishing him.  Getting a little of my own back.  “I-I, Nate, if I’d had a real reason for not wanting to swallow, would you listen?”

      He purses his lips.  “It depends.  If the reason were genuine, then we’d talk about it.  But you would eventually swallow my cum.”

      “So I have no say, at all?”

      “Of course, you do.  I’ll always listen if you want to speak, but in the end, I’ll drive you past your limitations, just like I always have done.  My cum is a gift to you, Marina, something you should cherish just as I’ll cherish each and every one of your orgasms.  At this moment, I’m giving you a reward for your good behavior this morning.  I’m giving you something you’ll come to crave, because my pleasure will come to mean more than even your own.”

      Is he for real? 

      I close my eyes at the question, because how many times in the last eighteen or so hours have I asked myself that?  And every time, he’s very, very serious.

      Crave spunk?

      I’d like to say I don’t think so, but I’m not sure if I have a choice.

      The way he’s talking is doing something to my insides.  I don’t like the subject matter, the male version of lumpy crème anglaise served right from the source, but there’s a deeper meaning to his words.  A devotion that has my heart fluttering in my chest.

      It’s weird, I know I can back away, say my safe word or run out of the room and back to my own.  But if I do that, that’s it.  Game over.  And as odd as it is, as freaky as it’s going to get, I don’t want this to end.

      If I’m honest, I want to come.  Badly.  But I can’t.  Yet.  Maybe if I do this, if I swallow, he’ll let me.

      The idea has merit, even if I know that isn’t the point behind this exercise.  A girl can always hope though, can’t she?

      “Now, put your mouth on me, Marina.”

      “Yes, Nate.”

      His eyes contain a smile, and God it feels good to bathe in his warmth again.  He settles back into his armchair, head tilted back at an angle of relaxation but all the time, his gaze is on me.  Those pale orbs are taking in every single thing I do, and my insides feel hot and shivery at his attention.

      He’s focused on me.  I’m not just some chick giving him a blow job.  I’m Marina and he knows that.  He wants Marina to swallow his cum.  He wants her to suck his cock.  And whatever the reason may be, the very idea is so empowering I begin to nuzzle his dick against my mouth. 

      Pressing kisses to the glans, I intersperse darting licks, gently whipping the shaft with my tongue.  I flicker and flutter the tensile muscle up and down.  Suck the skin, press it against my teeth.  Lift his shaft so it’s flat against his belly and run my lips down the thick, throbbing vein.  By the time I reach his balls and lick and moisten the skin with my tongue, I’m breathing heavily and my nipples are beaded.  Desperately in need of a hard suck or a pinch.  Just the idea of being touched, of those hard points being caressed has me shuddering as I work one moist ball into my mouth.  I palpitate it against the side of mouth, suck and release until he’s groaning. 

      My eyes flicker upward, and I can see the thin slivers of his own are almost glittering with the force of his arousal.  He’s controlling me, ordering me to suck him, commanding me to swallow, but I’m in control of him.  At this minute, his climax belongs to me.

      The high of the moment flutters through my brain, I release his testicle, and return to the glans of his cock by way of nipping the thick veins that pulse and cord around his shaft.  Stretching my mouth wide, I take Nate’s cock inside, then retreat.  His thickness hurts the corners of my lips, and I know by the end of this, my jaw will kill.  Now, the high makes me forget why I practically never give Nate a blow job ̶ not out of selfishness, just practicality ̶ and I begin to nibble on the glans.  Gently, but with enough of a threat that he hisses and grabs me to him, cupping the side of my face with a warning hand.  I accept the advice and cease to tease, returning him to the hot cavern of my mouth.  With my lips spread wide around his shaft, I smile and he groans. 

      Feeling hot and bothered, I lave his cock with my tongue, wet it, make it slippery with spit, and then move my head up and down until my mouth is gliding on his cock.  With one hand, I grab his balls and roll them around my palm, gently pushing together and massaging. 

      He hasn’t moved his hand away, and it merely tightens as I start to suck him in earnest.  Pulling him hard into my mouth, licking, fucking him with my lips, teeth and tongue.  His fingers dig into my hair to the point of pain, but I don’t let him stop me. As his lower body lifts an inch or two from the seat, forcing his cock partway down my throat, I can feel cum jetting down his throbbing shaft and down into my mouth.

      I gag.  There’s no pretty way of describing the sound, but it isn’t from the hot liquid pouring from his dick, it’s the fact that for the first time in my life, I’m actually deep-throating a guy.

      Unintentionally.

      I don’t know whether to be pissed off or proud of myself.  As it is, I guess I’m just happy that I’ve done a good job.  From the sounds tearing free from him, I’d say I passed with flying colors.  

      Thank fuck for that. 

      His hips thrust jerkily, almost as though he’s ringing every drop of pleasure from this experience.  I let him, forcing myself to stay calm, not to panic, to breathe slowly as he uses my throat for his own good.  When his hand brushes my hair from my face, gentle sweeps that have me tingling with the display of tenderness, he gradually works himself out of my mouth, a thin strand of cum or spit ̶ I’m not sure which ̶ unites the pair of us.

      I look up at him, and he looks at me.  Our eyes, his cock and my mouth connected in the simplest of ways and at that moment, I know he’s right about me.   

      I can’t say I’m like Rosalie.  So into BDSM that I could become a professional submissive.  But it’s there.  For this man, I have submissive tendencies.

      I don’t understand it, can’t explain it, eventually I might be able to brazenly state, ‘I’m a sub.’  As it is, for the moment, a tendency is a revelation in itself. I want this. It feels like it has come out of the left field, but it feels right.

      God help me.

      His hand caresses my mouth, gently probing the corners of my sore lips, where they’ve strained at his thickness and he whispers, “You did very well, Marina.”

      I want to ask if I did well enough to come, but I don’t.  I hold my tongue.

      “You swallowed every drop.  You took it like the gift it was.  Just for you.  Nobody else.”  He sucks in a breath and as he exhales, smiles.  “It’s time to get ready for the rest of the day.”

      His pointed look reminds me of something he said last night.  “May I shower, Nate?”

      Another smile.  He’s looking beatific at my fabulous memory.  And considering I want nothing more than to climax, fabulous is an understatement.  It’s a wonder I can talk, wonder I’m even coherent.

      “Yes, the bathroom is all yours.”

      I nod and stagger to my feet.  My pussy is so hot, it’s on fire.  I’ve never understood that statement before, but by God, I do now.  I feel as though I could hump his leg and cum.  One touch, a brush of his fingers against my clit and BAM.  That would be it.  Arousal, heavy and as insidious as a snake, wends its ways through my belly, sinking lower and lower until my legs feel like lead with every step I take.

      Just one little touch.  One stroke. 

      That’s all I’d need.

      Temptation beckons, I just don’t know if I’m strong enough to withstand the lesson, because that’s undoubtedly what this is.  A deterrent example, urging me to learn that my body no longer belongs to me but to him.

      Fuck, that thought blows my mind.

      In twelve hours, I’ve gone from a slightly-subdued version of Marina Denison, to...property? 

      With the bathroom door behind me, I fall against it and use it as a prop.  It’s too much.  The very idea of not even having control over washing myself, of having to consider each and every word before I speak, to do as he says or face the consequences…  I’m freaked out.  Submissive overload.  But that doesn’t stop my treacherous pussy from weeping cream or moistening my inner thighs or craving Nate’s cock.

      And that, says it all.
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      The idea of having to walk around the commune wetting my panties with cream, talking to people I’ve known most of my life and being introduced to the new additions to the commune, all while my body was on a slow burn...well, it was an intolerable idea.

      Nobody could withstand it.  Nobody.  Moreover, no one should expect it of another person.  How can I focus, concentrate on the task at hand, when I could spontaneously combust at any second?  Because as disturbed as I am by the introduction of discipline and power play into our relationship, my cunt isn’t. 

      I.  Need.  To.  Come.

      The instant the water poured overhead in Nate’s bathroom, I wanted to slide my fingers down, down.  Touch myself, bring myself to orgasm.  I thought about it.  A lot.  I just stood there, letting the water pound on my head as I contemplated my next move.

      The ache between my thighs was compounded by the ache at my butt.  The two seemed to work together, in tangent to torture me, to tempt.  He hadn’t said I couldn’t make myself orgasm.  But at the same time, he hadn’t said I could.  I’m not stupid.  I know this kind of relationship isn’t based on minute, conversational discrepancies.  Black and white; I’m to shower.

      So why did my fingers begin the crawl to my pussy?  And why, almost as though he knew what thoughts were going through my head, did the door to the shower fly open at the exact same time as I caved in to temptation?

      Perhaps he’d known my intention, waited just long enough to catch me in the act, but as it was, I hadn’t actually been doing anything.  He looked at me for a moment, his eyes drifting down my body, probably measuring the distance from my hand to my cunt, and then said, “Remember, you belong to me.  Every part of you.  Even your orgasms.”

      With that, he’d shut the door and left me to my shower.

      Even now, washed and drying myself off with a towel, I realize the length of that internal discussion saved me from punishment.  But strangely enough, I don’t find pleasure in that.  Weird, or what?

      I should be filled with glee, self-congratulating myself for winning that round.  Instead, I feel guilty.  It was sheer luck that he didn’t catch me.  Five seconds later, and I would have been doing exactly what he suspected.  How can I be pleased about deceiving him?  When I’ve promised him, I wouldn’t.

      Where these sudden morals have come from, I don’t know.  Can I say I’m glad they’ve appeared?  Not exactly. 

      Returning to the bedroom, in the bright light of day, I can see my cases and Nate’s have been stacked against the dresser.  With my towel tucked between my breasts, I heave my own onto the bed, because Nate’s nowhere in sight, and I couldn’t ask him to lift my heavy cases in his condition anyway.  Picking out some clothes and underwear, I place them on the bed.  Almost as if that was a cue, Nate appears. 

      “Do you want me to put my stuff in here with yours, Nate?” I ask, hearing the betraying quiver of guilt in my voice even if he doesn’t.

      He nods and turns to the armchair.  I don’t know where he’s been, nor do I ask.  I just watch as he takes a seat and watches me unpack.  Without asking, like a good ‘little woman,’ I unpack his stuff too.

      It doesn’t take long.  Nate’s a light traveler, and even though I brought a lot of stuff with me, it was mostly objects not clothes.  Things I couldn’t leave in Manhattan just in case the mob thought about torching my building too.  A photo frame with my grandparents posing on their wedding day, my first glass sculpture, the ring box housing Jimmy’s and my own wedding rings.  Stuff that counted.

      “You’ll need to go into Sheridan soon to pick up some more clothes.  You can’t walk around like a corporate attorney every day.  You’ll make people nervous.”

      Irritated, because he isn’t telling me anything I don’t know, I just nod and go about opening drawers and filling them like an automaton.

      By the time I’m on his last shirt, my hands are gripping the sides as guilt tears into me.  With my back to him, I clench my fingers until they knot with pain and I lower my head as shame floods me. 

      Shame isn’t something I’m accustomed to feeling.  But with Nate, it’s becoming an everyday occurrence.

      “I was going to, Nate.  I was going to masturbate.  You caught me in time.”

      “I know.”

      I spin around to face him.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t good enough.  But, you admitted it.  Instead of the three punishments, you’ll get just the one tonight.  What rules were you about to break, Marina?”

      I stare at him, at his concerned but controlled face and whisper, “I was about to touch myself without your permission.  I was about to cum without your say-so.  And I guess I was defying you too.” 

      I hope I’m right.  I’ve always had an attentive memory, but I was tired and upset last night.  The rules are there, floating like ghostly apparitions at the back of my mind.  I guess I’ll need to beat them in there.  Carve them on to my synapses like a name on a headstone.

      Christ, what a thought.

      “Good.  You’re learning.  I expect you to make mistakes, Marina.  The more you learn, the more rules you’ll be taught.  It’s the way it works.  That isn’t to say I don’t demand perfection.  Because I do.  And every time you fail me, you’ll be punished.  But more than that, you’ll feel bad about not doing your best for me.  That you felt it so early on, as soon as this morning is very pleasing.  I’m proud of you, Marina.  Very, very proud.”

      Tears burst into my eyes like a shattering cloud showering the countryside with rain.  That guilt, that horrible emptiness inside that came from knowing I’d deceived him, broken his rules, disappears.  And it’s a wonderful feeling.  That and the acknowledgment that he’s proud of me?  I feel like I’m floating.

      It doesn’t escape my notice that a week ago, the notion of Nate being proud of me would have made me smile, grin a little and be smug that my man was proud to have me on his arm.  But this, now, I’m walking on air.

      I don’t understand it.  Maybe I never will, but it could be something I’m not supposed to understand.  Nate said my submissiveness was buried deep down, so entrenched in my nature that only being with him exposed it.

      I’ve never believed in fate before, or karma, but he’s right. 

      God help me, he’s right.
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      The weird guilt/shame trip bubbled through me all day, spoiling the tour of the commune in a way I can’t even describe because I don’t understand it myself.  I should have enjoyed seeing the new addition to the laboratories and the extension to the art studios that now have two walls made from glass to improve the quality of light in the atrium.  I should have felt pleasure in knowing that these additions and improvements occurred under my distant leadership, because these things had happened with my say so.  I even had architects draw up the plans in Manhattan and had a local builder and tradesmen carry out the work.  Instead, I wasn’t interested.

      Every part of my focus was turned inward, to what I’d done that morning.  And the worst part was knowing only the punishment would release me from the bubble of shame growing inside me. 

      Feeling this way isn’t my thing.  I’m a live and let live person.  Do or die.  Shame is for people who like to wear hair shirts for daring to live a little.  That isn’t me. 

      So, making the introductions to new folk and greeting those I’ve known since childhood occurred under a rather strange cloud.  I’d say the majority of people who’ve known me a long time were probably wondering what the hell was the matter with me.  Had life in the big city managed to separate me from a personality? 

      No, a night in Nate’s bedroom has done that.

      Or, it has for the moment, at any rate.

      It’s strange because I was kind of dreading reconnecting with all these people, but with my mind focused elsewhere, it wasn’t the challenge I imagined.  I’ve too much to think about at the moment.  What with this Thoroughbred stabling issue…and even in the Twilight Zone, I haven’t failed to notice Uncle Sam or Jase are nowhere to be seen ̶ they’re definitely ducking out of the spotlight.  Ha.  As if their absence will stop my righteous fury at what Sam has done.  I want to tackle Nate over this idea, but with this new dynamic between us, I don’t dare.  Things have turned so complicated, I feel like I’m living in a maze and at the moment, I’m very lost, and I don’t want to lose myself even further.

      These things can be dealt with tomorrow or the next day or the day after that.  The commune can wait, for as always, it’s running like clockwork.  The people here are too intelligent to let the place that nurtures them fall into disrepair, even if Nate has been away for a fair while.  

      I’ve chatted, smiled, and greeted most of the people here.  Over the coming weeks, I’ll have to talk with each of them and make sure they realize I’m here on a permanent basis.  But as it is, my mind is focused on one thing only.  Nate.  

      I don’t understand how things have careered so swiftly down this path.  Don’t things like this take time?  Instead, not even a day after Nate made his proclamation and I accepted his terms, I’m already feeling like a different person inside.

      A part of me is wailing, wondering if Nate doesn’t like me for who I am.  It’s always the height of folly to go into any relationship thinking you can change your partner.  And this isn’t just change.  This is a categorical annihilation of who I am as a person.

      Isn’t it?

      The question sends droplets of acid down my soul, and I know I’ll have to ask him, before I let this wound fester away.  As it is, we’re in the mess eating lunch, hardly the time or place for soul-searching debates, even though tons of questions sit on the tip of my tongue.

      The mess is like a medieval great hall, where everyone eats, drinks, and is merry.  Here, missing links to formulas are debated, inspiration for art is discovered, and conversation reigns supreme amongst the commune’s population.   The size of three Olympic swimming pools sat side to side, it’s packed to the brim.  Everybody comes here every day.  Breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  Then, when work is over, they return here and sit en masse.  Some sit in silence, reading a book in a quiet corner, others participate.

      As with any part of the commune, it’s all managed in house.  Everyone is on a schedule.  Some days, it’s your turn to clean, another to cook in the communal kitchen.  Sometimes you’ll be out on the ranch mending fences; and others, you might be working in the vegetable and herb gardens.  The ranch is self-sufficient, and every member here makes it that way.

      Nate and I are seated in relative seclusion, in two armchairs, with a high table in front of us.  Every seat doubles as a place to sit and relax as well as a place to eat.  It’s as informal as you can get; something that hasn’t changed since my childhood.  Only my parents didn’t eat here, and neither did I.  They broke custom to eat in their own home and have a housekeeper who kept the place clean for them as well as prepare their own meals.  It wasn’t a popular decision, and for me, I missed out on the social aspect of the commune.  Another way I didn’t fit in, thanks to dear old mom and dad.

      As tasty as the kitchen’s efforts are: roast chicken, fresh crusty bread and a salad with a zingy dressing, I’m not hungry.  Nate isn’t talking, and I’m not in the mood thanks to my thoughts, as well as the constant reminder of this morning’s spanking now I’ve taken a seat.  I’ve picked at my chicken until it has disintegrated into tiny flecks but prodding at it with my fork is the only thing I want to do with it.

      “Sam’s right.  You do need to gain weight.”

      From downcast to head flinging backward in outrage and in two seconds flat, I glare at him.  “I’m perfectly healthy.”

      “You’re underweight and you know it.”

      He cocks a brow at me, and it makes me want to slap him.  “There’s nothing wrong with my weight.  I’ve always been thin.  I can’t help it.”

      He snorts.  “Amazing, I can’t imagine why if you don’t eat.”  Nate’s eyes narrow down on my plate.  “You’ve poked and prodded, but I think I’ve seen you take two bites.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “If you don’t eat, they’ll think you believe you’re too good to share their meals.  Sam told me what your parents used to do.  It wasn’t good for morale.  I let the housekeeper go a few years back.”

      “She’d been with us for years.”  Despite my outrage, I’m not particularly bothered at the idea of Mr. and Mrs. Brownley having to find other employment.  I always hated the bitch; she used to make me sit down and eat even if I was full. 

      I might sound like I have some kind of eating disorder, I don’t.  I just have a very small appetite.  Little but often is how I eat.  Three meals, three times a day is a nightmare for me.

      “I think you’re annoyed I made the decision but not at the fact they’re gone.”

      “I’m pissed off in general actually, Nate,” I bite out, clenching my teeth afterward and turning my head away.

      “We already discussed this.  No cursing.  You just broke a rule.”

      Whipping my head around to look at him, I glare at him.  “I’m not a child and it’s my mouth.  I can say whatever the hell I want.”

      “I think we’ve already ascertained that in certain regards you are.  I don’t like to hear you curse.  I never have.  It doesn’t suit you.  Anything worse than crap and you’ll suffer with a sore butt.”

      My stomach begins to burn.  Where the hell are those antacids when I need them? 

      “I’m beginning to wonder if there’s anything about me you do like.  Why the hell did you keep on seeing me if you don’t like the fact I swear, fight back, defend myself, have a voice.  Why are you trying to eradicate all the parts that make me, me?”

      Nate settles back into his seat, pushing his shoulders back into the rest so as to get comfortable.  His slight wince has my stomach churning again.  Another reminder of my failings and what I’ve done to this man. 

      “I’m trying to eradicate those parts, because they’re not you.  That’s the point.  All of those things you’ve just said are defensive characteristics.  They’re traits you’ve developed to protect yourself.  You don’t have to protect yourself now.  I’m here to do that. 

      “I like your voice, very much.  I like your opinions, the way your mind works.  You’re a very smart woman and that’s attractive as hell to me.  I’m not trying to change you; I’m trying to make you the woman you’re supposed to be.  Sam’s told me about your childhood, about most kids’ childhoods here.  Bullied, teased at school, then you were alone for most of the time because you weren’t allowed to come to the mess and had to stay in the house.  That’s why I was so shocked when you told me about your art and Jimmy...  Sam never mentioned it.”

      I huff under my breath.  “It would seem he can respect privacy when he wants to.”

      Nate’s quick grin has my nipples tingling.  What the fuck is that about?  Since when could a guy’s smile get me hot?  Christ, I’m losing it.  There might very well be a rational explanation; after all, for nearly four weeks, the most he’s graced upon me is a glare.  A grin is akin to a come on.

      “You know, Sam.  Mute when he wants, loudmouth when he wants.  He told me a lot about you, and I’ve known for a long time that you’re so shored up with defensive characteristics that the real you is just swamped.  You’re cocky, yeah, that’s a part of you.  I like that.  You’re strong, I like that too.  But you’re not strong in the way you think you are.  You reckon you can take on the world, because it’s yours for the taking.”  He shakes his head.  “I don’t, can’t approve of this brothel of yours, but I was listening.  You helped those girls.  You saved them from themselves.  Why?  Why help them, when to most people, they’re scum?  It’s not out of any religious beliefs.  It’s because you know what it is to be lost.  But you’re strong enough to keep it together.

      “I’m here for you now, Marina.  I want to do this for you, and I don’t want any bullshit between us.”

      Even though his words have me biting my lip, I fall back on umbrage to save me from the insecurities he’s just broken open.  “What?  So you can curse and I can’t?”

      He rolls his eyes.  “You see, that’s what you pick up on.  We both know I’ve just touched a sore spot.  Nobody’s ever come to defend you, Marina.  You’ve had to do it yourself and all these shields; they’re getting in the way of the one man who will protect you.  Who will defend you.  Even, if it’s from yourself.”  He sits up, peers around the armchair.  He must have caught someone’s eye, because one of the new members, a guy named Lewis, pops up.  “Can you do me a favor, Lewis?  Can you bring Marina another portion of chicken if there are any leftovers?  I’d get it myself but...”  He motions at his torso.  “And Marina’s new to the mess.”

      “Sure.  Do you want extra as well?”

      “No.  Thanks, though.”  He smiles at Lewis, who wanders off to do as bid, before returning his attention to me.  “You’re not lying; I know you’ve always been on the point of being too slender.  But those weeks at the hospital have made you lose weight.  After this, I’m going over to the clinic.  I want you to come too and I want you to have a checkup.  We’ll see how much weight you need to put on.”

      There’s one word for the way I’m feeling.

      Bulldozed.

      “So I have no say in that?”  Even though I’d like to have added a bit of caustic anger to the tone of my voice, I’m too weary.  Out of nowhere, the feeling cascades over me like a blanket of fatigue.

       “No.  You’re not looking after yourself, so I’ll do it for you.  I want you to be the Marina you should be.  Not the one your experiences made you.  And look at your art…those drawings of your sculptures are beautiful.  I can’t even imagine what the figurines looked like in reality.  You’ve even repressed that side of your nature; I’ll bet you haven’t picked up a pen to do a sketch since you left this place ten years ago.  I don’t want that for you; it isn’t good for your soul.”

      That he’s right ̶ I haven’t had any interest in art since Jimmy’s death ̶ has me feeling mutinous.

      Perhaps he can see that, because he shakes his head.  “Tomorrow, you can claim a place in the studio.  It’s time you reconnected with who you really are.”

      Before I can answer him, Lewis appears with another plate.  “Thank you,” I whisper, feeling anything but grateful. 

      Is he right?  Like most kids, my parents did a number on me.  They made sure I was fed and watered and that I was nurturing my artistic abilities, but that was it.  The sum level of their parenting.  I have had to build defensive shields.  I have had to learn to protect and fend for myself.

      Does the idea of Nate taking over sound like a good thing?

      A little.

      The idea of him doing this out of his desire to protect me...yeah, I like the sound of that.  I would never have said that I was a mushy woman.  I’ve always had my feet planted very securely on the ground.  But I like the notion that he wants to look after me...will it chafe?  Yeah, I think it will.

      I’m independent.  Have had to be for a long time, but if it’s something I’ve adopted and that isn’t really a part of me, then doing without might become second nature to me. 

      I think back to Papillon.  Were there times when I wanted to share things with Nate?  Have him lighten the load? 

      The instant the shit hit the fan, I wanted to run to him.  Needed him to help me sort things out.  I turned to him for advice, needed him to help.

      What does that say?

      In a crisis, my true nature was revealed.  I didn’t want to instruct, but be instructed.

      That is telling. 

      And do I want to return to the studios?  Has something inside me been dying because I’ve neglected my artistic talents?  Could be.  The idea of working with clay, of forging shapes with my fingers, or tapping out pieces of stone and carving something magical fills me with excitement.

      He’s right.  Again.

      This could get tiring.

      “How are the experiments going?” Nate asks, taking his and Lewis’s attention away from me.  I’m slightly appreciative but otherwise daunted at the amount of food on the plate in front of me. 

      It’s probably nothing for anyone here, but I might as well have been given ten roasted chickens to eat, not just a breast, and a thigh. 

      Even though my stomach is still churning, I sit up and forward and make an effort.  The cursing and the eating as well as the visit to the doctor’s, they’re all part of his: ‘Don’t defy me’ rule.  I’m not stupid.  I’ll find myself on my knees getting my ass spanked the instant I refuse to eat or do anything he’s said.

      Each bite is like a lead weight on my tongue, but with the use of two huge glasses of water, I manage to swallow down half of the breast and most of the salad out of sheer orneriness.  But each mouthful feels like it takes a life time to eat and in the background, I can hear Lewis and Nate discussing what sounds like an advance on the prototype Nate’s wearing as a prosthetic.

      Lewis must be a part of the team to have developed the bionic hand.

      I want to congratulate him, thank him for what he’s done for Nate but I’m feeling a bit like Hercules.  Faced with a herculean task of finishing off my lunch.  I don’t even realize Lewis has gone until Nate’s hand creeps forward to grab mine.  He makes me jump but ignores my jolt of surprise, and tugs the fork out of my fingers.

      “That’s enough.  Well done.”

      Why that congratulation makes my belly stop its incessant churning, I don’t know. 

      “Thank you.”

      “I won’t ask if you enjoyed it.”

      His teasing has my lips twitching.  “No.  Not really.”  I sit back in my seat and on the brink of taking another sip of water; the sight of a trio on the opposite side of the room has my brows lifting.  “Oh,” I mutter, making little to no sense, but hey, I’m shocked.

      Spotting this, Nate turns as far as his wound will let him and stares in a similar direction as to the one where I’m looking.  “What is it?”

      I huff out a laugh.  “It’s nothing really, but do you remember back in Chicago?”  The instant the words escape, I wish them back.  Christ, it’s not like he could forget Chicago, is it?

      His eyes are warm with amusement, but he says nothing to upset me.  “Which part?”

      A blush warms my cheeks.  The sheer uncharacteristic nature of my blushing doesn’t escape his attention.  His lips quirk and I quickly say, “In the bath.  Do you remember me telling you about a man who lived here twenty or so years ago?  He was an amputee, math genius too?”

      I’m not that far gone that I don’t see the sudden interest in his gaze.  It’s more intent than I would have expected.  He more than remembers.  “John?”

      “Good memory,” I mutter, frowning at him, because if I recall and my recollection is A-1, it was just a passing mention.  

      “What about him?”

      His eagerness isn’t lost on me either.  “You see those three over there?”  I nudge my head in the direction a woman and two men are sitting. 

      “You mean Greta, James, and Alexei?”

      “Yeah.”  I’d seen and greeted them all separately this morning.  But seeing them together comes as a shock.

      “James, Alexei, and John were working on something before John killed himself.  They were really close.  Really.  Even as a kid, I remember rumors; I was eight or so at the time, so I didn’t understand them back then.  I’d hazard a guess the rumors were about them being in a relationship...  Maybe?  Then, Greta appeared.  Within six months, all three of them were drooling over her.  My father was disgusted because they were missing deadlines and all sorts of stuff that didn’t interest me at the time. 

      “The three of them fell out.  You’d only ever see one of the men with Greta.  And then John died, and it got worse.”

      “So why are all three sitting together, looking so cozy if they were sworn enemies?”  Nate’s eyes narrow, and while it’s nice to know his attention is elsewhere and not focused on my foibles, I’ve grown rather accustomed to being in his spotlight.

      Rolling my eyes at my contrariness, I mutter, “I don’t know.  As far as I was aware, the last time I came to the ranch was to hire you, the men still weren’t talking.  They must have made up.”

      “I’ve seen them together before and nobody’s commented on it.”

      I shrug.  “If they’re friends again, then nobody will give it a thought.  It’s only because it’s weird to me, after being away for so long, that it came as a surprise.”

      Greta, in her thirties, had been the commune’s version of a pin-up girl.  She had all the men drooling, most of the women foaming in jealousy, and wherever she’d gone, she’d managed to stir up trouble.  My father had been on the brink of evicting her when she published something miraculous, about computer motherboards, that had the still-infant computer industry spinning on its heel.  Now she was a troublemaker, and twenty years on, she has lost her youth but not her looks. 

      Blond hair that gleams as though she brushes it a thousand times a night, thick and wavy, curling around slim shoulders.  Bright blue eyes, a rosebud mouth.  Curves to put Marilyn Monroe to shame...  She’s no angel, even if she looks like one.  In fact, in her mid-fifties, she’s still sexy.  It’s easy to see why James and Alexei are as hot for her as they ever were.

      “Interesting.”

      “Why?” I ask, curious.  It’s weird, when I consider it, but only because I know the background. 

      He shrugs, his head still turned away from me.  “I like to know the interplay of the folks I’m working with.”

      “Since when?”

      Nate’s focus returns to me.  He cocks a brow.  “How would you know when you’ve never seen me working?”

      Shit.  He’s got me there.  “I don’t know.  I just wouldn’t have taken you for one of those people who think interpersonal skills are important.”

      He snorts.  “You saw me in the interview and that’s it.  Even I was shocked as hell, when you gave me the job.”

      “Why?  You had the skill sets I needed.”

      “Since when?”

      His astonishment has me grinning at him.  “You do.  The only thing that let you down was your inexperience with huge herds of cattle.  Otherwise, you ticked most of the boxes Uncle Sam insisted on.  You could fly a plane, had a high IQ, you did have some experience of working on a ranch, even if it was a minimal...” 

      “I didn’t have an arm.  How did you know I could ride a horse properly?”

      Horses are the only way to man the ranch.  I don’t mind having horses here, hell, without them, we’d be screwed.  We need them.  It’s Thoroughbreds that get my goat.  I jerk a shoulder at his question.  “You’re the most capable man I know.”

      “You didn’t know me then.”

      “I didn’t need to know you.  I sensed it.”

      “You mean like I sense you are submissive.”

      Sparks burst in my eyes.  “You don’t sense that at all.  Don’t lie.”

      “I’m not lying.  And what you sensed was the opposite.  That I could master you and you’d take it.  But only from me.”

      “Bullshit.”  The instant the word escapes, I bite my tongue.  Fuck.

      “Another punishment added to the list.”

      “But I ate loads and I’m going to see the doctor even if I don’t have to.”  It doesn’t escape my attention that I sound more like a teenager than a woman.

      “If you hadn’t, you’d have six infractions instead of just the four.  And you haven’t gone to the doctor yet.”

      “Do you want me to break the rules?” 

      “Rules aren’t made to be broken.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      He shrugs.  “It’s the only one you’re going to get.”

      Exasperated, I pull in a calm breath and cast my eyes about the room, seeking patience.

      “You understand why you need this, don’t you, Marina?”  He sits up, his skin graying at the move, but he ignores the pain to reach for my hand.  His fingers twirl with mine, rubbing, caressing.  He plays with the digits, strokes and tickles the palm of my hand.  I grab for his and clutch, tightly holding him, somehow feeling the need for his reassurance.

      While I do understand, at the same time I don’t.  I lift my free hand and rub my forehead.  Tension is gathering there, and the last thing I need is a headache.  “I know I don’t behave normally.  I guess this is a way of correcting how I act.”

      “It’s more than that.”  He gentles the grip I have on his hand by pulling away and then placing his on top of mine.  “You need this, Marina.  You might think I’m lying to you about being submissive, but I’ve no need to lie.  The first day I met you, I recognized it in you just as you did with me.  We’re each other’s opposite. 

      “It’s unfortunate that I’ve had to introduce you to the real you in these circumstances.  But without the shooting, I don’t think you’d have ever listened to yourself or me.  Now, I’m forcing you to do that.  To hear when your body talks to you and to accept what your soul craves.”

      Lowering my head, I swallow and stare down at our joined hands.  The physical connection, his on top of mine, a reminder of his dominance over me even in that tiniest of gestures.  I’m surrounded by him, every part of me, and even though I’ve never wanted it before, suddenly I do.

      His words are almost flowery.  Once upon a time, I’d have mocked him for them, now, he’s speaking to my heart and that organ is listening, soaking them up like a sponge.

      “I’m confused,” I whisper.

      “Of course, you are.  It’s only natural.”  His easy acceptance has me nodding with relief.  “You’re scared, overwhelmed, wondering if I’m somehow making you believe this about yourself, conning you...  This morning, after you were disciplined, you needed release.  Your body told you something there, Marina, don’t ignore it.  Pleasure isn’t a part of your punishment though.  I don’t want you to climax after a spanking; I want you to learn a lesson.  But your arousal is telling, and for the moment, until you’re comfortable with this situation, I’ll make your pleasure known to you.  Remind you that you as a person need whatever discipline I’m doling out, and that your body craves it too.”

      “I don’t want to be turned on by this,” I mutter, pulling my hand away from his. 

      “No, but you are.  It’s who you are, Marina.  You can’t fight it or hide from it.”

      The fait accompli leaves me feeling uncomfortably flushed with heat, because I know he’s right.  I look away and mutter, “Your doctor’s appointment is in five minutes.”

      “I know.  You can share my consultation.”

      I grimace at him.  “I’m sure he can spare five minutes after you’ve been looked at.  Christ, there’s nothing wrong with me anyway.”

      “No, but you’re doing this to please me and ultimately, yourself.” 

      How can I argue with that?
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      “Son of a bitch,” I spit, slamming my hand against the bathroom door.

      “I heard that.”

      Jerking the door open, I glare at him.  “What did you hear?  My using the toilet?”

      “You just lied to me.  What’s that?  The eighth infraction?”  His cool tone has me pouting.

      “Stop saying infraction.  It’s like talking to a lawyer.”

      “Answer the question.”

      “No.  It’s the ninth,” I mutter around a sigh.  

      He looks pleased at my honesty.  I’m starting to feel like a puppy whose owners are grateful I’m finally house-trained.  “How many spanks is that?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      “Think you can handle that many?”

      “I don’t think I have a choice, Nate.”

      “Good answer.”  He smiles at me.

      I’m learning to distrust his smiles.

      The utterance of two expletives, a direct display of disobedience when Mark, one of the doctors, tried to pencil me in for an abdominal ultrasound in the morning and I tried to walk out of the clinic, another curse, and then that lie about using the toilet...my punishments are stacking up.

      Fuck a duck, life is a minefield.

      And apparently, I have an ulcer to just add a cherry to the top of the cake.  Yay.

      “I knew you’d lost weight.”

      “Not that much.”

      “Not that much?  Are you being serious?  You’re BMI is way too low.”  He studies me as he takes a seat in his armchair.  The strain around his mouth pulls at me, more than the fact I’ve lost ten pounds since the last time I stood on a pair of scales at my gym five weeks ago. 

      When the doctor asked me how much I weighed beforehand, I was tempted to lie.  I know I’ve lost weight but it’s never a problem.  I’ll gradually regain it; it just takes time.  Only the fact I have this weird feeling Nate would know I was lying stopped me.  Those ten pounds were now Nate’s goal.  I have a nasty feeling eating is going to become a rule.

      And lo and behold, I’m not wrong.

      “Whatever I put in front of you, you have to eat at least three-quarters of the plate.  And if I’m not here, I want you to send me a picture of your plate when you’ve finished.  I can’t trust you to see to your own portions.”  He shakes his head and closes his eyes.  “You’re a hell of a lot of responsibility, Marina.”

      Somehow, that statement combined with his weariness has me doing something I could never have imagined myself doing.  Silently, I sweep across the room, kneel before him like I’d done hours before, and I press my head to his knee.

      Keeping my eyes on him, I feel him jump in surprise at my move, but I watch as his hand moves to stroke through my hair.  The gentle touch makes my scalp tingle, and I turn my head to press a kiss to his palm as it brushes down from root to tip of my shoulder-length bob.

      “That wasn’t a complaint, honey.  Just a statement.  You really aren’t used to looking after yourself, are you?  I noticed in the hospital you were popping those pills like they were jellybeans.  How long have you been doing that?”

      “Not long.”  The lie pops out before I can restrain it.  I jerk away from him, look down at the floor and whisper, “I’m sorry, that just came out.”

      He’s right when he says lying come too easily to me.

      “Ten?” he asks, voice soft, and I nod accepting the punishment for lying.

      “Yes.”  Then I tell him the truth.  “For about eight months.  It started when the Russians contacted me, but it wasn’t too bad at first.  Then after about eight weeks, it was...difficult.”  Talk about understatement.  It had been damn near impossible running Papillon as though nothing was going on in the background. 

      How I managed to court them for so long, without the situation deteriorating far earlier, is a testament to how good a liar I am.

      Lies have saved my butt way too often.  It’s why remaining truthful with Nate is quite hard.  I’m used to evasion, white lies and downright manipulating the truth for my own gain. 

      “Christ.”  He reaches for my chin and slowly changes the angle of my neck, so I’m no longer staring down at the floor but looking at him.  “If you have an ulcer like Mark says, you’ll probably need medication.  Can I trust you to take it?”

      I’d like to tell him that of course, I would.  I’m not an idiot, but twice I tried to get out of the doctor’s surgery before he’d finished talking to me.  I hate doctors.  Have done so since Jimmy and probably always will.  I prefer a root canal to a routine checkup.

      “Yes, Nate.”

      “Good.”  He sighs.  “Stand up and take off your clothes.”

      “What?” I ask, startled by the jump of subject.

      “Are you defying me?”

      “No.”

      “Then stand up and take off your clothes.”

      I hesitate for two seconds; the sound of the clock’s second hand moves twice before Nate says, “Right, eleven.  That makes thirty-three swats.  Stand up and take off your clothes within thirty seconds or it’ll be thirty-six.”

      From soft and tender to disciplinarian, the change has me jumping up to obey his barked order.  In pants and a shirt, there isn’t much to take off, and his bark has me stripping with no elegance, just a sheer haste to get naked. 

      I stand there in bra and panties, feeling vulnerable for some strange reason when he’s seen me naked more often than he’s seen me dressed.  Then, when he raises his brow, I slip out of my underwear and hover before him, completely nude.

      “Beautiful.”  His murmur causes me to flush with pleasure, because while Nate has bestowed many compliments upon me, this feels like the first.  Apparently, it’s a day for those.

      I’ve never been comfortable being in the nude.  Since childhood, I’ve been a beanpole.  All lanky limbs and no padding.  Feeling skeletal isn’t a sexy frame of mind, and now with Nate’s warnings about my weight loss, I’m not exactly at my best.

      That one word makes all the difference.  And it’s that power that disturbs me.

      Sucking in a breath, I smile at him and watch as he leans forward to tug at the sparse pubic hair on my mons.  I’m very neat down there, but he whispers, “That will have to go.”  His eyes catch mine.  “You’ll be softer than silk when you’re bare.  You can book an appointment at the beautician’s or I can.  We’ll go tomorrow.”

      I want to squeak out we?  But I merely nod and try not to feel too aroused at the idea of why he wants me to be softer than silk.  The idea of oral sex, at this particular moment, has my left eye twitching.  The need to cum has barreled from out of nowhere.  This morning’s lies killed any arousal but it’s back.  And with a vengeance.

      His hand slips down between my legs and his thumb runs down the central seam of the outer lips of my pussy.  Not caressing, just touching and then he stops at the entrance to my body and hooks his thumb inside.  I quiver, there’s no other word to describe it.  My pussy gushes moisture and he flickers his thumb back and forth before retreating and sliding the digit from clit to slit.  Every nudge of my clit, every flicker and every stroke has me feeling tighter than a bow on the brink of releasing an arrow.  I’m the arrow, and fuck I want to fly.  He’s the bow and he’s intent on restraining me.

      Only the knowledge I’m about to endure thirty-three spanks stops me from pleading with him to let me cum.  As it is, my body acts of its own accord by jerking my hips forward into his touch.  His chuckle is soft, but deadly.

      “Naughty girls don’t get presents.”

      There’s that word again.

      Naughty.

      I bite my lip and try not to moan as need overtakes me, barraging me with its overwhelming power.  My mind drifts, switching from thoughts of needing to climax, and then the idea of being punished.

      The latter takes precedence, and I hold my tongue.

      “Yes, Nate.”

      “Bend over my knee like you did this morning.” 

      He settles back in the armchair.  I wait for him to get comfortable and move over to the armrest and press my hands on the opposite one.  In a mock press-up, I lower myself, trying to keep my weight away from him until it’s dispersed only on his lap so I do no damage to the freshly dressed wounds.

      There’s a slight infection in one of them.  He’s probably not strong enough for all of this, but there’s no point in arguing.  He’ll do what he wants anyway.

      Men.

      Pressing my face into the padded armrest, I don’t have to wait long for him to act. 

      “Don’t forget to count.  This time, if you forget, we’ll go back to the beginning.”

      The first spank comes as a shock. 

      When I pulled down my trousers and panties, there was a tenderness to my behind that didn’t come as a surprise.  But even the firm if not forceful tap has my nerve endings protesting as I stutter out the number. 

      When the second one arrives and I state the number, I blow out a breath, thankful that he’s being gentle.  Then it starts.

      Gradually, his hand hits harder, the force increases until the sparse flesh on my butt starts to jiggle and the spanks of this morning feel like a walk in the park.  Twice, by the time we reach sixteen, I almost forget to say the number aloud but remember just in time.  Halfway there, tears are stinging my eyes and I cannot help it, cries start to explode out of me.  My hand is shaking with the need to reach back and comfort my poor behind, I don’t know how I’m keeping it in front of me and doing as he bade me this morning.

      “Seventeen,” I stutter out, hurting my head with the force of pressing it against the armrest.  The tears escape, drenching the cushion underneath me.  The cleansing release has me sobbing with its gentle fury.

      “Twenty,” I cry and this time, the chapped flesh of my ass is screaming. 

      At twenty-five, I let out a yell.  Thirty has my hips lifting away and praying for the final three.  Then, it happens.  At thirty-two, so close yet so fucking far, the force of withholding a screech has me forgetting to state the number.

      The sobs really do start then, when I realize what I’ve done.  On his lap, naked while he’s fully dressed, I begin to sob.  My ass is sore.  I thought it had been sore before, but that was nothing compared to this.  It hurts.  There’s pain.  There will be bruises, it will be red, and my butt, unused to anything nastier than too many squats, is not feeling the love.  In fact, the pain receptors in the tender flesh are weeping, dying a slow death.

      My inhalations and exhalations are like miniature tornadoes.  In between sobs and gasps, I stutter out, “No, Nate.  Please.  I’ll do anything.  Not more.  No more.  I can’t.  I can’t.  Please.  Please.”

      I’m on the brink of hyperventilation.  The idea of thirty-three more spanks seems akin to a thousand.  Of that force?  Maybe that’s the normal strength.  I don’t even think he was putting his all into it, but the stinging.  Oh, fuck, the sting.

      And as I lie there, thinking about the burn, the ache, the discomfort, I feel a tiny trickle of moisture down my inner thigh.  NO.  I want to screech.  This can’t turn me on.  This can’t be happening.  I cannot be aroused by this pain.  But almost as though our minds are as one, Nate’s hand slides down between my legs and gathers the liquid on his fingers.  Within seconds, they’re drenched and he begins to rub my clit.  The slickness combined with my already aroused state has the tiny nub almost vibrating with need.  My sobs turn to pants, my eyes are still teary, tracks of moisture line my face and hiccups escape me as I rock my hips, riding his hand like a brazen whore.  Wanting to cum, needing it.  Embracing the idea that he’s going to give it to me.

      His hand is working me fast, and it’s fast I need but then he starts to slow down and my tears of anguish start again, because deep inside, I’m bubbling like a volcano.  It’s going to happen whether he likes it or not.  And I can’t help it, can’t control it.  Something inside of me has given way.  The pain did something, released it into the atmosphere and now...I’m a helpless captive to its thrall.

      He leans down to murmur in my ear, but the position’s awkward for him and even in my frazzled state, I know enough to lift myself up to reach him.  His pain is my pain.  I deserve this for the agony he’s in and somehow that has me sucking in a breath and striving for strength.

      “Do you want to come, Marina?” he asks as his fingers tangle with my pussy lips.  Rubbing the stretchy skin and playing with it.

      “Please, Nate.  Yes, Nate.”  My gushing words are almost embarrassing, but humiliation went out of the window a long while ago.

      “But what about your punishment.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I chant.  “It hurt, it hurt so badly.  I, the pain, it... I couldn’t think.”

      “But I still have to punish you.”

      “Yes, Nate.”

      “I think Sir sounds better, don’t you, Marina?”

      That very morning, I’d been relieved at the idea of calling him Nate.  Now, Sir fits.  And I whisper, “Yes, it does, Sir.”

      He hums under his breath and slides a finger into my greedy, grasping pussy.  It fucks that finger.  Clinging to it, cuddling it, sucking it into the warmth.  Singing a siren song.  My pussy is a whore.  What does that make the owner?

      The thought wings away as he whispers, “I have to spank you, Marina.  You broke too many rules today.”

      “Somewhere else, Sir.  Please.”  I’d been facing straight ahead, my head tilted slightly to the side so as to hear his soft voice better, but now, I turn and my watery eyes beseech him.  “Please, Sir.  My tits?  Anywhere.  My p-pussy.  Please, not my ass.  Please, Sir.  It hurts.  It really hurts.”

      “You’ll have to get used to the pain, Marina.  What happens when a spank’s not enough for you and you need a flogger?  What will you do then?”  His eyes are narrowed and I can tell my answer is important.

      It’s fucked up that I can’t even prevaricate.  The words that escape me just naturally flow from my mouth.  “If that’s what you want, Sir, then I’ll just have to take it.”

      “It’s more than take, Marina.  You’ll need it.  Naughty girls need to purge their souls.  Their Master makes it all better.  Makes you feel all clean inside.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I whisper, voice trembling and weak.  I do feel purged but I don’t think I can take anymore today.  Although I’m learning that isn’t my decision to make.

      “Would you like my cock, Marina?”

      The question has my eyes fluttering and saliva pooling in my mouth.  “Yes, Sir.”

      “Does your pussy want my cock?”  The treacherous thing pulls down on his finger and his chuckle has me flushing.  “I think we can take that as a yes.”

      “It does, Sir.  I do.  Very badly,” I grind out around a moan as his finger twists deep inside, his hand rotating and torturing me.  Fucking me without fucking me.

      “How about we do a deal, Marina?”

      “Anything, Sir.”

      He pulls out of my pussy and presents me with his finger.  Without words, I open my mouth and take him in.  Accept him into my mouth and suck him clean.  His eyes are glittering with his own arousal, and I can feel his cock nudging my hip.  Knowing he’s turned on, even though he’s in pain, fills me with a skewed sense of pride.  I worship that finger, lave and love it, and feel his cock twitch in his pants.

      He swallows and my sense of power quivers, knowing that he’s affected makes me feel a hell of a lot better.  “In my pocket, there’s something for you.  Climb off my knee like a good pet and get them for me.”

      Releasing his finger, I heft my weight upward and lever myself away from his lap.  Swinging down, I stand and the instant I do, my butt makes its angry soreness known.  I want to hold it, cup it, make it feel better, but there’s nothing I can do to ease it, and I forcibly still my quivering bottom lip. 

      Kneeling in front of him, I reach forward and maneuver my hand into his pocket.  It’s awkward because the denim is unyielding, something that’s only made harder thanks to his erection.  Before, I’d have brushed by him, teased his cock, stroked him, but he didn’t ask me to do that and I’m already on borrowed time.  This deal…whatever it is, is going to save my butt.  Literally.

      In the depths of his pockets, my fingertips brush against plastic.  A frown creases my brow and he says, “Get them out.  There should be five.”

      I do as he says and manage to tug them free.  The instant I grab them I know what they are and something inside me turns to mush. 

      As it is, I don’t know if it’s a good mush or a bad mush.  It depends where he’s about to stick those clothespins.

      I hold them in my palm and whisper, “Here you are, Sir.” 

      He takes them with a nod and says, “If you want to cum, and if you want my cock, there’s a price to pay.  You can’t go unpunished, Marina.”

      “No, Sir.  And I’ll...” I suck in a breath and know that I have to do this.  Because if I don’t, I’m going to come anyway.  In the shower, even cleaning myself, not even meaning to touch, I’ll climax and break his rules.  For the next few days, I don’t care if I have to sit in silence.  I’m not being spanked.  I’m giving my ass a rest.  I’ll be a good girl if it kills me.  “...I’ll do whatever you want me to do, Sir.”  And by God, I will.  I need so badly.  And it’s not a faceless need.  It’s him.  Nate. 

      “Go and lie on the bed.  Legs spread and toes pointing toward the bed posts, arms stretched wide.”

      Nodding, I curl upward into a standing position and walk over to the bed, not even daring to roll my hips, to entice him.  I crawl on to the mattress and press my back to the chilly sheets.

      I stretch my legs wide until my inner thighs ache and in silence, lie there.  I hear his grunt of pain as he sits up and then stands.  His steps are heavy, almost dragging, as he walks over to me.

        “For five minutes, you can’t touch yourself or even make a sound.  If you do, this is null and void.  The entire thing.  It’s going to hurt.  You might wish you were being spanked, but you asked for it, and if you want me to give you my cock, then this is what you have to do.  Are you ready?”

      “Yes, Sir.”  My bottom lip quivers.  “I really am.”

      His chuckle sets me on fire, and I close my eyes, clenching them shut.  “Keep them open,” he orders and hands me two pegs.  He bends over my spread legs and studies my pussy.  “When I tell you to, put them on your nipples.”  His eyes lash over them and seeing the puckered buds, he grins.  “You don’t need to pinch them to prepare them.”

      The cool pseudo flesh of his prosthesis chills my pussy, and a shiver attacks me unaware.  He grins at me again, and I shudder as he pulls apart my lips until the little nub of my clit is exposed.  He blows a trickle of air over it and a whimper escapes me.  With his free hand, he slaps my thigh so sharply I jolt and warns, “Not even a whimper once the five minutes start, Marina.”

      He drops the pins on to the mattress, grabs one and tugs at the fleshiest bit of my outer sex.  Pinning this area, he places a twin at the opposite side.  The pinch is uncomfortable, but not unbearable.  Relieved, I wait for him to place the final one.  I’m not shocked when he hovers close by my clit.

      Opening the spring so the peg flares wide, he holds it over my clit and tucks it between my lips so it’s resting against my skin and not poking out from between my legs, then releases the mechanism.  At first, the dull throb aches and then starts to pound.  I breathe through it, absorbing and accepting the pain.  This is worse, and because my clit was already aching, the pain of the pinch merely makes it pound all the more.

      And then, he nods at me and I place the pegs over my nipples and clasp them between the smooth, plastic teeth.

      The instant I do, I scream. 

      He places a hand over my mouth.  “Five minutes.  You have to hold the position for five minutes otherwise no playtime for you.”

      I nod against his hand and try not to freak at the pain ricocheting through my body.  And this is pain.  The spankings of earlier weren’t.  I can feel the difference now.  At my nipples, it’s sheer fucking agony.  Nothing compares to it.  He wasn’t wrong.  I’d prefer to endure more spanks than this.  It isn’t my pussy, surprisingly enough.  It’s just my breasts.  Every muscle in my body is tense, rejecting the pain, trying to exorcise it out of me without uttering a tiny sound.  That’s what makes it harder.  Holding still.  If I could thrash around the bed, swear blue murder, screech and shriek, I think I’d be okay.  But this... the silence.  The stillness.

      It’s torture.

      Yet not once, do I think to utter my safe word.  If Nate thinks I can take this, then I’ll make him proud.  Despite my resolve, tears flood my eyes again, and my head starts to move from side to side, silently moaning, silently screaming.  And then, the weirdest thing happens, the pain doesn’t go but it disperses.  I don’t even know how to describe it.  Suddenly, I can breathe easier and that makes the discomfort flush away.  Not all of it, but the pinch, the tug, it starts to feel different.  Not good, but weird. 

      My panting breaths slow down to deeper than regular, but an average pace.  I’ve no idea how long I’ve been lying here, but when Nate’s hand plucks a peg off my nipple with no notice, I cry out as blood suddenly flushes back into the tiny nub and sets it to pounding.  Four more times he does it and the shock of blood returning to each area has me so focused on my nipples and pussy that it’s incredible.  Hell, my thoughts were already there, but now, I’m so ready to be fucked, it’s like I’ve been pumped full of aphrodisiacs and let loose on an army base. 

      A gentle hand cups my cheek and a finger follows the path of the tear tracks coursing down my face.  I suck in a breath, touched at his tenderness and the contrast of feeling horny and emotional is yet another seesaw from today’s trials.

      I open my eyes, look into his and see pride in there.  The weird-ass things he’s proud of should have me wondering if he’s crazy, but the crazier thing is, I’m proud of myself too.  I endured it for him and for myself.  I did good.

      He moves away and returns to the armchair, but before he sits, I watch as he unfastens his belt buckle, then opens the button and the zip at his fly.  Just like this morning, his cock pops out and the instant it does, I practically leap off the bed.

      I want that cock.

      “Did I tell you, you could get off the bed?”

      The words have me hovering a foot away from him.  Horror shrieks through me, and I stand there, shaking, not knowing what to do, if I should go back or go forward. 

      “Well, did I?”

      His soft voice urges me to answer, “No, Sir, but you didn’t say I couldn’t.”

      “That’s no excuse.  From now on, you wait for instructions.”  He lowers himself into the armchair and stares at me.  “This is a learning curve.  I’m trying not to overload you with too much information at once; today has been pretty intense.”  He sighs and pulls a face at the probably traumatized expression gracing my own.  He waves a hand and says, “Come here.  Climb on to my lap so your knees are on the armrests.”

      Thank fuck I’m a yogi, because I manage to do as he says without much difficulty.  The position has me six inches or so higher than him, but I get the picture that’s what he wants.  Our sexes are closer, but even a half-inch is too far away for my liking.  

      Nate grabs his cock, and as I look down and see a bead of pre-cum glisten at the tip, I shudder.  My pussy has never been so hungry for his shaft.  I need him, more than I’ve ever needed him or anyone before in my life.  Anyone. 

      At this moment in time, Nate is at the epicenter of my world and in a way he’s never been before.  The house could fall down around us and I wouldn’t notice.  And knowing that he shares this focus provides me with one of the most intense feelings of contentedness I’ve ever known.

      He grips himself and tugs once, twice, milking that bead out until it rolls down over the glans.  My mouth waters and then, my pussy utters a silent prayer of thanks as he presses his cock down the line of my cunt.  Sliding it between the lips, nudging my tortured clit until a cry escapes me and then, he’s there.  At the entrance to my body.  I lower myself down, knowing and accepting I’ll have to do most of the work, but fuck, I’m more than willing to take on the challenge.

      I accept every luscious inch, my pussy eagerly grasping for more, uncaring that he’s too thick, too big.  It swallows him whole until I’m filled with him, every gorgeous, pulsating, throbbing bit is deep inside and God, it feels so good.  For the nth time today, I start to cry.  The intensity of this joining is like nothing I’ve ever felt.  It’s like losing my virginity and as disloyal as that makes me feel to Jimmy, I can’t help it.  My body and my soul are telling me the way it is and the connection blossoming between Nate and I is so right and so true. 

      In a day, I’ve made a huge leap into a world I thought was alien to me. 

      Now, I’m realizing who and what I am.

      I can’t put a label on it yet, but that will come with time.  As it is, I’m focused on riding Nate like he’s never been ridden before.

      For a second, I just hover with him deep down inside me.  His head is level with my tits and the feel of his lips against my sore nipples has my head tilting backward in ecstasy.  A gentle suck, then a bite, and a shudder courses down my spine.

      He releases my nipple and says, “Tell me if you’re about to come.”

      Oh Christ, yeah, his frickin’ ‘no climax without his permission’ rule.  I’m too far gone to even pout for long, I just gasp out a ‘Yes, Sir,’ and start to rock my hips back and forth, just nudging him to the front and back of my pussy.  I clench down on his thick shaft, milking him with my internal muscles and then, his hands grab my hips and he bites out, “Move, Marina.”

      I do as instructed, sliding up and down the length of his shaft in a less than smooth motion.  I can’t be smooth, I’m too desperate for that, and I can only do my best as my pussy exalts in him being deep inside me. 

      At last. 

      It feels like a lifetime since this last happened.  I get the feeling he didn’t intend on doing this today, but for whatever reason, I’m so glad he did.

      Our need for one another is mutual, and that is so reassuring.

      With his mouth at my breast and his fingers sliding down to my clit, I cry out the instant he brushes the still-tingling nub.  That fast, I’m on the brink of climaxing and I gasp, “I’m going to cum, Na...  Sir.”

      “Good girl,” he grits out around my nipple.  “Wait, just wait.  Hold on.”

      His words make me want to scream.  Hold on?  What does he think I’ve been doing all day?

      My hips drop down to encompass all of him, absorbing every inch deep inside.  My pussy clings, caresses, and I retreat, taking him from the hot cavern of my cunt and baring him to the cold air.  He’s so deep inside me, spreading me wide open that the nerves at my entrance are screeching a warning and it’s one I can't ignore.  

      “Please,” I bark.  “Please, Sir.”

      “Not yet.”

      I grab his shoulders and without meaning to, pinch down.  Hard.  I ignore his grunt and let my head drop forward.  I push my forehead to his and enjoy the harsh puffs of air grazing my lips as he exhales his own pleasure.  When he grabs my clit with his fingers, bites down, a hoarse cry escapes me.  I stop, freeze on his cock and with a level of desperation in my voice that I didn’t think possible, I shriek, “Now?  Sir?  Now?”

      “Let go, Marina.  Let go.”

      The climax pummels me as it overtakes me.  I feel like I’m standing at the side of the sea with the tide barreling toward me.  I drown in the waves of pleasure tumbling over me.  I can’t breathe, I can’t see, hear, or feel.  I’m insensate and then, just like the blood flowing back to my nipples and clit, it returns and the intensity has me screaming.  I don’t care who’s hearing, this release is more than just physical.  With every second’s escape, that scream is breaking old bonds.  Liberating me.

      His own hoarse cries tell me Nate has reached his pleasure and the moment could not be more perfect if it had been staged.  His climax bathes me in warm, wet love from the inside out, and my heart stutters in my chest to know that I’ve satisfied him, really, honest-to-God fulfilled him.

      Tension has the pair of us wound tighter than cheese-wire, but when we let go, we sag together.  I maneuver myself so that I surround his thighs and am no longer perched on the armrests.  He embraces me, tucks me in his arms and wraps me tight.  The tenderness, the gentleness in his touch makes my heart flutter, flying to a beat of its own in the cage of my ribs.

      Loved. 

      He hasn’t said the words, nor have I.  But I’ve never felt more encompassed by affection than I am at this moment.

      He moves away from me, separating us by a few inches, and presses soft kisses to my still sore nipples, around the pale circles of the areolae until gooseflesh covers me.  His mouth goes up, to my throat which I bare by stretching my head back, over the line of my jaw and finally against my lips.

      “My good girl,” he whispers.  The words vibrate against the tender skin of my mouth.

      Tears flood my eyes.  In this moment, I want nothing more than to be his good girl.  I shrink down and push myself into his chest, tucking my head under his chin.  He tightens his hold on me and wrapped up in his embrace, there is nowhere else I want to be. 

      When he said he’d defend me, protect me, I know this is a part of it.  The aftermath, the softness after the harshness, the tenderness after the fierceness…he’s gentling me.  And it’s working. 

       At this very moment, I’m just a woman.  Bared to this man.  My flaws are visible, my very being stripped naked.

      And the frightening or the most liberating ̶ I’m not sure which ̶ thing is... I’ve never felt more at peace than at this moment.   

      A thought drifts through my mind; who was I before the world interfered? Who was I before it made me the Marina who stands here today… I don’t know, but I’ve just started to remember.
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      I, as a committed, loving woman with the desire to express my devotion to the man who has opened my eyes to the truth of my nature, present the gift of a free mind, trusting heart and the complete ownership of all that I am. I do so entrust the submission of my will, knowing he will keep safe said ownership and never take advantage of his position of power.

      At all times, he will guide me sensually, sexually and habitually, ensuring my protection and safety even if it is from myself. He will help form me into the person I have buried away and help me in my growth as a true submissive to my Sir. I am his to mold and shape, aiding me to become the person I truly am, strengthening my character, confidence and sense of self.

      If he pushes me to the edge, my safe word, Papillon, is there for my protection. Once uttered, he will bring me back from the edge that frightened me, cherish and reassure me and not punish me in my failing to do as he bids. I understand that once said, the word can never be repealed and always has consequences. Even though I shall never be punished for its use, I must consider whether my Sir is breaking his own promise to protect me and keep me safe or if he is simply taking me to a peak only he can guide me to.

      I will not defy him or lie. I shall respect him and ask his permission to leave Blue Ridge until such time as I can be trusted to behave respectably. I shall eat to nourish my body for it is his body, to love and to cherish. If I fail in this, I can be punished. I shall not curse, and if I am issued a direct command, I must obey unless I have three reasons as to why I simply cannot. If this is so, I shall not be disciplined, but if any other rule is broken, Sir reserves the right to assert his position over me and to chastise as and when he so chooses.

      His support and affection are constant and are never to be withheld by way of punishment. I will be loved and adored, showered with affection in exchange for offering him the gift of my submission. I must strive to overcome hesitations, inherent feelings of guilt and shame that stop me from embracing the true me and that disappoint my Sir. I must never put my own selfish wishes above those of his. I shall never refuse him simply to deny him, to do so goes against the very gift I’m offering him.

      Requests considered as trivial, from the shade of nail lacquer on my toes to my choice of outfit or those that are serious, for example in regards to health and my physical and emotional welfare, are to be obeyed. Discussions are welcome, negotiations can be made, outright refusal and snark will result in punishment.

      My pussy is his, just as my body is. I shall maintain it in a manner he sees fit. Be it frequent waxing or maintaining a healthy weight.

      Through it all, for my gift, he shall treat me as a treasured possession. I shall never be demeaned or damaged in his care. With him, I am safe. My environment is safe and I may question and expect truthful answers from him.

      I may dedicate my time to my art without fear of the consequences. However, if he believes I am working too hard or am not caring for myself, he reserves the right to protect me from myself.

      I offer my consent and myself to the man who will cherish me as no other can.

      Nathan Adam Conroy

      Sir

      Marina Joy Denison

      submissive
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      Five days.

      One-hundred and twenty hours.

      The time it took me to revert to ways of old.

      Well, not entirely old. Just to get a touch sassier. A bit more like the real me. Walking around like a zombie, muttering ‘Yes, Sir,’ ‘No, Sir,’ sure as shit isn’t Marina Joy Denison.

      Christ, it’s a hell of a surprise I lasted that long. I blame my humility on a few things; fatigue, shock, and finally, pain.

      Firstly, fatigue. Two further nights’ rest, a slumber so deep the house could have been hit by lightning and I wouldn’t have noticed, tucked up against Nate...that’s all it took to have me back on fighting form.

      The cot in the hospital had been a fancy one. Comfortable in its own way, but with the discord between Nate and I, my sleep was anything but restful. I’ve ceased feeling like the walking dead and instead, am slowly returning to normal.

      Secondly, shock. Who wouldn’t be surprised to learn they were a sub after twenty-eight years of burying it away? I guess, at some point, anyone in this lifestyle, feels as though they’re walking in a dream. Combine it with the idea that Nate hid his true character from me, that he’d known from the start what I was... Well, hell, my first day on the job, as it were, was bound to turn me inside out.

      Thirdly, pain. Turns out, I have a pretty advanced ulcer eating away at my stomach lining. The churning, nauseating sensation in my belly, combined with my fondness for antacids has a source. With no family background of them, my low alcohol intake, as well as being under fifty, it’s unusual at my age to have an ulcer.

      Stress, apparently, lies at the root of the problem. I’m on medication to reduce acid levels in my stomach and Nate has made it a rule that for one hour a day, I’m to take a breather. Yoga weaves its way into that time and becomes a ‘soft’ rule too. But I think that’s only because he gets to watch and enjoys me turning myself into a pretzel. After all, there is nothing stressful in my life anymore. I don’t have to avoid the Russian mob, and I’m no longer running a business that catered to its clients twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

      It’s been three weeks since my ‘first’ day, and life is odd if strangely good. For the first two of those five days, I walked around like the aforementioned zombie. I didn’t dare say a word, because lying is way too easy for me ̶ and God, doesn’t that make me sound like a hideous person?

      It’s not that I lie for the sake of lying; it’s just so easy to prevaricate and inadvertently fib. I’ve come to realize that this is a self-defensive trait. To hide the true me from the rest of the world.

      Now, I’ve no problem with continuing in that vein with the majority of folks I come into contact with…just not with Nate.

      For those first days, I was careful who I talked to and the subjects were always bland and unlikely to cause me to be dishonest. For example, I refrained from discussing my time in New York in anything but a general way, as I don’t intend for the commune to ever know I ran and owned a brothel in the city that never sleeps.

      I focused so hard on Nate’s voice; seeking soft intonations and drops in tone. Anything to make sure there wasn’t some kind of hidden request buried in his words.

      I ate whatever he put in front of me even though sometimes it made me feel sick.

      I love cursing. Fuck is my favorite word but did I utter it once? No. I didn’t.

      I was perfect. Even if I do say so myself.

      I did what he said, when. I didn’t argue. I even had my pussy waxed with him watching, for Christ’s sake.

      We went shopping together, and he had to approve of every item before I could even put it in the basket; and the weirdest thing was, he paid and I didn’t even bat an eyelid.

      Christ, it was like I’d been transported to a parallel universe. One where I’d had my personality completely removed.

      Then two things happened to have the real me surging back into existence, something that made me feel a whole hell of a lot more human.

      Sam and I had a minor apocalyptic battle over the Thoroughbred issue. I.e. His establishing a Thoroughbred stud farm on Blue Ridge and spending a small fortune on said venture without my permission.

      And on the very same day, I discovered Mona is potentially pregnant with her married, gay lover. Thanks to the self-induced purdah at the hospital, I learned the news nearly a month after the gossip first exploded on to the scene. Something that didn’t make me feel totally tickety-boo.

      The former, I could handle. For those five days of being a milk-and-water miss, Sam managed to escape from my justified fury. He did so, mostly, by staying under the radar. He must have camped out in his lab, because I didn’t see him. Nor did I see Jase, the man hired to care for one of our ailing stallions, who must have been on similar orders to stay out of my way.

      I saw Jase first and I fought with Sam afterward. After the amount of money Sam has poured into this pet project of his, I can’t just throw the entire thing out of the window, even though I’d like to. He’s got his heart set on having a stable of purebred stock—fuck knows why—but to simply discard the entire thing would be a waste of the money he’s invested.

      It goes against the grain to let him get away with it, but it won’t be for long. At the end of the year, when it’s time for individuals to put in grant requests for whatever they’re working on, Sam’s grant will be piteously low.

      He’ll have to come and beg me for extra throughout the year. And doesn’t the prospect just fill me with malevolent glee? I’d rub my hands together in satisfaction, but I’d look like Dr. Evil minus Mini-Me.

      Of the two, it was the latter: Mona’s precarious, impregnated position—overuse of the letter P? Much?—in an insecure relationship that had me bursting out of my self-containing cage. No matter how often I called her, her phone was never on. And neither was Eddie’s. Stuck in Montana, away from the two women I call my family, with no way to contact them... I burst. Either that or my stomach ulcer nearly did.

      After a five-minute stretch of calling Mona’s phone and hearing the dialing tone, Nate happened by and caught the brunt of my fury. I cursed, raged, and refused to listen to him, when he tried to speak. I threw the plate of food he’d brought me for lunch at the wall and generally behaved like a spoiled brat.

      My punishment?

      I had to stand in the naughty corner.

      Christ, even now, three weeks on, I don’t know whether to be embarrassed or turned on.

      “Calm down, Marina,” he’d gritted out, switching his gaze from the new mural, that was a plate of spaghetti bolognese, decorating the bedroom wall to me. His focus on me made me shiver, but I was way too worked up to even calm down at the sight of his very contained but meaningful stare.

      “I can’t talk to my fucking family, Nate. How the hell am I supposed to calm down? Mona’s pregnant, for Christ’s sake. By a gay man.” I choked out the word, unable to believe the words. The media might have believed she was Zane Matthews’ surrogate, but Eddie and I know differently. “I didn’t find out because she called to tell me. Oh no. I had to find out via the internet. And will she answer her fucking phone? No. And Eddie’s gone AWOL now. I’m stuck on this fucking ranch, and I’m no fucking use to them here. How can I help them if they don’t turn on their fucking phones? They need me.”

      “And I don’t need you? This ranch doesn’t need you? If they wanted to talk to you, then they would. If their phones are switched off, then it’s for a reason. And concerned or not, you cannot break the rules without there being consequences.”

      “I don’t have time for this. I need to go back to New York,” I’d spat, flustered at the idea of all I had to do to get myself ready for a flight back to the city. My mind had already turned inward, before he broke into it like an ax cutting through wood.

      Transported back to that day, I can still feel my anxiety levels shooting through the roof.

      “You’re going nowhere.” Ice drips down his words. “We’re not playing, Marina. You can’t simply discard the path you’ve chosen... Have I said you can leave the ranch?”

      That ice makes my eyes flash to his. Caught in the cold stare, I hug my belly. “Please, Nate. Surely you understand. I can’t just leave them to it.”

      “That’s exactly what you’re going to do. You don’t even know if you’re leaving them to anything. If they need to speak to you, they will contact you. As it is, you’re out of the loop, because they want it that way, and you will not invade their privacy until they’re ready to confide in you, do you understand me?”

      My lower lip pops out, a sulk starting. Defiance oozes out of my every pore.

      “I want to be there for them. Even if I switched off my phone, I’d expect them to come after me. To help me. It’s just what we do.”

      “Well, not anymore. If Mona’s pregnant, then that’s her choice. If she’s a surrogate, then again, she chose to become one. It has nothing to do with you.”

      “You knew?”

      He shrugged. “As little as you mention the pair to me, you did tell me her surname once. Simone Barranquet is a pretty unusual name. And the pair of them, that writer and her, they always seemed to be on the TV when I was in hospital.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Nate crosses his arms and casts me a pointed look. “I wasn’t saying much to you at the time.”

      Still feeling pretty raw about the role I played in Nate’s injuries, I flush. “You could have told me at any time during these last three weeks. Why didn’t you?”

      “Because more important things have been on my mind.”

      His low voice, filled with that unmistakable quality of Sir, has me ducking my head. Instinctively, I react to the tenor but the old me is so pissed off at him, I’m on the brink of more rebellion. Half-turning away from him, I take a step back when he dashes across the room and stops an inch away from me. Every part of him invading my personal space, when his hands grab my upper arms.

      There’s no pain, even though his hold is fierce, he uses the grip to drag me closer to him and to bite out, “You’ve just broken so many rules, I can’t even fucking count how many times I need to punish you. You’re going to stand in that corner over there until I can think of what to do with you.”

      “I don’t have time for this, Nate.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so mad at me. He sucks in a huge breath of air as though begging for calm, then grinds out, “There’s nothing else you need to do except obey me.”

      Mouth working as I stare at him, studying the tic in his jaw as his fury at my disobedience makes itself known. Still, I hesitate, torn between his words and the idea of my friends needing me, even if he is right. They don’t need me enough to contact me. But that hesitation seals my fate, and he releases his hold on one of my arms, then with the other, he drags me to the armchair and bites out, “Stand there and don’t move a goddamn inch.”

      Until this point, he hasn’t spanked me since the first day. Not to punish, at any rate. On a morning and on a night, each day, he hits my behind five times as a reminder to be good. The freakish thing is that I want him to spank me more even though I do everything within my power to avoid punishment. I think that’s the whole idea. Reverse psychology.

      Making me want something even though I only earn such treatment through misbehavior.

      As it is, the idea he is about to spank me has all thoughts of my friends flushing free from my mind. My pussy starts to heat up, need begins to slither through my veins. And then, he starts to take off his belt. His lack of a hard-on tells me I’m not in for a treat, and the instant he has his belt in his hand, I step away from him, knowing what's coming.

      “You get your ass over here, right this second, Marina,” he orders, and my legs make the decision for me, pushing me forward and settling myself on his lap so he is comfortable and not straining his wounds, and I can rest my hips and head on the armrests.

      The first cut of the belt into my butt makes a hand spank seem like a snowflake falling onto the curve of my cheek. I don’t have to count, just endure as the leather stings my flesh. I count, but silently. Ten times, he raises the belt, and each time I cry and struggle on his lap, wriggling and moaning, shrieking and rebelling against his treatment of my poor butt. Even covered with thick denim, the sting penetrates the fabric and makes me howl with the dull thuds.

      All of a sudden, he stops and states, “Get off my knee, strip and go stand in the corner. You don’t move a goddamn inch until ten minutes are up.” Standing there quivering, I watch him close his eyes, clench them for a second and then, in a quieter, calmer voice, he murmurs, “You’re to think of why you’re there; why you’re being punished and if you so much as think about touching your pussy, you’ll get the belt again. But this time on your bare behind. Do you understand me, Marina?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I whimper, reacting to both his fury and attempt at patience. I’d like to mock his idea of my touching myself with my ass still stinging and burning from the belt, but he is right. Damn his hide. I could cum, if he’d so much as touch me in the right place.

      This masochistic tendency is one of the hardest parts of my nature to come to terms with. Standing in the corner is both mortifying and a privilege. Being whacked by a belt doesn’t make me feel as though I am being abused, but cherished. He cares enough to punish me for my insolence.

      The instant he grabbed a hold of me, my focus changed, shifted from the outside world and directed entirely upon him. Nothing else exists. Nobody, no one.

      I took off my clothes and walked to the corner and stood there, for God knows how long, until he told me I could move.

      The lashings of the belt didn’t made me cry, nor has my time in the corner. I’d stand here, my mind split in two. The time to breathe, to look back over the last half-hour urges me to delve into what just happened.

      While I’d been wrong to behave as I had, to break the rules I’d been obeying religiously, I had a justifiable reason. Or, at least, I think I do. My insides are rebelling by the time he bites out, “Come and kneel in front of me.”

      Naked, more than just physically, I kneel in front of him—something in itself, I’m becoming accustomed to—with my head bowed. My mind is still a whirl of activity. Rebellion, frustration, exasperation... I am literally chomping at the bit with my self-righteous anger. I am concerned for my friends. How can I be punished for that?

      Almost as though he knows my thoughts verbatim, in his coldest tone, a tone I’d never heard before the shooting in Chicago, he bites out, “You weren’t punished for caring for your friends. You insist on believing you’re as hard as stone but you have a very soft heart. I know that, why do you think I haven’t given up on you?” That stings. More than the belt. “I don’t doubt that it’s kind of you to care about your friends but your first loyalty is to me and to the bond we have together. You must consult me when you feel you need to make an important decision. You do not start planning without asking me for my opinion.”

      “They’re my friends. I can’t just drop them.”

      “One.” The number was a threat. A punishment had been earned. Despite myself, the memories of that first day rushed to the fore. The pins, the spanking...they were a reminder to behave and the actual agony of those five minutes with my nipples throbbing as pain spliced them in half with those damned clothespins... that punishment alone made me behave like a good girl for the majority of the five days since.

      My mouth snaps shut and the words quivering on my tongue fade away almost as though they’d never been there.

      “I don’t expect you to drop them. But neither have they contacted you for assistance. We don’t know where Mona even is, and Eddie, well, I don’t know her, but from what you’ve told me in the past, she’s a woman of routine. If she isn’t answering, then yes, I admit, there’s something odd about that, but again, she will ask you for help if she needs it. Like she has done in the past, right?”

      He is correct. Damn him. The instant he mentions it, the memory floats through my mind. One I’d forgotten. But it is memorable, because Eddie is so cool, calm, and collected that she rarely asks for help.

      This one time, Eddie’s sister, Helene, had had the misfortune of being in a liquor store when a gang burst in and tried to hold the place up. The owner of the store refused, the robbers held the customers hostage, and a bad situation went from worse to shit. The police managed to negotiate a release and Helene had been freed. No injuries, save for the psychological damage being held at gunpoint can do.

      Eddie called me in an absolute panic. Her gobbledygook made no sense until I managed to calm her down. I contacted Mona, and the pair of us converged on Eddie’s place and took her to the hospital where Helene had been sent for treatment for shock.

      “Am I correct, Marina?”

      My left eye twitches with the desire to tell him he is wrong, but even the thought makes my stomach churn again. Not a good sign. Hell, since when did submissive traits and ulcers work together? Christ.

      “Yes. Sir.” I tag on the word, because at this moment, he isn’t Nate but Sir. My Sir.

      “So, there’s no reason for you to fly to New York, is there?”

      “N-no, Sir.”

      Hearing the quiver in my voice, he leans forward and cups my cheek, tilting my head up so I look him in the eye. “I know you want to protect them, Marina. But sometimes, you can’t. They have to live for themselves. Their choices, their decisions. If they knew that you were kneeling at my feet, they’d probably be concerned for you. They might wonder if you were in an abusive relationship. They don’t know you need this and they probably wouldn’t understand it. What goes on behind closed doors...only the people involved know the truth.”

      My mouth trembles as I whisper, “I do need you, Sir.”

      Saying the words isn’t necessary, he hasn’t made me say them, but they just pop out to say hello. The truth will out. Isn’t that what they always say? And for that space of time, it most certainly has.

      At that moment, I know that whatever happens, bad or good, in the world outside of this room, to people in our circle of friends, he will always respect me and them, so long as I don’t disrespect our relationship.

      That has to come first. Always.

      Another lesson learned.

      Once again, like a mind-reader, he murmurs, “You can always come to me, Marina. I’m always here for whatever concerns you have. Not just as your Sir, but as your partner. I’ll always listen and try to help. But what we have must come first. You come before anyone else in my life just as I must in yours.” He sighs. “These last few days, you’ve been too good. You haven’t been my Marina.” His Marina. The words send shivers down my spine in contentment. “This had to come, and I’m sorry it did over a subject like this. You’ve already been disciplined, but by completely forgetting your role in our relationship, you undermined it. You need further discipline, don’t you?”

      I damned myself for putting us in this position. Where my friends are concerned, I’m as volatile as TNT. When Mona was threatened after the arson attack on her apartment building, my panic was total.

      Now, with Mona and Eddie incommunicadas, that panic has returned and completely fucked up my thought process. I’d acted like the Marina of old and not the new Marina I’m learning I truly am.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “You understand why, don’t you? I’m not punishing you for caring about your friends, but for forgetting about what we are to each other. For forgetting to ask my opinion, for overlooking me. That is verboten, Marina. You must always ask and concede to me. Are we clear?”

      “Y-yes, Sir.”

      “Good. Now stand up and go to the bed.”

      I do as ordered and watch as he struggles to his feet. One of his wounds has been on the borderline of infection for the last few days and his suffering has increased. Even though he does it silently and without complaint, I know and hurt for him. That I’d done exactly as he’d said, forgotten about him, makes me feel so incredibly guilty. He could take the belt to my behind again, lash it against my bare butt, and I would accept it gratefully.

      My own guilt is more acidic than his chastisement.

      Especially as he is so focused on my own well-being. He only came to the room to bring me a tray of food, for God’s sake, and I completely forgot him... Shame and horror wriggle around my insides, and I watch as he heads over to the dresser and returns with three ties.

      Two, he straps to my wrists, and after indicating that I should lie down, he ties me to the bed. The final one he wraps around my face, covering my eyes.

      Blind and my body tethered, isolation swamps me.

      “I’m going to leave you here for half an hour. You’re not to fall asleep. You’re not to utter a word. You’re to lie here and think about how you should have approached me. Do you understand?”

      I whisper that I understand and his footsteps sound loud in the room, before the door opens and closes again. Silence, nothing but silence. Even knowing I'm safe in Nate’s bedroom, I feel inordinately uncomfortable lying on his bed stark naked.

      For the first few minutes, I spend time worrying about somebody walking in to clean his room. It is a stupid thought, because Nate told me that I’d clean our quarters, and considering, even in New York, I’ve always done it, the idea doesn’t bother me even though I knew he thinks it’s a chore.

      While I know nobody will come in, I worry that someone may not see the memo to leave Nate’s quarters alone.

      I’d like to say I wasted five minutes on that, but in the silence, alone, my sight stripped away from me, five minutes feels like an hour.

      And then, my misery and guilt returns. I’m a drama queen. I know it, Mona knows it, and so does Eddie. If I get mad, I explode, and the fallout is immense. My anger is nasty and mean and frantic. I understand Nate’s fury and I know I was wrong.

      A part of me questions whether I deserved the punishment I received and my natural response is to say, ‘No. Of course not.’ I don’t particularly want to be chastised. But I’ve learned that want and need are two different things.

      Do I want to be tied to the bed?

      No.

      Do I need it?

      Yes.

      I’ve been bad. This is Sir’s way of disciplining me, of teaching me wrong from right.

      And I did do wrong. I can’t believe five days of zombie-walking was instantly overtaken by a blast from my recent past. But considering how new to this I was, it could only have been expected.

      For half an hour, thoughts and questions roll around my mind. I repeat the scene in my head, replaying it and changing the way I reacted and how I should have behaved. It’s difficult, and if I ever have another hissy fit, I know that no amount of discipline will make me think before I leap. If anything, that makes me feel even guiltier.

      Shame and humiliation at my lack of control, at my inability to control the temper that rarely fuses but once it does is like an atomic blast, has me trembling. At this point, I know I’ll always be a disappointment to him. That I’ll never be able to please him totally and the tears start flowing.

      I manage to work through the sobs of self-disgust and in the aftermath, lay there quietly, waiting for my time to come to an end. I don’t even have it in me to be angry at the time-out, a punishment for kids. I deserve it and I understand why Nate chose it. Corner time and being restrained are because I broke so many rules my butt would have no skin on it after the requisite number of spankings.

      I cringe at the number of fucks and other curse words I used, the amount of disrespect I threw his way... and as my mind whirs in the silence, I hear a noise that brakes my concentration. A faint whisper of sound, like fabric brushing against fabric, something I wouldn’t have heard had I not been so reliant upon my ears after having my vision taken away from me. Somehow, I know Nate is here. With me.

      And that alone makes me start to sob again. He hadn’t abandoned me. Even in this, he is protecting me, ensuring I am okay.

      I didn’t hear the door open, so I know he didn’t intend for me to realize he is here, and then his hands are at my wrists, releasing them from the bedposts and tugging the blindfold away from my eyes. Blinking up at him through tear-laden lashes, I watch as he climbs on to the mattress and lies down beside me. As he reaches for me, I pour myself into his arms. On his side, he angles one leg upward and I hook both of mine in between them. Tucked into his embrace, surrounded by him, my face resting against his throat, I sob out my apology.

      I’ve never cried so much in my damn life. Not even when Jimmy died. I’d been stoic in my grief. Silent and miserable. Utterly depressed at his loss.

      But now, it is like an explosion has cut through the dam and only Nate can patch up the holes in the wall of my composure.

      How long we laid there, his hand rubbing my back, me cuddled into him, I don’t know. It is one of the single-handed most empowering moments of my life. And the other time had been after the second spanking on that first night.

      Why did I find this situation empowering? It’s difficult to explain. From down during the punishment, realizing I did something bad and hating myself for disappointing Sir, to the up of being embraced and cherished…

      There’s nothing quite like it.

      Eventually, into the silence, he whispers, “We’ll start to get back to normal soon. These last few days, you’ve been too good. It isn’t normal.” He chuckles at that and the sound makes everything inside me glow. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it isn’t. If I’d found you in tears, I’d have thought you were in a form of sub drop. But it’s almost like your mind is processing everything. Well, enough is enough. I want you to follow the rules, but you have a voice. Don’t think you don’t. I want you to be self-aware but not to the extent you don’t utter a damn word. It’s a phase. You’re thinking you can avoid punishment, but what you don’t understand, Marina, is that you need to be punished.

      “Just because you blow a gasket whenever you’re furious doesn’t mean you aren’t self-contained. You are. You hold everything in and only when the pressure is too much, do you let go. Only this...” Nate swept a hand down to my butt and tugged at the reddened flesh of my behind. “...can release you from that without having to blow a fuse.”

      “I’ll try my best, Sir,” I whisper against his throat, wanting to kiss his Adam’s apple but not daring to. "I am learning, I promise."

      “I know you are and you make me proud. I’m here for you, little one, always. If you’d come to me today and expressed your concerns, told me your fears, I would have listened and we could have discussed your need to visit your friends. I don’t want to punish you. I don’t have to punish you to play with you.” He bent his head and pressed a kiss to my temple. “Now then, just to prove I’m not mad, I have a gift for you. You’ve been a naughty girl today, but you’ve learned your lesson and you understand why you’ve been disciplined, don’t you?”

      Nodding and whispering my assent against his skin, he continues, “Go and look on the floor in the closet. There’s a gift for you.”

      When I was growing up, my grandfather on my mother’s side had a saying, ‘Beware Greeks bearing gifts.’ Xenophobic as the phrase was to Greeks, he was talking about the ancients who’d managed to con the Trojans by sending them a ‘gift’ and then using that as a means to destroy the city of Troy.

      Well, I’d been played that way too.

      Christ knows what he is giving me, my mind is blank, but the idea of pleasing him enough for a gift has me slipping off the bed and rushing to the closet faster than a kid on Christmas Day morning.

      I open the box in the closet and I’m glad I did. Under my breath, I utter a curse, one too quiet for Nate to have heard and even though I knew it was bad, you try to withhold a fuck when you come across a box of toys.

      And I’m not talking dollies.

      I recognize some of the products and some of the producers. At Papillon, I’d had to stock the rooms, more so the dungeons and we’d only used the best manufacturers. The finest whip makers, the best leather workers for floggers. The box in my hand contains thousands of dollars’ worth of gear and it is all for me.

      A flogger, paddle, a silicone whip, and a riding crop. Cuffs, thick rope I know is used in shibari, Japanese rope bondage. Long silk ribbons. Nipple cuffs and silver pegs, chains to attach to them, weights to add to the sensation. Dildos, anal plugs...all in varying sizes and all eye-popping in their colors and functions. A proper blindfold made from silk, and something that has my insides quivering...a gag.

      I can’t be certain if I’ve naughty or nice this year, because while this was marketed as a gift, nearly everything made my eyes cross.

      “Bring it in here, Marina,” he calls out and I don’t fail to hear the amusement in his voice. Apparently, shell-shock can occur thousands of miles away from the battlefield.

      Feeling dazed, I pick up the heavy box and return to the bedroom. He’s turned on, I can see the glint in his eye. He climbs off the bed and says, “You can get dressed now. Your punishment is to see that everything is cleaned and ready for use at my convenience.”

      After that, I remember he walked over to me, bussed me on the temple, and left me to it.

      And it is thanks to that box that I’m in my current position.

      Okay, it isn’t the box entirely. Two curses at Sam for telling me he needs an extra fifty grand for some equipment in the horse stables, a slam of my hand against the desk in my fury and turning my back on Nate when telling me to calm down prodded me into my current state...

      Wrists tied to ankles, butt in the air, face down on the bed, a bullet vibrator in my pussy and the order that if I cum, I won’t be allowed to climax for two whole days, reverberating around my head.

      Damn my big mouth.
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      Ten days ago, I signed a contract. Weird, but again, my taste in naughty literature made the experience entirely acceptable if bizarre.

      It seems peculiar to think that I, Marina Joy Denison, pain in the ass extraordinaire am agreeing to this stuff. But the weirdest thing, did my hand shake as I signed it?

      No.

      Did every part of me scream, “Fuck, yes. I want this?”

      Yeah.

      It’s a bit like I’m in a parallel universe, but hey, if I get off on this stuff, I get off on it. And Nate, well...he’s just perfect. He always was but somehow, this all makes it better. I wish I could describe why. He just is. It’s like I am made for him and he is made for me. Ha, maybe one of the Fates matches subs with their Doms.

      After that particular episode, the turbulence in my brain calmed down. Just knowing that he didn’t expect me to be his fuck slave, a mindless body that he could use and abuse... well, as you can imagine, it eased my concerns. And his words, that he didn’t need to punish to play, triggered my dirty, little mind into thinking all sorts of naughty things. So, when he presented me with a contract, I was excited. I could tell he’d gone to the effort of writing it himself, because it was tailor-made to my ‘quirks,’ and somehow, when I signed my name something deep inside me sighed with relief.

      I agreed to uphold his six major rules.

      Or the six commandments as I’d come to think of them.

      Thou shalt not lie.

      Thou shalt not defy me.

      Thou shalt not cum without my permission nor touch thy form without my say so.

      Thou shalt not leave Blue Ridge without me until thou art judged to be a ‘good’ girl. (I.e. free from contacts with the mafia. Hell, even though the idea makes me claustrophobic, I did get him shot, after all.)

      Thou shalt comply with direct orders.

      Thou shalt not curse.

      And ever since my ulcer diagnosis, I guess he’s made it seven.

      Thou shalt eat.

      I also had to agree to maintain a smooth as silk pussy, and fuck, I didn’t need to sign my life away to agree to that. I swear, it makes velvet feel abrasive. And when I’m wet, something that occurs embarrassingly often, I’m even slicker. It’s the craziest, most delicious feeling I’ve ever known. In fact, I don’t even know why I haven’t had a wax before.

      The most interesting aspect of the contract was the play list.

      To the clientele interested in BDSM play at Papillon, I had to give them a play list. To the subs, they had to fill one out. To the Doms, they needed to be aware of Rosalie’s and Jessie’s limits.

      They’re long. Filled with acts, that to me are very icky, like water sports, and then the bizarre, mummification. So, to see the modified and short version tells me that these are things Nate is interested in.

      It gave me an insight into the man, and if I’m honest, turned me on. I swear, I’ve never spent so much time drenched down there.

      If it weren't so thrilling, it would be off-putting.

      I had to rate from one, NEVER, to five, DEFINITELY. Anything over two was fair game.

      Bondage (light) 4

      Collars (leather) 5

      Cuffs (leather) 5

      Gags (ball) 4

      Harnessing (suspended) 2

      Intricate rope bondage 4

      Leather restraints 4

      Shackles 2

      Spreader-bars 5

      Spread-eagle 5

      Corsets (wearing) 5

      Caning 3

      Clip and Clamps 3

      Flogging 3

      Spanking (over knee) 5

      Spanking (other) 5

      Wax 3

      Ice 3

      Whipping (single tail) 2

      Whipping (other) 3

      Blindfolded 5

      Housework (nude, collared) 5

      Piercing (permanent) 4

      Phone sex 5

      Teasing 5

      Tickling 5

      Just the idea of being subjected to any of it makes me quiver inside. Nothing on there entirely freaks me out; there are just some things that are way outside of my comfort zone. I knew, as I looked down the list, my baby steps into this world were leading me in the right direction.

      And with Nate having calmed down a tad, letting me realize that I don’t have to walk around with my mouth zipped up and making a Stepford Wife look outspoken; I feel a ton better about this situation. Am I slightly pissed with him about making me feel that way in the first place?

      Hell, yeah.

      Talk about a crappy belief to insert into a newbie’s head, that she has to be an angel, or else. But let’s face it; the man took a bullet for me. He was in hospital for four weeks, recently discharged, and through the pain and discomfort, had to be tossed around in a small plane before he could get home.

      Yeah, I wouldn’t be a happy bunny, either, so as much as he could have led me gently into this whole new world, I understand why he didn’t. The pain in and of itself...every day, even though he’s improving and the infection has now cleared up, his suffering is etching its way on to his face. The lines on both sides of his mouth, once slight, but now they’re thick brackets. I did that. Me. So yeah, I can forgive him for scaring me a little, especially now he’s softened up and returning to the Nate I know of old, but one with a strong streak that has my knees quivering.

      And many other bits in between.

      How long have I been strapped up like this? In a kinky version of the yoga asana, bow?

      About forty minutes. I’m not in an uncomfortable position; I’m just very exposed.

      The rope I found in the box is stuff that porn films are made of. Plaited hemp rope that constrains and binds but is flexible too. My ankles are tied together with three loops of the rope around each foot and then bound in the middle. I don’t know the terminology, but think of a hangman’s noose. That long, thin partition of coiled rope before the noose is what separates my feet, but my ankles are crossed so that my thighs are spread. The thick rope rests between my butt cheeks, and I can feel the prickles of the fabric tickling my skin and the pucker of my ass. It connects my feet to my hands, which are bound behind my back and my wrists are tied together. My belly is on the mattress, a small vibrator is buzzing away inside my spread, pussy lips, and I think if I’m not touched soon, I might just scream.

      He’s here, watching. I think if I’d been alone, I would have screamed out of fright. This is the first time he’s restrained me like this. Tying me to the bed is one thing, but this is a lot more in-depth and very much bondage.

      My breath is a hop, skip, and a jump away from panicked inhalations and exhalations, but knowing he’s here, calms me down. It’s strange how his presence changes all of my perceptions and soothes me. Trust. I’ve never felt it to this degree. When I signed that contract, stating that I was putting myself into his safe-keeping, I know that to be the truth and I could not have agreed to that with any other man.

      It’s peculiar being on the borderline of panicked yet relaxed, frustrated yet satiated. It’s a world of contrasts. While my pussy is literally weeping with the need to climax, my brain is humming in satisfaction. Why? My Sir’s attention is entirely on me, exactly where I like it. I can’t move, I’m his to play with, to toy with and to enjoy. It’s thrilling to be in such a strong man’s sights and know that nothing is intruding upon his mind. Nothing but thoughts of what he’s going to do to me.

      It’s one of the most intense experiences of my life and even if the vibrator hadn’t been set to drive me nuts, I think there would still be a wet patch underneath me on the sheets.

      Yoga taught me patience, even if the body is contorted and fixed in uncomfortable positions, so a part of me can relax with ease and just listen and wait. As I do just that, I hear him moving about and while I’d like to know what he’s doing, curiosity is a failing of mine, I just stay in the pose. Whatever it is, I trust him and my pussy is ready for it.

      I haven’t actually misbehaved. Or, that is to say, I was punished this afternoon for talking back. This is for play so I’m praying that there is light or should I say release at the end of the tunnel.

      Shoving the thought out of my mind, something that Sir inadvertently helps me do thanks to the touch of his hand on my butt; I return my attention to him. The brush of his fingers over the sensitive flesh of my spanked ass has me trembling a little and then, I feel something... The bonds at my butt being tugged away. The rope dissecting my ass is shifted, my feet are pulled back so they’re no longer resting close to my butt and a cold, metallic nodule slips down over my bared rosette and between my fiery hot lips. I shudder, there’s no way I can contain it. The cold metal is probably room temperature but against such heat, it might as well be ice.

      The nodule moves up and down, nudging my clit and making it sit up and take notice, slipping along the outer lips of my sex and the tip slips into the entrance of my body, prodding the bullet a little further into my depths. The buzz spreads to the larger nodule, doubling the surface vibration and my legs tense in reaction, urging my hips up off the bed as the shock reverberates around my system. I cry out and hear his chuckle as he continues to swirl the nodule through my copious juices and then, it slides up and prods the pucker of my ass. Gently but firmly, he presses it into the pucker until the tip is in. It’s only as my butt registers the width of the remaining excess that I whimper a little.

      Nate must have heard my nervousness, because he murmurs, “It’s no wider than my cock, princess.”

      He’s started to call me that. I don’t know where the hell it came from, but I like it. I don’t want to be called Marina here, just like Nate is Sir. I can’t explain it. It makes me feel special, important, but at the same time beneath him.

      Kneeling behind me, he lowers himself down and presses against my side. I’m so glad his bionic hand exists, as he can use his real one to touch me and embrace me while the other does the business, as it is. There’s nothing, I’m learning, more important than touch. Skin to skin contact.

      Pressed against him, his hand rubbing up and down my spine, I turn my head to look at him. His eyes are drenched with lust; the blue in his hazel eyes is prominent. A cold fire burns in their depths. I notice this in the two seconds I glance at him, before lowering my eyes to his mouth. My own lips tremble with the need to kiss and he recognizes that, because he leans over and drops the lightest peck on my mouth.

      That slight kiss acts like an earthquake as controlled need suddenly explodes out of its container. I want to eat his lips, to have him tongue fuck my mouth. I pull back, knowing if we stay close I’ll do something he’ll punish me for, and despite myself, I find I can live within the constraints of his rules so long as I’m not a washed out version of myself. I don’t want him to punish me, I want this. To connect to fulfill a need. Not because I’ve misbehaved.

      So even though it hurts, I back away and push my head to the mattress again. My eyes close as his other hand continues to work the butt plug into my rosette. I’ve never felt anything like it. Wide, but sleek. Cold but warming from the slightest touch. Large but not discomforting and as my ass accepts the entire plug, the tab settles unobtrusively against the pucker.

      The sleek steel is pushed against the bullet vibrator and the intense vibrations double in their strength once more. I bite down, taking the comforter into my mouth and chewing on the fabric. My legs strain and pull until cramps start to eat into the muscles from the force I’m exerting.

      The instant I take the butt plug, Nate moves away and as my muscles start to protest being so fiercely clenched, I can feel his fingers working quickly at the ties of the ropes around my feet. Once free, my legs fall to the bed, still spread, but Nate’s fingers start to manipulate the muscles of my calves and work at the small knots gathering there. I’d rather he remove the butt plug but I don’t say anything ̶ I can’t. My mouth is full of bed sheet.

      A tap to my butt has my hips jerking up, and as his hands work at the ties at my wrists, he orders, “Stop clenching your muscles.”

      Yeah, that’s easier said than done, when it feels like my pussy is shuddering from the fierce vibrations oscillating around its tender walls.

      I force my feet toward my shins, reversing the cramp and that stops the muscle spasms until my hands are free, and I’m being rolled over on to my back. As soon as I do, moisture starts to slip down between the crevice of my butt, reminding me of how turned on I am. But also, the plug settles, making the vibration worse.

      As I lie here, tied and restrained, knowing he is watching me, desperate to cum, and begging for something to happen, I didn’t realize this would be it.

      Now, I want to scream from the need ricocheting through me. Because for whatever reason, the vibrations aren’t enough, but they’ve slammed me to the edge of a climax and something else needs to happen to push me over.

      Out of nowhere, a riding crop appears. My eyes widen at the sight, even though I recognize it from the box and Nate’s smile causes me to cringe a little. He does nothing, just rests it beside me and then, grabs a hold of my feet and tugs me down to the bottom of the bed. Spreading my legs, he grabs the ropes he just released me from and ties my feet loosely to the bedpost.

      “How badly do you need to come, princess?” he asks as he works.

      “Very badly, Sir.”

      “Why should I reward you?”

      “I’ve been good today, Sir.”

      “Have you? I thought I punished you for back-chat and cursing.”

      My lips quiver. “I was working and wasn’t hungry. And Sam deserved to be cursed at, Sir. He asked for fifty grand like he wants to buy a bag of fifty cent candy.”

      “Sam might deserve it, but there’s no need to curse. Your vocabulary is wide enough that you can chew him out without breaking a rule. And yes, you might have been working, but your health supersedes your work, doesn’t it? That’s a Rule.”

      “I know, Sir. I forgot.”

      “And is that acceptable?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “So, do you deserve a reward?”

      “Not really, Sir.” Even though my heart sinks, I don’t complain. I hoped my spanking of before wiped the slate clean. I know that for any other reason, it would have done so. But the fact I refused to eat the plate of food he brought me this morning did more than just annoy him. My health and the three-pound weight gain I’ve managed so far take precedence.

      Even above his own wounds.

      But then, it’s the opposite for me. I guess that’s how this works. I can’t stop thinking about the bandages on his belly. So why should he be able to accept that I’m underweight?

      “Honesty is good, princess. What will you do the next time I bring you food?”

      “Try and eat it, Sir.”

      “Yes. That’s all I want. You don’t have to eat every bite. Just a nibble is enough.” His hands are resting at my ankle, but now, they travel down over each calf, above the knee and smooth over my thighs. “Those three pounds make a difference, princess.”

      “I’m glad you’re pleased, Sir.”

      “I want you to be healthy. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “I know.” I breathe, at that moment, feeling unutterably cherished. That I’m being punished for being unhealthy because I matter that much to him is perversely pleasing.

      “Good.” One hand remains on my thigh, the other goes to the crop. “Let’s negotiate a deal, princess.”

      “Sir?” I ask, eyes wide. This is new. And has potential. My pussy tingles at the idea.

      The instant I register that, I regret it. It’s a bad move to think of the throbbing ache deep inside my cunt.

      “How many lashes of the crop can you take, princess? To your clit?” he adds, eyes sparkling when my mouth opened to answer his first question.

      Lips trembling at the second, I whisper, “I don’t know, Sir.”

      “Let’s give you an idea of how it feels.” He moves to the side of the bed, presses one knee to the mattress and with the crop in his hand, he hovers it between my thighs. I watch as the flat leather pocket at the tip of the crop swings down and tense in preparation for the jolt. A hiss escapes me as the sting makes itself known but is otherwise manageable.

      I blow out a breath, when he asks, “Well?”

      “Ten, Sir.”

      He hums under his breath. “That isn’t many.” My slight whimper of disagreement has his mouth tightening. “Do you want to cum, princess?” he asks again.

      “Very much, Sir.”

      “My negotiation is this. You’ll endure as many lashings as it takes to cum.”

      Eyes bugging out of my head, I stare at him and whisper, “Can I do that, Sir? Is that possible?”

      He smiles. “You’re about to learn it is.”

      The free hand resting on his knee drops down to between my legs. The butt plug is tugged a little, maneuvered, then I feel a click, and suddenly, a vibration starts there. I can’t help it. I scream. Loudly. It echoes around the room, penetrating the silence of the mid-evening. Sir’s hand shoots out and claps against my mouth. The garbled cry is still audible and he bites out, “Hold your tongue.”

      I do so, literally. But with my teeth. I bite down, taste blood and watch as he rushes off somewhere and returns with a gag. He shoves it in my mouth, the taste of plastic and chemicals is horrible, but I accept it and bite down. The long, high groans are still easy to hear, but it’s like they’re passing through water first. Only my tight clasp of the gag holds it in my mouth, he doesn’t bother to tie it around my head.

      He resettles himself and to the constant cry escaping me, the low endless release of sound my body is forcing out of me, he begins to swat my pussy. I don’t even bother counting, just try to make myself cum. I clench down on the bullet, on the plug, but that just makes the vibrations pulse harder. It’s almost painful; the ceaseless throb creates a sob in my throat. I’ve never cried so much in my life, but the ever ready tears are there, present and waiting to fall.

      The smack of the crop against the most sensitive flesh of my body is borderline painless in comparison to the agony of the vibrations. But the direct stimulation to the flesh comes as a relief. A monotonous sound penetrates my ears and I realize it’s Sir’s voice, he’s counting.

      “Twenty, twenty-one.”

      My eyes widen, urging the tears to fall and desperation floods me. It’s never going to happen. The swats aren’t hard, cutting. I wonder if I need that to do as he says. I spit out the gag and cry, “Please, Sir. Harder, harder. I can’t... I can’t do it. Help me, Sir. Please.”

      My pleading has a smile curving his lips. “But I am helping, princess. I can’t hit harder, I don’t want to cut My pussy.”

      A whine escapes me and he says, “Now, now. There’s no need to panic.” He maneuvers himself so that his arm is still held high, even if the position is awkward, but he’s lying beside me. The tapping of the crop against my cunt continues, but his insidious words work their way into my ear. “You love this, princess. I know you need it. The pain to cut into the pleasure, to make it shine brighter. I love seeing you like this. Desperate for more, desperate for everything I can give you. And that’s what’s the matter.

      “You want me, don’t you, princess? You want my cock. You need me to fuck you. Just think, my dick slamming hard inside you, touching you like no other ever has or ever will. Fucking you until you cry with pleasure. No one can give you that. No one. Can they, princess? Can they?”

      “No, Sir. No. They can’t. No one makes me feel like you do,” I stutter out, my words a mixture of gushing and hesitant, each word escaping at the same time as he swats my pussy.

      “I know what you need to cum, princess. You need my permission. Even though you’re only a newbie, you need me to give you that release. Even if it’s only verbal.” His lips whisper down the side of my jaw and his words tickle my skin as he growls, “Cum for me, princess. Cum now.”

      The final bark did it. I’d never have believed it, never imagined it was possible but the instant those three letters escaped his mouth, the minute now roared around the room, my climax flooded me.

      The vibrations were no longer an irritant but a requirement. Those pulses acted like the thrust of his cock and the tap of the crop to my clit was all the stimulus I needed.

      My vision turned black as sight escaped me. Sounds fled my eardrums. It was hard to breathe, easy to choke as my lungs hesitated to accept air. I was held high, suspended in flight only to be released into the air, to soar, to fly.

      Awakening to the lap of Sir’s tongue against my clit, my stomach muscles clench down in rejection. My upper body surges upward and I sit here, dazed, my hands hovering with the desire to grab his head and tug him away.

      My feet twist and pull at the bonds, my legs tug and still he laps at me. The throbbing pulses in my cunt and ass stops; indeed, they are empty of both sex aids. And Sir takes advantage, tongue fucking the quivering walls of the throat of my cunt. I want to slap him away, stop him but my hands won’t let me. I sit here, trembling, feeling almost punch drunk with sensation until he stops.

      Eyes dazed, I watch as he sits up, his mouth drenched in my juices and the instant his tongue pushes its way into my mouth, I wake up for real.

      The taste of myself on his lips is clean, fresh. Womanly. I accept every drop of my essence on his tongue, lash his mouth with my own, excited that I can eat hungrily at his lips.

      I feel him rearrange me, but do I care? No.

      My mind reawakens to the knowledge that my legs are still bound to the bed, but he’s slipped underneath me and I’m now sitting on his thighs. His cock is at the entrance to my cunt, the blunt tip is there, waiting. His hips lift a little but from the position, we both know I’ll have to ride him.

      Pressing my hands into the mattress, I push myself closer to him and with his hand on his shaft, he guides himself into me.

      The instant he does, my arms tremble and it takes everything I have to stay strong and not to fall. I manage, just. The wet, clinging walls of my cunt grasp and caress Sir’s cock in a sloppy kiss and his groan of pleasure is music to my ears.

      To ride him, I have to tug against my bindings, and then use the strength in my upper body to propel myself forward. It isn’t comfortable. It’s like being in an exercise class, and within two thrusts, sweat is popping out of every pore. But this isn’t about me, I know that. I clench down on him, even though my pussy is still hypersensitive after that session of torture with the two vibrators. I huff through the sensory agony and try to ride him as fast as I can. I wriggle my hips, swiveling them to deepen the penetration, using all of my strength to get him to climax. On the brink of desperation swirling through me, I feel fingers at my sex.

      “May I cum, Sir? P-p-please?”

      “Do you deserve to cum, princess?”

      “I-I don’t know, Sir, but please, may I?” I cry, hiccuping the words.

      He doesn’t answer and his silence adds to my torment. My hips wriggle and wiggle, doing everything within my power to turn him on, to please him. And in answer, my little clitty, red from the crop, stinging and sensitive from the weird-ass orgasm that had catapulted me upward, is pinched. Hard.

      “Cum, princess. Cum for me. Now.”

      And once again, I’m thrown forward. Almost as though I’m in a car, no seat belt on and there has been a head-on collision. I’m propelled forward into the unknown of a searing orgasm. Pleasure and pain fill me; it’s too good, too hot and then, the cooling balm of his scorching seed floods my overheated womb. The heat is nothing to the searing agony of the climax absorbing me and the soothing splash of his orgasm grounds me. Stops me from collapsing atop him in a pile of limp and lax bones.

      As it is, I’m pulling at my bonds. Every muscle straining taut, lifting me high, until I’m almost in a yoga asana again. His hands clench at my hips and slowly lower me to Earth. And then, he’s leaning back, his fingers are at the ties at my ankles, releasing me and urging my legs to curl about his waist. I surround him for once, but still, I’m all encompassed by him.

      Every inch of me is embraced, tucked against his warmth. His fingers smooth up and down my back, caressing, gently tickling. My skin bobbles with gooseflesh, every part of me feels his loving touch and somehow, even though those were the two strongest, most powerful orgasms of my life, this feels like the most exquisite, beautiful moment of my existence.
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      I’ve always hated the labs. In a family of scientists, I’m a rarity. An artist. Had my IQ not been on par with Einstein’s and had I not won awards for my pieces from a young age, I doubt my parents would have tolerated me as much as they did. And they hadn’t tolerated me much at all.

      If I say they spent eighteen hours a day here, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

      Mom, the biologist, and Dad, the biochemist…their shared love for biology had been the courting phase of their relationship and the eugenics project, the actual foreplay. If they touched each other after my conception and birth, it would have been a shock. I don’t think I even remember my mother ever rubbing his neck or shoulders, and it was the same with father. They were the least tactile people I’ve ever met, and living with the Brainy Bunch, I’ve known some awkward folks.

      The labs were more their home than the homestead was. They even had cots in their offices to sleep on. And I’m not talking crappy camping cots, but beds. When I was really young, they’d eat their meals with me. I think to instill the importance of proper nutrition into their daughter. After time, they shoved me on to the housekeeper, Bitch Brownley as I used to call her, and left me to the staff. I only ever came to the labs to be punished or lectured. Why do you think I hate them?

      Not that they’re like they used to be.

      Every year, we spend millions on updating the equipment, improving security, upgrading the facilities. It’s one of the costliest parts of the commune but one of the most lucrative. At this very moment, we have government contracts in play. Defense contracts for bio-weaponry and all kinds of crazy shit that would terrify me if I were a civilian. As it is, I’m fucking used to all the James Bond stuff. Very little surprises or frightens me where this lab is concerned.

      In fact, it isn’t the science that is a cause for concern, but the scientists. It’s easy to lose yourself here, tucked away in Montana, cosseted by the commune and protected from harm. It’s easy to lose your morals. And I don’t mean in a ‘having an affair’ kind of way. Nothing so trite. I mean the simple act of forgetting your humanity. That, more than anything, is terrifying.

      What do I mean by that? Well, let me give you an example.

      It has come to my attention—yet another thing Uncle Sam has hidden from me—that we have a problem with four of the same sex couples who live at Blue Ridge.

      Now, everyone is welcome here so long as their genius is proven. Black, white, gay, straight, rich, poor, man, woman. We don’t give a damn. The only prejudice on this commune revolves around intelligence, and we can be a mean bunch. Even the older folk, the people from an older generation, they don’t really care which hole is filled or what’s doing the stuffing. All they care about is the eugenics project, and I understand their concerns.

      I’ve been looking into purchasing the equipment for a sperm donation service. The more I look into it, the more complicated it is, and at the same time, more considerations pop into my head. Blue Ridge is a place where if you don’t go big, you might as well go home.

      Hence, my annoyance with Uncle Sam and this goddamn horsey fund he has managed to hide from me for nigh on a year according to the un-doctored accounts I’ve found in the office. His lies, the fact he didn’t consult me, and then the deceit, they’re my major problems with Sam. But the size of the damned stable is also an issue.

      There’s an old English phrase, one a great-aunt used to tell me as a child, ‘In for a penny, in for a pound.’ And in this instance, I’m thinking as Sam did with his purebred project; let’s go all out.

      There are couples here who can’t have children. If we could somehow make a fertility clinic, have an IVF center with a sperm donation service…the idea bears merit.

      The only problem stems from the geneticists we have here. And their lack of humanity. I’ll undoubtedly have a moral fight on my hands, because this is the kind of place where people don’t ask why. They ask why the hell not.

      Within days of introducing such a center to the ranch, I’ll have a moral fight on my hands.

      In fact, it’s a shock that test tube babies haven’t been a part of the Brainy Bunch’s agenda for a long time. Maybe my granddaddy and father also came across this particular roadblock. The idea of designer babies isn’t a new one, and I know the geneticists will bitch and moan, their longing to experiment with something no human has the right to mess with, will be the cause of many a headache. To me, it’s abhorrent. And it should be to everyone here.

      I’ll just have to see how it all goes. As it is, it’s a pain in my ass waiting to happen. But it's a solution to my other problems with the same-sex couples and the pairs who want to have kids but can't. No matter how much hassle it’s going to cause me, it’s something I’ll have to seriously consider.

      Grunting at the thought, I stop staring up at the main entrance to the labs—yeah, I haven’t even taken a step inside and already, my brain is flooded with memories and procrastinations—and finally push the door open. The smell hits me first and it’s a weird one. Kind of like a hospital usually smells, apart from the one where Nate was a patient, but there’s also the smell of o-zone. It makes my nose twitch.

      I’ve taken an interest in most aspects of the ranch over the last couple of weeks. Trying to reconnect with a bunch of people to whom I’ve never really been connected, save by the land itself. I can’t deny it’s been hard, but it’s a first step. I don’t want to be an absentee guardian anymore and the ranch has had enough of that with my father. He might never have taken a step outside Blue Ridge after becoming an adult, but still, he was absent from his duties because the ranch itself wasn’t his principle concern. His research was.

      Well, no more. I want a different relationship with my people. I just have to cultivate friendship with them and that shouldn’t be too hard. Right?

      Grimacing at the thought, I wander down the sterile corridors. The labs are housed in a huge square building. Inside, there’s a corridor that runs around the inner perimeter and it takes you to every corner of the place. The corridor is windowed on both sides so I can look into the labs as well as look outside and not ten feet into the place, I come to a halt.

      They’re there again. All three of them sat together, talking together, whispering together… Alexei, Greta, and James.

      I don’t know what it is about them, but something, some niggle keeps on bringing them to my attention.

      Why is no one else freaked out about it?

      I mean, surely they remember the hostility? Even as a kid, I saw it. Felt it.

      The men had been best of friends before Greta had shown up and ruptured what had once been a beautiful, innocent friendship. Like a siren, she’d dived right in and caused mischief and havoc; inspiring jealousy between Alexei and James, as well as the long-deceased John. The amputee that had killed himself one summer, long ago.

      I hate labeling him like that. The amputee. As though that defined him. Not his mathematics genius. Or his abilities. Just his physical disability. The thought is definitely unpalatable.

      I narrow my eyes at the three of them, wondering how hostility had turned into friendship. Anyone else, I’d have thought bygones had simply become bygones. As it is, where Greta’s involved, I’d say shit had a chance of smelling like honey first.

      Without taking the chance to think about it, I open the door to their quarters and step inside the sterile environment. The temperature control is set low and in my thin jacket, I shiver a little but brush it off as all three of them jerk back in surprise at my entrance.

      I’ve had to temper my brusqueness these last few days. Had to pretty up my words and make sure I don’t create enemies where I want allies. As it is, I doubt I can keep a civil tongue in my head with these three. They get my back up. A part of me registers it’s a long-lost loyalty to the man who took his own life over the situation these three stirred up, but I ignore the thought and the distant memories of John to ask, “What are you doing in here, Greta? I didn’t realize you’d switched specialties.”

      “We’re working on an experiment together.” The blonde’s smirk has me shutting down my temper. It would be easy to lay into her. Way, way too easy. She’s that sort of woman. Within seconds, she has you wanting to tear her hair out. I don’t know why, but she does.

      “Yeah?” I ask. “What kind of experiment, James?”

      It doesn’t escape my attention that the men have ducked their heads or that Alexei is slightly pink. It might not be a lie. The three of them work in compatible sciences. Greta in computer science, Alexei in biophysics, and James in math. I’m just curious as to what that experiment might be.

      Greta’s quick to open her mouth to try to reply, but I hold up my hand. “James has a tongue, I believe, Greta. And I did ask him. What kind of experiment are the three of you involved in?”

      James is a Brit. He came to us in the seventies and has been here ever since. Just like Eddie, he tends to say the weirdest phrases. Sometimes, it makes me question if Brits and Americans speak the same language. I watch him as he tugs at his collar and in a voice so low it might as well have been a whisper, he says, “A bionic experiment.”

      “You’re the team working on Nate’s hand?”

      Greta’s smirk has made a reappearance. My hand itches with the desire to smack it away. Fuck, she rubs me up the wrong way. “Yeah, a clever device, isn’t it?”

      I’d like to deny it, just to spite her, but it’s a frickin’ miraculous device. The fingers of the hand are on a ten to fifteen second delay from the time Nate thinks about something he wants to do, to the bionic prosthetic actually reacting. The motility, the dexterity… the creation’s capabilities are worthy of a Nobel Prize. There are plenty of models starting to make their way on to the market, but this one is purely in the prototype phase. Even at this stage, it’s incredibly advanced.

      “It is. Congratulations.” I study the three of them, saying nothing, just watching them with a frown on my face until even Greta starts to fidget.

      “Is there a problem?” she asks, voice brittle.

      I start to shake my head, but I pause, hesitate over my words until I eventually say, “This is a new development, isn’t it?”

      “What?” she snaps.

      “The three of you. Together.”

      Alexei’s head pops up and he glowers at me. “What are you suggesting?”

      Despite myself, I snicker at his offense. “Now who’s got a dirty mind? Get your thoughts out of the gutter, Alexei. I meant the three of you in the same room. The last time I was here, you couldn’t stand to be in the mess with James, Alexei. Yet here the three of you are. Chatting, gossiping like nothing happened. What’s changed?”

      “Time heals all wounds,” Greta slots in, as smooth as silk.

      Humming my disbelief under my breath, I ask, “Since when? As far as I was aware, John’s death didn’t do anything to improve your relationship, so why should time? And why now? After so long has passed.”

      Alexei’s tone is sharp, as he bites out, “At our age, we can’t afford to let old friendships die out.”

      “Bullshit.” Oops. Hell, it just popped out. “John committed suicide; if that isn’t something to make you reconsider your stance, your own mortality won’t affect you.”

      “There comes a time, when bygones must be bygones,” James comments, his eyes somber.

      I let my gaze drift from James to Alexei and back again. What they’re saying isn’t unbelievable, so why don’t I believe it?

      As a kid, I wasn’t interested in the adults on the commune, unless they directly affected my life. So, I gave a damn about the artists who helped me and who taught me their techniques. But the scientists were outside of my radar. And yet, the sheer hatred between John, prior to his death, and these two was of mammoth proportions. It filtered all the way down to me. So such an easy, simple answer doesn’t sit well with me.

      You just can’t switch off those kinds of feelings. No matter how much time passes.

      I narrow my eyes at the trio, who are all seated on a round table. A large one, granted, but still, they’re all close. This is their primary work surface and there’s all kinds of shit on there I don’t even have a clue about, save the computers. Papers litter the top, printouts and coffee cups. It’s a natural work environment for three scientists. Sometimes, you get the anal-retentive folk and other times, like in this instance, you get the messy ones.

      As I study them, I say, “If you say so, James.” I don’t hide the fact I’m not convinced. Instead, I step forward to their work surfaces and continue, “How close are you to tying up the loose ends on the prototype of the hand?”

      “Nate’s going to be fitted with a newer, updated version within the month.”

      Nodding at Alexei, who was the one to make the comment, I ask, “What kinds of upgrades?”

      “Ever since the military showed their interest in the prosthetic, we’ve had to upgrade the motility functions. As it is, the fingers were nimble. Capable of peeling a banana, for example. But with the military… well, we had to ensure the fingers were capable of firing a weapon. We’ve tightened up the system, that’s all.”

      “And this current prototype, is it functioning?”

      “Almost.” It’s James’ turn to answer. “We’re having problems with the battery.”

      “Problems I should be concerned about?”

      “No,” Greta replies, her voice, for once, professional and free from smugness. “We’ve managed to iron out why the problem exists; we just need to implement it and we’re waiting on the technicians to put the updates in place with the newer version of the battery.”

      “Okay, well, it sounds like you’re all working brilliantly together.” Even though I don’t believe them, I tell them the opposite. “I’m glad you’ve laid the past to rest, because what you’ve invented is going to change a lot of people’s lives.” Trying to sound sincere is difficult, but I suck it up. “I only popped in, because I wanted to let you all know that while you can still talk to Nate about any general problems or concerns with the ranch’s herd, that’s it.

      “Now I’m back, you can come to me for the more pressing issues where the commune itself is involved. Be it a dispute between you and somebody else or a question about your annual grant. I want you to come to me. Sam is no longer a part of the administration, so he can’t help you. And if you go to him, thinking you can make him persuade me, it won’t work. Come direct to the source.” I smile at them to take the sting of that last remark away.

      “We understand, don’t we, boys?” Greta murmurs, that saccharin-smile on her chops again.

      Eying her, I nod rather than reply and turn on my heel to leave their lab.

      The rest of the visit ran pretty smoothly. I’ve few bugbears with the folk on-site. As a kid, I kept my distance from most people, so I’ve no past grievances to muddy the waters. I said my bit in kinder tones to the rest of the people in the lab and made my escape into the cooling late afternoon.

      I haven’t been here all that long, but already, I’m feeling a lot better. The constant griping pains that had become a part and parcel of my day had disappeared. I guess I’d been a fool to ignore them as long as I had in New York, but in truth, it had never crossed my mind there would be something physically wrong with me. Hell, you try being harassed by people you know would as soon as put a bullet in your brain if you happened to say the wrong thing and come out of it without feeling slightly stressed.

      As it is, I’m not exactly a million miles away from New York, but I hope the distance is enough. Ever since that farce with Mona—who still isn’t picking up her phone, by the goddamned way—I’ve made a point of scouring the papers every day and I’ve seen nothing. No political scandal over politicians using the services of high-class hookers. It’s too early to say that I’m in the clear, but each day is a stepping-stone, and I’m taking it slowly.

      With the lab at my back, I take a look over the pastures and just take a moment to suck in a breath and be. Making a bridge with my hands, I lift my arms overhead and stretch. Wiggling to loosen the kinks in my shoulders that interacting with Greta had created.

      God, that woman rubs me up the wrong way. There’s something about her. Snide and catty, she’s a difficult woman for other females to like. The annoying thing is most guys would say it’s because of the way she looks. And that’s just BS. Eddie is the epitome of female beauty. You have not seen a more gorgeous woman than my best friend and yet, she’s exactly that. My best friend. I don’t hate her guts because she’s hot. So there’s no reason to be envious of a woman in her mid-fifties, who still has her looks, but they’re nothing like Eddie’s.

      It’s rare that I take such a dislike to someone, but c’est la vie, I guess.

      Shrugging off the thought, I stride across the pasture and over toward the homestead. There’s no cart outside so I know Nate’s not back yet and the minute I cross the threshold, I head to my office.

      On the first floor, there are ten different rooms. From sitting areas for various occasions to the kitchen and offices. It’s a big house, and for the moment, Nate and I have it to ourselves, because Sam has yet to return to the homestead. I figure he must have camped out in the dormitories in a further effort to avoid me.

      I’m appreciative of his efforts. I quite enjoy this stress-free, calm existence. It’s a novel change.

      A smile on my face, I pass the dining area where I spent many an uncomfortable evening eating my supper with my parents, and head down to my office. In there, surrounded by more taxidermy than I’m comfortable with, I sit at my desk and check my email. There’s nothing important, just the usual messages. As I sit there, my inbox dings with an incoming message.

      Marina,

      Just seen all the missed messages on my mobile. I’m okay. I swear. Just having some issues at the moment. One of them being…well, I’m pregnant. I know it isn’t like me to just take off, but I never wanted kids and now I have one, well, I don’t think I could have an abortion.

      Mona’s been in touch. She’s okay. Not pregnant. But she’s with Zane, the guy she picked up at the bar, and his husband. Incredible, right? Our innocent friend has been corrupted. I blame you. ; ). She seems happy though, so I guess that’s all that counts. I wanted to tell you so you could freak out without her on the other end of the phone to hear it.

      She’s fine. She sounds…well, she sounds happy. It’s horrible, really, but I’ve only just realized how bland her life was. That’s all changed now.

      I’m not using my mobile, so the only way to get in touch is by email. I’m fine. I promise. Truly. I just need some time for me.

      Let Mona call you, it shouldn’t be long, she’s bursting to talk to you.

      Speak later, sweetie,

      Eddie X

      Mona. In a threesome?

      A huge grin makes my jaw ache as I reread the paragraph. Hell, it’s good to know the pair of them are alive. I’m pissed off that they’ve stayed out of touch; God, Eddie isn’t the only one who worries.

      With a relieved breath, I sink back into my seat and click open a new tab on the browser and run a search for Zane Matthews’ husband. After a few clicks and minor investigating, Jake Harris’ name pops up in a news article, and with it, a picture. Whistling under my breath, because Mona has landed herself two hotties, I grin again and then, jump, when Nate’s voice breaks my concentration.

      “That’s what I like to see.”

      Startled, I ask, “What?”

      “You. With a huge grin on your face. What’s going on?”

      “Eddie finally got in touch and she says everything’s well, but, she’s pregnant, so I guess it isn’t.”

      “That’s an odd thing to say,” he murmurs with a raised brow.

      “Nah, Eddie doesn’t like kids. She’s crap with them. Weird, because her sister was eight when their parents died. But she just…well, yeah, babies and her don’t mix.”

      “Is she going to get an abortion?”

      My lips twitch at the sound of his disapproval. “It’s her body, her choice, Nate.”

      He hums under his breath. “It isn’t a decision to be made lightly.”

      “If you knew Eddie, you’d know no decision is made lightly. Even if it involves choosing rye over pumpernickel for her sandwich.” I snort at the idea of Eddie making a facile judgment without weighing every pro and con ’til kingdom come. “I didn’t realize you were against abortions.”

      My comment has his brows lifting. He does that a lot with me. Scowling, frowning, brows-cocking. I keep him on his toes. Never a dull moment with me. Hiding another grin at the thought, I watch him as he walks further into the office—looking too hot for my own good in all his blond deliciousness—and perches his ass on the edge of my desk.

      “I’m not against them; I’m just not for them, either. They shouldn’t be abused, that’s all.”

      “Well, don’t worry, Eddie won’t. Neither will Mona. She isn’t pregnant. But she is…” I point to the screen and show him the picture of Zane Matthews and Jake Harris together in a shot. “…with the pair of them.”

      He stares at the picture a second, then grins. “You have some strange friends.”

      “Did you expect any different?” I tease. “And hey, she isn’t strange for wanting the pair of them. Each to their own…isn’t that what you’re teaching me? Your kink doesn’t have to my kink, and all that jazz?”

      “Touché,” he nods. Nate turns away from the screen and studies me with a serious cast to his expression. The brevity of mere moments before has disappeared and in its place is somberness. It’s enough to make me nervous until he says, “Any child we may make together, Marina, I don’t want you to throw it away like its worthless.”

      “I’m on birth control. It’s highly unlikely I’ll get pregnant.”

      He shrugs. “Nothing’s infallible. I want you to promise me you’d never abort my baby.”

      Now, I’m not the motherly sort. I’m like Eddie, only she’s worse. I’m used to kids from this place. There’s like a buddy system. Kids old enough to leave elementary school have to watch over the younger ones. Just because I have more experience, doesn’t mean to say it’s made me want a family of my own. Anything but.

      So why do his words have butterflies making an appearance in my belly? Why does the idea of having Nate’s child turn my bones to mush?

      I clear my throat to rid my voice of the sudden attack of emotion that clouded it and tell him, “Of course not. I’d never do anything like that.” Mostly because I’d make damn good and well I wouldn’t get pregnant by accident.

      It’s his turn to swallow and he looks away from me as he says, “I’m glad.”

      Touched, I reach for the hand he’s resting on his lap and curl my fingers about his. Standing, I tuck myself between his legs and let our torsos brush. Such a simple connection has me sighing with relief, and I hear his own whoosh of breath whistle past my ear.

      I’m not normally sappy, but I have this strange feeling that Nate’s my soul mate.

      Though I want to cringe at the dumb idea, I nevertheless believe it to be the truth. Not that I tell him that. He’d probably think I’m a moron, and I wouldn’t blame him truth be told.

      He lifts his arms and I take the moment to rest against him and in his embrace. Saying I feel safe here is a peculiar way to phrase it, but I do. For a moment, we just prop each other up and then, he busses my cheek and whispers, “I have another present for you.”

      Fuck. His last gifts were non-gifts in my opinion. The thought has my lips twitching. “Is it one I’ll like?”

      Nate chuckles. “Yeah, you’ll like this one. Although, you can’t deny, you like the other presents too.”

      Smirking at him, I shake my head. “Like isn’t the word I’d choose.”

      “No. I guess not.” His amusement turns his hazel eyes green and I study them, maintaining eye contact as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a jewelry box.

      “This looks promising,” I tease and accept the box from him. Before I open it, I reach up and kiss his cheek. “Thank you, Nate.” Because he’s definitely Nate at the moment.

      “You’re welcome, honey.”

      Opening the velvet box, I laugh at the contents. “Seriously? You bought me nipple guards?”

      “You’ll be able to go without a camisole now.”

      His answer has laughter pealing out of me. “These must have a cost a fortune.” These are a pair of thick gold circles with smaller ones cut out of the middle and a ring, almost like a cuff, sits neatly inside.

      “You’re worth it.” His eyes flash as he murmurs, “Take off your shirt.”

      Grabbing the hem, I cross my arms and tug my work shirt and bra off in one go. Again, he isn’t Sir. It’s strange how I can tell the difference. It’s not just his manner, but his word choice. His last statement could have been classed as an order, but it wasn’t. It was a suggestion.

      When my tits are bared to the room at large, I notice the door is wide open. Those damned butterflies make another appearance, but this time with nerves. Almost as though he senses my discomfort, he mutters, “Leave it. No one will come in.”

      My cheeks flush and heat burns through me with both arousal and mortification. He’s right. There’s nobody likely to come in at this time of the evening. That doesn’t make the risk any less frightening. There could be an emergency or somebody might have a question for me…hell, I’ve been going around the commune telling people my office door is open day and night for them.

      I didn’t mean fucking literally.

      Nate brings me back to the moment by leaning forward and sucking one nipple whole into his mouth. A low cry escapes me in shock, of the pleasant kind, as he nibbles and bites. His mouth is gentle, and my nerves twitch in response. I don’t think, can’t think as he pulls and tugs at the tender nub. My hands come up to grip his head, the fingers sliding through the crisp, yet soft blond strands. A shudder works through me as he sucks hard and then, with a pop, releases the nipple from his mouth.

      Wet, gleaming with his saliva, I watch as he grabs one of the shields from the jewelry box and with a simple twist of his fingers, adjusts the interior cuff. He hovers it over the puckered nipple and then, pinches down. The sudden jolt of pain combined with the cold metal against seemingly scorched skin has my head flying back as though my neck is made of spaghetti. Arousal bubbles and boils low in my belly and it only doubles as he torments my other nipple, dragging his teeth down the nub, rubbing them against it and then, shielding it with the gold ornamentation.

      The pinch of pain makes me cry out again, and has every part of my body juddering with sharp blasts of need.

      By the time the cold gold adorns my breasts, I’m desperate for release, and I know, know that my jeans are soaked from my arousal.

      I should be embarrassed, but I’m way too far gone for that. When he studies my tits, a satisfied look on his face at the jewelry, I grab him by the waist and get to work on his belt. He lets me, something that’s a shock in itself, but I don’t waste a moment on wondering why. I don’t want him to change his mind. God forbid.

      My frantic hands make a mess of undressing him, but I manage to pull his belt free from the loops and then, get to work on his fly. The instant his cock, complete with beads of pre-cum, pops out between the zipper’s teeth, I’m borderline desperate. I’ve never taken drugs, but I imagine this is how a junkie feels. Craving, willing to kill to get his next fix.

      By the time I get to work on my own fly, the sound of my sobbing breaths echo around the room. He doesn’t make a move to help me, just watches me with heavy-lidded eyes filled with promises he’ll keep. I tear at my crotch, unfastening the stiff buttons that make up the fastener to my jeans. One pings off at the force I’m using to undress myself and thank God, the others soon follow. I drag them down and pull them off over my boots. The instant I’m naked, Nate grabs me by the hips and spins us around so that I’m on the edge of the desk and he’s in front of me.

      His hands arch upwards to curl about my ankles as he pulls them up to rest against his chest. The move has my thighs almost closing shut and when his cock brushes against my sopping pussy, a high-pitched moan bursts out of me as he drags the thick rod along the sensitive flesh of my cunt.

      He presses my upper torso down against the desk, allowing me to writhe and wriggle beneath his gaze. As it is, I don’t even feel the keyboard digging into my spine and that sure as hell isn’t the reason why I curl upward, my back arching as he pushes himself into me.

      The thick tip of his shaft is blunt against the relatively small entrance of my pussy. Mewls of agonized pleasure whisper from my mouth as he works his way deep inside me, filling me to over-capacity. When he’s in me, all the way, I grunt as he starts to fuck me. Slamming his hips against me, shaking the desk beneath me, making my tits jiggle and the new nipple guards jostle in reaction. Until now, I hadn’t felt much more than the original pinch when he put them on me. But now, they’re there and my nipples are tingling, burning in a similar way as the pins, but without the fucking agony.

      His thrusts are true, deep, fucking right into the heart of me as he impales me on his cock. Every thick, swollen inch. Shuddering at the thought, my hands grip the edge of the desk as the driving strokes of his hips jerk me on the tabletop. It shouldn’t have been sexy, it shouldn’t have been a huge turn on, but it was. This isn’t Sir, but it’s the Nate I know of old. A man who takes me to the edge, whether I want it or not, blasts me with something I’m only just coming to recognize as his dominating spirit.

      His hips suddenly slow, his thrusts gentle in their pace, and he takes the time to ensure that every part of my cunt is caressed by the thickness of his shaft. The slow attention to the clinging walls of my pussy has my hips jerking up, lifting my feet higher than his head and making a pen and the stapler stick into my back.

      It’s sick; but that pain, the stabbing jab of the stapler and the pen combined with those horrifyingly slow thrusts, does it for me.

      My cunt clamps down on Nate’s cock as though it were one of the vices in the wood shop, intent on squeezing every single blast of cum from him.

      As ecstasy pummels me like a high-speed train hurtling into the night, the thought of his sperm binding itself to one of my ova pops into my head.

      The singularly unsexy thought is sexier than anything that has happened on the desk. It’s the final straw.

      I see stars.
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      Have you ever felt the pressure to perform?

      If I felt that pressure in any part of my life, it probably should have been in the bedroom. With the new demands Nate’s making on me, perhaps, I should be feeling a little overwhelmed. But the irony is, I’m not. If anything, I’m coping marvelously. A part of me is wondering how I’ve been so blind for so long… Yeah. That’s how well I’m taking to this lifestyle.

      If there’s one part of my life, where I’m feeling completely bowled over and highly sensitive, it’s in the studio. For over a decade, I’ve repressed most of my artistic tendencies. In all those years, I’ve never picked up a ball of clay or had the urge to blow glass. My one concession has been to have a notepad and if the muse struck, I’d jot the design down. That happened infrequently, but often enough. And I don’t really consider it an expression of art. Drawing isn’t my medium.

      But how I’ve gone from that, even if it was bare bones art, to nothing, absolutely jack shit, I really don’t know.

      I could work from my old designs, if I’d thought to bring my notepads. Shame art hadn’t been on my mind when I’d been rushing to escape homicidal, psychotic, arsonist Russians with a grudge against me.

      Hopefully that phase of my life is done and dusted and when things calm down and I can return to New York, without fear of any potential repercussions, then I’ll pack everything up and have it shipped over. I’ll also put the apartment on the market. Because this is where I want to be.

      New York wasn’t home; Blue Ridge is.

      My only concern is the distance separating Mona, Eddie, and myself. I hate that we’re going to fall out of touch. It’s on the cards. I’m not stupid, but it still hurts. They’re all I’ve had these last ten years.

      Meeting them at evening school changed my life and theirs…for the better. When I landed in New York, Blue Ridge might as well have been Mars. I had all these smarts, a hell of a lot of knowledge, just nothing practical. I’d been useless for the real world, and I’d taken a course in administration in the hopes of getting a job as a PA. Eddie and Mona had had the same idea.

      We’d all met in class and somehow hooked up, popping out for coffee. Soon after, Mona had met her dickhead ex, Dan, married the scum-sucking asshole and quit class to take up cleaning to help pay the bills. Eddie and I had continued and managed to get jobs in the sector. We didn’t lose touch with Mona, even though she’d left soon after we’d first met, and afterward, we became the female version of the Three Musketeers.

      A decade is a hell of a long time. A lifetime. Christ, there are kids on the ranch now that were still tucked away in their mom’s bellies, when I left. They’re on the verge of leaving elementary school now. When I look at the passage of time in that particular way, I could freak out. However, I’m more likely to freak at the idea of rarely seeing my two best buds.

      In fact, the very idea makes me want to bawl.

      Fuck, I’m turning into a real baby. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve cried over the last ten years. Yeah, I’m not the emotional sort. But I spend seven weeks in Nate’s company and I can’t turn off the damned faucet.

      With a grimace, I continue to shade in the caricature I’ve drawn of Uncle Sam. Resplendent in St Nick’s costume, on the back of a sleigh pulled by straining Thoroughbreds thanks to the size of his gut.

      My muse has devolved. No longer can I create beautiful works of art, I’m reverting to a teenager. A mean one at that. Great.

      These last few days, I’ve had a lot of time to think. Too much time. Thinking can be dangerous; especially where I’m concerned. The hours I’ve wasted in the studio, the unstimulating and fruitless, abyss-like moments, I’ve spent them pondering the future. And I’ve come to see the longer I’m here at Blue Ridge, the more I want to be here. Hence the decision to sell Papillon’s premises.

      Yeah, okay, a part of that decision rests on the fact that Nate’s here. But mostly, and maybe it’s because I’m older, it’s because my roots are here. This place is in my blood. Denying it for so long has merely made me long for the connection once more. Even if I always buried it away and tried to hide from the ties I have to this land, they’re undeniable now. I’m here and even though I’m going to lose my sisters, I don’t want to uproot myself again.

      As head administrator and guardian of this place, my position here is cemented. But still, it’s expected of me to dabble with my art. To create, to be an artist. And for whatever reason, the muse has definitely leaped off the sinking ship. Maybe she got shot alongside Nate?

      I grimace at the thought. Pencil clinking against the desk as it drops from my fingers; I slouch down, press my elbows to the tabletop and rest my head on my hands. The endless hours of doing nothing have given me time to ponder why my muse has shriveled up like a ninety-year old eating sour Altoids.

      Change doesn’t bother me, or at least, it didn’t. Eddie hates it. She likes everything to be in a fixed position, and she would be quite content if they never moved. I’m more like Mona. We roll with the punches. But the changes to the studios don’t sit well with me, and I’m wondering if that’s why I’ve been so unproductive.

      Maybe because the renovations are so alien to what I’m used to. As a teenager, the studios were all smallish rooms. Each person had his or her own space, with a door and a window. One allowing them to see the world, the other allowing them to lock it out. But now, the open-plan space is almost aggressively exposing. I feel bare here, and I don’t like it.

      A wall of windows offsets the huge floor plan, and I can’t deny they let in the most beautiful light. For the painters, they must be in heaven. But for me and for what I’m accustomed to, it’s a nightmare. Every artist has a cubicle. A large one, bigger than the old space I used to have here. But if I peek over the sides, I can see others and it’s discomforting.

      I understand the method and the thought process behind this redesign. Hell, I agreed to it. We needed more space than the old system allowed us to house.

      There are four resident artists at Blue Ridge. An installation artist, a photographer, and two painters. But we’re also a haven for visitors. People who come and stay at the ranch for a bit of R and R. In truth, we’re like a weekend spa for geniuses. We only accept people with acknowledged credentials and they have to pay their way, but over the last few years, under my guardianship, we’ve established a name for ourselves in the upper echelons of the industrial, technological, and artistic world as a place to relax and recuperate if you’re of a certain skillset.

      At the moment, we have six guest-artists here. In the old building, we would never have been able to accommodate so many. As it is, we have a further five cubicles free.

      This studio came with my prior approval. I discussed plans with the architect himself. This open space means the purest light can flood every single artist’s working area. Artificial illumination is entirely unnecessary until darkness falls.

      Theoretically perfect, yet, in practice, it’s a nightmare. That I’m the only one who feels this way, makes it even shittier.

      Pretty early on, after my arrival, I returned to my bedroom and took down all the old designs and drawings I’d pinned to the wall. I’d hoped if I pinned them to the cubicle walls, it would make me feel more at home. But it hasn’t worked. All my equipment is here. All the necessary accoutrements and gear that I require to create anything my imagination cooks up, and yet, said imagination is on hiatus.

      For the last two hours, I’ve been trying to draw something. Anything.  After desperation struck, I figured I could let this whole new part of my life, my submissiveness, inspire me. In the depths of my brain, I envisaged a series of works. All redolent with the poignancy of submission and the strength of my Dominant. A part of me is excited at the idea, the memories of the sights I’d seen at Papillon aiding it, but my mind’s eye can’t picture the pieces. Hence the fat Santa on the sleigh.

      In all honesty, I’ve created the image without even meaning to. My mind has been elsewhere, drifting from New York to Mona and Eddie and why they’re still incommunicado.

      From the Russian arsonists to Nate’s slow healing… and then, what’s been going down in the bedroom. On top of what’s due to occur this very day.

      Just the thought has my blood pumping harder, and between my legs, I can feel the lips of my sex start to grow slick with arousal. Being denuded of hair makes it way too easy to get wet patches on your pants. Not that I’m complaining. A few damp stains are worth the trouble when I consider how damned sensitive I am now.

      Fuck me; every sensation is magnified, amplified even. One slight touch and I want to quiver, tremble at the flood of emotions barraging me. It’s intense and frigging incredible.

      Yesterday, Nate told me I was to greet him with all the pleasure I felt at being in his presence after a day spent apart.

      He said, and I quote, “Tomorrow, we’re going to start a routine. I’ve been trying to ease you into this, and tomorrow’s a brand new day. At five-thirty, I’m going to come to this room and at five-thirty, not a minute before or after, you’re going to be at the foot of the bed, knelt before it, head bowed, naked, waiting for me.

      “I’m going to give you my hand and you’ll kiss it and then, you’re going to tell me if you broke any rules. Do you understand, princess?”

      I’d nodded and told him that of course, I did.

      And boy, had I.

      Even now, my body buzzes at the very idea of such a ritual becoming a part of our daily life. The idea of greeting him naked, head bowed; kneeling before him...every part of me shivers and shakes, longing for five-thirty, when we can start this next aspect of our journey together.

      Every day is a rebirth, a renewal. My submission and Sir’s domination are always reasserted.

      My excitement is dampened by my concern over the sculptor’s version of writer’s block, and I take the opportunity to get to my feet and stretch. Crouched over this desk for the last four hours and nothing, nothing to show for it, I stretch a little more. It’s too easy to feel disheartened. Yesterday, I just played with clay, hoping I’d get a feel for it, create something with it. But stunted, I gave up and crept off toward the homestead office to catch up with some paperwork.

      Being on site is a hell of a lot easier than it was being in New York.

      For the most part, I’m left alone. If there are any problems, they go to Nate as that’s a part of his job. Although I am trying to encourage them to come to me, I know that will take time.

      Overall, I oversee general decisions, issues and potential problems on the commune, and he puts my ideas into practice.

      I see the bigger picture for the IQ squad itself. Something, which can be a pain in the ass. If I’m honest, I’ve had plenty of why me? moments. From the wasted hours at the studio, to the head-scratching moments at my desk in the office.

      The parts making me happy are the reconnection with the land, the place itself and then, the time spent with Nate.

      Sighing, I gather my stuff together. It’s time to quit before I pull my hair out or draw more mean cartoons of everyone on the ranch.

      Gathering the Thermos flask containing the smoothie Nate prepares for me in the morning and which I drink through the day, I slot my cell into my pocket with my free hand. As I stride out of the studio, I can see eyes on me, people questioning why I’m leaving. There’s no routine here, no nine-to-five working day. But some work is expected. If not a part of the rules.

      I ignore them, a snarky thought in my head being I’m the boss and can do whatever the hell I want. I don’t say it; I don’t want to alienate them completely because I’m in a shitty mood.

      Outside of the studio, the huge one-story building that is both a pleasure and a curse, I cross the yard to reach the homestead. Overhead, the clearest blue sky you could ever imagine sparkles and glitters with the sun’s rays. It’s so bright, I squint a little and underneath my feet, vibrant green grass crunches and snaps, filling my nose with its earthy, clean scent.

      Breaking into a jog because I don’t want to talk to anybody, and for the moment, the yard is relatively empty, I head up the homestead verandah steps and into the building.

      Silence.

      Sam and Nate must not be here.

      Relieved, as I’m not in the mood to chat, I climb the stairs, bypass Nate’s quarters and head toward my old suite for a bit of privacy. Luck isn’t with me, because the minute I open the door, I wish I hadn’t bothered to come. The room is most definitely not how I left it. If anything, it’s filled with all the workings of a surprise.

      Ladders, paint buckets, tools, large dust sheets that cover the exposed floorboards… This place is obviously being decorated. I’d actually wondered about that. This suite of rooms is three times the size of Nate’s quarters. It makes sense to use this space for ourselves.

      In truth, this area is a self-contained apartment within the house. It’s ideal for the depth of discipline Nate wants to introduce into our lives. It doesn’t matter that Uncle Sam probably never uses the lounge downstairs, preferring his own quarters. There’s no way in hell I’m going to sit naked on the sofa if there’s any chance anyone’s going to see me.

      And I have a feeling this will be coming soon… Nate fully dressed as he watches TV, me sitting beside him on the floor. Curled up against his legs, perched on a pillow like a pet.

      I shudder at the thought.

      Perhaps the idea should terrify me. The depth of control Nate wants to have over my life...it should scare me, but if anything, it acts like a big hug. Wrapping me in cotton wool, protecting me from the hard knocks in life, his love and dominance a shield from the nasty outside world.

      I think back to the contract I signed and a conversation that sprang up from the hard/soft limits agreement.

      “There’s nothing on here about being shared.” I’d asked the question not out of any desire for it to happen, but to state clearly that it was and would never be on the cards.

      Having my nipples pierced, cleaning in the nude, being flogged…all of that did something, twisted my insides into knots. But being shared? No way.

      “Is that disappointment I hear?” he asked and I’d immediately shaken my head. “Good,” he stated and reached for me, cupping my cheek in his large, warm paw. “I’ll never share you, Marina. So that’s one thing, even if you’re in denial about wanting to experience something like that, you can get out of your head. I don’t even want to play in public. Nobody will see what belongs to me; have you got that? Your pussy, ass, and mouth are mine. Nobody else’s.”

      His possessiveness thrilled me. If it was something he felt throughout the length of our relationship, I never noticed it until he made that statement.

      I don’t want another man to touch me, to bend me to his will. Nor do I want to play in public.

      I get that it’s part of the lifestyle. Rosalie, one of my pro subs, has been a part of many clubs and play scenes in New York. Being a sub is about more than just earning a wage. It is a part of who she is.

      But the idea of it did and still does nothing for me; in fact, I can’t stand the thought of Nate displaying my submission in public.

      I’m not ashamed of these traits in my nature. I think they’re odd, popping out to play now, but then, I think maybe I’m only submissive with the one Dominant. Okay, that’s like Happy Ever After in the BDSM fairy tale collection…highly unlikely.

      But the idea of anyone else touching me, spanking me, urging me to obey their rules, disciplining me… I feel nothing but repulsion. Where with Nate, it’s like turning on the ignition of a space shuttle. To infinity and beyond.

      Standing in the doorway, I rest against the jamb and close my eyes, at the thought, as a goofy grin creases my lips. What he does to me, should be illegal. Under his control, I’m a creature intent on destroying any ideas I had about myself. Did I think of myself as a feminist? Perhaps. I don’t know for certain. I had stringent ideas about what was right and wrong on the subject. So to go to the extreme, to know that in a few hours’ time I’ll be expected to subjugate myself to my Sir...the idea should be repulsive and instead, it dazzles me.

      The need it inspires, now that is overwhelming.

      I shudder again, my hands curl into fists and my nails dig into my palms. So turned inward am I, so focused on my thoughts, I jolt as Jase’s Texan drawl breaks my concentration and permeates my eardrums.

      “Aw, shit. You weren’t supposed to see this.”

      I spin around, startled at being jerked out of my thoughts and spot the rueful grimace on the Texan’s face. He’s quite an attractive man in all honesty. As tawny as Nate, same hazel eyes as Nate. As brawny and as tall, yet, he isn’t Nate.

      He has a crush on me. I’d be blind not to spot it, and I’m in no way being big headed. I’m just aware of his attraction to me and if anything, I’m discomforted by it. In the past, I’d have been amused. Found it a compliment. Now, I know trouble lies down that path, and I’m trying to prevent it from happening.

      Every now and then, he highlights his attraction by uttering an inappropriate comment. Mostly, they make me chuckle. Things about my ass...just teasing remarks that are amusing because they pop out. He doesn’t mean to say them. It’s for that reason and that reason alone that I haven’t smacked him. I’m quite capable of it. Hell, I’m capable of a lot more. I did more than just an administration course at evening school. Self-defense classes are a must for any single woman living in New York. I’m more than capable of looking after myself.

      “I won’t say anything if you don’t,” I murmur, knowing Nate will be pissed off that I inadvertently ruined what is obviously intended to be a surprise. The words were muttered by the Marina of old, the new me cringes. This is the kind of lie I specialize in. Damn my hide.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “How long you been working on this?” I ask, amused at Jase’s relief even if I’m pissed off with myself. I don’t know why I’m surprised. Who better than I to know how harsh a taskmaster my Sir can be? Jase is lucky he doesn’t get spanked for every minor break of the rules.

      The thought makes me want to giggle, because that should have been a complaint. If anything, like a cat, I want to purr with pleasure at the idea of Sir disciplining me.

      Christ, Marina Denison, go-getter, madam of old, has definitely left the building.

      “Ever since the first night. Nate told us his plans after you went upstairs. Why? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Just curious.”

      “Would you mind getting the hell out of here? I’d prefer him not to spot us outside this door.”

      “His surprise isn’t a bust. I’m a good faker.” Not that I’ve had to be with Nate. And I won’t lie to him, either. Jase doesn’t have to know that though.

      He grunts. “I doubt that. What are you doing here anyway? You’re supposed to be at the studio.”

      “I got bored waiting for inspiration,” I admit with a shrug.

      “And there you have why I’m glad I’m a scientist and not an artist.” He mock shudders. “It’s so much easier.”

      He’s right. There’s no worse Master than the imagination.  Especially when the fucker won’t cooperate.

      “To say you’re not an artist, Nate roped you in to decorate.”

      He snorts. “Anyone can paint a wall. Don’t need to be an expert to do that.”

      “I didn’t realize you were a scientist.”

      “Thought I was just a good ol’ boy, did you?” He eyes me knowingly. “Beneath the Stetson, there’s a brain.”

      “I’m sure there is,” I mock. “I’ve seen your wage slips. You’re obviously very good at whatever it is you do.”

      His eyes flash, any lingering attraction burned away at the slight.

      Thank fuck for that.

      “I saved your uncle’s pet project is what I did.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Are you saying you don’t believe me? I didn’t come here for fun, you know. Nate called me in. As a favor.”

      I shrug. “If Nate thought we needed you, then I won’t argue with him.”

      Jase glares at me. “Have you even been inside the stables? You shouldn’t comment on what you haven’t even seen.”

      It’s my turn to snort. “I’ve seen how much they’re costing to run. A fortune isn’t the word.”

      “Sam’s right. Eventually, when you kick off and get a few mares with foal, you’ll start to see a change in the profits.”

      “Until then, I just have to suck it up and bear it?”

      His left eye twitches. “Let me show you around and you can see your investment for yourself.”

      “I thought you had work to do?” Shit. Backfired or what? Hoping to piss him off and make him dislike me, rather than have an awkward crush on me totally didn’t work.

      “I do. But this is important. Sam keeps bitching at me about the hard time you’re giving him over this. You should see what it’s all about.”

      “Sam’s bitching?” Anyone who knows me would have heard the dangerous tone to my voice. “He’s bitching?” I squawk. “How dare he? The man lies to me, for nearly a year. He abused his position, as well as my trust in him. Doctored the accounts, manipulated the figures to hide his lies and he’s bitching? And you dare to stand there and look at me as though I’m being… what? Mean?”

      “Look, I just want you to see what the fuss is about.”

      “Oh no, don’t you dare backpedal now. Is it or is it not deceitful to do what he did? Yes or no answer.”

      He squirms under my glare. Literally starts fidgeting as I glower at him. “Yes. But he did it for a reason.”

      “Oh, and that reason justifies every single immoral act he committed to cover it up? I understand the man had some crazy ass dream. So buy a fucking horse. Don’t set up a whole stable and use the commune’s funds to do it. It’s not like he’s a pauper, even though he dresses like one. The man’s worth at least ten million.”

      I’m in his personal space, but not how he’d probably like it. Finger pointing, my fury a living, breathing entity as he cowers before me.  He backs up, raises his hands in surrender and says, “I’m sorry, but Sam’s a good guy. Yeah, okay, he made a mistake, but it’s something he believes in.”

      Despite myself, I want the goddamned royal tour of the stables now. It’s foolish; I should get out of Jase’s way before he does something to piss me off and makes me break the rules I have to live by. The instant I said ‘fucking’, I wished it back. It’s only one word, I could lie about it, but then, that would be two broken rules. Double the trouble. And as much as being disciplined is a turn on, I’m not going to court trouble. Do I look like an idiot?

      “He isn’t a good man. Like everyone on this goddamn ranch, he lives to his own rules. But this time, he’s gone against tradition. Blue Ridge has never bred horses and if he hadn’t spent so much money on it, we wouldn’t be continuing with the damned project. As it is, I have no choice and you, Jase, can show me what’s so great about Uncle Sam’s dream.”

      That being said, I storm off and when I fail to hear Jase’s footsteps fall into line with my own, I spin on my heel, prop my hands on my hips and grit out, “Well?”

      As he rushes forward to do my bidding, a part of me takes note that Nate would never have leaped to do as I said. Even before I realized he had Dominant traits. He’d have cocked his eyebrow, studied me for a moment and shot me a look that patently said, ‘If I’m going to comply, it’s because it has to be done and not because you ordered me to do it.’ I could never be a brat where Nate’s concerned.

      Only now, when I look back, do I see that look is the look. His ‘I’m in charge’ stare. Only a couple of months into this lifestyle and already it makes me want to melt.

      With Jase at my side, we bound down the stairs together and as we do, the scent of wood polish and air freshener makes me sneeze. Someone overkilled on the lavender spray. Taking a step out of the house, I suck in a fresh breath of air and stride across the yard.

      The commune is arranged in a geometrical pattern. Of course, my great granddaddy was a mathematician, so there’s probably some kind of trigonometrical reason for the layout of the land too. The yard separating the buildings is shaped like a triangle. One point has the homestead, another point a barn, another point outhouses filled with all the paraphernalia required on a ranch this size, but that has no real storage home.

      The homestead is one point in four different triangles, making it the heart of Blue Ridge. Another triangle is the homestead, the studios, the laboratory. Another one, the mess hall and the dormitories as well as the ranch house. The final one, the stables interconnect with a small cluster of bungalows where the married folk live, and as always, connected to the house.

      Sound complicated? Yeah, it is. You don’t really take note of the design and layout until you fly overhead and then, it’s near as dammit a perfect circle in the middle of thousands of acres of land dotted with our beef herd.

      The yards dissecting the buildings are all pathologically neat. Someone cuts the grass to a regulated height. Flowerbeds are in the heart of the land, each one neatly tended, not a weed in sight. Sometimes, there are herb gardens. Vegetable patches. The one commonality? Neatness. Anal retention to a degree that even Eddie couldn’t complain.

      It could be quite claustrophobic, living amidst such perfection, but I’m used to it. Nothing changes. Except the flora from season to season.

      Pumpkins, beets, radishes, potatoes…they’re currently growing away on one patch. We’ve had uncommonly mild weather, so the basil and mint is still holding its own in the herb gardens. Just. And finally, we’re harvesting the last hardy blueberries, raspberries, and huckleberries. Size wise, each plot of tended land is about the size of a basketball court.

      We have other gardens dotted here and there over the spread. Some places where the weather is mild thanks to protection from a large copse of trees or from a hill. Then, we’ve one close to the river that dissects the ranch. There are eight in all outside the heart of Blue Ridge and amidst the wide-open spaces of the acreage.

      As I pass a horde of basil, my nose twitches in delight. The fresh, floral notes are a relief after the false lavender scent in the homestead.

      The pair of us are silent as we cross the yard, but it’s nearing the mid-afternoon break, where people can enter the mess for coffee or tea with a sandwich, soup or cake. It’s inevitable that we happen upon folk, and I grit my teeth and bear the smiles and waves.

      One glare from Lucy Devenish has me jolting with surprise. We never got on as girls, she was up her own ass, so proud of the fact she could speak six languages fluently before she turned nine that she never let anyone forget it. She lives on the ranch, but she flies out, on loan to several colleges as well as some government departments for her linguistic talents. At nine, she didn’t stop learning languages. At last count, she’s broaching thirteen.

      And we’re not talking French or Spanish here. We’re talking Arabic and Russian and all the other damned complicated languages out there. I’m not complaining. She’s a stuck up bitch, but she makes Blue Ridge a fortune.

      Despite my anger at Jase’s defense of Uncle Sam’s indefensible behavior, I can’t help but mutter, “What the hell’s got her goat?”

      The last time I’d seen her, she’d been all false smiles, but basically friendly.

      “She had her sights on Nate.”

      I snort at the idea of Nate wanting Lucy. Don’t get me wrong, she’s a beautiful girl. All long blonde hair and legs that don’t quit, but she isn’t Nate’s sort. I might be a pain in the rear, but I tell it how it is. If I’m pissed off, you know it. I do lie, it’s my second nature to protect and defend myself, but I’m not false. And for the most part, I try to lead a quiet life. Ignore the fact my boyfriend has just been shot by the Russian mob for a second. Until those bastards got involved with Papillon, my line of work was as boring as anyone else’s. There were just more moans and groans in mine.

      Lucy is a backstabber. Whenever she wants something, it’s for herself. She never wants to help anyone else.

      Blue Ridge works on a tithing system. We provide all materials, all course work, any and everything to our people and in return, we take seventy per cent of whatever a body earns.

      Bearing in mind, for the majority of childhood, each kid is worthless; we still invest in their future. We home, protect, feed, clothe, and educate them.

      Families are on allowances so their kids don’t miss out. Single folks have spending restrictions, but they can buy whatever the hell they want with the money they earn.

      And the wages aren’t to be sniffed at. Three times the average US worker’s wage. They earn that whether they’re productive or not, whether they earn money for the ranch or not. We invest in each person’s intelligence, because their child could be the next Einstein. We look ahead, constantly.

      It’s an infrastructure most people appreciate. Some of the folk on here are millionaires thanks to the tithing system as well as what their inventions have reaped, others have earned more than most Americans could dream without having invented a damned thing. They’re not rich, but way above average incomes.

      It’s rare for anyone to complain. In the past ten years, two people have. One of them was Lucy. The other was Uncle Sam, but he was just messing me around. Lucy wasn’t. She bitched that her work was off-ranch and as such, hers to keep. It didn’t matter that we pay for her rent or her first class air fares when she flies around the world. We feed her, be she here or abroad. Her clothes are bought with her clothing allowance. Her training, college degrees, all of them were funded by Blue Ridge. On average, we invest over six hundred thousand dollars into each person on the ranch. We’ve spent nearly double that on her college courses alone.

      That’s a huge sum of money to put into one person, but Lucy doesn’t care about that. She doesn’t give a shit that we need to take a cut of her earnings for the entire project to continue. She’s selfish. Thinks of no one but herself.

      “I can just imagine how that went down. I’d say she has as much chance with Nate as you do.”

      Jase chuckles at my amused remark. “As far as I know, it developed pretty quickly. She got back from Brussels after some conference or other, and it was like she’d never seen Nate before. Ever since then, she’s been hanging out like a fly around horse shit.”

      “Pleasant imagery, Jase.”

      “Just calling it how I see it, Marina. You don’t seem the sort to pull any punches.”

      “No, you’re not wrong there.” He pauses a second, glancing out of the corner of his eye to study me, until I say, “What? If you have a question, just ask.”

      His shrug is sheepish. “It’s just, most women I know, they’d have asked if Nate was as interested in her as she was in him.”

      “I don’t need to ask. Lucy isn’t Nate’s type. She’s way too up her own ass for anything else to fit in.”

      Laughter bursts out of Jase, spraying me with a bit of spit—lovely—as he gasps out, “You did not just say that.”

      “Why not? It’s the truth.”

      Another guffaw bellows out of Jase, a belly-deep laugh that has my own lips twitching. Hell, it’s infectious. Not only that, we now have the entire yard’s population gawking at us. I merely smile at them all, politely nodding my head with as much aplomb as the First Lady, while Jase continues to chuckle.

      “Christ, my belly aches now,” he grumbles around a gasp. As he sucks in a breath, Jase rolls his eyes at me. “You’re not how I thought you’d be, Ms. Denison.”

      “Most people would agree with that statement, Jase.”

      “I should have known you’d be different. Nate isn’t known for settling down.”

      I smile sweetly at him. “I keep him on his toes.”
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      “I’ll bet,” he comments as we step into the stables.

      Immediately, the stench of hay, horse, and manure assail my nostrils. One of these horse’s cum might be worth a small fortune, but that doesn’t mean his shit smells of honey.

      Although in fairness, manure is at the bottom end of the odor scale. As always on Blue Ridge, this place is immaculate. The walkway down the stalls is cleaner than my bathroom; I could probably apply my makeup in the gleam. The low gabled building is a pleasant structure, painted maroon red with glaring white trim. Inside, multi-colored heads bob over the stall doors in greeting. Soft neighs echo around the structure at Jase’s presence.

      Horses are intelligent creatures; in fact, they’re the smartest animals I know. And they know Jase. He hasn’t just popped in for a visit. He’s been here a while. Long enough to ride them, bond with them.

      “How long have you actually worked here, Jase? I know you lied to me that first night. There’s no way in hell you’ve only been here for a season. No BS now. Or lies.” I wonder if that counts as a break of the ‘no curse’ rule.

      “Yeah. No BS.” He scratches his nose, then looks at me, as though gauging my mood. “I’ve been here from inception to conception as it were. Your uncle bought a colt with the intention of using him for stud. But there were immediate complications and Nate brought me in.”

      “Do I need to know what those complications are?”

      He shrugs. “They’re sorted now. Big Boy is the colt’s name and he’s the one who’s going to make Blue Ridge Thoroughbreds renowned for their horses.

      “In his lineage, he has two Triple Crown winners, then countless single wins in the competition, and we’re talking about some of the biggest racing competitions in the world here.

      “His dam’s Sire was Big Baby and he won the Triple Crown twice in a row.”

      “Impressive,” I mumble, continuing to stroke the horse’s head.

      Jase snorts. “It’s more than that. Not only does his pedigree speak for itself, but he won the Kentucky Derby in his second year. His owners had to pull him out of his third year race season thanks to tendonitis and they put him out to stud until Sam bought him last year.”

      “Big Boy? Big Baby? Who the hell names their horse that?”

      He rolls his eyes at me.  “There are worse names out there. Believe me. The problem was, Big Boy…well, he didn’t like the ladies. Not at first.”

      We step down the passageway, passing roans, chestnuts, bays, dark bays, and the odd palomino. Each horse we pass, I pat them on the head, and Jase stops to give them a treat from a pouch hanging just outside of the stall for easy access.

      “Trust Uncle Sam to buy a gay colt.”

      “Nah, he wasn’t gay. Just nervous. We had to use a few of the mares in the stock horse stable, some used to mating, until we reined him in. Now, he’s taken to it like a duck to water.”

      “I’ll bet he has.”

      “Yeah, we don’t get many complaints.”

      “So why are you still here? If Big Boy’s studliness is no longer an issue.”

      “Sam invited me to stay on. I just passed the IQ test. One point over the required 135. I manage the stables and the breeding lines. We’ve four mares in foal and six mares are waiting to be bred, when Big Boy decides he’s interested. We don’t like to overtax him.”

      I grunt. “Thought that was every man’s dying wish. More women than he can handle.”

      “Yeah, well, we don’t take Big Boy’s early problems lightly.”

      “What’s his stud fee?”

      “One hundred thousand per mare.”

      I stop. My feet create skid marks in the grass from how quickly I braked. “And we have six mares waiting for him?”

      Jase grins. “Sam wasn’t so wrong, was he?”

      I wave a hand at that. “You don’t know much he’s plowed into this damn thing.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think you can. I’ve seen the final total for the setup costs. Big Boy needs to start getting more hard-ons for chicks.” Shaking my head at the price we’re charging and that people are actually willing to pay, I ask, “Why does he command such high rates?”

      “His heritage. Winning is in his blood. He has a tendency to sire colts, another plus and one of his foals actually won Preakness Stakes and one of the two fillies he’s sired, the Belmont Stakes. That alone is enough to have him commanding higher fees. Do you realize how many fillies have won the Belmont? Three. In nearly two hundred years of the race existing: three. And Big Boy is the sire of the fourth.”

      “Okay, I’m impressed. Show me the one ray of hope for this entire damned project.”

      He shakes his head at my gloomy statement and leads me down to the end stall. There’s a window directly opposite Big Boy, one that overlooks the yard.

      “Cute. He has a room with a view.”

      With a smile, Jase pats the horse on the head and unable to be cranky around one of my favorite animals, I do too. A chestnut, his amber-brown coloring gleams in the light. A white spot blazes between his brown velvet eyes. A peer over the stall lets me see his white socks.

      “Good form.” I’m no expert, but even I can tell Big Boy is a perfect example of his kind. “Seventeen hands?”

      “Good guess. Just under. Beautiful, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah.” I can’t lie.

      “I think your uncle saw Big Boy and this dream just spread out of nowhere.” Jase sighs. “I’d say let the old man have his dream. I know he screwed you over, but from what I can tell, and what I’ve heard, he did you a huge favor by looking after the ranch while you were in New York.”

      “Gossip.” I shake my head. “You’d think, with some of the world’s best minds on site, we’d be above petty gossiping. I don’t dispute, Jason, that my uncle did me a favor. But I didn’t just sit on my ass, you know. There were reasons for my not being able to handle living at Blue Ridge.”

      A hand cups my shoulder, breaking into the tirade aimed Jase’s way, and even though I haven’t seen or heard from him in at least eight years on one of my infrequent visits to the ranch, I spin on my heel the instant the scent of licorice fills my nose.

      “Donald,” I breathe, and with a watery smile, stand on tiptoe to embrace Jimmy’s father. At that moment, Jase and Big Boy cease to exist. “It’s wonderful to see you. Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you,” I tell him, meaning every word.

      “I just got in from a conference in Oslo.” He smiles down at me and the warmth makes me sigh happily. It’s weird how Donald and Molly, Jimmy’s parents, took to me where my own didn’t. “It’s about time you came home, kiddo. Done running?”

      My arms tighten about him, squeezing fiercely. Oh, it’s good to see him. He’s been in the back of my mind for the last few weeks. I asked his lab partners and they’d said he was attending some seminars in Europe.

      Molly died a year after Jimmy did. Heart attack. I didn’t come back for the funeral. I try not to have regrets; they weigh you down, but I do regret my adolescent foolhardiness in not attending. I called Donald, gave him my sympathies. But over the phone, it isn’t the same. It was all I was capable of back then though and he said he understood. He’s still talking to me, hugging me back, so I guess he did. I wish I could forgive myself for being so inconsiderate.

      “Yeah. I’m home for good.”

      “I’m glad. You’re not made for the big cities. You always were a home and hearth kind of girl, even if you moaned about it back when you were a kid.”

      I release him from my tight embrace and smile up at him again. Jimmy looked just like Donald. They could have been twins, crossing the generation. The son hadn’t shared his father’s genius, just his appearance. Tall, sandy-blond hair, lanky, lean. His craggy face is attractive, lined with the wear and tear of life. Molly and Donald had been a love match; some folk on the ranch married with their genes in mind. Not Jimmy’s parents. And some of the bitches said that was why Jimmy had lacked their genius-level IQs.

      Not in my hearing,  mind.

      With my hands still on his shoulders, I jump, when someone clears their throat. Spotting him out of the corner of my eye, brightly, I remark, “Nate,” and hold out my hand for him.

      He eyes the hand I'm resting on Donald’s shoulder, but making no comment, allows our fingers to connect. The instant they do, his curl into mine.

      Donald’s smile is rueful. “Ah, so Nate brought you back. Jimmy would be pleased, Marina. He wanted you to be happy.”

      Nate frowns. “You're Jimmy’s father?”

      “So you told him.”

      At Donald’s cocked eyebrow, I flush. “Stop stirring, Don.”

      “I’m not stirring, just surprised.” At Nate, he nods. “Yes, I’m Jimmy’s father. I’m surprised she told you. I don’t think even her best friends know about Jimmy.”

      As awkward as this is—my insides have started to churn away again, it’s that bad—I can hear the faint hurt in Donald’s voice. It’s not something I’ve ever noticed before. But after listening to every nuance of Nate’s voice for nearly two months, I’m used to muddling through tones to discern moods and orders.

      I scowl at Donald, feeling slightly annoyed with him. “You say that like you think I was ashamed of him,” I bite out, unable to help the snark in my own voice.

      “No, of course not.” His bluster just sounds false to my ears.

      “Don’t lie. I know you think that. Well, I’m the only one who knew Jimmy who wasn’t ashamed of him. I’m the only one on this fucking ranch who loved him for who he was, not his frigging IQ.” I point my finger and jab Donald in the chest.

      “It’s lovely to see you again, I missed you. But don’t put your own guilt on to me. Jimmy could have been dumber than a donkey, but his heart was good. Pure. He loved me for me. Not for who I am or what I can do and I loved him the same way.

      “For God’s sake, he was what? Ten points under the IQ acceptance quota.” I huff out a breath. “He wasn’t good enough for the ranch or for you and Molly; he told me that. He knew you were ashamed of him. But I wasn’t.

      “I don’t talk about him, because it hurts.” I hear my voice crack and know I’m on the brink of tears. These fucking waterworks. I’m sick of crying. “Not because I regret being with him for those last months. Heaven forbid.”

      And that’s it. The tears start to fall and ashamed at showing such weakness outside of the bedroom, I storm off. As I walk down the stable’s walkway, soft neighs and sighs line my path. Two feet from the door, Nate calls out, “Marina.”

      No.

      I hover, my legs trembling with the need to disobey but I’ve already broken a ton of rules today, adding another one to the list is merely going to up my punishment. It’s hard. I want to retreat to my room, cry out my memories there. I hadn’t expected to be thinking of Jimmy today…it’s a topic I try to avoid at all times.

      So, even though it kills me, I freeze a handful of steps away from escape.

      Above the soft neighs, I can hear angry voices, Nate’s low bark and Donald’s bite as they snap at each other over me. That Nate’s defending me is a given. I don’t even feel surprised. This is it for me, for us. It’s what we do. And I’d protect Nate if anyone bitched at him. It’s how we roll now.

      That doesn’t stop me from hurting. I’m literally vibrating by the time he reaches me. Anger, upset, misery, hurt, they’re battering me with the force of a hurricane. When his hand slides around my shoulder, I sink into him.

      God, it’s good to hold him. To be in his arms, to have him hold me. His essence permeates my nostrils. I can tell, even though the doctors have told him not to, he’s been riding. He smells like sweat, fresh air, horses, and Nate. Bliss.

      I turn my face into his throat and know that I could cry and that there would be no shame in doing so when he’s there to protect me, but I suppress my emotions, knowing I have to cross the yard again to make it home.

      I move my face away and he whispers in my ear, “You ready, princess?”

      His special name makes me suck it up and square my shoulders. “Yes, Sir. I’m ready.”

      In unison, we step out of the shadowy gloom of the stables and into the bright light of day. The yard has quieted down, and for that I’m grateful. Everyone must be in the mess. The pair of us take advantage of it, only stopping once, when Alexei, of the weird Greta and James triangle, hails Nate to a standstill.

      Even though his focus is on Nate, he keeps on darting wary looks my way as though expecting me to pounce.

      That alone adds to my distrust of what’s going on between the three of them. As it is, he’s in luck.

      I’m not in the mood for contemplating. Christ, it’s taking everything I have not to break down out here in the yard.

      “Did you see what I mean over in the west pasture?” Alexei nods at me in greeting, but focuses his attention on Nate.

      “Yeah. The grass lining the river needs cutting. I saw a heifer nearly fall in to get some water. Managed to get to her just in time to stop her from drowning. Thanks for bringing it to my attention, Alexei.”

      “More than welcome. I saw the same thing, but knew not to do anything until I consulted you. It will be good when you’re back on the range full time. How are the wounds?” Alexei’s eyes flash to me and I can sense his curiosity. Everyone probably shares the desire to know all the facts about Nate’s injuries. Up to now, we’ve been very close-mouthed about them.

      “I’m getting there. Slowly but surely. An infection slowed the healing down, but I went riding today and the jolts didn’t hurt. I’ll be in for a check up to see if I can return to full duties ASAP.”

      Alexei nods and hearing the dismissal in Nate’s words, scuttles away.

      Had I seen Nate around the ranch, watched him with the people here, I’d have realized sooner rather than later that he is a Dominant. There’s something about him… He’s polite, kind, even-mannered. But by the tone of his voice, you can tell what he wants. Like then, Alexei knew to go without Nate saying a word.

      We make it to the homestead without further annoyance. The instant the door closes; he wraps his arm tighter about me and presses my head to his chest.

      “Let it out, baby girl. Let it out.”

      The instant those words penetrate my eardrums, I do as bid. Tears swell and drop over my lashes, rolling down my cheeks and drenching his shirt within ten seconds. Deep in his embrace, I let go, release the hurt throbbing through me. I know I’m crying about another man, but, as much as it saddens me to say it, Nate knows I want him. Every part of him. I lost Jimmy a long time ago, and even though he’s hard to talk about, I grieved for him and accustomed myself to his passing. This is because of Donald’s own guilt and trying to transfer it to me.

      Nate hushes me, hums and soothes me, by rubbing his hand up and down the length of my spine and nuzzling his bristly jaw against my hair. I’ve seen him with the horses and his treatment is remarkably similar. The thought has a laugh hiccuping out of me.

      “It’s good to hear you laugh, princess, but what’s so funny?”

      I push my head back so I can look up at him through watery eyes. “I saw you yesterday with Buttercup. You gentled her the way you’re soothing me.” My smile is wide as I stand on tiptoes and brush his lips with my own. “Thank you. I’m sorry about crying. I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me at the moment.”

      He rubs his lips against my temple and settles me back into his arms. “It’s only natural. You’re on a path of self-discovery, baby. You think a few tears don’t clear the past away?”

      “Maybe. But I swear, I never stop. It’s weird.” I shake my head. “Being a sub makes me a real pansy.”

      “You’d be surprised how hardy a pansy can be.”

      I chuckle at his teasing. A thought blasts through my brain and even though the moment is inappropriate, I push my forehead into his chest and close my eyes as I whisper, “Nate?”

      “Yes, honey.”

      I swallow. “I love you.”

      “I know you do, baby. I love you too.”

      The simplicity of his statement has my stomach bottoming out. I squeak, “You do?” Flinging my head back so I can gawk up at him, I catch his grin.

      “Yeah. I have for a long time.”

      “No way.”

      “Way.”

      I blink up at him. “I can’t believe it.”

      He snorts. “You think I stay with every woman who gets me shot?” he chides me, then rubs my back comfortingly as hurt rumbles through me, apparently making an appearance on my face. “Now, don’t get upset. It’s the truth.”

      “That’s why I’m upset.”

      “I didn’t say it to hurt you. I said it, because regardless of what happened in Chicago, I didn’t want to lose you. I think that says a lot, don’t you?”

      Biting my bottom lip, I stare up at him. “Do you love me, because I agreed to be your sub?”

      He shakes his head. “I’ve loved you for a long time, Marina. You agreeing to be what I’ve always known you’d become, is like a cherry on the cake.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re spoiling it.” I growl.

      He laughs at me. “Don’t question why I love you, then.”

      With a pout, I mutter, “There’s no guarantee I’d have become your sub.”

      “Want to bet? When I first met you, it screamed at me. When we first hooked up, it screeched at me. It died down a little. Distance took the edge off. But these last few visits, I could sense it breaking free from you. Why do you think you tried to dominate me that last night we were together in Chicago?”

      “I wanted to play.”

      “No, you didn’t. You were testing me. Trying to make me react…you wanted me to take over.”

      “That makes no sense. Why would I use FemDom tactics on you, if I wanted the opposite?”

      “FemDom tactics? One of your girls taught you, I’ll assume?”

      I blush at his cocked brow. “Yeah. Jenna. She taught me about edging.”

      He snorts. “Yeah. I wondered how you knew about that.” With a shake of his head, he sighs, “You were testing the limit, the boundaries. Pushing me, urging me to react, because you need me in control. Even then, you did, you just didn’t realize why.”

      I frown at him, wondering if that’s the case, but before I can ask another question, he lifts a hand and smooths the frown away. “Now, just because I love you, doesn’t mean you don’t get punished. If anything, it makes it all the more important.” He raises his arm and checks his watch, then shows me the time. “You have ten minutes to prepare yourself for what I requested yesterday.”

      The blasé repetition of his love for me has my heart stuttering in my chest. Astounded, amazed…absolutely thrilled, I don’t even have it in me to grouch at him or complain about being punished.

      Because why would I complain?

      In his own way, even though I’m not sure I agree one-hundred percent with the fact I’ve been testing him for years, I’ve come to realize I do need this. Before yesterday, I’d been a pretty good girl. A few spanks here and there for cursing but no out and out defiance. And the weirdest thing is, it’s made me as edgy as hell.

      Without another word and seeing how the afternoon has disappeared, leaving me only a few minutes to prepare for our five-thirty appointment together, I nod at him and retreat upstairs. I know he’s watching me, but I don’t work it. Don’t sway my ass back and forth. My second week as a sub, I learned not to tease unless he requested I walk for him… The punishment that time has made it so I don’t repeat the infraction.

      Fuck, those pins hurt.

      I enjoy the spanking, but not the pinch of the clothespin. Just thinking of them pushes me to rush up the stairs and toward Nate’s room. As I do, that weird lavender scent permeates my nostrils again. It’s weaker now, but the smell has lasted a hell of a lot longer than the average air freshener.

      Curling my nose against the stench, I hurry into our bedroom. The instant the door closes, I pull at my clothes. Tugging my shirt and vest overhead, I strip off my jeans, toe off my low boots, and then gather them up and dump them in the hamper in the bathroom. Another rule, although not a commandment, is that I’m no longer allowed underwear. After discovering the pleasant friction of the inner hem against my pussy, I made no further complaint. And as I'm wearing the nipple guards, it's a relief to be free from the abrasive weight of a bra.

      Rushing from the bathroom to the foot of the bed, I kneel down and position myself how he instructed. I rest my butt on my heels, spread my legs wide so he can see the crevice of my pussy, hands on my thighs, back straight, and head bowed.

      The instant I’m positioned, I suck in a deep breath. Allowing the oxygen to flood my lungs, I release the air and hear the stairs creak as Nate climbs them. I close my eyes and take a few moments to indulge in this new ritual. I know I don’t have long, but I don’t need time. I need him. Centering myself, preparing myself for whatever is about to happen, a smile curves my lips at the possibilities flooding my brain.

      The minute the door creaks open, I’m ready.

      I’m his princess.
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      Just as quietly as it opened, the door closes. Keeping my head down, I look up as far as I can while maintaining this position and see his boots. Crossed at the heel, his weight leaning against the door, I know he’s there for the long haul, and his silence is exciting, because it means he’s studying me. Every flaw, every perfection…they’re his to know, because they belong to him.

      Fuck, my thoughts are working me higher than anything he’s doing. This idea of being His is a new thought process, but one so thrilling, sometimes, it’s difficult to even contemplate. Why it excites me, I don’t know. What I do know is I’ve never felt more secure and less vulnerable.

      Before, even if I’d realized I’d loved Nate, I wouldn’t have told him. Learning about this new part of myself opened the doors to such revelations.

      My thoughts make my breathing ragged. His, His, His…my pussy, my arousal, me. The thought swirls around my brain, taking me higher and higher until I almost don’t notice his boots are moving closer toward me. He stops with one foot between my thighs. Not touching me, just stood there, as close as he can be. He moves his hand to cup the back of my head, to tangle his fingers in my hair and then, the digits sweep down to caress my jaw.

      “Have we behaved today, Marina?”

      His voice is stern, harsh and oh, so fucking hot that my overloud breathing raises another notch in volume.

      “I tried my best, Sir.”

      “Your best is only good enough if you succeed, and we both know you haven’t. I saw you commit two rule violations so God knows how many more you’ve broken.”

      As his hand tightens in my hair, I hiss at the sting and murmur, “I’ve sworn and well…” It’s do or die time.

      Do I mention the bedroom suite? If I don’t, not only am I defying a rule, I’m lying to him… But if I do, I’d be ruining his surprise.

      I hesitate over what would disappoint him more and whisper, “I saw the refurbishments in my old suite. I told Jase that I’d lie to you, so as not to ruin the surprise, but I couldn’t lie to you, Sir.”

      In the outer field of my vision, I see the denim at his knees start to crease as he bends down and squats in front of me. He grabs a hold of my chin and tilts it up so he’s looking me dead in the eye. “Good girl. I’m sorry I can’t surprise you with my gift to you, but I thank you for being honest. Now, tell me. Why did you go there? This is my room, and as such, yours.”

      I swallow and whisper, “I needed a time out.”

      “And you hoped to avoid me?”

      A scowl twitches across my forehead. “No, Sir. I didn’t want to see anyone. I just wanted to lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling.”

      “Why couldn’t you do that here?”

      “I-I don’t know. I needed…” I lick my lips, wishing I’d lied to him about seeing the refurbishments. Admitting I’m finding it hard to settle into the studio, that it’s impossible to create anything… I’d like to stay in denial for a little while longer. “I can’t…well, I don’t like the studio. I can’t seem to get anything done there. I feel like everyone’s watching me.”

      “I see.” At my earlier admission, at my honesty, his voice had softened a little. Now, it’s back to harsh. Before I can panic over what’s wrong, he tells me. “And how long have you been feeling this way?”

      Shit. I’m supposed to talk to him. Tell him stuff like this. Things that affect me. “Since the very first day,” I whisper.

      “And why haven’t you told me before now?”

      “Because it’s ridiculous. Everyone else loves it. Just me. I’ll get used to it, I guess. It’s hard though. In New York, I was never short of ideas. I tried to deny them, tried to suppress them, but they wouldn’t let me. I had to draw them. Here, there’s nothing. It’s… discomforting.” The word sits heavily on my tongue, but it’s the only way I can think to describe of this complete loss.

      “What other rules have you broken?”

      “I-I’ve cursed out loud and…” I bite my lip and around another whisper, “In my head. About five times.”

      “But you didn’t say them?”

      “No.”

      “I want you to tell me if you think them in your head, but that doesn’t count. I don’t control your thoughts, and I don’t want to, either. That isn’t to say I don’t want to know what’s running through your mind. Because I do and you already know that. I’m disappointed that you haven’t shared your unhappiness at the studio with me. In fact, I’m quite mad about it.”

      My head shoots up. Contritely, I stare at him. “I’m sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to disappoint you. I just…it’s hard putting it together for myself. It doesn’t make sense to me, so why should it to you?”

      “All the more reason to share this kind of thing with me. I’m more than just your Master, princess. I’m your partner, even if the balance seems skewed.”

      “I’ll try and tell you these things in future, Sir.”

      He grunts. “You’ll do more than try. But, enough of that, what else have you done?”

      I frown down at the floor, because I know he’s going to say touching Donald. “It wasn’t a sexual touch,” I eventually mutter.

      “No, but you touched another man, and did I give you permission?”

      “No, Sir.”

      He sighs at my low voice. “I think you need a lesson in remembering who you belong to.”

      Once again, my head shoots up. “No, Sir. I know who I belong to.”

      “I think you need a reminder.” He stands up and says, “On your feet, hands on the foot board, legs wide.”

      It’s hardly the most graceful of ascents, especially as I spoil it by almost falling over when I’m finally standing and Nate has to reach out to steady me. But hell, it’s a wonder I can do anything with joints turned to mush.

      Belong. Possession.

      I swear to God, I could find release from the way he talks alone.

      He steps behind me, standing so close his clothes brush against me. With my legs spread slightly, the ridge of his clothed erection nudges me where I need it most. I bite back a moan, because I know I shouldn’t be enjoying this. His words and next actions compound that thought process.

      “It’s time we started to disassociate this…” The flat of his hand smacks down on my pussy. Surprised, my hips duck down and away from the firing line only for him to let loose a smack on my ass that has me shooting up on to tiptoe. “…from this.”

      “That’s a big word, Sir.” I hiss as he does it again. “Disassociate, I mean.”

      He chuckles. “Need a dictionary?” He lets loose another slap and each subsequent one filters each word he says, “I’d. Have. Thought. With. Your. Smarts. You’d. Understand. The. Word. Disassociate.”

      “I do, Sir. I do.”

      “So, why were you being fresh with me?”

      “I don’t know, Sir.”

      “Maybe we need to add another lesson to tonight’s roster. But first things first.”

      He steps away and from the corner of my eye, I watch as he heads over to the cupboard we store the stuff in. Inwardly, I snort at that. The stuff. So innocent. Innocuous. Ha.

      He slides open the drawers and from each carefully organized one, pulls something out. I have to store and clean each item; it’s one of my duties.

      Sir returns with a fistful of stuff in his hand. I make out cuffs, a blindfold, the gag, and something that has my left eye twitching nervously: a butt plug. Used to his cock, having something up my ass isn’t all that discomforting. He’s fucking wide. Wider than any butt plug I’ve ever bought, but he’s about seven inches long and even if he fucks me hard, he never really shoves it all in there. The thing in his hand is a bit smaller but from the determined look on his face… it’s all going in.

      When he’s a foot away from me, I stare straight ahead and firm my grip on the foot board. Beside me, he drops the majority of his toys but within seconds, I can feel the coldness of the lube at the pucker of my butt. There’s no play, no little rub to tease me and get me hot; he’s very matter of fact about it all, and in no time, the even chillier butt plug is there, demanding entrance.

      Now, it’s pretty thick, but not in comparison to Sir’s dick. My ass swallows the plug with no difficulty, but as he continues, sending inch after inch deep inside, my hips jerk up and the muscles in my belly do a Mexican wave.

      A low moan escapes me but it does me no good. The instant I wiggle my hips, he does something he’s never done before. He grabs a handful of my hair and tugs. My scalp burns at the site and he doesn’t stop until I have no choice but to move with his hand or lose it. He brings me all the way up until my back is flat against his chest, and I’m relying on his grip on my hair to steady me. He jerks his hand making me cry out at the sting, and then, he moves so that his fingers are about my throat. Eyes widening, I suck in a lungful of air and over the pounding of my heart, it’s difficult to hear him as he whispers, “Do you need to say something, Marina?”

      It doesn’t escape my notice that he’s using my real name. That means I’ve displeased him. The thought has me biting my lip and quickly shaking my head. “No, Sir. Nothing.”

      He hums under his breath and loosens his grip about my throat. I don’t understand how such an aggressive act can make me do anything but run from the room, screaming. Instead, this weird emptiness overtakes my mind. Think too many Ibuprofen—like the whole packet downed with a half-bottle of vodka—to get rid of a headache. I don’t feel dizzy or sick, just slightly, zoned.

      Weird.

      My scalp still stings, but like my butt, the burn is manageable and easy to acclimate.

      “Close your legs.”

      I do as bid; and the instant I’m standing at a regular angle, he shoves the few remaining inches of the plug deep inside. A low hiss wends its way through the room, and for a second, through that empty abyss of my brain, where there are no thoughts of anything but Him, dizziness sneaks in. Feeling woozy, I stagger a little, but the instant I do, he grabs me again and holds me to him.

      He hums under his breath as he presses his fingers to my belly and makes soothing circles with the digits. How long we stood there like that, I’m not really sure but it was long enough for my pulse to return to the beat of: Nate; Sir; Him; Submit; Nate; Sir; Him; Surrender.

      His lips brush against my cheek and he steps back, leaving me to stand alone. It’s strange how isolated that makes me feel, until I realize he’s at my side again and the loneliness disappears.

      I blink at him, feeling a little dumb as he looks at me, some of the stuff he intends to use on me for punishment in his hand. He holds them out and says, “Take them.”

      Complying, I grab hold of all the cuffs and the gag, but he retains the blindfold. Lifting it, he pulls the elastic over my head and arranges the silk against my eyes. The shift from light to dark has the butterflies in my belly bolting, and they do a little jiggle as he leads me to the bed and helps me sit on the side. Something that earns him a low groan as the butt plug shuffles around deep inside. It’s with relief that he pushes against my shoulders and I move with him until my back presses into the mattress.

      He grabs each leg by the ankle and spreads them so far apart that I’m basically doing the splits. A faint trail of air on my inner thighs has my fingers curling into the sheet and then biting down against the fabric as he licks from clit to ass in one go.

      My stomach muscles protest and a cry bursts free from me.

      “Don’t come,” he orders, his words vibrating against my pussy. The slight buzz from his words has my back arching as he gets to work on my clit. He suckles and pulls and tugs and bites. Every single move a calculated attempt to make me disobey his command.

      His mouth is buried in my cunt. Licking and slurping up my juices, nibbling the tender flesh and generally driving me fucking insane. I force my hips down into the mattress, arching my pussy away from his ravenous lips, but he just slaps my thigh. I cry out as stinging pleasure cascades through me. My eyes cross from the sting combined with his mouth. If an orgasm is a bridge, that move just propelled me three-quarters of the way up the path.

      My arms flail up over my head, battering down against the sheets, hammering the bed in my need to escape his tongue. My legs twist and flail, trying to free myself but to no avail. It’s endless. Lick after lick. Suck after suck. He plays with my clit, teasing it, nibbling it. Then he sucks on my pussy lips, tangling each one with his tongue. That torturous muscle rides down to the entrance of my body, rimming the nerve-drenched slit until I can’t help but scream with over-sensitivity. He fucks me with his tongue, slurping away as he thrusts in and out. He pulls back, once again open-kissing my clit and sucking down hard, before trailing down, down to rim my ass.

      Sobs burst free from me, there’s no way I can contain them.

      “Please. Please, Sir. Let me cum. Please, please…” The litany escapes me, as my body freezes with the tension of withholding the cluster of sensations that will hurl me toward orgasm. It’s ironic, something that every woman is dying to experience, I have to hold back.

      “No,” he grunts, his tongue fucking me again as my hips buck and writhe beneath him.

      He doesn’t even come up for air.

      My upper body wriggles and squirms, wanting to do something, anything to be free from this torment, wanting more than anything for pleasure to be at the end of this punishment. But the very fact I know he won’t let me cum is enough to make me crave it all the more.

      My harsh, gasped out begs won’t change his mind. The instant he touched his lips to my pussy, I knew this would be an exercise in torture. It’s worse than I imagined.

      And then, he stops.

      My sobbing breaths reverberate around the room, as do my whimpers and mewls of need. His own breathing is harsh, fast. I feel his wavy hair against my inner thighs and I try to snap my legs shut, but his grip is tighter than a manacle. Expecting him to return to my cunt, what he does, shocks the fuck out of me.

      His mouth settles close to the tendon of my inner thigh and he bites. He bites hard. A howl escapes me as the dull pain flickers throughout my body, odd tingles surrounding the epicenter of the bite. He ignores me and goes to the opposite side. I grab a pillow and shove it over my face as he anoints the area with another bite. My hoarse shout is somewhat muffled by the pillow, but he grabs it and throws it down. A gentle thud tells me it hits the floor.

      The mattress bounces as I feel him settle close to me. He’s on all fours; I can feel the mattress quivering at the points of contact. He isn’t touching me but that predatory crouch above me has my body aching to submit to him.

      Panting, I flinch as his head swoops down to my throat. Not being able to see him, I only sensed the whoosh of air as it brushed past me. I relax, when he starts to nuzzle the skin there. Sucking it against his teeth so I’ll have a hickey in the morning. It’s almost pleasurable. Tingles shoot down my spine at the lovely sensation, but he blindsides me. His teeth bite down here as well and the scorching pain causes me to cry out again. He anoints the other side but with no foreplay until tears of pain wet my eyes.

      Nate crawls back down the bed, leaving me there, my hard pants filling the room with sound.

      Need is writhing through my system like his bites are venomous. My pussy is aching, dying for his cock. The agony of those four bites should have zapped my arousal away. As it is, they’ve turbo-charged it. It sucks being a masochist.

      I want to plead, beg, but I know there’s no use. He won’t let me cum until he wants me to.

      I hear steps, then feel the brush of his hand as he tugs at the blindfold. He pulls it off and leaves me to blink at the sudden burst of light against my eyeballs. My lashes are damp and my vision is blurry, but I suck in a breath, when his head lowers again to brush kisses against my eyelids. I quiver at the tender act..

      His lips trace down over my nose, across my cheekbone and toward my ear. There, he whispers, “Good girl. Now we know who you belong to. Get dressed. Something high-necked. It’s time for supper.”

      My eyelids clench down in a physical rejection of his words. I’ve never felt less hungry in my life. But do I say that? No. I just roll over and curl into a ball. For a second, I remain in the fetal position. I don’t know why. It isn’t comfortable. My boobs are pressed against my knees, the tips—pouting buds desperate for his touch—chafe against the knobbled joints.

      The need for his touch burns brightly inside me. My pussy feels like a furnace, glowing with the heat of my arousal. When I clench my inner thighs together, the pain of the bites is augmented, and somehow, that pain enhances my arousal.

      I try to control the emotions flooding me but it’s impossible. A hand trails down the ridges of my spine and I shudder, before rolling on to my knees and climbing off the bed.

      Woodenly, my body aching with desire and my butt feeling overloaded with the toy, I hobble over to the closet. There’s no way I can walk any differently with my ass stuffed the way it is. Just the idea of walking over to the mess makes me cringe inside, because I’ll have to walk normally or people will comment. Talk about humiliation.

      “A dress, princess.”

      His words intrude my thoughts.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Opening the closet door, I pick out one of the dresses we selected in Sheridan. South Main Street has enough stores to provide amply for what the locals require, but the selection is hardly like what’s available in New York. As it is, my new wardrobe is not the elegant attire I’m used to, but it’s ample for my needs. That isn’t to say the instant I can get my stuff moved over, I won’t leap into my old clothes. If Sir approves, that is.

      For a second, the old Marina battles with the new one.

      That one thought, if Sir approves, had her coming up and spluttering for air. I’m getting used to her popping up every now and then. I guess I can’t just accept all of what Nate says, blindly. I’m too smart for that. I’ve been taught to question and debate; otherwise, it’s difficult to learn anything new. But once she pops up, it isn’t too hard to win her over.

      I like this life. It’s alien to me. Christ, talk about understatement of the year. But I do. At times, I can’t believe it, and this just happens to be one of those instances. How can I go from being free to make my own choices, to having the most basic decisions decided for me?

      There are times when I feel suffocated by this. Choking for air, as old Marina battles with me, trying to make me see the light of day. But she was my shadow. And Nate, my Sir, is the only illumination in my life. It’s the only way I can think of this. To have gone from darkness, pitch black nothingness; to this incredible play of light…it’s astounding. Mesmerizing.

      He’s there. Constantly. Be it physically or mentally. He pushes me to take more than I’d ever thought possible, he embraces me harder than anyone ever has. I’m surrounded by him and until now, I’ve never realized how alone I’ve been all these years. He takes the pressure of everyday decisions away from me and the relief from that load makes me feel like I can walk on air.

      How can I feel so free yet find it so difficult to express myself in the studio?

      Did I need to feel oppressed to create?

      Was art my way of venting my submissiveness?

      I don’t have all the answers, because I don’t know all the questions. All I do know is that I’ve never felt more at peace with myself than I have during these last weeks under Nate’s careful guidance.

      Sucking in a breath, I pull out a simple daisy-yellow dress. A high mandarin collar that comes down to a tight, skin-fitting bodice before flaring out into a pleated skirt.

      The very fact I’ll be wearing no panties makes a mockery of the rather conservative dress.

      In fact, all of the clothes he picked for me were like this. Covering more than they showed, but still, in some way sexy. In this instance, the way the dress cups my boobs is a dream. I look like a good girl with killer tits.

      The thought makes me grin as I tug the dress overhead. As I look down, the gold shields surrounding my nipples create slight bumps under the fabric and just seeing them has my eyelashes fluttering in reaction. Slipping into some silver ballet pumps I’d brought from New York, because flats are the only option with this monster shoved up my ass, I’m ready to go.

      Well, that’s a lie. I’m not. But I am.

      If that makes sense.

      I take a few seconds to roll my hips, to try and get used to the butt plug. Each roll causes me to suck in a breath. Nate must have heard me, because he steps closer to me and studies me with a cocked brow.

      “You’re not trying to get yourself off, are you, Marina?”

      I’m trying to think of him as Nate, when I know I’ll be stepping outside in a few seconds. The last thing I want to do is call him Sir in front of other people. In this instance, I can’t. “No, Sir. Just trying to get used to walking with the plug, that’s all.”

      He nods and says, “You can lean on me.”

      Taking the hand he holds out, I cling to his arm and together we walk out of the room and head toward the mess. Going down the stairs is a nightmare, worse than I thought as the monster shuffles inside me. My nails are digging into his forearm as we take each step and with each hissed breath, Nate watches me from the corner of his eye. When we make it outside to flat land, I release a relieved breath and after the agony of the stairs, find walking normally a damned sight easier.

      The yard is empty but the mess isn’t. Over the weeks, we’ve taken an unspoken reservation of a table close to one of the fireplaces. There are ten in the mess and the hearths are the most popular seating areas. Especially come winter.

      Our table is close to the fire, but tucked away in an almost secluded spot. Or as secluded as the mess gets.

      When seated, my back is to the room and Nate watches over the hall like a Lord of old. His eyes roaming over all he surveys...

      The thought makes me shudder, because I’m a part of his fiefdom, like an ancient Lord. I’m his to command, and it’s my duty to obey. Fuck, the thought shouldn’t make my pussy quiver, but Christ, you try to keep your thoughts clean with a huge butt plug shoved up your ass and when your clit feels like it’s ready to walk out on strike.

      Sucking in a breath, trying to breathe through my need, I nod a silent thanks as Nate pulls out my chair for me. I’m grateful, oh, so fucking grateful that my face isn’t visible to the rest of the room. If they could see the twist of my features, the faint sheen of sweat on my brow as I try to sit comfortably, they’d wonder what the hell was wrong with me.

      My teeth clench down on my bottom lip as I squirm around, making it worse in an attempt to make it better. When Nate takes a seat, eyes me from across the table and mutters, “Sit still.” Only then do I put a stop to my fidgeting.

      “This isn’t conducive to my eating a big meal, you know.”

      His lips twitch at my snarky comment. “I know.”

      I huff out a breath. “I thought the idea was to encourage me to eat?”

      “It is. We’re looking at this proactively.” His earnestness immediately sets me on edge. I narrow my eyes at him and wait for him to speak. “For every minute you can sit there with the plug in, I’ll owe you a debt of orgasms.”

      I snort at the statement, but a grin twists my lips. “Seriously?”

      It’s strange. Without really talking about it, we’re not Dom or sub here in the mess. It would be too hard; the walls have ears. So for him to talk about this, here, is a bit, well, a lot unexpected.

      “Seriously.”

      “So if I can sit here for twenty-three minutes, you owe me twenty-three orgasms? When I want them?”

      It’s his turn to snort. “No. You can’t have them when you’re being punished. But otherwise, we’ll work through the number, and I doubt you’ll make it to twenty-three. Maybe five... if you’re lucky.”

      Damn him, he’s right. When my body first reacted to the size of the plug, an uncomfortable sweat dampened my flesh and an almost woozy feeling overtook me. It took less than a minute for that sensation to dissipate, but the feeling of overwhelming fullness is a little hard to take.

      I take a look at my watch and determine I’ll endure the discomfort for five minutes. It’s worth it. Five climaxes... that’s some leverage.

      “What does that have to do with my eating a big meal?”

      He shrugs. “The condition of you getting to come is that you eat everything on your plate. If there’s even a pea left over, the deal is null and void.” His eyes are amused as he watches me absorb that little point. “Do we have a deal?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      My sardonic retort makes him chuckle. “Good answer.”

      I sigh. That means I have no choice. Not that I want one, but still, I like to know the ins and outs of the challenges he sets before me.

      “What’s for supper?” I ask, hesitant in only that one regard, because I could blow this out of the window if the meal isn’t to my liking.

      “Roasted lamb with baked veggies.”

      Feeling like a petulant toddler at the idea of eating my greens, I mutter, “What kind of vegetables?”

      “Pumpkin, fennel, tomatoes, onions... Seasonal stuff, but ones you like.”

      I smile at him. “You asked for me, right?”

      He nods. “That’s something I’ve seen you eat at hotels.”

      He’s so fair.

      God, I love him.

      He sets me a challenge knowing I’ll be able to do it. I guess some guys, or some Doms, would have made it harder for me.

      Not Nate.

      Perhaps he can see on my face the thoughts running through my head, because he settles back into his seat with a gentle smile beaming my way.

      My heart stutters at the sight, and for countless minutes, we stare at each other. Our eyes connected, our thoughts and feelings transmitted in the most basic of ways. To be loved by this man... to be cherished... God, it’s like a dream.

      I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it, to deserve him, but I’ll do everything within my power to make him happy. Anything.

      For far too long I’ve been selfish. A self-contained creature, for the most part. Willing only to open herself up to her two close friends and even then, not divulging the most important parts of her life... I know I’d be an analyst’s wet dream. Either that or a nightmare.

      I’m complex. Complicated.

      But with this man, everything is laid bare. It’s so god damned simple.

      No running. No hiding. I’m here for him, just like he’s here for me.

      It’s strange how this has only come about thanks to the revelation of who he truly is. A Dom.

      Nibbling my lip, I stare at him and then, down at the clock. Three minutes have passed.

      My left eye starts to twitch even though my thoughts are focused on anything but my physical self and I mutter, “Three, Sir.”

      He nods. “Go to the bathroom and take it out.”

      “Where should I put it?”

      “Take it back to the house and leave it with the rest of the toys I chose for your punishment.”

      “You mean it isn’t over, Sir?” I question, brows falling in a frown of displeasure.

      “No. But you must eat. So we’re at an impasse. There’s always later.” His smile is borderline mischievous, enough so that I want to cup my ass now to comfort it before later happens.

      Swallowing, I scrape my chair back and stand. He nods at me, then tilts his head in the direction of the toilets. It’s hard as hell not limping over to the bathroom stands, but I think I manage. I don’t hear any sniggers behind me as I traverse across the mess, and the instant I’m inside the utilitarian wash room, I rush to one of the stalls, don’t even bother to lock it just shut the damn door, lift my skirt and in two seconds flat, drag the plug out.

      The instant I do, tears blossom in my eyes as every single nerve ending in my body flutters to life before settling down after doing a quick jig. I blow out a breath, then suck one in and am then faced with the prospect of somehow transporting the frickin’ plug across the yard. Knowing my luck, someone, probably Lucy, will spot me and the news will spread among the Brainy Bunch that I’m sporting weapons of mass destruction. For the ass.

      Despite myself, I grin at the thought. It sticks as I unravel a ton of toilet roll and wrap the plug inside. Tucking it under my arm, I stride out, wash my hands and then retreat from the mess and cross the yard with no one around to spot me.

      The instant I shut the door, I sigh with relief and remove the forbidden package from under my armpit. Heading up the stairs, I have to withhold a sneeze as that weird scent of lavender fills my nose again.

      “What the hell is that?” I mutter under my breath, sniffling a little as I climb. It doesn’t seem to disperse.

      A part of me wonders if it’s some new formula the perfumer made up. We actually have one on site; he produces scents for some of the biggest companies in the industry. But I shrug off the idea as I walk into the bedroom and then I freeze.

      “Greta?”
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      “What the hell are you doing in here?”

      Greta has always been a troublemaker. Even as a kid, I remember that. My father, while disinterested in most things to do with the management of the ranch, which he undertook dutifully, rather than with grace, hated her. She caused strife among the women, because all the men drooled after her and she lapped it up. She didn’t try and calm troubled waters; she took pleasure out of stirring things.

      Even though I know her type, even though I know what she’s capable of—hell, everyone believed John, the man who killed himself, did it because Greta spurned him and felt no guilt for it either—it’s still a huge surprise to see her in here and going through our stuff.

      When I called her name, she froze. But at my question, she slowly turns around, face flushed as she looks up at me.

      My eyes flicker from her guilty expression to the papers on the bed. I step over to her and look down at the papers, the photographs. A picture of a young Nate catches my eye and I frown. “Why are you looking through Nate’s stuff? And don’t bullshit me. There is absolutely no reason for you to be in this room.”

      I think I’m the direct cause of a miracle. Greta is the sort of woman who always has an answer. Always. She’ll turn black into white to win an argument. And yet, she’s frozen. I can tell. Her mouth keeps working, opening then shutting as though her admittedly-genius brain flickers through the answers that will lead to the least trouble.

      Ignoring her for a second, I reach over and hide a smile at the sight of Nate as a teenager. Some of them are of him as a kid. So focused on him, it takes a few seconds to see that some of the photos are with a bunch of people…not just other kids…and one of the men in the photos is none other than John. The math genius John, the amputee John, the one who killed himself, the one who Greta spurned. My memory has always been good; but hell, the man has been dead a long time, and I shove the photo under Greta’s nose and ask, “Is that John Kelly? I remember him, but not enough to say for definite.”

      Greta’s mouth is taut as she tries to withhold an answer. Apparently, her stubbornness hasn’t changed over time. But her eyes flicker a little; just a smidgen, and I know I’m right. Which means Nate’s been lying to me.

      As my mind processes the thought, something that in and of itself makes me feel as though I’ve been kicked in the stomach, the sound of helicopter rotor blades blare overhead. The damned vibration has my feet tingling in my flats, and I switch my gaze from the photos on the bed to the still-frozen woman beside it.

      “You have a reprieve. I want you in my office, ten AM, tomorrow morning. Have you got that? And don’t even try to get out of it. If you do, I’ll have you evicted. This breaks so many of the commune’s laws I’ll have no problem with the legalities.”

      Her eyes flash at me, and she shoots upright from her kneeling position to hiss, “You even think of evicting me, and I’ll tell everyone about your kinks. All those sick, perverted…”

      As she fumbles for a word, I murmur, “Toys? Or shall we stick to things?”

      Her face contorts with rage as she bites out, “I’ll tell everyone, everyone about them.”

      I shrug. “Do it. I’ve nothing to be ashamed of. Neither has Nate.” Well, not for being a Dom, he doesn’t. Whether his secrets are shameful is another matter entirely.

      “You can’t be serious? It’s disgusting.”

      Her sneer has me rolling my eyes. “You can’t threaten me when I don’t give a fuck.”

      Inwardly, I cringe at the curse. Good God, I need a curse-word tin. Something, anything to stop me from saying fuck. Hell, it just rolls of my tongue. Like the word pie or soap. I have a potty-mouth.

      I wonder if there’s some kind of twelve-step program to sort me out. The instant the thought pops into my head, I have to shake my head at myself. Because Nate enrolled me in one. Of a sort. The spank-my-ass-to-hell-and-back program.

      Only his reasoning for doing so is starting to look less and less clear as I stare down at the photos in my hand. In fact, it’s starting to look pretty damned murky.

      I don’t let my doubt show on my face or in my tone as I warn, “You’re in the wrong and no amount of manipulation can wriggle you out of it. Tomorrow at ten. No bull, just answers. You got me? Now get out.”

      Her eyes flash, and I can tell she’s spitting mad, wanting to wrap me around her finger with my fear of what she might say to the people on the commune but it won’t work. Sure, I don’t particularly revel in the idea of everyone knowing my business; but hell, I won’t be ashamed of it, and I sure as shit won’t let some bitch think she can manipulate me with something that is as intrinsic to my personality as my bad attitude. If anything, the nasty side of my nature makes me accept my submissiveness easily. I will not be made to feel like some kind of sexual leper.

      She storms out like I’m in the wrong and not as though I just caught her rifling through Nate’s personal possessions.

      At the sound of the helicopter, I know I only have a few minutes. Now I’m back, it’s my duty as well as Nate’s to be the welcome committee for any guests. Nobody’s scheduled to stay here in a guest capacity but some of the big boys—and I don’t mean our stud stallion—don’t even bother to make reservations. Wall Street analysts, politicians, we accept them all as long as their IQ is high enough and their wallets fat. Hey, we have bills to pay too.

      I let my fingers rifle through the photos, spotting Nate at different ages through his childhood; and in each one, he’s surrounded by his family. John is there.

      If I’m honest, I always liked John. He’d been brilliant. One of the foremost members of the commune. His genius had paved the way for countless inventions; in fact, his patents and discoveries had paved the way for the Blue Ridge that exists today.

      But beside that, he’d been friendly. Introverted, yes. Quick to chat, no. But if I ever passed him, he’d smile at me and ask what I was doing at school. He knew I was an artist, and that I hated going to classes. He’d taken an interest in me, and while my position at the ranch had been an important one, thanks to my ancestors, most people had ignored me.

      Friendly faces were few and far between for the scowling child of the disinterested guardians of the ranch; the folks who never socialized with the other members, who lived in their own superior bubble.

      So yeah, I remembered John.

      What, though, is his connection to Nate?

      I still feel sickened by Nate's obvious lies. I've mentioned John enough for him to speak to me of the truth and why he hasn't is...well, it's a concern. But I can't leap to conclusions. It would be foolish to do that.

      Almost as though I’d been speaking aloud, a voice breaks into my thoughts and answers my questions for me.

      “He was my great-uncle.”

      My head jerks up, as though I’d been slapped. My shock at him standing there is complete, and I kind of understand Greta’s mortification.

      “Don’t worry, I saw Greta scurrying out. Snooping, was she?” His cheeks turn concave for a second, as he chews on them in contemplation. “Interesting.”

      “W-why?” I croak out.

      “Why is it interesting?” At my nod, he crosses his arms over his chest and says, “For four years, I never sniffed anything out. Nothing at all. You’re back, and on that first day, you told me something no one else had. You pushed me in the right direction without even knowing it. For four years, nada. And yet, here she is. Snooping through my stuff.” He pauses a second, and a strange grin crosses his jaw. “Find the toys, did she?”

      I nod, my cheeks flushing. It’s weird. I’m talking to a different man. I’ve learned there are two sides to Nate. Sir and then, the man I’ve known for four years. This one is different. Another layer.

      Christ, we’re more alike than I ever knew.

      “Yeah. She tried to bribe me to keep quiet.”

      “You told her where to go, did you?”

      Despite myself and my discomfort, I snort. Cocking a brow at him, I ask, “What do you think?”

      “Good. I bet that has her running scared.” Again, his thoughts take him away from me and then, he shakes himself out of it and says, “We need to go. Didn’t you hear the helicopter?”

      “Yeah, I was on my way.” I take a step toward him and he shakes his head at me.

      “Do you need that to great our guests?”

      I flush as I look down at the toilet paper-wrapped butt plug and dump it on the bed. “I’ll clean up later.”

      Falling into step beside me, he asks, “We don’t have anyone booked in, do we?”

      “No. But that doesn’t stop people from flying in. You know that.”

      “I just hope it isn’t the Governor. He’s the only one I know who’d fly in at this time of the day. Christ, he pisses everyone off for the duration of his stay, and then, afterward, there’s always a lull in creativity. It’s like he sucks the life out of the place while he’s here.”

      Despite myself, and the weird atmosphere that has settled over the pair of us, I grin. I know exactly who he’s talking about. “My granddaddy used to complain about him.”

      “You remember that far back?”

      “My granddaddy was unforgettable. I didn’t have him for a long time, but what little I did have, I remember. Back then, the Governor was middle-aged and on his fourth wife. How many is it now?”

      “God knows. Too many. It’s a wonder he manages to get re-elected year after year.”

      “He’s a crappy husband, but a decent politician.” I shrug and smile at him coolly, politely, as though he were a stranger, when he opens the front door and lets me out first.

      The cool evening air is crisp as I suck in my first lavender-free breath. It had been in the bedroom too, so I can only assume it was Greta’s perfume. And considering I’d smelled that God awful scent earlier, I can only assume she’d been on the hunt for fuck knew what throughout the day.

      In silence, we walk over to one of the garages, and each of us takes a seat behind the wheel of a mini-SUV-cart. In tandem, we set off at a fast pace and drive past the heart of the commune toward the landing strip.

      Cold air blasts up my nose and makes me wish I’d had the wherewithal to grab a pair of shades to protect my eyes, but I hadn’t had that many thought processes after Nate had caught me going through the papers on the bed.

      Uneasy. That’s one way of describing how I feel. Very, very uneasy. And I can kind of understand why Nate went ape, when I told him the truth about Papillon. Learning about secret lives, about the real reason for the whys and hows behind past actions…hurts.

      For four years, he said, he’d been searching for answers. From the very start, he’s been telling lies.

      While I’m hurt, at the same time, I’m pissed. How dare he lecture me for telling lies and withholding the truth when he’s been doing exactly the same thing? The word hypocrite is tattooed on my mind and my lips purse as I brake to a halt a few feet or so away from the private helicopter.

      In the setting sun, with the light blaring directly on to the passengers of the helicopter, I freeze. For the second time that night. It’s a day for surprises.

      At an early age, we, at the commune, learn the government isn’t what the public believes it to be. The faces we see on TV, the people we vote for, they’re only half of the government. The faceless people, the men and women consumed in the shadow of their own power, they’re the ones with the real authority. How do we know this? Those faceless folk are either born and raised here or they tend to retire here.

      And Erick van der Viel is one such person.

      Now, why he’s standing here, glaring down at me, I don’t know. All I do know is that I grew up with the guy, and that I’ve run across him twice in the last five years. Both times to do with Papillon and the important clients we served. And when I say important, I mean the men and women in positions the public did have some say in… The senators, congressmen, and women who reveled in Papillon’s strict privacy rules and used it to ignore the stringent laws surrounding prostitution.

      It’s too much to hope that Erick is here on vacation. Especially with that glare.

      It’s only after I suck in a breath and shake off my surprise at his presence that I notice Nate is equally as shell-shocked. Studying him with a puzzled frown, I take in the source of his amazement and feel the tug of jealousy to spy it’s Erick’s PA. Natalia Rosenthorpe. From her expression and Nate’s, I can only assume they know each other.

      How intimately, I don’t know. But my little-used jealousy radar has winked to life.

      Attempting to appear calm when I’m feeling anything but, I move away from the souped-up golf cart and head toward Erick. We’re close enough that I stand in front of him and tilt my head to the side expecting him to kiss each cheek. I take it as a good sign that he does just that. Blowing out a relieved, inaudible breath, I murmur, “No note?”

      “There was an unexpected emergency.”

      I cringe at the pointed comment. “So you’re not here on vacation?”

      He lifts his brows and shakes his head. For a faceless power, Erick is actually rather handsome. Had my parents had a choice in the guys I’d been attracted to as a teenager, then he’d have been top of the list. Not genius-less, sick, and weak Jimmy. But strong, smart, superbly turned out Erick. With his perfect hair, face, and body. Christ, he’d make a male model feel antsy. He stands there, looking like he’s about to take part in a photo shoot, hair slicked back in a neat quiff, expensive suit not creased by the air travel, the sleek tailored lines of his clothes hiding a body that is trim and taut. It’s nauseating.

      And the sickest thing, I suit him.

      God. It’s probably why I avoided him as a kid, when he actively sought me out. Another sore point between Lucy and I.

      “A visit with the folks?” I ask, ever hopeful.

      He sighs. “No, Murray.”

      Rolling my eyes at the nickname, I grunt, “I grew out of that name when I turned eight, Erick.”

      For the first time, his face lightens. The instant it does, I’m on edge. Mostly because he has lifted his hands and is resting them on my upper arms. “You’ll always be Murray to me.”

      It doesn’t come as a shock to feel Nate’s hand on my shoulder. I can’t deny, I’m slightly confused. The Nate I’d just been dealing with is a new entity. I’m not entirely sure what the fuck’s going on. As it is, that horrible churning in my gut has made itself known again, so even though I’m dampening down how stressed I’m feeling at the moment, my body isn’t having any of it.

      “This is Nathan Conroy, Erick.”

      “My mother’s told me a lot about you… Nate, isn’t it?” Erick’s eyes switch from my face to Nate’s hand. “So formal, Marina. That’s unlike you. Mother had assured me you’re as vocal as ever.”

      “I try not to disappoint,” I bite out. “Unless it’s my parents.”

      Erick snorts, a somewhat incongruous sound considering he looks like something from a magazine front cover. “They always were morons.”

      Despite myself, I grin. “They were, weren’t they?”

      Our mutual amusement has the still-silent Nate tightening his grip on my shoulder. “If you’re not here on vacation, van der Viel, then why are you here?”

      “So you know who I am?” Erick cocks a brow.

      I don’t blame him for being somewhat taken aback. His very life depends on his anonymity. We only use his original name because he’s a Blue Ridge native. Everywhere else, he has different nom de plumes. It would be facile to think differently. The last time I heard, which was from his mother’s gossip four years ago, he was something powerful in the State Department.

      “Dorothy is proud of you,” is all Nate says, but there’s an undertone to his voice. One I don’t trust.

      He’s hiding something. I can tell. I’m just not sure what.

      Erick doesn’t seem to notice; but he rolls his eyes. “For God’s sake, the woman could never keep her trap shut. Even if it’s a state secret.” He sighs. “Natalia, are the arrangements made?”

      “Yes, sir.” Natalia steps nearer to our closed group. “The bank transfer has just taken place.”

      “Natalia’s accommodation costs have just been transferred over to the commune’s bank accounts. Nate, can you see her to her rooms? I need to talk to Marina.” Erick speaks with such self-assurance, a natural born leader, that it wouldn’t have shocked me if Nate leaped to the order. As it is, Nate doesn’t. Again, I bear the brunt of his fierce grip on my shoulder.

      “No, van der Viel.” An annoyed grunt escapes me as I watch the clash of formality between the two men. It’s almost like being pissed on by two wolves claiming territory. Theoretically, Erick has no right to feel, in any way, territorial. That hasn’t stopped him, throughout every part of our acquaintance, from acting as though he does. “I’ll have Sam Denison take care of Natalia. Whatever you need to say to Marina can be said in front of me.”

      Erick frowns down at me. “Like that, is it?” He purses his lips. “I’m not sure Marina would feel the same way. I need to discuss personal business with her.”

      “Her personal business is my business.”

      “Butterflies, Murray. It concerns…butterflies.”

      I close my eyes and sag into Nate’s hold. Papillon is the French for butterfly. It had been wishful thinking to believe myself free from that side of my life. If not free, then detached from it.

      Apparently not.

      “I know about Papillon, van der Viel. As I said, anything concerning Marina can be discussed in front of me.”

      Erick isn’t stupid enough to waste time on a stalemate. He grunts, “Fine, dammit. Then get Sam out here to take care of Natalia. I need to speak to you urgently, Marina. This isn’t the time to piss around.”

      “You’re the one making the small talk,” I chide, but take a step back into Nate to force him to move.

      Erick states, “Natalia, wait here. Someone will be out here for you in five minutes.” The other woman nods and retreats to the helicopter’s passenger seats, where she sits down.

      Spying this, Erick nods and walks over to the cart I’d been driving.

      Before he releases his grip on my shoulder, Nate mutters under his breath, “Don’t say a word without me there, Marina.”

      The warning has my back stiffening. “It’s not like I can over the sound of those engines.” I shake off his grip. “And if I do, it’s between old friends. I’m not sure where I stand with you now, Nate. When we started down this path, I thought honesty was the key. I accepted your bullshit because I’d been lying and hiding so much from you… I didn’t realize that was a two-way street.”

      He hisses, “Don’t think you can back out of this, Marina. Today changes nothing.”

      “Today changes everything, Nate. Hypocrite,” I hiss at him and make my way over to the cart. Jumping behind the wheel, I start the engine, and the tires squeal as I reverse. It’s dangerous, but my eyes are glued to his as I make the maneuver.

      With my belly churning like I’ve just swallowed twenty habanero chili peppers and my ears deafened by the screech of the motor, I take off for the homestead.

      That old song, “What a difference a day makes” plays on repeat in my head. Only in this case, it isn’t a day. But an hour.

      Where the hell do the pair of us stand now?

      Nate’s lies change everything no matter what he says. His reason for being here… His words alone tell me he’s been two-faced, duplicitous. Actively hiding his purpose for taking the job at Blue Ridge and living here… What else can I do but believe there’s been a reason for him being in a relationship with me?

      It’s handy that I’ve been under his thumb these last few weeks. Despite myself and the confidence I’d found in embracing this new part of my soul, I can’t help but wonder if he’s used this time for his own benefit…

      The very idea sickens me.

      My eyes blur as they take in the dying light of the sun’s rays casting shadows over the ranch, and I know I’m about an inch away from screaming out my confusion in front of Erick. That thought alone is enough to have me tightening my grip on the wheel.

      I hate showing weakness in front of other people…all my life, I’ve tried to present a strong front, knowing that the majority seek weaknesses in a person’s soul in an attempt to belittle them and control them. For twenty-eight years I remained in pristine condition, untouched, because I’d let nobody in, always holding some part of myself to my chest to protect the real me.

      Until Nate.

      He opened the cage, freed the submissive, and while an hour ago, I’d been grateful, now, I can only ask why?

      Grinding my teeth, I floor the accelerator and try not to let my thoughts take flight.

      But it’s hard.

      Too hard.

      How can I trust him now?

      It’s simple. I can’t.

      I race ahead and in the side mirrors spot the distance separating Nate’s cart and mine.

      A part of me wonders if he took a few seconds to talk to Natalia. Let’s add that to my list of concerns. Because Nate is one of those guys who is hard to shock. So for him to have been surprised at the other woman’s presence shouts at me. The only problem is the shout is in another language, and I don’t have a goddamn clue how to translate it.

      The distance between us is more than just physical. And I take advantage of it, rev up the speed a little more. When I reach the homestead, a few minutes ahead of him, the brakes squeal to a halt as I slam my feet on them.

      There’s more at stake than my relationship with Nate. And even though my confused heart feels like it’s being stomped on, if Erick’s here, then it means I’ve done something to damage the country itself.

      Fuck, how do I get myself into these goddamn situations?

      “Well, that was fun.” Erick’s dry drawl brings about another glare in his direction. His lips twitch at my annoyance, and I guess I should take that as a positive. He wouldn’t be teasing or mocking me if the situation was irreparable.

      Regardless, I turn my head away and rest my forearms on the wheel. Planting my forehead atop the slight bridge I’ve made of them, I mutter, “How bad is it, Erick?”

      “Bad.” His somberness, so quick on the heels of his amusement, has me clenching my eyes.

      “What? What’s happened?”

      “A suicide.”

      “Who?”

      “One of the naughty boys that used your services.” I’ve long since ceased to feel any amusement that one of the top government officials knew and condoned my brothel. Naughty boys is our code for a high-level politician.

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Blackmail?”

      “Blackmail, extortion…you wouldn’t believe how much mess you’ve caused by pulling the stunt you did.”

      His head has my head jerking up. “I didn’t pull any stunt. The fucking mafia came after me and demanded I give them my client list. With all the pies your fingers are stuck in, you’ll know Nate’s only just got out of hospital for a gunshot wound. We weren’t practicing down at the range,” I bite out. “They shot him.”

      “Who are they, Marina?”

      “Like I said, the Russian mafia. Or at least, they are as far as I’m aware.”

      He snorts. “Is that what they told you? Clever bastards.”

      He falls silent, and it takes that length of time for the sound of Nate’s motor to broach the place we’ve parked.

      He takes a second to absorb my dejected pose and then grits out, “What the hell have you said to her, van der Viel?”

      Ignoring Nate, I jerk my head away from my arms and turn to face Erick. “Why are you here?”

      Expecting him to say he’s here to arrest me, it comes as a relief to watch him grimace and mutter, “Damage control.”
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      Six years earlier…

      Naples, Florida

      

      Nate Conroy was sick of hospitals. He was tired of the beds, bored of the TV, weary of the food and desperate to be out. So, it made no sense that at the prospect of leaving the place he hated, he was scared.

      Why?

      In the world beyond the sterile walls of the hospital, he would have to deal with the repercussions of his past choices. He would have to come to terms with being an amputee.

      The thin, bright pink nylon blanket covered the space where his lower left forearm should have been. But as soon as he left the ward, he could no longer hide from the truth. Not unless he fancied walking around with the shitty comforter twenty-four-seven. And yeah, he was twenty-five years too old to be carrying a blankie.

      He’d have to wear clothes that were adapted to his new ‘status.’ Maybe he’d have to pin up his shirtsleeves if he couldn’t get used to the prosthetic the doctors were trying to urge him to wear. The stump, where his lower forearm had once been, was sensitive. And covering it with the prosthetic caused him pain of nightmarish proportions.

      In all the places he’d filmed documentaries, of all the accidents that had happened over the years, Nate had come to think of himself as invincible. Untouchable. Then fate had decided to teach him a lesson for his arrogance.

      Eight weeks after being shipped into that first of many hospitals on Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti, stinking and half-dead, baked from the Somalian sun, crisp with the salt from the sea air...he’d just made it before fate had snatched more from him than his hand. He’d been on the brink of death.

      Sucking in a breath at the memories, he looked around the expensive suite and compared it to the shitholes he’d been treated in over the last hellish two months. In comparison, this was like staying at a six star spa retreat. If it weren’t for the doctors, the beeps, and the faint tang of antiseptic, he could have imagined himself anywhere else but where he really was.

      In the middle of a nightmare.

      This setback meant the end. How could he travel around the world, rucksack on his back, directing his production crew and commanding a strident presence on the screen when he was disabled?

      Oh yeah, he’d heard the bullshit from the shrink: this didn’t make him any less of a man. He was still Nathan Conroy. The piss-take was, that if he’d been anyone else, if he’d been anyone but a child reared by the Conroys, he’d have believed the psychiatrist. Being raised by a family where perfection was demanded, being without a hand was like losing the Midas touch.

      His family hadn’t approved of his career. But they had approved of his success, of his earnings, and of his standing in society. His name was well known in certain circles, and didn’t his mother just love that?

      The same mother who now, whenever she came to see him, looked at him as though she’d have preferred for him to have died rather than withstand the shame of a disabled son.

      So yeah, it was pretty hard to come to terms with a loss of such magnitude, when his nearest and dearest would have preferred to change into their funeral blacks rather than give him any support.

      Flashbacks to the explosion, to the ship he’d been stationed on being eaten alive by flames as the Somali pirates’ rudimentary but deadly IEDs did their business, were just one of the latest torments to add to his list.

      Oh, and don’t forget to add being dumped by Natalia, his now ex-significant other, to the shit falling overhead...  Oh yeah, life was just brilliant.

      Fuck.

      He was in self-pity mode and he hated it.

      For the last two months, stuck in countless wards, glued to the bed, agonizing over the pain throttling him in every part of his body, as well as the hideous phantom pains worming through his non-existent hand, he’d been the main attendant at a huge-ass pity party.

      It wasn’t his way. This, the weird funk he’d settled in, was not Nate Conroy. But saying that and believing it didn’t change a damned thing. He didn’t have a clue how to get himself out of the rut he’d been buried in and even though his mother was due in five minutes, ready to take him back to the family manor, he wasn’t ready to leave the hospital; a place he hated, but with it, came a peculiar variety of comfort.

      Here, he wasn’t a freak. He was just a patient. There were people in worse states of health than he, others with happier prognoses.

      In the world outside of this sterile hotel-like ward, he was something to be gawked at. Or at least, in the city of Naples, he’d be gawked at. Everyone knew him, knew his parents, knew the family mansion. He was on the brink of becoming an object of gossip, something to be pointed at and whispered about. Something that didn’t exactly perk up his mood any.

      Fuck. He was glad to be alive.

      Really.

      He just forgot that sometimes.

      Make that every day.

      Every hour.

      Every pain-filled, agonizing minute.
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        * * *

      

      Seven days at home and Nate was already dying to leave. Okay, unfortunate choice of words there. He’d already been way too close to the die word and he didn’t fancy a repeat. Truly. He didn’t. He was gradually coming to terms with his loss, but still, he wanted out.

      If his mother came into the guest suite one more time with tears in her eyes, looking anywhere but at him and his still-bandaged arm, he’d pull out his hair.

      If, whenever he paid his duty visit to the disabled son, his father cleared his throat or drummed his fingers against his knee one more time, Nate would probably throttle him.

      Things were so bad; he’d taken to the attics. Yeah, not out of a suicide bid, looking for a decent joist from which to hang himself, but out of a desire to do something. Any-fucking-thing.

      He could have started editing the documentary he’d been working on when he’d been injured, Pirate at Sea. The dozenth edition in his ‘Man at’ series, Nate had documented Somali pirates as they terrorized the high seas. But it was too close...too...he didn’t know what, but he wasn’t ready to come face to face with the man he’d been and the one he was now.

      Just the thought of seeing himself whole was enough to make his throat clog. He’d like to deny it was tears doing the clogging, but there was no point in lying to himself.

      He hadn’t come to terms with the loss of his hand, and he wasn’t sure if he ever would. He was grateful to be alive, but that didn’t make accepting the loss any easier.

      In the attics, there were the relics of a man who had come to terms with his disability: his great-uncle John.

      The Kellys, his mother’s side of the family tree, had a streak of genius running through the branches. His father’s side were business moguls, but the Kellys, with their inventions, were equally as wealthy.

      Twenty-five or so years ago, John had sequestered himself on what the family had classed as a lunatic commune for the very, very smart. A place that harbored geniuses and their talents. In truth, the majority of the Kellys had been relieved when John had toddled off to Blue Ridge, and it had come as no surprise to the lot of them when news had arrived stating John had killed himself.

      Nate had only been fourteen at the time, and John had never been a part of the usual family rigmarole. Whenever he’d been at the various family events, Nate had thought him to be pretty cool. Always friendly, caustic with his comments about the charades the Conroy-Kelly parties truly were. To hear of the man’s death had been saddening but to the extent that anyone would feel for a relative stranger.

      His mother was John’s closest family, and she’d inherited all of his stuff. What she’d wanted, his many lucrative patents, had been bequeathed to Blue Ridge. The man’s pride and joy had subsequently been dumped in the attic out of rage, and Nate remembered spotting a whole bookcase full of diaries a few years back. He’d hunted them down, found them and it was the diaries he was reading, in the vain hope that he’d find inspiration. Inspiration that would put a halt to his morbid thoughts about being disabled, and that would urge him to embrace life again.

      The diaries stemmed from the car accident that had robbed John of his leg and the aftermath.

      In truth, it couldn’t have been better for Nate. Reading of his great-uncle’s similar struggles enabled him to come to terms with himself and the Nate he now was. Made him realize he wasn’t alone and that it was tough but it would get easier. Sometimes clichés were a bitch, but time, according to John’s words, really did heal all wounds.

      Even one as gaping as a lost limb.

      Nate continued to read the diaries even after John had ceased talking about his disability. The way he thought, the process of John’s thinking, it all fascinated Nate and he carried on, demolishing the thick tomes. In those books, loaded with looping scrawl, Nate found a connection with a man who could have meant more to him had John not taken his life. Nate found a peace of sorts.

      That is, until the end of the diaries neared.

      As the pages diminished, Nate’s sadness grew unbearably. The closer he came to the final words, the last paragraph, he began to grieve. As he mourned, he analyzed John’s words, seeking a reason for his great-uncle’s suicide. John had never left a note, no letter to explain why he had to end it all. His genius, his sometimes all-encompassing depression, had been enough of a reason for the coroner.

      But as he analyzed and sought the truth, Nate discovered a very different reason for John’s death. His great-uncle hadn’t committed suicide.

      A few months before the end, John had been depressed; a depression, which had sometimes consumed him and led to long, rambling diatribes scribbled messily in his diaries. But a woman, Greta, had entered his world, and even though it had caused a fall out between John and his best friends, Nate’s great-uncle had never felt better. His optimism was boundless and imbued in every word.

      As he read on, Nate’s confusion knew no bounds. John’s notes on the latest math algorithm he was working on were slightly confusing, but Nate had once studied advanced math, so he could work through it, piece together the puzzle, even though John’s brilliance was evident in every single calculation. And it was there, he came to realize, where a motive was buried.

      Not for suicide.

      For murder.

      The conviction that John had been killed became an obsession. He couldn’t sleep, had little to no appetite and dropped twenty much-needed pounds as the need for the truth ate him alive. He buried deeper into the diaries, seeking clues and finding many. He researched the commune John had made his home, and Nate knew, knew he wouldn’t be able to rest until he’d uncovered what had really happened in the depths of the celebrated, if unorthodox, genius haven.

      He’d found a kinship among the written secrets, the tucked-away hopes and dreams of a man he hadn’t known but wished he could have. No matter how long it took, the depths he had to crawl to, Nate would discover what really happened to his great-uncle.

      It became his raison d’etre. He forgot his disability. Ignored it.

      There was no time to waste on self-pity or being maudlin.

      He had a murder to solve.
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      Present day,

      Blue Ridge Ranch,

      Sheridan, Montana

      

      “Are you sure there won’t be any legal repercussions from this farce?”

      “I am the law, Marina. Or, at least, a large cog within the wheels of justice. You’re safe—that is to say, as safe as anyone is.”

      “Nice to know you’re as arrogant as ever, Erick,” I mock, tightening my grip on the ATV’s steering wheel. A part of me is relieved; another part is irritated by Erick van der Viel’s reassurance.

      The Russian mob who stole my client list back in Chicago, something my boyfriend Nate took a bullet for, have decided to extort money from my old clientele. Erick is here on damage control and even though he’s a cocky bastard, I’m glad it’s him dealing with this. I’ve known him since I was a kid; we grew up together, and I not only know who and what he is, I know I can trust him.

      When Erick is on Blue Ridge, he’s just Erick. Not a man with more power than the President himself. After all, Presidents have to be elected and have to answer to the various councils and bodies of the US Federal government.

      Erick doesn’t answer to anyone.

      Well, if he does, I can’t imagine who.

      He’s a ghost. And if I have his assurance that I won’t go to prison for the time I spent as a madam, then I know I’m safe.

      My freedom comes at a relatively low price: I have to supply him with a list of my high profile, ex-customers. A list that includes everything from kinks to an estimate of how much money they spent at Papillon, my previous place of business—a brothel.

      “I’d say you’re used to arrogance,” he comments, remarking on my snarky retort.

      If I was anyone else, then I should probably kowtow to him. Get down on bended knee in gratitude. That isn’t me. And legally, while I walked a long, thin line between being legal and illegal, there’s nothing I can really be arrested for. That isn’t to say it couldn’t happen, that fabricated charges couldn’t be put together to catch me. But the world isn’t fair. When they say it isn’t what you know but who, it’s the truth.

      I know Erick, therefore, I’m safe. I can bitch at him and complain about his irritating attitude.

      “And why is that? Why should I be used to highhandedness?” I ask with a cocked brow.

      He hums under his breath but ignores my question. “I’d also have thought you’d have better taste than to be with a man like Nathan Conroy.”

      “You see, darling, that’s where we disagree. I have perfect taste,” I almost purr. Even as mad as I am at Nate, there’s no denying he’s perfect for me.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time we didn’t see eye to eye.”

      I frown at his glum tone. “We rarely agree. On anything. I’d think something was wrong if that suddenly changed.”

      A long, low hissing breath bursts into the air. Through the pitch black, I can’t see him. Even though he’s next to me, five inches away in the cart’s passenger seat. That doesn’t mean I can’t sense his sudden seething fury. Or his jealousy.

      “How is it you can get on with Nathan Conroy but you can’t with me? We’re cut from the same goddamned cloth, yet getting you to even have a meal with me is like digging for gold.”

      It’s the jealousy rather than the fury that makes me feel awkward. It isn’t all that difficult to change topic, especially as an earlier suspicion of mine has just been confirmed. “I thought you two knew each other.”

      After Erick’s arrival, Nate, Erick, and I had all convened to my office to hash out the details for the level of damage control required to resolve the situation between my old clientele and the Russian mob seeking to blackmail them.

      Let me just say this; America is about to experience a flurry of top-level, political resignations.

      As selfish as it is, and as horrible as I may seem, I don’t actually feel much guilt for my role in all this.

      Men and women in the elite circles we’re talking about, should know better. They should have more sense than to frequent brothels. Those with no sense at all would simply have found an alternate means of fulfilling their particular kinks. I just happened to own one of the most popular joints and because of it, my girls and I made a ton of cash.

      Whether or not Papillon existed, the people we’re talking about, would have sought succor elsewhere.

      So, I can’t feel any remorse, when I was nothing more than a tool. One of many they probably used.

      I do regret that one of the politicians has taken his life rather than endure public humiliation. But again, it was his choice. It had always been his choice, and now, it’s his family who will have to deal with the backlash. If I feel pity for anyone, it’s his wife and the ubiquitous 2.4 kids who are grieving for a father and husband they never really knew or understood. The family didn’t ask for this fallout. Regardless of that, though, they’re the ones who will have to deal with the shame in place of the man who should be weathering the storm.

      “I just knew the sparks between you two weren’t because of me and this stupid situation,” I continue, thinking back to the bitter tones and glances, the glares and harsh words the two had shared whenever the need to talk to each other had arisen.

      When Erick had first stepped out of the helicopter, the pair of them had made out they were little more than acquaintances. Yet the way they spoke to each other, the anger and the bitterness, had told a tale of its own.

      Erick merely shrugs at my words. “I know a lot of people and this isn’t my first visit to Blue Ridge since Nate took over as foreman.”

      “Bullshit.” I snort and turn my head up to stare at the stars overhead. Millions, billions of them play dumb witness to this secret chat between Erick and myself.

      Having delivered Erick to the lodgings of his mother, Dorothy, I should be on my way back to the homestead. It’s late, time for bed and in the morning, I have the confrontation with the wicked witch, Greta, to contend with. But with the antagonism between Erick and Nate hovering at an astonishing level, I know I’ll have very few opportunities to chat with Erick alone. And in truth, the real reason I offered to drop him off at his mother’s when he could easily have walked, is Natalia.

      Erick’s PA.

      At the airfield, when we greeted Erick, his PA was there, as she always is. There is definitely something going on between Nate and her. I want to know what that is before I lay any accusations at Nate’s door.

      “You’re lying,” I continue. “I always could read you and that hasn’t changed. You know Nate better than you’re letting on. I’ve seen him with a lot of folks; some he likes and some he doesn’t, but he never spoke to any of them the way he did to you. It takes a damn sight more than a few visits here to create the level of discord between the pair of you. Tell me, Erick. I want to know.”

      “I wonder what Nate would say if he heard you talking that way. Digging into his privacy.” The silkiness to his tone makes me stiffen—I recognize it, having heard Nate chastise me with this particular cadence to his speech. “I’m sure he wouldn’t approve.”

      It’s then and there that I realize submissive I might be, but only to one man, and Erick van der Viel isn’t he.

      Even though Nate and I are on shaky ground at the minute, thanks to all the lies he’s been telling me, I quickly run through his rules in my head. Nothing in there states I have to obey another Dom—nothing. Thank fuck.

      How is it I’ve only just realized Erick is a Dom? Considering sex was my business, it’s an unnerving oversight. Saying that, Nate hid it from me too. Either they’re really good at deception, or I’m just blind.

      And it isn’t ego talking, when I select the former over the latter.

      “Nate isn’t here to approve or disapprove of our chat, Erick. Had I known you were into the same kinks as him, I’d have offered you the services of my best sub. Rosalie was very popular, you know.”

      “I’ve never had a need to prevail of Papillon’s services.”

      “Apparently, that was a wise decision. Especially if this security leak is anything to go by.”

      He shrugs. With the moonlight bouncing off him, I can just make out his cocksure grin. “They wouldn’t be able to touch me anyway.”

      “Arrogance isn’t an attractive trait, Erick. I’ve already told you that.  Maybe you should remember it for future reference?”

      “We both know that’s a lie.” He turns toward me and slips his hand on my shoulder, then drags it down my arm until he reaches my wrist. He cups it gently before sliding his fingers through mine.

      Immediately tugging free from his hold, I murmur, “We do? I’ve no reason to lie, Erick.”

      “Nate’s about as vanilla as cookie dough. Arrogance is ingrained into his being as it is in mine. It’s what makes us who we are. Although, not you. I’d have taken you for anything but a sub, but the instant I saw the byplay between the pair of you tonight, I realized that’s what you are. A sub. I thought he’d been trying out vanilla, trying to get the taste of cookie dough out of his system. Until tonight.”

      In his own way, Nate is very imperious and while his orders can rub me the wrong way—something I enjoy sometimes—never like Erick’s surety and self-assurance does. Rather than say that, rather than defend Nate, tartly, I tell him, “Being a sub doesn’t make me attracted to any dickhead in a suit.” Eying his tailored jacket, pants and shirt, I don’t try to hide my smirk.

      “If you were mine, you wouldn’t get away with that.”

      “It’s a good thing I’m not yours then, isn’t it?” I stare at him and shake my head. “Don’t fuck up a friendship, Erick, just because we’ve both discovered something about the other’s private life.”

      He grunts. “He’s a lucky bastard. But then, he always was.”

      That low growl of moments before hisses out with a sibilant sizzle. His hand comes up again, this time to cup my cheek. I force myself not to move away. Aware that for once in his life, Erick isn’t entirely in control, and that things could deteriorate very quickly if I’m not careful.

      “We could have been good together, Marina.”

      His nostalgic, bittersweet and almost mournful tone has me frowning. “We’re chalk and cheese. Too similar to get on with one another without blood being shed. If we’d really connected, then we’d have done it ages ago. When we were teens.”

      “I tried. You chose Jimmy instead.”

      I wince at the venom imbued into my husband’s name. “Exactly. I didn’t choose you.”

      His hand tightens on my jaw. “I could make you choose me.”

      “That’s kind of an oxymoron,” I tease, even though I feel anything but amused. “You can’t make anyone choose someone. It either is or isn’t.”

      My words are light, but the intensity pounding out of Erick’s every pore is heavier than concrete. Were I not used to Nate’s intense ways, as well as various dubious situations I encountered at Papillon, I might feel nervous. As it is, I know I have to tread carefully. I’ve always known he found me attractive and in my own way, I shared the sentiment, but not enough to make a go of it. I wasn’t lying when I said we’re not well suited. But I never imagined our meeting up again would result in this.

      Erick, at this moment in time, is a cocked gun. One misstep and he’ll shoot.

      I reach for his hand, curl my fingers loosely into his and with his mind focused on my gesture; I change the subject, picking up on something he’d said moments before. “Always? How long have you known Nate, Erick?”

      Silence is his first answer. In the heavy, quiet atmosphere, I can hear the roughness of his breathing. Where this has come from, this ardent need to snatch me from Nate, I’m not entirely sure. I guess him learning I’m a sub was the final straw in the attraction he felt for me. Either that, or he wants to hurt Nate. I’m levelheaded enough to think it’s the latter over the former. The fact he’s always liked the way I look is probably just a plus. I can’t be flattered over something that has little do with me.

      “I’ve known him since college.” He finally answers my question, after a good five-minute pause, but tugs his hand free from mine and moves away from me toward the outer edge of his seat. When he clears his throat, I know any so-called danger has passed. I can’t deny I’m relieved. “We had economics together.”

      Fuck. There’s so much I don’t know about Nate. The Nate I thought I knew is riddled with holes; big gaps, chunks of space and time I’m completely blind to, and economics class is yet another piece to the jigsaw puzzle that is my lover.

      “He took economics?” I blurt out, my voice redolent with surprise.

      Despite myself and my own less than squeaky-clean tendencies of hiding the truth from Nate, I feel wronged. I should know what he studied at college. If the topic had arisen, I would have asked, but I shouldn’t have to. These things…people in relationships share them. Why did he keep this from me? And hell, that pertinent piece of information wasn’t even on his resume.

      Not that it would have been.

      Don't employees realize employers need to know this shit?

      Grumbling silently at the thought, I let Erick continue.

      “His father’s from the Naples branch of the Florida Conroys. They’re big news down that way. In the whole state, actually. Nate said he was the black sheep. Never doing what his father wanted, never taking any interest in the family corporation. He said he’d inherited the Kellys’ drive for creation.”

      “The Kellys?” I ask, recognizing the surname. John Kelly, a one-time inhabitant of Blue Ridge, was Nate’s great-uncle. As I just discovered tonight. After nearly three months of living on the ranch and after countless generalized mentions of John, for some reason, Nate decided to keep his relationship to the man a secret.

      “Yeah. The Kellys are his mother’s side of the family. His father would have preferred him to have taken after the Conroys. Economics and math were the classes Nate had to take to please the old man. But cinematography hooked him in the end.” Erick’s voice is a rumble in an otherwise quiet night. “I guess he still doesn’t like to talk about his people. Never did.”

      Understatement of the year.

      I just hum in agreement, hoping that’s answer enough. Pondering his words, while looking up at those sparkling, twinkling orbs of light in the night sky, I ask, “If you were friends enough to know all that about him, why did the two of you fall out?” I pose the question even though my gut tells me I already know the answer.

      “Natalia.” Bingo. “Nate and I were in the same fraternity as well as taking a few of the same classes. One of the guys at the frat house challenged us to go to one of the local BDSM dungeons and steal a flogger.” He chuckles. “We soon forgot the dare. Think two kids in a candy store.”

      My lips twitch at the analogy, but I’m too intent on learning the truth to relax. “Where does Natalia fit in? Was she a member of the dungeon?”

      “No, she was in our year. We both found her attractive but didn’t think she was into the lifestyle. Though she was classic sub material. Completely opposite to you, as it happens. Nate found her at another BDSM club. Quite by accident.

      “One of the Doms was having a real go at her and not in a safe, sane, and consensual way, either. Nate took care of her and the three of us…well; we were together from that moment on. We just gelled.”

      They’d shared her? And Nate had gone to BDSM clubs? The same Nate who had firmly told me he’d never share me with another Dom and that no one would ever get to see me in public? Fuck. These answers are only creating more questions.

      “What went wrong? If you were all so happy together.” I wince at my shrewish tone but I can’t help it. Where Nate’s concerned, I’m possessive to the nth degree.

      He laughs, but it’s a cold, unamused chuckle. “She’s squeamish. Not about most things, and Christ, we’d done nearly everything you can imagine to her, but when Nate lost his arm, she freaked out. Couldn’t handle the idea of the stump, couldn’t handle the idea of it touching her.

      “Not a very admirable moment in her life. We both know, Natalia and I, that I lost respect for her when she dumped him.”

      I can feel a headache starting to gather like storm clouds at my temples. The bitch dumped him after he became an amputee? Hell, that was probably why, at the start of our relationship, he was always really conscious about his arm. Especially in the bedroom. And it’s why, he probably kept all of this tucked away. He told me that he hid the fact he’s a Dom, because I wasn’t ready for it. But I think I have the real answer.

      That fucking, lily-livered bitch.

      It’s hard, but I manage to keep my rage from my voice. I don’t want to stop this confessional. It’s like Erick is in a trance and I don’t want him to come out of it. “Then, why keep her around?”

      “After college, I hired her as my PA. She’s damned good at her job. But more importantly, I don’t have to use establishments like Papillon. A scandal will never touch me, and she’s convenient.”

      “Charming.”

      He shrugs at my wry remark. “Mercenary, I know. Like I said, I lost any softer feelings I had for her when she dropped Nate the way she did. He was low, lower than I’d ever seen him.

      “When I heard about the Somali pirates and what they’d done to the ship Nate was sailing on, it took an incredible amount of organization to get him transferred to the US. It killed me to see him like that. Hurt me like you wouldn’t believe. And then, Natalia did what she did.

      “Some days, when I think about it, if I really let myself remember, I could fire her and seeing her again would be a lifetime too soon.” He huffs out a laugh, but again, it’s sad and in no way amused.

      “Why are the two of you still at each other’s throats? I don’t understand; you did nothing to him. And I can tell…you don’t hate him.”

      “I’ve always counted on Nate, always believed him to be one of my truest friends and even though he hates me, or thinks he does, if I needed him, he’d come. It suits him to blame me for our sub’s treachery. It’s easier, less painful, for him to think she chose me over him, and I love him enough to let him.”

      Despite myself and despite Erick’s evident and touching sadness at the current state of his friendship with Nate, the selfish bitch in me is wriggling with jealousy over his ‘our sub’ comment. Before the poison can fester, I whisper, “Does he still have feelings for her?”

      At my softly posed question, Erick hesitates. The pair of us are both aware of the damage his answer can reap. Especially with his earlier admission that he wants me.

      “No, he doesn’t.” His words are heavy. “We never loved Natalia, and neither did she love us. There were no feelings to be had outside of what we could give each other.”

      “If you love him, then why did you just come on to me?”

      He turns to face me, the moon just letting me glimpse his somber features. “Trying to recoup the past, I suppose. Don’t get me wrong, you know I’ve always wanted you. Sharing Natalia with Nate gave me something I’ve never had before. I can only imagine how powerful it would be if you were the sub we were both sharing.” Stunned at his honesty, although I shouldn’t be after the revelations popping up from this conversation, I watch in silence as he climbs off the ATV.

      With one hand on the cart, his back to me, he mutters, voice low and filled with pain, “Tomorrow is going to be a busy day. I’ll need that list as soon as you can get it to me.”

      With that, he walks off and leaves me to my Nate-laden thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t realize Dorothy’s lodgings were in Timbuktu.”

      Nate’s words make me jump. I hadn’t expected for him to be waiting for me. Never mind waiting for me in the vestibule.

      The Marina of old wants to retort snootily. Demand to know if I have to account for every damned second. I manage to hold my tongue. Just. Especially as this afternoon, the answer to that question would have been an unequivocal yes. After Nate’s lies, I’m not sure where our relationship stands, so my voice is smooth as I reply, “We talked.”

      “That’s all you better have done,” he grits out. Nate strides toward me, and I brace myself unsure of what he’s about to do. Hell, I don’t think he’ll hurt me, but he’s pissed off, and I’ve learned to be wary of Nate’s tempers. My ass always suffers for it.

      He comes to a halt about six inches from me and then, he starts to sniff.

      Honest to God sniff.

      Dazed, I shake my head and ask, “Are you smelling me? Are you for real?”

      “Trying to see if you’re covered in that God-awful cologne he wears,” he grunts, audibly sniffing my hair, throat, and then, dropping down to my breasts.

      “Well, thanks for having faith in me,” I spit, stung at his distrust, and jerk away from him. “Not once have I ever given you cause to doubt me in that way. You know I’d never cheat. Especially not with Erick, for God’s sake.”

      He studies me, his doubt filling those hazel eyes of his and turning them a battleship gray. Before my conversation with Erick, I’d have stormed off. Bitterly hurt. Now, I have a small insight into what makes this man tick, and after his experiences with Natalia, after what she did to him, how can I be anything but understanding?

      Even though it’s difficult, like twisting the proverbial knife, I blow out a breath and as sweet as pie, tell him the God’s honest truth. “I dropped him off at his mother’s place. Part B was not slotted into Part A. Never has been, never will be.”

      He shudders and the involuntary action reminds me of Erick’s earlier loss of control. It seems it’s a night for strong men to quiver and quake before me.

      “I want you to swear to me, now, that you’ll never let him touch you.” He grabs me by my upper arms in a hold that is both firm yet painless. I’m not moving an inch unless he wants me to.

      “You’re not listening to me. I don’t want him to touch me, not in the way you’re implying, Nate. What about handshakes? Greetings? I mean, I can’t swear I’ll never touch him again. The difference is I don’t want him. I repeat: never have and never will.”

      He trembles, and it’s then I start to get scared. Nate doesn’t do things like this. He’s one of those stoic types. Hell, it shouldn’t have come as the surprise it was to learn he was a Dom. He’s in control. Always. It’s rare he breaks down. In fact, scratch that. It never happens.

      Twisting out of his awkward hold on me, I clasp his face. Rising up on tiptoe, I press my forehead to his and give him what he needs to hear, the truth, even after all the lies he’s been feeding me. “I only want you. I love you.”

      At that moment, my earlier resentment, my worries and fears about his lies disappear in the face of that truth. I do love him. Enough to trust him. Enough to console him as he works through whatever issue has him trembling in front of me with the ferocity of his emotions.

      I wince at his harsh breathing and lower my hands from his face, rest them on his arms, gently embracing him, trying to show him I love him.

      It’s hard. I’ve never been affectionate, never shown my love through touch, until Nate. It isn’t that I don’t want to hold him, I’m just not sure how. Awkwardly, I press my chest to his and maneuver myself so we’re flush. He shudders, then stiffly, as though his joints need oil, he lifts his arms and clings to me.

      At that moment, Nate gifts me something. Power over him. It’s usually the other way round. Me giving him control and him with all the power. But not at that moment.

      I tenderly accept the gift, silently promising to never break his trust, and hold him like he needs to be held. Giving him something I never thought he’d need from me: succor.

      In a relationship like ours, I guess it seems like it really is all take from him, and give from me. But the strangest things have started to occur to me.

      I'm here because I want to be.

      Sure, he kind of blackmailed me into staying with him, into becoming his sub, but it was always my choice. And as always, I chose him. As I will continue to do, even when I have issues with what he wants from me, even if my trust in him wavers. My choice is Nate. Through the vagaries of fate, and the shit life throws in our path.

      Through that choice, I've discovered a part of myself I buried away. But then, maybe it's buried away in all subs, and they're just waiting for the right Dom to come along and discover the hidden jewel of their submission.

      Whatever it is, I don't know. I do know that I need this, him, his mastery over me like I need art, like I need this ranch. It's as intrinsic to me as the most basic parts of my nature.

      The realization shudders through me, and I have to clench my eyes closed to stop the tears from seeping through. The revelation, at this moment in time, is extraordinary.

      I kind of understand how Uncle Sam feels when he hits a breakthrough. Only, this is better because Marina is finally starting to understand Marina, and that feels more complex than the cure for cancer.

      We just stand there. In the middle of the foyer, my arms wrapped around him, and Nate huddling into my embrace. It’s faintly awkward as he’s a good three inches taller than me, but we manage. With soft, caressing fingers, I let my hands rub his back, and slowly but surely, he relaxes in my arms.

      In silence, we break apart, but I hold out my hand and he accepts it. Together, we climb up the stairs and head toward our quarters. He opens the door for me, and I step through and switch on the light. My eyes focus on the bed, spying the photos Greta had found somewhere in this room.

      It seems incredible that Greta, one of the commune’s computer scientists, was in our bedroom a few hours ago. It feels like a few days have passed since then. And with what I’ve learned about Nate, I guess I know him more now than I ever have, and that’s due to a third party.

      He steps into the room, and from the corner of my eye I notice that he’s studying me. I blow out a breath, turn to him and whisper, “Tomorrow. There’s time for answers in the morning.”

      He nods, taking my lead and while I’ve only been his sub for a short time, it feels incredibly strange to be in charge. But at this moment, I’m not exactly his sub. He’s not exactly my Dom.

      We’re not the labels we’ve attached to ourselves. We’re simply Nate and Marina. The bare bones.

      I grab the photos, gather them together, and ignoring the contents, place them on the bedside table. Once that’s done, I begin to strip. Still dressed in my daisy-yellow frock from earlier, there’s little to remove, and I climb into bed once it’s on the floor and no longer covering me.

      I watch with lust-free eyes as Nate strips, and naked, pads over to the bed and climbs in beside me. He reaches up, switches off the overhead light, and in the darkness, we slide across the sheets and into each other’s arms.

      Our bodies brush, limbs entangling as we entwine ourselves around each other. But it isn’t sexual. Turned on my side, Nate’s chest to my back, we fall asleep in an embrace that unites us in a way neither of us thought possible.
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      In the movies, they make waking up look sexy. No morning breath, no need to pee and if the heroine happened to fall asleep using the hero’s chest as a cushion, there’s no stiff neck.

      Now, I don’t need the bathroom, but I definitely need to brush my teeth. And in the night, at some point, Nate and I drifted apart, so there’s no need for a double dose of Ibuprofen. We’re not in the tangled knot we were before we fell asleep. We’re on our own sides of the bed, a ruler’s length space between us, but our calves are brushing and my toes are kneading into the thick muscle of his lower leg.

      “You always wake up that way. It’s how I know when you’re about to get up.”

      Nate’s morning rasp greets my ears, and around a yawn, I turn onto my side. Staring at him in the early light of dawn, I smile. “What way?”

      “Your feet. They’re either kneading my leg or the bed.”

      “Think of it as a free massage,” I tease and remembering last night and Nate’s loss of control, it’s a pleasure to see him smile. “I don’t just give them to anyone, you know.” In a way, it was a tactless thing to say, but I end it with a pointed look.

      Even half-asleep, I know to assure Nate that he’s the only one I want to wake up with every morning.

      He grimaces and turns over too so we’re facing each other. No longer touching, I reach out and lay a hand against his taut belly. I just need the connection. Pathetic, but I’ve come to realize the power of touch thanks to Nate.

      “I’m sorry about last night...”

      Before he can go on, I hold up a hand. “There’s no need to apologize.”

      “No, there is. I accused you of something, and I shouldn’t have done so. I trust you, but for a while, I forgot that.”

      “I know you did, but you’ve remembered now, and that’s all that counts.”

      He eyes me and as accustomed as I am to his attention, it’s in such a strange way that for a second, vanity makes me wonder if a huge zit or something popped up on my face overnight. Then he makes me chuckle by saying, “What did you do with the Marina I know?”

      “Nothing.” I pause. “Actually, you spanked, pinched, prodded, flogged, and generally fucked her silly.”

      His smile widens. “I did, didn’t I? I didn’t realize how much I’d changed you until you hugged me last night.” His eyes are somber now. “You wouldn’t have done that before.”

      “No. I’d have wanted to. I’m not very affectionate, but before I came here, I always wanted to be more open with you. I just didn’t know how.”

      “Now you do?”

      “Thanks to you.” His lips twitch but before he can say another word, I murmur, “What happened, Nate? What made you break down on me?”

      That same atmosphere from last night is still upon us. It’s just us. Stripped bare, both physically and emotionally. I wonder if he realizes this is another gift he has given me. Talking about my emotions or anyone else’s has never been easy. Never. Not even with Jimmy.

      In the past, I have shied away from a conversation of this nature. As it is, I want to learn another facet of the man I love.

      Enough to make you vomit, right? Being sappy isn’t me. Or, at least, it wasn’t.

      “Jealousy.”

      “Of who? Natalia?” I say the other woman’s name; all the while hoping to God he doesn’t break my heart by saying it is her. His immediate frown turns my stomach. “The way you looked at her last night. After we arrived at the landing strip. I could sense the history between the two of you.”

      “Yeah, because it’s just that. History. Natalia is someone I just used to know, but I didn’t expect to see her here. Whenever van der Viel comes here, he’s always alone.”

      “I guess he’s never come here on government business before. Or if he has, nothing with the same urgency as what’s going on at the minute. He probably needs all the help he can get. As soon as I give him the list, he’ll have to convince dozens of people to resign. I’d have thought it was more than a one man job.”

      “I guess. It pissed me off to see her here, but it didn’t make me jealous.”

      “Why did it piss you off?”

      “Because she’s a superficial bitch, who cut me off when I was at my lowest point.”

      “When you lost your arm?” I ask, pretending to know nothing about this subject. At his nod, I launch myself across the bed and press myself against him. “Cow.”

      “Yeah.” His chuckle has me hugging him with one arm and one leg.

      “I’m sorry she hurt you, baby.”

      His shrug jostles me, but I cling on, refusing to let go, needing him to know I’m here for him. Needing him to know that more than I need to take my next breath. “It’s a long time ago. It doesn’t hurt any more, just gets me mad to think of all the time I wasted on her.”

      Even though I know the answer, I ask, “Was she your...”

      “Sub?” he finishes off my question for me. “Yeah. But she isn’t why I backed away from the lifestyle, if that’s what you think. Not long after she dumped me, I met you and you weren’t ready for anything close to a Dom/sub relationship, plus we were thousands of miles apart and rarely saw each other. I always knew that if I was going to get into the lifestyle again, I’d want it twenty-four-seven. No more playing at it. And that wasn’t possible with you in New York and me here.”

      “So, she didn’t ruin you for other subs?”

      He snorts and the sound is infinitely reassuring. “Hell, no. We didn’t have that kind of relationship. I just thought she’d be loyal to me. If the situation had been reversed, I would have cared for her, or helped as best I could. She just dropped me like I was some repulsive monster. It didn’t help that nearly everybody close to me treated me like I was some kind of beast as well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’d have to understand the way my family works to really know what I mean.”

      His dismissive statement causes me to tighten my grip. “I have all the time in the world, Nate.” And to learn about Nate, who he is and why, I do.

      “They’re perfectionists. Every last one of them. I’m from Naples, and in Florida, the Conroys are one of the local big names. My father runs iConroy conglomerate, mother heads up God knows how many charities and foundations. They’re clichés. As is every single member of my extended family. My parents love me. I know that. They’ve been good to me and even now, that hasn’t changed. But when it counted, they fell short.

      “When I got back to the States, I think my being an amputee hit them harder than it did me. For me, it was like someone bashing my head in with a brick. For them, they just couldn’t look past it. Like Natalia. Although they stuck around. Most of them. But I guess they’d have looked like bastards if they hadn’t.

      “When I was transferred from the hospital to my parents’ home, it was a nightmare. I just wanted out, but I couldn’t. Doctors were still calling at the house. I had physical therapy. I couldn’t just leave. And I remembered my great-uncle John. Mother’s uncle.

      “He was a Kelly, and he might have been a generation removed, but the only thing missing was the accent. He was Irish through and through. Called a spade, a spade. I only ever saw him at family events, and even then, we didn’t really talk to each other, but when we did speak, he was always friendly. Caustic about the bullshit hovering over those kinds of parties and I liked him for that.”

      “I didn’t know him all that well, but I know that’s the truth. He definitely wasn’t one to hold back. I just don’t understand why you didn’t tell me he was your great-uncle before. Why keep it a secret?”

      Hearing the hurt in my words, he hugs me back and nuzzles his chin against my hair. “You have to understand, Marina. When I came out of hospital, I was at my lowest. I remembered my great-uncle. A fellow amputee. I remembered his death and all of his stuff coming to the house and being dumped in the attics. I remembered all the diaries.”

      “Diaries?”

      “Yeah. John had tons of them. He’d been writing them ever since the accident that took his leg. That’s why I read them. I wanted advice from someone like me, from a similar familial background. I needed his help, even though he was long gone.”

      “I can’t deny it; I’d like to read the diary that covered his last year,” I tell him, gently stroking his chest as I talk. “See what was going on in his head. Suicide isn’t exactly out of the ordinary here, we both know that. The circumstances always did seem so odd to me. I mean I was only a kid when he took his life, and my parents didn’t listen to me at the best of times. But no matter how often I said John didn’t seem to be the sort to just give in, they ignored me.”

      At my side, Nate stiffens and then, blowing out a breath, he disentangles himself from me and sits up. We’re still close, but now, we can look into each other’s faces. There’s something there, a hungry fire in need of dousing. It isn’t sexual.

      I frown at him and ask, “What is it?”

      “John didn’t commit suicide, Marina. He was murdered.”

      Staring up at him, a scowl mars my brow as I take in the seriousness of his statement: the severity of his tone and the topic as well. “How you can be certain?” I mutter, lifting myself so I’m leaning on an elbow. I’m not exactly humoring him, just waiting to hear more details.

      “His diaries. I read every single one of them. I won’t deny, there were times, when he was at his lowest and things looked bleak. Like you said, he wasn’t a quitter. It wasn’t in his nature, Marina.

      “He’d just finished this algorithm. He was happy. As big a bitch as Greta is, he liked her. I know he’d had a fall out with James and Alexei, but it didn’t seem to matter. His spirits were high.”

      His fervency is unnerving. I sit up, raise my knees and curl my arms about them. “This is why you’re here, right?”

      “No.” He shakes his head and places his hand on mine. “It’s why I came here. It’s not why I’m here now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t be dense. This place is everything John wrote about. I’ll never be John, never have his genius and the problems that come with it, but I’ve had problems of my own. Here, everyone’s on the same page as me. All my life, I felt like I was at the end of the book while the rest of the world was at the beginning. Blue Ridge changed that.

      “I came here looking for answers and I found peace and...you.”

      Despite myself, my cheeks flush and his chuckle has my lips twisting with embarrassment. “I don’t want you to lie to me anymore, Nate. I promised I wouldn’t lie to you, and I need that same promise to be returned.”

      “Of course. I haven’t kept anything else from you. Not on purpose, at any rate. There are things you don’t know about me, but that’s because of how our relationship started. Not because I’ve actively kept them a secret.”

      “Good.”

      “Do you believe me about John’s murder?”

      I wince at the word. Murder. If what Nate’s saying is true, someone at Blue Ridge is a murderer. If they haven’t left the commune between John’s death and now, or if they haven’t died, they’ll still be here. Living among us.

      The very idea is nauseating. My eyes dart away from the urgency in his, an urgency that is begging me to believe him even if what he’s talking about is so out there. It’s hard to believe that a murderer could be among us. But I knew John. Not very well, admittedly. Even as a kid, I could sense the weak members of the commune. I knew when one of them was close to the edge, and I’d have told my parents if I’d thought they’d believe me.  Whenever anyone made an attempt at suicide, it came as no shock to me.

      There’s nothing spiritual about it. I have eyes, and I use them. I see what people can’t be bothered to look for, and John was not a man on the edge of suicide. He wasn’t despairing, depressed. He showed no signs of distress. Dim memories of that time recall him as being slightly out of it. We all knew John was absorbed by his work so there was nothing unusual there. But absorption and suicidal are two different things.

      Trusting my instincts, even though they were only those of a pre-teen kid, I look up at Nate and say, “I don’t want to believe it, but I do. I don’t know if you can even prove it; if we can bring the bastard to justice if John was murdered.”

      “Why do you think I was so happy last night when you found Greta here?”

      “You think she’s the murderer?”

      He snorts. “No. I think she’s the mastermind; she’s too clever to get her hands dirty. It’s either Alexei or James. Until last night, I’ve never managed to find anything out. Until you came back.”

      “Their behavior, their friendship...” I shake my head. “It all just felt weird to me. I can’t even describe the level of animosity between John, Alexei, and James back then.

      “I mean, it was the talk of the commune. Greta was trouble. Everyone knew that. She’d almost wrecked a few marriages, but my father had always waded in and settled things down. There was no settling down the hatred that just appeared overnight with those three.

      “I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire was an understatement. It was like that. But deadly serious.” My words convince me of the truth of Nate’s belief. “I could easily see one of them killing John. Especially because, I mean, I’m not one-hundred percent sure, I’d have to ask Uncle Sam, but John was brilliant. I’m talking at a level that shocked most people here. While he was friends with Alexei and James, there was always rivalry. Do you think Greta was the motive? Or, I guess not, if you think she was behind it.”

      “I think they wanted it to look like Greta was the motive. But I think money was the key.” He raises his arm, the bionic one and taps it. “Before he died, John was working on an algorithm. He detailed all the calculations in his diary. That algorithm is listed in the patent for this mechanism. There’s no acknowledgment for him either.” He sucks in a breath. “Until you came back, I had no idea where to look. No one mentioned John. I’d expected that considering he’d died such a long time ago. But everyone was so close-mouthed, I almost gave up. I just fell deeper into the job and found a home for myself here.

      “Then, you mentioned how weird it was, all three of them being together after the animosity between the two men. I looked into their backgrounds, the patent and found they’d listed the algorithm.”

      “They stole his work?”

      He nods at me. “It works the trigger from my brain to the hand moving. That’s the only way I can describe it, and that’s extremely simplified. It does a lot more than that, and when John created it, he was ahead of his time by decades.

      “I think that’s why they’ve been holding out. Only recently, did we have the capabilities of using the algorithm to its full potential. I know from John’s diaries he wanted to publish it as soon as he completed it. He wouldn’t have patented it either. It would have been open source. The algorithm is priceless, and John would have given it away for free.”

      Tingles shoot up and down my legs as rage pummels me with iron fists. It’s almost painful, but I’m so mad, it’s hard to sit still. In the end, I leap off the bed and start to pace. I don’t care that I’m naked. I need to think.

      Money.

      They killed a brilliant man to get their greedy, grasping fingers on his work.

      This goes against everything Blue Ridge stands for. Everything I’ve been bred to protect. If Alexei, James, and Greta were behind John’s death, I will punish them. Even if I have to do so outside the arms of the law.

      Nate breaks into my bloodthirsty thoughts. “That’s why, when Greta was in here last night, I was so relieved. I knew the shit had hit the fan between the two of us, but don’t you see? She was here. Digging for dirt. I’ll bet she was looking for something to blackmail us with.”

      I snort at that. “She found it. Only thing is, if you’re not ashamed of your secret it holds no power over you.”

      He beams at me. “You took away her only viable source of protection. She wouldn’t have been in here if she wasn’t in this up to her eyeballs. Why look through my things? She doesn’t know I’m related to John. She has to be looking for something to hold over me, something to keep me quiet.”

      “I think you’re right. She’s just the type to resort to blackmail. By being here, she’s cast herself as the main suspect. Even if you don’t think she’s the one who actually ended John’s life for him.” I lift a hand, cup the back of my neck as my rage at Greta’s deceit permeates my very being. “We need a plan,” I rasp, my anger making itself known in my voice.

      “A plan?”

      I stop and frown at him. “Yeah. We need to catch those bastards. Because you’re right, Greta wouldn’t get her hands dirty. Either Alexei or James killed John.

      “That bionic arm...we’re looking at a Nobel prize in the making, Nate. Dead people can’t win Nobel prizes, but no one, least of all the Three Stooges, is going to get their greedy mits on it if John can’t.”

      And that was a promise.
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        * * *

      

      The emotion on Nate’s face when I told him I believed him, that I believed John had been murdered, and that I was going to help get the man justice...it was like nothing I’d ever seen before. He sagged on the bed, muscles turning into limp spaghetti with the relief he felt.

      Minutes later, he told me his parents thought him a fool, told him John was on the brink of suicide for many years. They refused to help him, refused to believe in him. It was why he came to the ranch and sought the foreman’s job. And in all these years of working here, he’d never been so close to discovering the truth.

      We woke up earlier than usual, and I take advantage of the extra time. Between then and now, at ten AM, you wouldn’t believe what I’ve managed to get done. A plan formulated and very firmly in place. Thanks to friends who don’t mind me waking them up at God-awful hours, and who, regardless of the fact it was four AM on the West Coast when I first called, will immediately start analyzing text that will make most math professors’ eyes cross.

      It’s hard to sit here staring Greta in the eye, without the desire to smack her overrunning me. It’s always difficult. She has one of those annoying mouths. Constantly pouting, it’s in desperate need of a slap.

      Now I know what Nate’s been through, the torment he’s suffered in his great-uncle’s name, it makes me want to hurt her all the more.

      Torment sounds like I’m being a bit melodramatic. But I’m not. I’ve never seen Nate cry. Not once in the hospital as pain racked him, nor afterward when the infection in his wounds must have caused him agony. He’s strong, stoic. The silent type. But his eyes glistened, when he realized I believed him. They were wet, dewy with moisture.

      I gave him something this morning. Faith. Blind faith. I trust in him, trust in his analysis of John’s state of mind scribbled down in his diaries. I trust my own reading of the situation.

      Even as a kid, I was a watcher. Always monitoring the commune; mostly because I could never get involved. My position put me on the outside. It shouldn’t have. When I was a kid, really young, and my grandfather was alive, I was a part of the commune. Once my father took control, mother and he segregated themselves off, and I was shuffled to the outskirts of the ranch. I watched, saw, and witnessed what most didn’t realize. And I agree, even though the memories are old and hazy, John Kelly was not suicidal.

      And this woman, this—there is no other word but bitch—Greta is the reason behind a good man’s death. The world lost a jewel when John died. God knows what else he could have created had he not been taken away before his time.

      In my office, surrounded by too many stuffed animals—and I don’t mean teddy bears—I’m in control. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      “Why were you in my bedroom?” I ask her, knowing how she’ll reply but asking anyway.

      “I was there to clean.”

      “Ah, I didn’t realize the cleaning roster has people working while they should be in the mess enjoying dinner. I’ll have to see to the schedules and amend them. Although Nate did shoot out a memo, our quarters are out of bounds now. You mustn’t have received it though.” I eye her, studying the self-satisfied smirk that makes my insides crawl. “Were you involved in a deep clean?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Her frown has me smiling pleasantly in reaction. “You must have dug down deep to have found those photos. Were they in need of a dust?”

      “No one was more surprised than I was when I came across those photos. When I saw John in them, I couldn’t help myself. I had to look through. He was a good friend of mine. You probably can’t remember John. He was a good man. Killed himself, you know? Those types; math geniuses, they get so caught up in their numbers, it’s hard for them to find a way out.

      “Suicide was on the cards for a long time. I did what I could, but...” She shrugs, throwing in a low sigh to try to convince me of her sadness. She’s as neat as a pin and is showing no other signs of discomfort.

      Sitting there in a twill pencil skirt with a cream blouse, she looks like a secretary. Me, in my jeans and ratty Tee, I look anything but the guardian of this great commune.

      “It wasn’t enough to save him? You shouldn’t blame yourself, Greta.” My brow creases in faux-sympathy. “We can only do what we can.”

      “That’s kind of you to say, Marina,” Greta replies, lifting a hand and patting it against her heart. “I’m touched. You do understand I was only there to clean, don’t you?”

      “Oh yes, why else would you be in my room? I thought about it last night and I was wrong to accuse you of anything.”

      “Well, it must have looked peculiar. My being in your room, looking through private photographs? I can only imagine what you thought. I had a breakthrough on something that has been bothering me at the lab. I worked through my cleaning shift and had to do my round when everyone was having dinner. I hoped you wouldn’t discover my little shift-around. After all, it is a break of the rules.”

      I smile at her, my eyes cold even if my lips move. Twice, yesterday, I smelled her shitty perfume around the house. Twice. She’s lying. I already knew that but she’s laying it on so thick I’d hate to disappoint her. The woman obviously thinks she’s a class A actress.

      “These things happen. But do remember, Greta, my room is now out of bounds.”

      “I understand. Is it okay for me to leave now?”

      “Actually, I could have come to you and told you I understood what happened yesterday evening. But then, I recalled some paperwork I was looking through a few days ago. I need to talk to you about it.”

      “Oh? Paperwork? Concerning what?”

      Again, I smile at her, trying to be as nonthreatening as possible, and say, “The patent filed for the bionics you’re working on.”

      “The patent?” She frowns at me, obviously not understanding why I am mentioning it.

      “I’m interested in this particular algorithm.” I lift up a copy of the patent request and show her the numbers I circled. “Remind me, Greta, James is involved with math but he’s a statistician, correct?”

      “You’ll have to ask him about his specialties.”

      “Yes, I will. To your knowledge, however, his subject is math but he deals with the collation of information?”

      “As far as I’m aware, yes.”

      Her stiff words let me know I’ve hit home. “Where did this algorithm come from if James is a statistician?”

      “Myself, of course.”

      I shake my head. “No, forgive me, but I’ve looked through your records, researched some of your past work, but this isn’t it. This is far more advanced than a computer scientist, even one as illustrious as you, is capable of.

      “After all, since that nifty little invention with computer motherboards, your record is the only illustrious thing about you, isn’t it, Greta?”

      “What do you mean?” she bites out, haughty as hell, but her sneer is thankfully gone. “I made the modern USB drive possible.”

      “I’m sure you did, but that was a long time ago, and since then, your work has been lackluster, below par ever since that particular invention. Until now, that is. I can’t help but wonder why, and I’m a curious creature, Greta. I do so enjoy research. I looked through the code you wrote and math isn’t my subject, so I drafted someone in who could understand. A friend at MIT. Luckily for me, he’s on vacation, and with just a quick glance at it this morning; he says there’s a remarkable similarity between the code you wrote all those years ago and this algorithm.”

      “I don’t understand,” she says, looking genuinely confused. “You just confirmed what I told you. I wrote them both; therefore, they are of course similar.”

      “Not when you compare these two pieces to your other uninspiring work. Just like handwriting, I’m assured, math calculations of this variety are unique to each person. We all have our own flair. And this flair is most certainly not yours.”

      She studies me for a moment. The sly cat of earlier reappears out of her confusion, and she’s looking for a way to walk out of this situation unharmed. I can’t help but wonder how many of her nine lives she’s used and how many she’ll sacrifice to walk out of this room untouched.

      “I’m not entirely sure what you’re suggesting...”

      “I think we both know what I’m suggesting, Greta. Neither of us are fools,” I tell her pleasantly, a sickly sweet smile of my own on my lips.

      “Who do you believe wrote the code if it wasn’t me?”

      “Why, poor John Kelly, of course. I can’t understand why no one else saw it, but then, I know you, Greta. Not very well, of course. I saw you, watched you as a child: you enjoyed creating havoc, destroying relationships. That is the sort of person you are. You haven’t changed. You’re as manipulative as ever, but you’re smart. I can’t deny that. Just not smart enough.” I lean forward and rest my arms on my desk. Every inch of pleasure I feel at evicting the bitch is redolent in my voice. “You have seven days to leave the commune. You shall return to this office on the morning of your departure and sign a waiver for future income earned by any of your work completed here.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      While her voice is louder than usual, it isn’t a wild outburst. Instead, that slyness has returned. The desire to slap her comes with it.

      “I can. I’m the guardian. I can do whatever I want, because the day you registered here, you signed your rights away into the guardian’s keeping.

      “In fact, even if I didn’t think you were a lying slut, even if I didn’t think you were as useless as a chocolate teapot, with the only intelligent thing about you being the street smarts that enabled you to hook three gullible men, I could still throw you out. Even without any evidence at all. But you’ve given me plenty.”

      “It’s conjecture. Not evidence.”

      “Perhaps. I could be making all of this up to get rid of you, because Greta, I don’t like you. Never have, never will. If you spent more time making friends rather than enemies, you might have appealed to the commune at large, and they might have urged me to reconsider. As it is, no one will help you.

      “Why should they? You’re a liar. A cheat. Whatever you were doing in my bedroom was not cleaning, and when I figure out what you’re up to, I truly hope it’s something illegal. The police can be my parting gift to you.”

      “You can’t do this,” she cries again, this time, she’s no longer cool or collected.

      “I think you’ll find I can. Now get out.”

      She sits there for a minute, and then rises to her feet. With a hiss, she spits out, “You haven’t heard the last of this. You’ll regret making an enemy out of me, especially, when in a week’s time, I’m still here.”

      I say nothing; just watch her move out of my office. The instant she does, I grin. When Nate pops his head out of the bathroom door, which connects to my study and where he’s been listening in, I show him the thumbs up sign.

      “Stage one is underway.”
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      Would I say I’m bloodthirsty?

      I don’t know.

      I guess when one of my own is hurt, then, yes, I can be. Either a desire to protect will overcome me, as was the case with Mona after the arson attack on her building, or the desire for revenge.

      The latter happens rarely. Had I not been terrified out of my mind when Nate was shot, had I not been aware that anything untoward would reap more trouble on the people I love, I could have reacted to Nate’s injury in a bloodthirsty way.

      Once, two months after I opened Papillon, one of my girls’, Jenna, pimp boyfriend came looking for her again. Unfortunately for both of them, the bastard found her and beat her to a bloody pulp. When she’d been unconscious, he’d taken her back to his apartment in Mona’s block.

      At that time, I’d come to know a lot of unsavory people thanks to the girls’ connections. I asked for their help in finding someone who didn’t mind beating someone else for payment. Jenna’s ex still can’t use his right arm thanks to the attack.

      I protect my own.

      We might live in the twenty-first century, we might believe we live in enlightened times, that an eye for an eye went out with the ark, but when you work as closely to the dark underbelly of society for as long as I have, you realize Darwin was right. The strongest will survive, because they’ll attack the weakest.

      I’m not weak.

      Never have been, never will be. I might surrender to Nate, but I’m not faint at heart.

      I might not have the physical strength to go to a pimp’s house and beat him bloody, to disable him permanently...but I have the wherewithal and the strength to admit to what needs to be done.

      It might not be a popular trait. I won’t make friends for being this way. Sometimes, someone has to be pragmatic, even if it’s a catch-22 situation.

      By helping Nate reveal John Kelly’s murderer, I could lose him.

      The plan that’s underway is mine. All mine. He didn’t come up with it, I did. I don’t know if he knows the consequences, and I don’t dare tell him in case he finds me disgusting. In case his morals get in the way of discovering the truth.

      I’m guardian of Blue Ridge. My father and grandfather before me. When John Kelly was murdered and his killer walked free, we did a great man a great injustice, and I intend to rectify that.

      Greta is evil. She isn’t mad or crazy. She’s very intelligent, but she’s rotten to the core. Chess has never been my game, because I find it too easy. At nine, I beat one of the Grandmasters on the commune. After that, there was no fun to the game anymore. My ease with strategy means I can plan ahead. And if Greta thinks she’s smarter than I, then she’s an idiot.

      I know exactly what she’s going to do. She’s going to pick the weaker of her two dummies and decide which one is going to sacrifice himself for her. She’ll then kill him and plant a suicide note on him, one that will reveal the whole truth about all of the accusations I rammed down her throat.

      She doesn’t want to leave the commune. Not yet. There’s too much money at stake here. There’s too much at risk.

      The bionic industry is currently worth billions. With the advancements of the arm Greta’s team have been working on, billions will probably treble considering the versatility of John’s algorithm—a calculation that is still way ahead of its time.

      Back in the early nineties, it must have been like looking at something from a hundred years in the future.

      As is Blue Ridge’s way, Greta will receive her percentage of the profits if she stays on at the ranch. On the other hand, if I kick her off, she’ll earn nothing.

      Am I heartless? Maybe. Within the next week, a member of my commune is going to die, and I will have played an integral role in that death.

      But he’s an accomplice in the murder of a man who was light-years ahead of his generation. By snuffing out that life, only God knows what we’ve lost. I, for one, demand justice be done, and this is the only way to do it.

      We’ve no proof. No evidence. Everyone believed in John’s suicide. The coroner that handled John’s case died five years ago, so we can’t ask him for any input. And even though Nate is John’s next of kin and requested a copy of the coroner’s report years ago, it has never come through. We’re working blind here and two decades later, there’s no way we can change people’s minds now.

      This, my plan, is the only route open to us, especially if we want justice for John. I want to catch Greta in the act of murdering Alexei or James. I want to pin her down on that, have her sent to prison so she can rot there. She might never be convicted for being a part of John’s death, but she’ll suffer anyway. If it means taking part in something of this nature, something immoral, then I’m strong enough to take it. The end justifies the means.

      When shit goes to shit, someone has to take the helm. Someone has to take control and steer through the storm. Five, ten years ago, I wouldn’t have been strong enough. But Papillon formed me. Created strength out of weakness. I’m ready to be the guardian of Blue Ridge. Whatever that entails.

      While I love Nate, if I lose him because of this, if he can’t handle what I’m capable of, then I’ll just have to live without him.

      It won’t be the first time I’ve lost someone I’ve loved.

      And it probably won’t be the last.
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        * * *

      

      Kicking up my heels on to the edge of my desk, I cross my ankles and sink back into my desk chair as I stare up at the screen perched on a filing cabinet. For most of the morning, it’s been on silent. But it’s noon and I want to watch the news.

      Two days after Erick’s arrival, the mass governmental exodus has begun. Today, six men and women have resigned and I have to commend Erick’s ingenuity. He’s been cooking up some scandals.

      An asbestos cover-up in a government-owned warehouse that apparently gave the entire staff lung cancer. Two cases with abuse of power and another one that involved some overdue parking tickets of all things, and fraudulent use of expenses.

      Erick’s imagination is certainly broad. He should be a writer. I’d like to read whatever stories he managed to write.

      “...I’d like to apologize to the American people, the people who voted me into this position and to whom I’ve let down. An apology is inadequate, but...”

      “...it is the first of many steps I intend to take to rectify this situation, to correct my abuse of power.” Erick’s voice pops out from the doorway and verbatim, his words and the Congressman’s are the same.

      “You wrote his speech too? Hell, have you slept at all since you got here?” I ask, incredulous, sitting up and staring at him, mouth agape.

      He stretches and yawns as he wriggles his muscles in front of me. I can’t deny he’s a gorgeous specimen of manhood. In a running T-shirt and shorts, I can see everything. All his muscles, his package...everything. Natalia is a lucky, if thoroughly undeserving, bitch to have him as her lover.

      Not that I’m jealous. Because I’m not. But hell, I’ve got eyes. And a pulse. Not that I’d admit any tiny worm of attraction to myself, because even thinking Erick’s hot feels like a terrible betrayal to Nate. With Erick on site, as well as what’s happening with Greta, Nate is on edge. It’s understandable, I guess. Still, I’ll be glad when the man before me returns to wherever the hell he lives. Just like his bitch secretary has.

      Spending less than twenty-four hours here, to take part in the most critical aspects of the work, Natalia flew off into the sunset a while back.

      Good. After what I’ve learned about her treatment of Nate, she’ll never be welcome here again.

      As it is, she’s lucky I decided to stay out of her way. I’ve enough shit on my shoulders without raking up that mess. If she’d dared to approach me, I’d have raised hell. I can only assume Erick, in his infinite wisdom, decided to keep her out of the way and get her off the ranch as soon as possible.

      Who’s a clever boy?

      Said smarty-pants slumps down on the chair in front of my desk and nods. “Yeah, all of the speeches, the stories, the scandals have all been planned to the nth degree. So far, so good. The media just believes what we feed them. Morons. It’s better they believe politicians are backstabbing bastards than have the real truth coming out. No one trusts them anyway.”

      “If you say so.”

      He snorts. “I do. I’m just glad we’ve managed to stage manage everything. That list you gave us was very helpful in convincing some of the faithless that we meant business and that with the same information, the Russians would mean it even more.” He shakes his head. “Christ, some of them were working on legislation that affected national security. They thought they could just ride out the backlash. Dicks. Hell, I dread to think what would have happened if we hadn’t caught wind of Nate’s shooting.”

      Biting my lip, I duck my head. “I should have called you.”

      “You should have.”

      My head rears back at the lack of ire in his voice. As our eyes connect, I scowl at him. “If you were in my position, what would you have done? I had no choice but to lie low. And you know I’m no coward. There was too much at stake. My friends, my family. The commune. My girls. There were too many people who could be hurt if I’d directly involved myself by seeking you out.”

      “Do you hear me chastising you?”

      “No. That’s what’s making me nervous.”

      He grins. “You always were difficult.”

      “I know,” I admit, blowing out a breath. He’s right. Always was and always will be.

      “I heard you’re evicting Greta Abelmann.”

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      He shrugs. “Partly.”

      “Couldn’t it have waited until you’d had a shower?” I ask, crinkling my nose at his less than pristine, if gorgeous appearance.

      “I wanted you to see what you’re missing out on.”

      The deadpan tone has me barking with laughter. My grin nearly cracks my jaw in two, before I ask, smile still in place, “What does any of this have to do with you?”

      “I’m curious.”

      “Always dangerous.”

      “Yeah, you’re not wrong.” He settles back in his seat and studies me. “Do you know my predecessor warned your father about accepting her into the ranch?”

      “No. I didn’t know that. And I love how you say predecessor.” I shake my head at him. “Like it isn’t your Aunty Marie.”

      Marie retired about nine years ago. She works over in the library now. She’s obsessed with post-revolution Russian literature.

      “I have to glamorize it; otherwise, people might think I was given this role on the family platter.”

      “You weren’t?”

      His eyes flash at my tongue-in-cheek comment, but I can tell he’s amused at my sarcasm. “Maybe. Only because she trained me herself for the job. Marie doesn’t really give a damn about nepotism. She’s too anal for that.”

      I wave a dismissive hand, effectively changing the subject. “Why did she warn my father against her?”

      “Greta had roots with the Stasi.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. European history has never been my bag, so I ask, “The German secret police before the Berlin Wall came down?” At his nod, I scowl. “How the hell did she get a visa over here?”

      “She sold some state secrets in return for permanent residence in the US.”

      “Wasn’t that thoughtful of her?” I mock. “And my father ignored Marie’s advice? I don’t understand why. If he’d been a normal man, I’d say it was because he wanted to fuck Greta. But hell, I think if he could have fucked his books, he would have done.”

      Erick grimaces. “That’s an image I’ll never get out of my mind.”

      “Grow up. Why did he accept Greta?”

      “Alexei Sergov vouched for her.”

      “How did he know her?”

      “From the old country, I’d imagine.”

      “That would only wash if Greta was Russian, not German.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know how he knew her or why he vouched for her. He might have met her in some bar, she might have given him the ride of his life and once she grabbed a hold of his cock, he didn’t want her to let go.”

      It’s my turn to grimace. “Now I’ll never get that image out of my head.”

      “Grow up,” he mocks, throwing my words back at me. “All I’m saying is, be careful. She might seem like your average witch, but she has a background.”

      I settle back into my seat with a smile. “I know. Well, I didn’t realize she had connections, but I know she’s an opportunistic bitch.”

      He frowns at me. “What are you planning?”

      “Who am I talking to? Erick van der Viel or Erick?”

      “If you mean am I talking to you in an official capacity...? Then, no. Just one concerned friend to another.”

      Pursing my lips at him, I lean forward and say, “She’s in the middle of a rather large cobweb I’ve just spun.”

      “Who’s the Black Widow? You or her?”

      “Me. Of course,” I snap, offended.

      Amused, he shakes his head. “And what do you intend this cobweb to do?”

      “To catch her.”

      “Do I need to know more?”

      “Probably, but it’s best if you don’t.”

      “That doesn’t bode well.” He frowns at me. “Nobody’s in danger, are they? Christ, I need a break before you concoct any more mischief.”

      “It wasn’t me who did the concocting before. How was I to know the Russian mafia was going to get involved in my business?”

      “When you run a business like that, you expect the mafia to come after you.”

      “Well, I didn’t. Especially when I’d kept us under the radar for so long.”

      He sighs and with a glum tone, mutters, “I’d like to convince you you were wrong, but I can’t. You did keep under the radar for a long while and probably would have done if it really had been the mafia coming after you.”

      I scowl at him. “What do you mean?”

      “They were a front for a Russian group with ties to the Kremlin.”

      “Oh fuck,” I groan. “This is getting too complicated.”

      Erick raises his arms and says, “Welcome to my world.”

      “Don’t tell me anymore. I don’t want to know.”

      “Okay, if you don’t want to hear more, I’ll do the listening. Is anyone in danger from this plan you’ve concocted?”

      Pinioned by his stare, I grunt, “One person.”

      “Who?” he barks.

      “Either Alexei Sergov or James Hutchinson.”

      “Either? Not both?”

      I nod.

      “How am I supposed to sanction this, Marina? Fuck, when you came back to the ranch, you were supposed to settle things down. Not rattle them up.”

      “I am calming things down. Just in my own way. And I’m not the one putting Alexei or James in danger. Their pasts are doing that. Plus their association with Greta. They’re getting what’s coming to them.” I point out stoutly.

      He sighs again. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “That’s why you like me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “What’s sick is you’re probably right. I’ve never known someone capable of more mischief than you.”

      “No one else is in danger, Erick. Honest. I wouldn’t have set this up if that were the case.”

      “Don’t tell me anymore. The less I know, the better. But after this, I want nothing stranger happening at the ranch than a few accidental explosions from the labs. I’m the one who has to justify this place to the Senate.”

      I smile at him. “And you’re doing a really good job.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

      “Bullshit.” Nate’s voice drops into the atmosphere like a nuclear bomb. Both Erick and I freeze, our secret conversation about Nate burning at the forefront of our minds. “Erick’s easily flattered, Marina.”

      There’s only one way to describe the smile I shoot Nate’s way: winsome. “I already knew that, Nate. I’m just informing Erick of the reason why Greta has been evicted.”

      “Does he disapprove?”

      “He is in the room, Nathan.” Erick stands and before shooting a warning glance my way, settles his gaze on Nate. “I don’t disapprove. But I advise you to proceed with caution. Greta has ties to some unsavory characters.”

      “She sold Stasi secrets to the US for permanent residency, Nate.”

      Nate’s eyes are glacial as he looks at me. Somehow, that ice doesn’t make me shiver. It makes me burn. And like that, with that one look, the atmosphere in the room changes. Or at least, it does for me.

      “That means she’s in more danger, not less. The Stasi might have died out years ago, doesn’t mean there aren’t folks about who don’t hold a grudge. Throwing her out might make her accessible. That works to our advantage. Will make her even more reckless.” He eyes Erick and nods briskly, before walking over to me and standing at my side. “If you’ll excuse us, van der Viel? I have something I need to show Marina.”

      There’s a somber twinkle in Erick’s eye. A mixture of amusement, nostalgia and an impossible wish that things were different. But he says nothing, merely nods, before spinning on his heel and leaving me to deal with the strung out lion.

      Frozen in place, I wait for Nate’s command, because I know that whatever he has to show me, it will be a punishment. I want to defend myself, tell Nate I can’t ignore Erick forever, especially as the other man is important for the commune. Erick wasn’t lying; he’s our government liaison. I say nothing though, just remain silent.

      The digital clock on the TV tells me five minutes have passed before Nate moves toward the door and bites out, “You have two minutes to get to my room and to present yourself to me. Move.”

      At his bark, I shoot out of my chair. The wheels propel the seat into the back wall, but I ignore the noise and race into the corridor, down the hall and then, up the stairs. I’m breathing hard as I make it into our bedroom and I’m hopping out of my pants by the time I hear footsteps on the stairs. After flinging my T-shirt, pants and shoes through the open closet door, I drop to the ground, wincing as my knees connect with the boards, but position myself just in time for the door to open and close behind Sir.

      I’m still breathing fast. In fact, it’s hard to get my bearings back, to get my mind in gear. Maybe he knows that, because he walks past me and heads over to the set of drawers that house our toys.

      As the drawers’ runners slide and close, slide and close, I concentrate on the sounds, force my breathing to follow that same relaxed pattern and eventually calm myself down. In the two days since the upheaval, Sir hasn’t made an appearance. It’s almost like Nate and Sir are two separate entities. Nate has very much been present, leaving Sir to rest in some hidden part of his mind.

      I needed Nate these last few days. Not Sir. We had plans to make and sex would have slowed us down. I can’t say that now is the right time for Sir to make a reappearance. Everything is still up in the air. Nothing is resolved. But I have no regrets. At this moment, I need Sir like I need my last breath.

      Very much his princess now, I straighten my spine and relax into my position, content to sit here all afternoon if he wants me to. That, more than anything, is the most wonderful aspect of being Sir’s sub. The ability to zone out of the cacophony that is my life and all of my responsibilities into this world of peace and quiet, where only he and I exist.

      Sir’s steps echo around the room until he finally comes to a halt before me. He brushes my jaw with the back of his hand and murmurs, “Stand.”

      I do as he says, rising to my feet, ignoring the slight numbness in my toes from holding the position for so long. He takes my hand, guides me to the bed and says, “Sit still.”

      I watch him as he takes a seat beside me and reaches for something on the bedside table. It isn’t a shock to see his hand return with rope. One long strand is placed underneath my breasts and circles me from back to front. With that same piece, he crosses through my cleavage and loops the rope above the upper slope of my breasts before dropping down between my décolleté again. He repeats this once more so I have two bands of rope underneath and above my tits, as well as rope sectioning them apart. It’s like a hemp sports bra.

      That done, he murmurs, “Lie down.”

      With the rope already tickling my skin and not in a nice way, I fidget a second before settling myself down the center of the bed. Once my back is pressed into the cool sheets, the faint scratch from the rope abates, and I stare overhead, trying to keep my gaze glued to the ceiling. From the corner of my eye though, I see him collect another two pieces of rope, which he proceeds to tie around my wrists and knot them in a complicated bow. He splits the two strands, looping each one around a bedpost and tying them to the bed.

      I suck in a breath as more rope appears, but this time, Nate drops down to my legs. He grabs them and pulls them apart, lifting them so that my thigh and calf are plastered together. He ties rope around them, binding them together and then, adds another complicated knot, which travels in a vertical line between the two bindings at ankle and thigh. The ties look like elongated letter I’s. Leaving me spread-eagled, my pussy bare, open to the room.

      He leaves me then, wanders away from the bed, and with my head pinned between my upraised arms, I can’t move it all that much to watch him. He doesn’t leave the room though, just moves away from me. Allowing me to acclimate myself to this new position.

      He’s tied me up before, so this isn’t exactly new, but still, I’ve never been tied up this particular way. I feel very exposed. Considering Sir’s the one doing the viewing, I don’t mind. In fact, it heats my blood to know he can see every inch of my bared pussy, that my breasts are presented to him, nipples erect and pointing through my gold nipple shields toward the ceiling.

      I guess I could feel claustrophobic. I can’t move. Can’t even wriggle all that much. My most intimate parts are on show. Yet if anything, I feel free. Liberated. And it’s the most marvelous feeling, one that triggers a low vibration in my ears. A buzzing white noise that pushes me to the brink of sleep.

      How long he leaves me there, I don’t know. I’m utterly calm, relaxed even though the position isn’t comfortable. Maybe it’s a sign of my trust in him, I don’t know. All I do know is I’m anything but panicked. I’m not even aroused. Just relaxed. Although, need is there. Burning away, tingling in the background. Waiting to explode into flames. There’s just no urgency.

      It probably helps that I don’t think Sir has anything to punish me for. Well, he does but he’s fair. What happened the day of Erick’s arrival is a kind of no man’s land; I doubt he’ll castigate me for anything that occurred a few days ago.

      More drawers open, the runners whir and then, he’s there. Beside me. Just like that, need, arousal burns through me once more. Its sudden resurgence causing a whimper to vibrate inside me.

      Fingertips pluck at my already-erect nipples. Gently at first, a little harder and then, he tugs off the nipple guards I wear almost constantly. I hiss when his head moves toward my chest and he laves first one and then the other with his tongue. Flicking the tiny bud, fluttering the tensile muscle before retreating to the next.

      Out of the silence comes an insistent buzz, and it isn’t one I’m making. I recognize the sound. Think a swarm of bees and it wouldn’t come close to the sound of a ‘magic wand.’ I flinch as the head of the super-strong vibrator—something that doubles as a back massager—settles against my nipple. He presses down hard, making the vibration seem like a soft punch, and my hips jerk down into the mattress by way of reaction. He treats the other nipple to the same action. Anointing each one with the kick-like vibration, ramming pleasurable pain down my gut.

      Calm disappeared as soon as the vibrator came on to the scene. Peace and tranquility, any signs of being relaxed burst into the fire of my arousal. My pussy is gushing. There’s no other word to describe the cream flooding me. It’s almost embarrassing, but I can feel the wet puddle against my butt as my juices sink down to the mattress.

      I need his cock. The vibrations are too much but not enough and they’re not in the right area. I don’t think I can cum from attention to my breasts alone. As it is, my once slow breathing is now choppy, and my tits jiggle and jerk against the hard vibrations.

      Deep in Sir’s eyes, I can see a malevolent pleasure. His enjoyment in my discomfort. Discomfort he, himself, has caused.

      I shudder at the sight and clamp my eyelids closed, trying to endure the endless vibration until it suddenly disappears, and the low hum with it.

      My eyelids flutter upward to the view of more rope. I look down, tilting my head so I can see what he’s doing. When I see him fashion a kind of grip for the vibrator, fastened to the bindings at my legs, I close my eyes again, knowing what’s going to happen.

      I feel the smooth, round head against my cunt, as he presses it between my lips, soaking it with my juices, before settling it at my clit.

      “Your reward is your punishment, princess.”

      “What do you mean, Sir?”

      “On the day of van der Viel’s arrival, you won three orgasms.”

      “But, Sir, why am I being punished?”

      “You know I don’t like him.”

      “I didn’t touch him, Sir. I swear. He just came into my office to talk.”

      “I don’t want you to talk to him.”

      “I can’t help it, Sir. Sometimes, I have to. Please, don’t punish me, Sir. I didn’t break a rule.”

      “You’re questioning me, defying me. That is a broken rule.”

      My lower lip quivers as I stare at him, begging him to understand. It’s hard arguing with him when he’s like this, and when I’m the way I am. I’m not in Marina mode, but princess mode. Princess doesn’t argue. She accepts. My gaze blurs, as desperation overcomes me and I whisper, “Please, Sir.”

      “No. I don’t want you talking to van der Viel. Unless I’m with you.”

      I have the wherewithal to know what a huge relief that amendment provides me. I suck in a quivery breath and whisper, “Thank you, Sir.”

      He jerks his head, and I can tell he’s not happy. Something he displays, when a Wartenburg wheel appears in his hand. Think a spur on a cowboy’s boot. I only know the name of the weird device thanks to my days at Papillon.

      The instant I see it, I swallow. He hovers it over my breast and then presses the spikes against my skin. I yelp at the sensation and as he rolls it over the plump curve, avoiding my nipple entirely, I can feel each individual spot of gooseflesh pop up. Tingles course up and down my arms and legs until I feel like my nerves are on the edge of burnout. Then, he adds to my torment.

      He switches on the wand.
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      There’s no other word to describe it. I screamed.

      My already sensitive pussy felt as though it was being electrocuted by the level of vibrations cascading over my needy flesh.

      My toes curl in, clenching so hard they feel like they could drop off. My legs, spread so wide, baring every inch of my cunt to the vibrations, tense, turning white with the power of the strain. My hips begin to jerk, attempting to escape the ceaseless oscillation, but it’s futile. Fastened as the wand is against my clit, my entire body begins to judder with the sensation.

      Boom.

      Out of nowhere, climax is there. It isn’t a gentle stream of pleasure. Nor is it a loud display of fireworks. This is a car crash. Me, flying out of the windscreen into infinity as the nerves in my clit explode with the power of my orgasm.

      I don’t even have a chance to catch my breath before I’m back to reality, no longer soaring through the ether. Sir’s voice sounds as though it’s traveling through water as he murmurs, “One.”

      The vibrations haven’t stopped. If anything, they feel even stronger and the slick slide of the wand as it jerks up and down to the rock of my hips, somehow adds a ferocity to the sensation. I clench my muscles down, hoping to stop the painful pleasure but it doesn’t work. I begin to cry. My tears turn to sobs. My sobs disappear into hard mewls, interspersed with wordless pleading as I shake my head from side to side within the tight confines of my arms.

      Like an electric shock, I feel something brush against my lips and realizing its Sir’s cock, I swallow it. Grab it with my mouth, hoping like hell it will switch my focus from my cunt. I suckle him hard, using every trick in my handbook to get him off and hopefully switch the fucking vibrator off. But he won’t let me. Every time I suck down hard, or flutter my tongue against the tip of his shaft, he pulls out of my mouth completely and trails the weeping tip along the curve of my jaw.

      My eyes are wet with tears when he returns, and I don’t even try to pleasure him. I just let him rock his hips back and forth, let him fuck my mouth. The sensation of being used, of him having complete control over my body has my mind prodding my body into action. I come. I don’t know how I have the wherewithal not to clamp down, not to bite Sir’s cock with my teeth as the climax throttles me with its power.

      “Two,” I hear him grit out, and begin to cry at the endless throb of the wand as it tortures me.

      The vibration feels like it’s traveling through my entire being. I can only liken it to being tazed. Not that I’ve been tazed. Nevertheless, I can imagine the agony is akin to this.

      Tears pool and puddle at the base of my throat, some are jerked off course as Sir continues fucking my mouth. This time, when I try to suck, to lick, he lets me. His grunts and groans of pleasure are like the most beautiful sonatas I’ve ever heard and I focus on them, trying to ignore the cattle prod for a vibrator pummeling my clit with the most painful pleasure I’ve ever known.

      My eyes literally cross, when Sir pulls his shaft away. My head jerks up as much as it can to follow him, but he moves away too quickly and then, there’s blessed silence and no vibration as he switches off the wand.

      I can’t help it; relief has me crying out, “Thank you, sir. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Oh, Sir, thank you.”

      His hand comes up to trail down my cheek. He gently hushes me before he moves away, and I feel him release the wand out of its bindings. Shuddering with relief, I jolt when he places it before my lips and in a low voice filled with his arousal, grits out, “Lick it.”

      So unutterably grateful that he has turned the damn thing off, I lavish the wand, licking it and suckling it clean. I can taste my juices: fresh, sweet. Womanly. They’re not offensive. When he takes the wand away, my eyes flash to stare at him and spotting the depth of his arousal, I shudder again.

      Out of nowhere, a flogger appears, and before I have time to tense, it whistles through the air in a bout of rapid circles with a lick that lands each time on my lower belly and upper mons. In any other position, it wouldn’t have nudged my cunt. As it is, spread as I am, it does. I yell each and every time the strands of leather bite into my clit until it propels me higher. Higher. Higher, until even birds can’t reach me. Soaring, flying free, I don’t even realize I’ve climaxed until his cock slides into me and the fluttering walls of my sex clamp down on him, triggering another orgasm that has my back arching off the bed.

      He comes. And I can tell he hadn’t meant to. His surprised yell, the low, shocked grunts warm me, let me know he’s as out of control as I am. I feel the splash of his seed, sense the soothing burst of moisture, and shiver in reaction as his hips continue to rock as though he’s riding every sensation, as though it’s a wave and he’s a pro surfer.

      Sir slumps against me, his weight a heavy blanket. In truth, he’s too heavy, but it’s such a comfort. His weight is much needed. The vibrations are ethereal, painful throbs that the pressure of his muscular body counteracts.

      It seems to take a lifetime for my breathing to slow, for his to calm too. Sweat sticks to my forehead; I feel it mingle with tears until I’m suddenly desperate for a shower. I say nothing, revel in the peace, the connection with Sir. My body feels charred after the intense burn of minutes before, and the silence is soothing, like a much-needed balm.

      I don’t know how long it is before he jerks upright and with heavy-lidded eyes stares down at me. “You spoiled my surprise, princess.”

      “I did, Sir? I’m sorry.”

      He studies me. “I was going to give you a pearl necklace.”

      I lick my lips, knowing he doesn’t mean an actual pearl choker.

      “Would you have liked that, princess? Princesses should be properly dressed, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, Sir. I would have liked that.”

      “Would you like one now?”

      A part of me squirms at the idea of what he wants to do, but I nod. The prospect of his cum warming my chest, mingling with my sweat and tears does something to me. Something so base, so primal that at that moment, I’m not Marina. Not princess. I’m a woman. Lost in thrall to her man.

      Too breathless to speak, I nod. My eyes flutter, unable to watch as he leans down and plunges his fingers deep into my pussy. I moan, groaning in reaction as the still-quivering tissues protest his reappearance. He fucks me a little, pressing down each time he pulls out and I feel his other hand hovering beneath the entrance to my body, collecting the mixture of my juices and his cum.

      When those glistening-wet fingers return to my chest as though it were moisturizing cream, he begins to rub the liquid into my skin, my lower lip trembles at the both disgusting and unbearably hot act. Even as far-gone as I am, I’m not sure which. It’s both gross and such a turn on; my body is flickering from hot to cold.

      Once the ‘cream’ is rubbed in to his satisfaction, he bends down and into my ear, whispers, “Your punishment for making me cum when I didn’t want to is to keep this on you all day. No shower.”

      “But, Sir.” I protest.

      “Silence,” he barks, then countermanding his own order, growls, “Are you ashamed of me? Of us?”

      “N-no, Sir. Of course, not.”

      “Well, then. Be quiet.”

      His eyes flash at me in another silent warning, and he gets to work on my bindings. Once my limbs are free, my legs and arms quivering at being released from the rope, I have only a second of freedom before I return to the bondage of his arms. Launching myself at him, pressing my length against his, I sob with relief as he embraces me tightly.

      The pressure is just what I need. With legs and arms, hands and feet, belly feeling like jelly, Sir is solid, like the Earth and just what I need to calm me down.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of my cell ringing jerks me out of my deep sleep. My legs entangled with Nate’s, his hand cupping my breast, one of mine riding low on his hip—almost brushing his shaft—it’s inordinately difficult to pull myself to the side of the bed, where I stagger off and go in search of my cell.

      Finding it tucked away in the pocket of my discarded pants, I grab it and manage to connect the call before the person on the other end gives up hope of my answering. Half-dazed, half-asleep, I don’t even have a chance to check the Caller ID before, around a yawn, I mumble, “Hello?”

      “Marina?”

      Even half-fucked as I am, my body still feeling the after-effects of that damn wand, I recognize the voice.

      “Mona. Thank God.” I cry, almost on the brink of even more tears at hearing my best friend’s voice. “Where the hell have you been?”

      A low grunt comes from the bed, and I turn to see Nate roll on to his side and settle back into sleep. Tiptoeing out of the room, I head toward the bath and sit on the toilet. All this as Mona says, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Marina.”

      Before I answer, I take a minute to close my eyes and suck in the pain of my butt connecting with the lid on the toilet. Fuck, being held in that spread position for so long has played havoc with my hamstrings. “I would. I don’t care. I’m just so happy to hear your voice.”

      Mona’s sigh is low. “I’m sorry if I frightened you.”

      “So you damned well should be. There was a reason I couldn’t let you stay with me, honey.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      The faint coolness to her tone tells me that even after all this time, even though she’s loved up with her two men, she’s still pissed off at me. I throw her words back at her. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Mona.”

      She chuckles. “Touché.”

      “Nah. You really wouldn’t. It’s been like something out of a movie. And if I tell you, you might hate me.”

      “Even when you hurt me, I didn’t hate you, hon.”

      “You’ve no idea how many lies I’ve told you, Mona.” In the chill air of the bathroom, I shiver a little. “I don’t even know where to start. But know this, I never meant to hurt you. Never.”

      “I guess there’s a time and a place for that discussion. Over the phone isn’t it. I just wanted to check in, tell you I love you and miss you.”

      I close my eyes at the words. They mean so damned much. “I’m glad. I swear to God, I’ve missed you so badly. I’m in Montana. At the ranch.”

      The silence is telling. “Well, that’s a shock. What are you doing there?”

      “One of those lies I’ve told you... Well, more of an omission. The ranch foreman here, we’ve been seeing each other a long time. I’m with him.”

      “Shit. Seriously? Oh crap, what was his name? Nate? Right?”

      “Yeah. That’s him.”

      “You dark horse. I can’t believe you kept that from us. Unless Eddie knew?”

      Hearing Mona’s hurt, I’m quick to say, “No. Neither of you knew. I didn’t tell anyone. We were just fuck buddies, I guess. But things changed and we’re together now.”

      “Together, together?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Marina. You needed someone in your life. Have done for a while.”

      “Thanks, Mona. I didn’t realize I seemed desperate.” I chuckle, amused rather than offended by her comment. She’s right. I did need someone. Nate.

      “Not desperate, exactly. Just lonely.”

      “Well, both of us were. I’ve heard from Eddie. Someone’s been holding out on me. Two guys? I never knew you were greedy, Mona,” I tease, knowing her cheeks will have flushed a dull red.

      “Oh, I’m glad she broke the news for me.”

      “Why? I’m not an ogre. You didn’t need Eddie to tell me.”

      Mona sighs. “I don’t know. I just didn’t think you’d approve.”

      “Hey, I was the one telling you to take the bull by the balls. I told you to give Zane a chance.”

      “I know. But Zane was cheating on his husband. We’ve worked it out though.”

      “I should hope so if you’re all together. How’s that working out? Is it hard? Fun? I can only imagine. When Eddie told me, I checked them out online. Talk about two hunks.”

      “I know. I swear, I’ve no idea what they see in me.”

      “Don’t say that. You’re beautiful.” Mona’s self-deprecating snort has me scowling at the bathroom scales. “Hey. I’m not lying. It’s the truth. You are, you just never see it. Now you’ve got two guys who can tell you how gorgeous you are.”

      “Thanks, Marina. You always were good for my confidence.”

      “Yeah, well, now, you don’t need me if you have those two.”

      She chuckles and I can tell she’s forgiven me. That earlier frost has disappeared and Mona of old is on the other end of the line. “Eddie’s only just left. She came out here to sort her head out. I’m not entirely sure what’s wrong but did she tell you? She’s pregnant.”

      “Yeah, she told me at the same time she told me about you. It was a shock to me, so I guess it will be a shock to her. Is she keeping the baby?”

      “As far as I’m aware. She wasn’t here long. Spent most of her time going out for walks or sleeping.”

      “Wasn’t where for long?” I butt in.

      “Oh, Christ, I haven’t told you. We’ve got this house in Chesapeake Bay now. We’ve only been here like, three weeks. You’ll have to come visit.”

      My stomach twists in a knot and I close my eyes, relieved beyond bearing to know that Mona has two guys to care for her. To provide for her. If anyone deserves to be loved, it’s Mona.

      For so long, she’s had nothing. Most things, any little luxuries, Eddie and I bought her and not out of charity but because we love her. Now, she has two guys to spoil her and lavish her with time and affection.

      At least, they’d better or I’ll come knocking.

      “I bet it’s a farmhouse,” I tease. “In fact, I bet it’s on the water’s edge. Old, but modernized. I bet the kitchen is huge and that already, you’ve taken over. You always did love to cook. Shame Eddie and I have the smallest appetites imaginable. You have two new bellies to feed now.”

      Mona’s pleased laugh brings a smile to my face. “You’ve got it, dead on. It’s a farmhouse, and we have our own beach access to the river. The kitchen is enormous, and I had this huge table put in so Zane and Jake can work in here while I cook.” She sighs and it’s so redolent with happiness that my eyes prick with tears. “I didn’t know it could be like this, Marina. We’ve had some ups and downs...but it’s all been worth it.”

      “I’m glad, honey. And you’re right. I will have to come down and visit. Is it okay if I bring Nate?”

      “You’d better bloody bring him. Good God, I want to meet him.”

      Laughing, I tell her, “He wants to meet you as well. Especially now you’ve caught two guys. He told me my taste in friends is as strange as he always imagined it would be.”

      She snorts. “I guess strange is the nicest adjective to describe our little household of three.”

      “I’ll bet you’ll be making it a household of four soon, right?”

      “Ha. Two men are quite enough, thank you very much.”

      “I didn’t mean that.” I can’t help it, I start to chuckle again. “I meant you’ll probably be having a kid soon. I know you. Little homemaker.”

      “Oh.” The drawn out syllable has me smirking. Then, she shocks me. “If I’m honest, Marina, I’m having too much damned fun to spoil it with diapers and breast milk. I like it just as it is. For the moment, anyway. We haven’t known each other long, although it feels like a lifetime.

      “I’m just taking each day as it comes. Enjoying them and my new life. I’ve never been happier.”

      “I’m so glad to hear it, honey. You really deserve it. Especially after your dickwad of an ex. I can’t wait to meet them. Send me your address and I’ll look into booking a flight. It won’t be until after Christmas though. Things are a bit hectic here at the moment.”

      Mona laughs. “I should think not. Christmas is next week.”

      “No,” I boom. “Shit. I completely forgot.”

      “Only you could forget the holidays, Marina. Don’t you have any decorations up, yet?”

      “No. I haven’t seen any around the ranch either.” I pause and concentrate on the mess. I don’t recall seeing any tinsel. Although, to be honest, we’re not a festive bunch. In my grandfather’s time, the decorations went up on the first day of December. My father changed all that. He ordered them to go up on Christmas Eve and to be taken down on the second of January.

      The bastard always was a killjoy.

      “Well, get them up. Our tree came up the first day we moved in.”

      “Okay, Mrs. General. I will. Or I’ll get someone else to put them up. Don’t forget, send me the address and I’ll be down as soon as I can. It’s been great talking, Mona. It will be even better sitting face to face. I really need to come clean.”

      “Don’t let it drag you down, sweetie. Have a great Christmas, okay? Call me on the day, and tell me what you’re doing. I’m going to start on dinner. Jake’s been in a conference call since ten o’clock this morning, so I’m going to treat him.”

      “You do that, honey. Have fun. Speak later.” I disconnect the call and a sense of relief fills me at having heard her voice.

      I’ve missed her. Eddie, too. So much. It’s horrible not being in the same city as them. Being so far away from them is going to make it hard to stay as close, but I guess there’s always the internet. Always ways of staying in touch and if you want something to work, then you just make it happen, don’t you?

      The last thing I want is to lose either of them.

      I’m icky from sex. There’s cum covering unmentionable areas. Sweat and tears have made my skin clammy. I peer around the bathroom door and spying Nate’s still sleeping form, I grimace.

      I’m awake now. I don’t want to go back to bed and for the first time in a long while, the desire to go to the studio has overcome me. My hands are desperate to clutch some clay, to play with it and form it.

      At the same time, I don’t dare have a shower without Nate’s say so. I can just imagine my punishment for washing off his cum. Especially as before we passed out, he ordered me not to shower. And as gross as it makes me feel to know people might actually be able to smell him on me, fuck, it does something to my insides.

      Maybe I’m a pervert. The thought percolates in my head as I jump into the pants I discarded on the floor, before Nate went all primal on me, and shrug on my shirt and shoes. As I grab a bottle of body spray, I admit to myself that I must be. Otherwise, why would the idea of wearing Nate’s cum make me hot?

      When the door is shut behind me, I spritz some spray over me, hoping that it will cover up any earthy, pungent smells. I place the bottle beside the door and leave Nate to sleep.

      In Chicago, he always slept like a log. It wasn’t hard to wake him in the morning, because the routine here at Blue Ridge always has him up with the sun. But he slept deep and easy. Of late, not so much.

      Since the shooting, his sleep is easily disturbed, so it’s a relief to let him nap and catch up on some Zs. I guess being dragged from your bed and shot will do that to a body.

      For myself, I’ve noticed more nightmares. After that hellish evening, when those Russian bastards broke into our hotel room, I guess that’s to be expected. For the most part, Nate prods me into dead faints before I drift off into the land of nod. Passing out from too many orgasms is far better than taking a few Valerian tablets for insomnia.

      There’s a skip to my step as I walk out of the homestead. Maybe there shouldn’t be. After all, very soon, a man is going to die. I know it will be either James or Alexei, and I know Greta will be at fault. I’m hard, cold sometimes. A bitch, even. I admit that. But I can’t regret their deaths, not when they were instrumental in the murder of a great man.

      And hell, Montana does have the death penalty. If anyone had been looking for a murderer, they’d be up for it anyway if we weren’t trying to catch the mastermind behind John’s death. James and Alexei are just Greta’s patsies. That doesn’t excuse them.

      Or it doesn’t in my book.

      If you don’t like that, tough.

      I may be a bitch, and this may make me seem hard, but I’m the guardian of Blue Ridge. My father failed in his duty when John’s suicide was brushed under the carpet. Not that I didn’t expect that of him, but it leaves me to deal with the course of justice.

      I can’t be sorry for something that has to be done. Greta is too cunning, too smart. I have to catch her in the act to catch her at all.

      I can only imagine what she did in Germany all those years ago to come to the attention of the US government. There will always be something she can use as a bargaining chip. I intend to make sure that doesn’t happen again.

      My mood slightly soured by my grim thoughts, I stride across the yard and force Greta out of my mind. Overhead, the sky starts to darken and the first few stars pop out to play. The moon is playing peekaboo. It’s slightly there, faded into the sky, just waiting to come out and play tag with the stars.

      Smiling, I whistle as I cross over to the studio. I haven’t been here for a while. Dust has probably collected on my things. I just haven’t had the desire to create anything. Until now.

      The feeling is indescribable. I’m almost effervescent as I enter the studio. It’s still emblazoned by light. The purples and reds of the twilight fill the empty space. Nobody’s here; they’re probably cleaning up, getting ready for dinner in the mess.

      It’s a reminder that I should go eat, and that I should wake Nate so he can too. But I don’t want to disturb this feeling. I’m no Mona in the kitchen, but if necessary, I can make a grilled cheese sandwich for Nate and myself.

      Shrugging off the thought, I retreat to my cubicle and ten minutes later, when the automatic lights switch on, shooting a bright, if warm light overhead, I fail to notice.

      When I spritzed some body spray over me, an idea popped into my head. The graceful curve of my throat, the tendons and sinews playing as I moved to douse myself in the perfumed scent.

      It wasn’t unlike the moment when Nate bit me there.

      The image flooded my brain and it’s what I’m working on now.

      God knows how I’ll recreate Nate’s teeth. As I plan the dimensions of the piece, a part of me wonders if I can buy some of that weird dental gum they make you bite down on at the orthodontist.

      Storing the thought in my memory bank, I finish the rough draft of the drawing and with a single-minded purpose, head to the store cupboard and cut off a hunk of ceramic clay. I only intend to make a small tester sculpture, but when I’m ready to create a larger piece, I’ll have to prepare my own clay.

      I know I want it to be in porcelain. Glossy, white as snow. A virginal expanse of flesh marred by a rapacious bite. Just the very image makes me shiver.

      A predator’s prey.

      Returning to my cubicle, I get to work. Shaping and molding the clay, urging it to form the shapes floating in my head. I do it almost blindly. My head is bent, my eyes are on the piece, but they’re unfocused. My senses, all of them, are pinned on the small sculpture so when a pair of hands drop down on to my shoulders, it scares the shit out of me.

      I yell. The fettling knife I’d been using to scrape and shape the form of the sculpted throat soars up in the air and tiny blobs of clay fly upward, like soft shrapnel, raining down over me.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” I screech as I turn around and face Nate.

      “I’d say you got your own back,” he teases, eying the fettling knife, which is quivering from its point an inch away from his booted feet.

      “God, I could have hurt you. I’m sorry, babe, but you can’t sneak up on me here.”

      “I gathered that, Marina,” he tells me dryly. “And I didn’t sneak up on you. I called you from the entrance, then from the corridor, then from the door to your cubicle.”

      Dipping my hands into a bowl of water, I reach for a towel and begin to clean off the excess clay from my fingers. A few scrubs and they’re as clean as they can be without hot water. “Sorry. I didn’t hear you. What time is it?”

      “Too late for dinner.”

      Spinning around on my stool to face him, I reach up and lay my clean-ish hand against his cheek. “I’m glad you slept.”

      “You should have woken me.”

      “Trust me. You slept through my phone, me chatting in the bathroom and then when I sneaked out. You needed your rest.”

      He grimaces. “I do feel better for it.”

      “Good.”

      “Who called?”

      “Mona,” I tell him, my face lighting up with the pleasure I felt hearing my friend’s voice. “She called to check in. She’s moved in with her two guys and they’re in a farmhouse on Chesapeake Bay. We’ve been invited over there. Did you know Christmas is a week away?”

      Nate chuckles at my suspicious tone. “Yes. I did. I take it you didn’t.”

      With a shake of my head, I mutter, “Why aren’t there any decorations up to remind me?”

      He frowns. “You watch the TV. All the studios are decked out. How the hell did you miss them? And you know the score. They don’t come out here until Christmas Eve.”

      “That’s a tradition that needs changing. Send someone to put them out ASAP. Next year, we’ll do it the way my granddaddy did. First of December. Only,” I pull a face. “You’ll have to remember for me. I’ll just forget.”

      Nate’s amusement is evident in his wide grin and the twinkle in his hazel eyes. He bends down over my shoulder to look down at my workstation. As he does, he murmurs, “Good girl. You didn’t shower.” He snuffles. “But you did overdose on the perfume. Christ, did you use the whole bottle?”

      “Hey. I stink of sex. Better to smell like gardenias than that.”

      He chuckles and says, “Show me what you’re working on.”

      Feeling flustered and a little shy, I mutter, “You’ll think it’s stupid.”

      “I won’t.” He clucks his tongue and grabs my chin, forcing me to look at him. “Nothing you create is stupid. And I’m just relieved you’re settling in again. I know you found it hard to work in this place.”

      “When I put the phone down after talking to Mona, I just had to come here.” I lift up the tiny sculpture, a piece that’s about the size of my hand.

      “You did all that in a few hours?” There’s awe in his voice and I flush with pleasure at his pride.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Like hell, it isn’t.” He takes the piece from me and studies it closely. “You’re going to put my bite on this, aren’t you?” he asks, his thumb lightly skimming over a tendon and down to the collarbone I’d just started to work on.

      I smile at him. “That was a very memorable occasion.”

      “You have to use my teeth.”

      “I know. I was thinking of a way to do it. I’ll have to get a cast of your teeth and make a false set.”

      “I want to place the bite mark, when you’re ready.”

      “You do, huh?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes flash up at me, then return to his absorption with the tiny rendition of my throat.

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      “It’s beautiful. It’s just a throat.” He grunts a little. “I don’t mean that in a derogatory way. But there’s something special about it. The way you’ve smoothed in the lines, the shadows. It will be perfect when you put the bite mark on.”

      “I’m glad you agree.”

      “Do you have a title?”

      “No. Not yet. Something came to me for the series I want to do, though. I...”

      “Series?”

      I flush again. “Yeah. The moments that stick in my head...the really powerful scenes? I wanted to take their essence and imbue them into porcelain. Predator’s prey,” I blurt out, the title rolling off my tongue with a rhythm that just sounds perfect to my ears.

      Nate bends down and rubs his lips over my jaw. “Perfect,” he unknowingly repeats my own sentiment. “Just like you.”

      At that, I snort. “Now I know you love me. I’m anything but perfect.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s because you don’t see what I do.” He looks down at the sculpture and returns it to the desk. “If you’re finished for the night, I think we should raid the kitchen for leftovers.”

      “Yeah, I’ll just cover this, and I’m good to go.” I grab a small towel of hessian, dampen it in the dirty bowl of water, wring it out and rest the moist fabric over the piece. “It’s only for practice. I just wanted to see what it looked like. If it would be as clean as it was in my head.”

      “Fire it, won’t you? Don’t throw it.”

      “No, I won’t,” I tell him, eying him with a slight frown, knowing that I’ll give him all the small tester pieces as a present if they affect him like this. A thought pops into my head and I grin at him. “Did you think it was all talk? My skills?”

      His smile is sheepish. “No, but I didn’t think they’d be a punch in the gut. Although in fairness, I knew nothing about your skills as you phrase it, until you told me about them. I didn’t know what to expect. Whatever it was, I just didn’t think I’d feel something, when I saw them.”

      Jumping off my stool, I reach for his hand and tug him out of my cubicle. As we head down the corridor, I ask, “What do you mean? Feel?”

      “I can sense your submission. I think that’s what threw me off-kilter. I don’t even know how you did it. It’s only a little bitty thing. A molded bit of clay. But I did. You imbued it with you.”

      Touched at his description, something that didn’t come easy to him if the pauses and stilted sentences were anything to go by, I pause in the corridor and reach up to press a kiss to his lips. “Thank you.”

      His chuckle is low as he runs his mouth up to my left cheekbone where he presses another kiss. “Come on; let’s go get something to eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      An open, honest relationship. Where the flaws of each person are known, where silence isn’t uncomfortable and a dinner of grilled cheese sandwiches and canned soup feels like a banquet.

      I never thought I’d have a relationship like that. Even before the Russians ruined my big city life, I never dreamed Nate and I would be able to make a go of it. I knew love was on the cards, but I had too many secrets, too many lies, too much tucked away inside to share.

      Now, it’s all out in the open. His past. Mine. And we’ve survived it.

      The thought fills me with happiness and I return to my self-appointed chores with glee. Because I handle the administrative side of the commune, anything from dealing with the bills to thinking about updates, I don’t usually deal with chores that get my hands dirty. I sit in my office, dealing with paperwork and I only pop out when my day is over.

      Today, after last night’s working with clay, I wanted to work with the soil. I don’t know why, the desire just overcame me this morning. I always loved the vegetable patches, the herb gardens and the flowerbeds. As a child, I always wanted to tend them. To work on the garden, but my parents wouldn’t let me. Told me it wasn’t my place.

      It’s horrible, but I’m glad after my father’s death, my mother decided to take off. I don’t think I could be happy with her here. My childhood is a part and parcel of this place. Sometimes, I come face to face with something they denied me as a kid and it makes me so mad I could burst.

      If she were here, I’d want to shout at her. Yell at her. Demand to know why they denied me so much. I sound like a poor, little, rich girl, but in many ways, I was.

      Is it any wonder I doubted anyone could love me, when my parents couldn’t?

      The thought makes me stiffen, but I shrug it off. Nate loves me. He didn’t need to be persuaded. He knows the worst about me. He knows what I’m capable of, and still, he cares. I don’t repulse him. He knows the score of this plan I’ve concocted for Greta; I thought he didn’t but I was forgetting Nate’s own smarts.

      Of course, he knows what the consequences will be, yet the worst traits in my character don’t push him away. I can be myself with him, and if I was a religious person, I’d get down on my knees and thank God for that. Nate is a gift. I know that, and I intend to show him how appreciative I am every single day of my existence.

      And yeah, I plan on it being for a lifetime.

      Marina Joy Denison contemplating a ‘til death us do part’ kind of relationship. Who’d a thunk it?

      As I dig out a weed, a big grin creases my jaw. A shadow falls over me, and I ignore it, content to stick to my work. All throughout the day, I’ve had people gawking at me. Christ, you’d think I was Queen Elizabeth, squatting down in the vegetable garden, the way they’ve reacted to my presence.

      “Guardians don’t do manual labor.” I was told this morning, by one of the younger members of the commune, Sarah Davis, a rather gifted cellist.

      “Well, this one does,” had been my retort, and after that, most people had left me alone. Although, every now and then, the back of my neck still tingles from being at the center of people’s attention.

      Hell, I just wanted a bit of peace and quiet. Something non-paperwork related. And now, because I’m the boss, I can do whatever I want.

      Well, to a point. Theoretically, Nate’s my Master, but he can’t tell me not to work in the garden. Like my mother and father did. Like my mother would, if she was here.

      Hallelujah, she isn’t.

      I dig out another weed, still ignoring the shadow, but this one dares to talk. More’s the pity.

      “Cytisus scoparius, hard to believe it’s a weed, when it’s so pretty.”

      “Donald, I’m not in the mood for a chat about weeds.” Not only did I recognize his voice without looking, but I can smell the scent that radiates from him and has since I was a child. Licorice.

      Jimmy, my husband, was Donald’s son. And I’m still pissed off at him.

      When I returned to Blue Ridge, he’d been away at a conference in Europe. The day he arrived, he sought me out, and in a roundabout fashion, I discovered he thought I was ashamed of Jimmy. Me. Ashamed. Ha.

      I told him to stick it where the sun doesn’t shine and haven’t spoken to him since.

      As Jimmy’s confidante, I knew all about his relationship with his parents. Who, while they loved their son—something in itself that was always fascinating to me, especially with a family like mine—were disappointed by his lack of intelligent flair.

      Jimmy, once he’d been legally classed an adult, would have had to leave Blue Ridge. His IQ hadn’t been high enough to live here. When we married, if he’d survived cancer, he’d have only been allowed to stay on here because of me.

      Actually being invited to Blue Ridge and being able to live here permanently isn’t easy. In fact, it makes getting a Green Card look like adding two and two together.

      “That’s good, considering I don’t want to talk about weeds.”

      I sigh and tilt my head to stare up at him. The weather has taken a definite turn for the worse so I can look at him without having to squint at the sun. We’ve been fortunate. No snow spells and actually enough sun for us to have some flowers in the yard. Normally, we clear out the flowerbeds and replace them with winter vegetables. Not this year. We’ve had fresh flowers for far longer than usual.

      Global warming rearing its ugly head, I guess.

      Although, I’d never actually say that aloud. Global warming has been known to cause arguments and debates of international proportions at Blue Ridge.

      “Well, I’m not in a talking mood. I don’t want to talk about weeds or anything. I came out here to relax.”

      “Strange how working with your hands can do that, isn’t it? You’ve made quite a stir this morning, you know. You’re the talk of the commune.”

      My sigh is so gusty, it makes the Broom weed in front of me quiver. “Then there’s obviously little else to gossip about. I’d have thought Greta’s eviction would have been enough fodder for a few weeks or so.”

      He sniffs. “You’re kidding me? Most people are happy about it. We’ve been waiting for her eviction for a long time. Never could understand why your father accepted her. He always went on about her brilliance as a computer scientist—I never saw it myself.”

      I wouldn’t class myself as a gossip. Anything but. In this instance, I’ll spread shit to get Greta’s back up. “Don’t get me wrong, I can’t prove this, Donald,” I hesitate and look up at him, tilting my head to the side and catching his gaze, making sure he’s aware this is conjecture. “But I believe the few advances she made in her science were stolen.”

      His brows draw together. “You can’t be serious. From who?”

      “John Kelly.”

      Eyes widening, he shakes his head. “That’s going back some years, Marina.”

      “I know.”

      “You say you have no proof. How did you figure that out?”

      “I contacted someone at MIT. Asked them to look at some of John Kelly’s notes and run a comparison between his work and the code Greta created back in the late eighties. I mean, that code was the only reason my father let her stay on here. I remember him and mother arguing about it.”

      “And your contact confirmed it?”

      “Yes. I can’t use it as admissible evidence for fraud; not without John here. It’s enough to evict her though.”

      “I can’t believe it. John didn’t make any complaints at the time and when she was working on motherboards, he was still alive.”

      “Exactly why I can’t use it to prosecute her for lying. It wouldn’t be enough for an eviction if she hadn’t done it again. And this time I do have proof. I’ve a copy of John Kelly’s diary, with all his calculations on a particular algorithm that makes the bionic arm Nate’s wearing work.”

      “Holy hell,” Donald breathes. “Well, I can’t deny you’ve shocked me. At the same time, it doesn’t come as a surprise Greta’s capable of something like that. She’s always been a troublemaker. A fly in the ointment as it were.”

      “You’ve no idea,” I tell him with a snort.

      “I didn’t actually come over here to talk about Greta or to talk about the stir you’re causing. People stopped expecting the guardians to interact with them when your granddaddy died.” He shakes his head and continues, “I wanted to apologize about before.”

      “I’m not saying this to hurt you, Donald. But it’s too late for that. I’m not the one you hurt.”

      He sucks in a sharp breath. It whistles through his teeth. “No,” he chokes out. “I guess not.”

      “He knew you loved him, though. If that’s any consolation. Especially after we got together and he saw how little my parents cared. I think he realized how lucky he was that both you and Molly loved him, even though he was what Blue Ridge considers defective.”

      “I’m glad he did because Molly and I would have done anything for him.”

      “I know that and so did Jimmy.”

      “It’s not fair to make children grow up with that label, Marina. You said it yourself; defective.”

      Rubbing my forehead with my forearm, I mutter, “I know and while there are things I can change, Donald, that isn’t one of them. I wish I could, but the Eugenics project is the fundamental root of the commune. Without it, we’d just be a group of people, living and working together. As it is, we’re breeding the next generation of geniuses. We don’t have to agree with it to accept the importance of what we’re doing.”

      “No, I know. That’s why I’m still here.”

      “And let’s face it; Jimmy never had to endure any cruelty from other kids. Or from their parents. He was accepted, he just couldn’t be an integral part of the commune. I know that hurt him, but again, he knew he was fortunate.”

      “I made you cry before. I didn’t realize Jimmy’s memory still had the power to do that.”

      “I loved him for a long time, Donald. He shaped me and in ways he probably wouldn’t like. He changed me, and it’s a shame, but it wasn’t in a very good way. If he’d lived, then I’d be different.” I shrug, feeling a very large weight on my shoulders. Guilt. “He wouldn’t have wanted that, but without him, I just lost it. Talking about him, even now, hurts.”

      “I think you’ve done his memory proud, Marina. Neither Molly nor I expected you to grieve this long. You were just children when you married. We didn’t think it would last between you, even if he had come out of the hospital. I’m sorry we doubted your feelings for one another.”

      My smile is gentle as I murmur, “Now that’s one apology I’ll gladly take.”

      “Friends again?”

      I nod. “Friends again. I hadn’t fallen out with you; I was just mad.”

      “I could see that,” he tells me wryly. “Now, a question for you. Is what you told me about Greta a secret?”

      I grin at him and our mutual dislike for the woman has both of us sporting the same satisfied smirks. “No. It isn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Master strategist I might be, in this instance, my plans have gone awry. Three days on, the need to do some shit stirring is upon me, because nothing has happened. Nothing.

      There is little time left for Greta to make her move, and if I’m honest, if I can faze either James or Alexei enough to make them cave, it would be even better.

      Truthfully, I thought three days into Greta’s grace period, one of the men would die. I expected her to get it out of the way as soon as she could. She wouldn’t like to think of her future as being up in the air, especially with the bionic technology she’s been working on set to cause a storm in the business markets.

      The whole thing has been rather anti-climactic. I was expecting all sorts. Tension, strife, arguments. I imagined her standing up in the middle of the mess, screeching at everyone, forcing them to listen to her. Urging them to help her, trying to poison them against me.

      I expected revenge, hatred. I shored up my defenses, waiting for some kind of turnabout, waiting for her to dole out her punishment for my evicting her.

      What did I get?

      Butt kiss. Nada.

      As it is, I’m put out. She has blind-sided me and I hate that. I have to wonder if the she-bitch has grown fond of Alexei or James. Maybe she doesn’t want to hurt them. Time has a way of smoothing over rough edges. She’s older now. They could be her family. After all, she has nobody else. No other friends on the commune. No one else really tolerates her. The men probably would, but their wives won’t let them.

      Knowing her character, I just can’t imagine it. I can’t imagine her doing the honorable thing. It’s alien to her.

      I just want a confession.

      I want to know who killed John. I definitely want to know why. I want to know how they did it.

      By now, I thought I’d be reading a faked suicide note: Christ, doesn’t that sound like something out of an episode of Columbo? But I did. It sounds melodramatic, but we’re talking murder here. Is there anything more dramatic? More traumatic than that?

      As it is, I have to question which man is the weaker of the two. Which one is more likely to give the game away?

      I think that man is Alexei.

      James is quiet. Reserved. Alexei is a babbler. He gets nervous easily. He can be stubborn, so obstinate he’ll hold his tongue, but once he lets loose, that’s it. And I have to believe the answer lies there.

      After all, what if the three of them have cooked up a plan of their own?

      My own relies upon Greta’s heartlessness. If she loves the two men, then the three of them might have their own agenda.

      Alexei and James might have agreed to stay on here, to reap the rewards of their hard work, then pull out when they’ve earned what they consider a fair amount. After all, no matter what happens, Blue Ridge will be the biggest winner. If all three of them leave, then all the earnings revert to the commune. It’s part of the contract everyone signs here, when they start to work for the ranch. It encourages people to stay here until the coffin-maker comes a-calling.

      My belief that Alexei is the weakest link leads me to the dorms. I don’t come here often. I’ve no need to. The title, dorms, makes it sound like some sort of building in an Enid Blyton boarding school book. Either that, or an outhouse in a John Steinbeck novel.

      The dorms are small studio apartments housed within a two-story bungalow. They’re for the singletons on the commune. There are over thirty, freestanding cabins, and they’re all in the same style. Timber-framed, pitched-roofs with whitewashed window frames and a small verandah that surrounds each property with white picket fences. They’re quaint. Sweet.

      I head toward Alexei’s dorm knowing it’s unorthodox for me to come here. Especially at this time of night. We’re running out of time. Tomorrow is the seventh day of the eviction notice riding Greta’s shoulders, and I don’t want her to leave a free woman. I want her in cuffs. I want a police escort. She deserves nothing less.

      Tapping on Alexei’s door, I wait for him to answer. Inside, I hear stumbling, the sounds of something being knocked over and heavy feet. The door opens on a whoosh and I stare at a dressing gown-sporting Alexei in the middle of a huge drunk. He reeks of alcohol, and if I’m not wrong, piss.

      My nose scrunches at the smell and as I damn this setback, I ask, “May I come in?”

      “Why should I let you?” he slurs. “She’s going ’cos of you. She’s leaving. Nowhere to go. Nuffin’ to do. All becurs you’re jeh-luss.”

      “I’m not jeh-luss, Alexei,” I mock. “I’m mad. And if you knew what she’d done, you would be to.”

      “Don’t want to talk to you. Go ’way. You bitch; she’s goin’ becurs of you.” I watch, in horror, as Alexei bursts into tears. Great, rollicking teardrops roll down his cheeks, landing on the floor with a tiny splash. “I love ’er. No one understands ’er. No one. Love of my life, goin’. Becurs of you.”

      “This obviously isn’t the right time.”

      “Never will be, neither. Soon as I get my money, I’m leavin’ this place. She’ll wait for me. We’ll live happily evar aftah,” he spits out the words, his Russian accent making his slurs harder to understand than usual. “You’ve taken everyfink ’way from her. Told lies. She stole nuffin’. Can’t steal sumfink that’s given. Not thief.”

      Well, this hasn’t gone how I’d planned. Shit. I’d hoped to make him talk. Stir up his hotheadedness and get him to tell me something I could use against Greta. As it is, that plan has disintegrated into dust. I expected him to defend her, but this?

      “Go ’way. Bitch. Don’t wanna see you. Not ever,” he stumbles over his words. “Neh-ever ’gain.”

      I hold up my hands in the universal sign of surrender and back away, leaving him to his drunk and to the hangover come morning. Gritting my teeth, I back out the way I came and start the short walk back to the homestead.

      Damn. That didn’t work out as planned.

      On my return, I come across Donald and Erick’s Aunt Marie. The two of them are whispering to each other. I’d say it’s sweet nothings, but as far as I know, Donald’s still hooked on his dead wife. The way they’re talking though, it makes me wonder if they’re bitching. Donald happens to look up as I walk past, and he grins at me.

      “Everything alright?” I ask, hovering before them, curiosity making me study the pair of them closely. Around every large patch of lawn or flower-bed, there are seating areas. These two are sitting on a bench overlooking some radishes and turnips that are flourishing in the mild winter we’ve been having.

      “Yeah. I was just telling Marie about Greta.”

      “Did she really steal John Kelly’s work?”

      Marie’s anger is evident. I shrug and say, “Alexei Sergov says not, but an MIT expert says she did. He gave me a preliminary report on the day I told her I was evicting her. He’s sent in more a detailed one now. Definitely the same work and when he compared it to the stuff Greta has published over the years, it’s a completely different signature. I don’t understand it, but he says Greta’s usual work has a geometer viewpoint. Whereas the work she stole was in the analytic style?”

      Both Donald and Marie nod as though that makes perfect sense. Thanks to the Internet, I know what the hell my MIT contact, Matt Dawson, is talking about.

      “Geometers start with a visual aid. Analysts with a formula. Two completely different thinking styles.” Marie taps her fingers against the bench. “I’d like to see the report, if I may, Marina?”

      “Of course. When I log on tomorrow, I’ll email it over. I’m no mathematician; I barely understood half of the report, but what I did understand is that Greta’s a liar and a goddamn cheat. Throwing her off the ranch won’t come soon enough.”

      “Your father should have listened to me when I told him to refuse her admission to Blue Ridge.”

      “Erick told me about that. I can’t understand why father didn’t.”

      Marie’s brows rise. “He told you that?”

      I simply nod. “I’ll never understand the way my father’s mind worked. I won’t start bothering to dissect it now.”

      Donald butts in, “She had most men drooling after her; hell, even though I was head over heels for Molly, I could see why. Your mother wasn’t a...”

      When Marie nudges him with her elbow, I hold up a hand. “No, it’s okay, Marie. I know what my mother was and wasn’t. I guess every man needs a little affection in his life. Even one as engrossed in his work as my father.” I say the words even though the idea of my dad engaging in an affair with Greta Abelmann is astounding.

      “Yes, well,” Donald continues. “She was very lucky he took a shine to her. That’s all I’ll say.”

      I smile at him to make sure he knows I’m not offended by his comment. “Just think, this time tomorrow she’ll be anywhere but here.”

      Waving at them, I bid them goodnight and continue on my way to the homestead. From twenty feet away, I see the glow of a cigar on the verandah and sigh, recognizing it as Uncle Sam, because he’s the only fool who smokes on the ranch. What the hell he’s doing out here, this late at night, when he’s usually tucked up in bed with some boring tome, I don’t know.

      I’m still pissed at him. I’ll make no bones about that. I’ve reverted to civility; simply because even I can’t hold a grudge this long.

      “What’s up, Sam? It’s too damned cold to be out here,” I grumble, shivering in my lamb-wool jacket.

      “Just thinking. Can’t a man think in privacy?”

      “Not when you’re doing it on my verandah.”

      “Didn’t realize I wasn’t welcome in the house where I was born anymore,” he snipes, and I grin at him, something he notices in the dim light above the door, before taking the load off and sitting beside him.

      “Depends. If you’re going to pollute my air, you can piss off.” I snatch the cigar out of his mouth and bending over, stub it on the ashtray he’s balanced on the armrest.

      “That’s a damned good cigar. Too good to waste.”

      I hand him the remnants. “If you want to kill yourself, go ahead. Just don’t contaminate my home. Anyone foolish enough to smoke on Blue Ridge quit a long time ago. I don’t know why you haven’t. You could probably asphalt the drive with the stuff in your lungs.”

      He snorts. “You have to die of something.”

      “That’s maudlin talk. Too maudlin for this late at night.”

      “Maudlin’s how you get at my age.”

      It’s my turn to snort. “You’ve been maudlin all your goddamned life, so don’t pretty it up and make it sound like it’s old age that’s changed you.”

      He turns to me with a grin. “Never could pull the wool over your eyes. Shame your father wasn’t as damned perceptive as you are.” He sucks in a breath. “Is it true? What the gossips are saying?”

      “Depends on what the topic is.”

      Sam grunts. “It’s a bitch when you have to hear about important shit from the likes of Luisa Martinez. Boy, that woman has a jaw on her. And you know very well I’m talking about Abelmann. Never did like her. Snake.”

      Snake seems to be the general consensus. Now that I’ve thrown her off the commune, true opinions are making themselves known. If I say, that in the nearly three decades she’s been here, she’s alienated ninety percent of the people on the commune, I don’t think that’s an understatement.

      “Yeah, it’s true. She stole John Kelly’s work. Do you remember him?”

      “Course I do. Memory like an elephant, me.”

      “Belly of one, too.”

      He chuckles at my comment. “At least I’m not as skinny as a giraffe’s neck.”

      “I’ve put on ten pounds since I’ve come home, thank you very much.”

      Sam whistles. “That’s more than the doctor ordered if memory serves. All that sex must be doing you some good then.”

      “You did not just say that.” I’m glad it’s too dark for him to see my blush. As it is, my voice is part-rasp, part-squeak.

      “All those damned noises you make, have people wondering what the hell Conroy does to you in there.”

      A low chuckle sounds behind us. “That’s nobody’s business but Marina’s and mine, Sam. So stop sniffing around.”

      “Not sniffing. Just saying I’m glad she’s happy, that’s all.” Sam’s head turns toward Nate before returning to me. “Always was a peculiar girl. Never liked it easy. Had to pick Jimmy for a boyfriend even though it damn near gave your mother an apoplexy. Couldn’t just take on Erick, even though he’d have been perfect for you.”

      Fuck, could Sam have just commented upon the most unfortunate thing ever?

      “Erick wasn’t perfect for me. If he had been, I wouldn’t have chosen Jimmy, would I?” I point out, hoping Nate isn’t mad at Sam’s thoughtless comment.

      “I know, I know. Just saying, that’s all. Born difficult, that’s you.”

      “Proud of it.”

      He chuckles. “Drove your ma and pa crazy it did.”

      “Not as much as you calling them ma and pa. They never did understand why you liked talking like a hick.”

      “Habit, I guess. Was always a great way of wiggling that stick your father had shoved up his ass.” He sighs, as though the memories of doing just that, are very happy ones. “I’ll be off, then. Just wanted to see if it’s true. When is she going?”

      “Tomorrow morning,” Nate answers.

      “Not a moment too soon,” I say to no one in particular.

      “Night to the pair of you. And just a piece of advice, son, while you’re decorating missy’s bedroom, get it soundproofed.”

      Wishing I could throw something at Sam’s head, I simmer, hearing him walk off with a chortle. Nate’s boots clomp on the verandah, telling me he’s moving near me. He takes a seat and wraps his arm around my shoulder, before tugging me closer against his side.

      In the dim light, I can see my breath frosting before me, but with Nate at my side, I don’t care.

      Before us, there are faint lights coming from some of the houses with people still awake. It’s only nine in the evening, but people keep funny times here. Some go to sleep at seven, others work all night.

      There’s a great wash of space ahead of us. It’s endless. Or at least, it feels that way even though I know there are plenty of buildings in the vicinity. The amount is nothing like New York though.

      The pair of us just sit in silence, until Nate breaks into it with a soft sigh, a nuzzle at my forehead and a low, “I love you, Marina.”

      My heart goes pitter-patter in my chest at the unexpected words. “I love you, too. What brought that on? Not that I’m complaining.”

      He shrugs. “I just wanted you to know.”

      “I’ll never get tired of hearing it.”

      “I’ll never get tired of saying it. No matter how much I learn about you, you always shock me.”

      “I do?” I ask, pretty pleased by that statement. “You’ll never lead a dull life with me around.”

      “That’s for damned sure. I never saw you as the type to just sit in silence, taking in the views.”

      “You’re kidding? I loved this place as a kid. I’m a watcher, Nate. You’d be surprised what you’d learn from here. Don’t forget, I wasn’t allowed in the mess. This was the only place I could see what was going on. My father wasn’t interested, but even when I was only ten or so, I knew I’d be taking his place one day. I always watched.”

      “Protecting what would one day be yours?”

      “Exactly.” I pause and then chuckle. “God, how precocious do I sound?”

      “Very,” he admits, and I laugh again.

      “Weird how I managed to forget I felt that way.”

      “You were young, and Jimmy’s death just knocked it out of you. It didn’t take long to come back.”

      “Took long enough for Sam to build a goddamn stable and amass breeding stock.”

      At my grumble, he shakes me a little. “It makes the old bastard happy.”

      “So does a box of Cuban cigars. They’re a damned sight cheaper, even if they are illegal.”

      “The ranch can afford the loss. Jase is certain the stables will start paying for themselves soon enough.”

      “I know, I know. But I can still bitch about it. The lying old bugger.”

      “Bugger?” Nate comments.

      I shrug. “It’s just something an aunt used to say.” We sink back into silence, and then, I admit, “Alexei was as drunk as a coot. Got nothing out of him. Except, he did say something like, you can’t steal what’s freely given.” I pause. “John didn’t mention anything about that in his diaries, did he? Anything that might explain it?”

      Nate shakes his head. “No. Nothing. Those last few months...his entries weren’t as regular as they usually were. They were longer, though. He used to write down anecdotes. Things that had happened on the commune. That last diary, not so much. It was different, he was different. He was focused on the algorithm. That’s why I knew he was okay; in his mind, at any rate. Whenever he had something to work on, it was like food to him, and he was a glutton.”

      “Well, I can’t deny anything about this week has gone as I’d planned it.”

      “Are you relieved?”

      I blow out a breath. “Yeah. I am. If Alexei or James had died, I’d have written it off as collateral damage. But I’m glad I don’t have them on my conscience.”

      “It isn’t the answer we wanted, but at least she won’t be here tomorrow. That’s something, I guess.”

      “It’s not enough. It will have to do, though.” I sigh and grouch, “I’m ready for bed. You?”

      “Yeah. I’m beat.”

      I clear my throat. “I’m not that tired.”

      He chuckles. “That’s good, because we have some unfinished business, don’t we?”

      And just like that, my pussy is drenched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a cliché: drooling like Pavlov’s dogs. I swear to God, that’s exactly how I am with Nate. Knowing what’s ahead, I long for it. At the same time, I’m nervous. Not with fear, because I trust him; and he’s the first man to ever give me that, but with a blunted anticipation. One that knows pain is ahead, but it’s something I’ll enjoy regardless.

      He leads me inside, walks up the stairs with me, and together, we enter the bedroom. We’re together, like equals. But I know we’re not. With my insides quivering like Jell-O, I’m his princess, and he’s most definitely my Sir.

      Sir leads me to the armchair and expecting a spanking, I feel my legs start to tremble with expectation. He shocks me, however. He murmurs, “Take off your clothes and kneel.” So saying, he moves away from the armchair, leaving me to comply with his order.

      I strip and watch as he wanders off to a closet and rummages around for a second. By the time his back has turned, I’m on the floor, kneeling how he taught me. Back straight so my perky boobs stick out, and the cuffed nipples are prominently displayed. Legs spread slightly, so he can see my bare pussy and the slick folds.

      When his eyes run over me, a sense of pride does too. I gained the weight the doctors deemed imperative to my health, and Nate worships my new form every day. You can no longer see my ribs, so I can’t deny there’s a huge difference appearance-wise.

      In his hands, he has a box, and without meaning to, my head tilts to the side to stare at it with curiosity.

      I bite my tongue, even though I’d loved to ask what it is. His eyes gleam with the knowledge that I’ve managed to restrain myself.

      He settles down on the armchair and puts the box on his knee. This close, I can see it’s a jewelry box. If curiosity killed the cat, then I’m dead and buried. It’s hard to stay quiet, and I can feel myself rock forward a little, as though getting closer will let me see through the thick velvet covering.

      “Do you trust me, Marina?”

      My head shoots backward at his use of my name. I frown and hesitantly, cautiously, say, “Yes, Sir. Of course.”

      “Do you trust me to care for you, to keep you safe?”

      “Of course, Sir.”

      “Do you give your submission to me of your own free will and know that I will always safe keep what is, to me, a precious gift?”

      His formal wording, when Nate is anything but formal, is starting to freak me out. My tongue feels heavy in my mouth, and I form the words, “Yes, Sir.”

      “Do you know that I will never violate your trust or abuse the position of power you’ve given to me?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I whisper, shaken by this sudden drop into formality.

      He nods, reaches for the box and opens it. As he turns it around so I can see it, he murmurs, “Will you accept my collar?”

      Eyes widening, my hand leaps from its resting place on my knee to my throat. I cup the soft skin there and close my eyes, as my shoulders sag a little. I know what this means; I’d have to be a moron to fail to realize what’s going on. He’s formalizing our life together. Just like proposing, he’s offering me his collar.

      A low hum of excitement throbs through me and my eyes flutter open to spot the vulnerability on his face. Seeing it, feeling touched by it, I breathe, “Yes, Sir. I will.”

      My words are imbued with longing and his lips quirk up in a smile that is the usual cocky twitch I’m used to.

      He fingers the collar and says, “I had this made a long time ago. When I was in Chicago, waiting for your plane to get in. I didn’t even know if I could introduce you to this lifestyle. I just had this idea in my head. I knew what I wanted it to look like, and I knew it would suit you perfectly.”

      “It seems, in many ways, like our life together started in Chicago,” I murmur.

      “You’re right, princess. It did.” He moves the box over to me and my smile is tremulous as I look at the master craftsmanship. Rose and white gold have been entwined together in a rigid plait. I don’t often wear jewelry, nothing more than a pair of earrings, but this suits me perfectly. How could I expect anything less from Nate, my Sir, though?

      As I look for the clasp, my smile widens into a grin at the cutest padlock I’ve ever seen. About the size of my little fingernail, it’s tiny but the meaning is there. Our relationship, our inclusion in this lifestyle is private and so is the meaning behind the collar.

      “It’s beautiful, Sir,” I tell him, every word the truth.

      “These occasions can be quite formal, princess. But not for us.”

      “No,” I whisper. “Not for us, Sir.”

      He licks his lips and quickly says, “I’d like our marriage ceremony to be low key too. That’s if you agree.”

      “Marriage?” I blurt out, blinking.

      “Yes. I want you to marry me, Marina.”

      I love that he didn’t ask me about that, but did hesitate over my preferences on the ceremony. I can’t help it, I chuckle. “I’d love to, Nate.”

      For the first time, his smile is wide and relaxed. “I wasn’t going to ask you for a while longer. I wanted this situation to be cleared up and your head free from the crap. What better time though? We’ll survive stress and strain, Marina, because we have each other.” He leans forward and cups my cheek. I nuzzle into him and sigh, at peace with myself and the world. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He trails his fingers over the curve of my jaw and says; formal again, “You willingly wear this public display of our relationship together?”

      “Yes, Sir. I do. Happily. More happily than I’ve accepted anything in my life. With you, I’m free. Free to be the true me. I can only thank you from the bottom of my soul for that gift.”

      With that, he removes the collar from the box and places the cold metal against my skin. I flinch at the chill but ignore it as he moves my hair to the side and fastens the tiny padlock. It settles above my collarbone but not high on my neck. I thought it to be rigid, but there’s a flexibility to it that makes it conform to my throat.

      “There is no key, Marina. We’re in this together. Forever.”

      “Sir, I’m yours.”

      My words have a heavy effect on him. He sucks in a breath and his eyes flutter shut. The tiny muscles in his eyelids are visibly clenched, and my gaze drifts down to his cock which is harder than stone.

      “Just because you’re mine,” he grunts. “Doesn’t mean your punishment is forgotten.”

      “Because I am yours, you’ll punish me as you see fit, Sir,” I retort, knowing I’m being cheeky but also knowing he can’t punish me when I’m agreeing with him. Or so I thought.

      “Insolence, princess? That will never do. That makes four infringements today. I’m in a good mood, so I’ll set the bar at four spanks per rule break. Sixteen in total.”

      My butt groans but my pussy flutters with delight, as he stands and holds out his hand. I take it and rise to my feet. He guides me to the bed and says, “Lay back, legs in the air.”

      Having never been disciplined in this position before, I nervously lie down and raise my legs upward. He wanders off, and I hear the drawers move, before he returns with a paddle in his hand. Something else I’ve never experienced before. This is fairly long, the size of a ruler if you include the handle and it has an odd flex to it. I just know it’s going to hurt.

      “Hands beside your hips, palms to the mattress. Keep your butt down, legs together and don’t move a goddamned inch. Every time you move, you add another swat to the total. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sir.” The new position and new toy has me trembling with nerves and zero anticipation. But he starts off gently, as is his way with gentle taps of the flogger to my butt and that part between thigh and butt cheek.

      By the time I’ve said, “Five,” I’m pleasantly buzzed. Yes, it hurts, but in a good way. My mind is clear and my eyes are fluttering to a close with the delicious release of endorphins winging their way around my system.

      At six, he taps a little harder. I tense my stomach muscles and biceps to breathe through the pain, remembering his rule not to move. The next few have me breathing harder and my eyes alternate between wide-open and clenched shut. By twelve, each one has me shrieking and the skin of my butt feels like it must be glowing with radioactive heat.

      Breathing through each swat gets me through, until fifteen. As internally, I screech, “Bastard.” Nate decides to let loose on the penultimate one and I can’t help it. I not only scream, but my ass rockets upward, leaving only my upper back on the bed. He grabs my ankles and forces me back down, I know he’s mad at my rule break, but Oh. My. God.

      OW. OW. OW. OW.

      It feels like fire ants have descended on my poor butt. I can’t stop the wiggling, the jiggling. The position has my ass cheeks pulled taut so the sting is immense. He’s talking to me; I can hear him, but I can’t understand him. Tears roll down my cheeks as the sting reverberates and seems to never end.

      By the time it dissipates, I’m exhausted. My legs are quivering with the strain of remaining upright in the air.

      “Two more to go, princess. You moved.”

      “Yes, Sir. Sorry, Sir,” I choke out and pull in my belly so hard I think it pops up through my ribs.

      “Sixteen,” I breathe out, relieved this is a gentler one and then, scream out, “Seventeen.” as Nate lets loose again.

      How I keep my ass pinned to the bed, I have no fucking idea.

      No. Fucking. Idea.

      “Relax,” he says, and if I thought he meant that seriously, I would have told him to fuck himself. As it is, I know he means the punishment is over so I can wriggle all over the bed like a puppy on coke.

      I do just that. My hips wriggle from side to side, my arms flail on the bed, and my legs flutter up and down. All in an effort to escape that fucking thudding sting.

      OUCH.

      I want to scream. Really, really scream. Let the fucking world know how much this fucking hurts. As it is, I settle on a loud growl and roll over on to my hands and knees.

      The move does little, but the skin on my ass cheeks relaxes slightly. Head bowing, I breathe through the pain. In. Out. In. Out. A hundred times, or what feels like it, I mutter those words and finally, when it goes, I fall flat on my face on the bed.

      Not the most perfect display of decorum, but hey... Fuck. YOU. You endure what I just did and you tell me I should act with better submissive decorum.

      Christ Almighty, that hurt.

      Suddenly, hands are there. Smoothing over the flesh and there are two reasons why I don’t move away. One, I’ll get another punishment. Two, he’s rubbing lotion on to the sore skin.

      The latter works. Eventually, I start breathing like a normal person and not someone who’s been running uphill for the last ten hours straight.

      Feeling calmer and a lot less like using the word fuck, I sink into the comforter. When Sir grabs my legs and pulls them apart, I let him, content to let him do what he wants now the pain has gone.

      He frigs my clit for a second, making my butt automatically arch upward. I ignore his chuckle and screech at the slap on my ass, before freezing entirely. Something is on my clit. Something hot. Something tingly.

      A low, long groan escapes me as the tingle burns a little higher, a little stronger. I can feel myself getting flushed, feel the start of moisture gush after the Sahara of moments before when agony reamed me. His fingers return to my clit and that heat intensifies, doubles. I moan, the broken sound has him moving toward me, leaning at my side and whispering into my ear, “Cinnamon oil, princess. Does your little clitty need some attention?”

      “P-p-p-please, Sir,” I stutter as a delicious wave of sensation roams up my spine. Just the thought of his tongue on my clit has my pussy dripping.

      “Roll on your back.”

      I grunt as I obey, wincing as my still-sore ass makes contact with the comforter. Sucking it up and praying to the BDSM angels that he’ll make me come, I force myself to relax.

      He widens my legs, bending them to spread me further apart. His head drops down and his tongue immediately hones in on the entrance to my body. He tongue fucks me, sliding through the copious juices and slurping them up. The sounds, more than the sensation, get me hotter. My clit is begging for attention, in fact, it’s standing up, waving hello.

      Apparently, the polite greeting worked, because his fingers return and in tandem, he tongue fucks me and frigs my clit. In an embarrassingly short length of time, I can feel my skin start to flush with impending climax.

      “S-sir? Can I come, please?”

      He doesn’t reply, but as he shakes his head, his tongue lashes inside me. My back arches with pleasure, pushing all the weight on to my abused ass. It’s sick, but that pain, that additional buzz of discomfort, lifts my hips off the bed. Not to escape the pressure on my ass, but his attention to my cunt.

      “P-please, Sir. I’m going to come. I can feel it. Please. S-stop.” Oh, how it hurts to say that last word, but he hears it and pulls away.

      His mouth glistens with my juices, the sight sets my insides to quivering, and his smile is hungry as he grabs my hips and drags me to the edge of the bed. My poor butt protests, but I ignore it to focus on the fact that Sir is unfastening his pants.

      Moisture gathers on my tongue as I watch him release his cock. It’s hard, of course. Throbbing. Pre-cum is beading at the tip, making my mouth water all the more. My pussy clenches down, making it ache harder, and then, he’s bringing me to him, in the earlier spanking position, legs up and together, but supported by his chest this time.

      When he nudges his cock against my pussy, I moan. When he slides it between the lips, I grunt. And that’s my only opportunity to acclimatize. He thrusts in, hard, deep and all the way to the root. My head supports my entire upper body for a moment, as the move oscillates through me, setting nerve endings afire in a glorious blaze. He stays there, holding himself deep inside, as my cunt grips him in a ferocious clasp, and then, he retreats.

      Slowly.

      Dragging against soft, wet, needy tissues, he pulls out and then slams back in.

      Only to repeat the torture.

      A slow retreat to a quick, impaling plunge.

      The contrast has me squealing. My hands grip down on the mattress, and suddenly, his mouth is at the fleshiest part of my calf. I feel him suck there, his teeth grabbing the skin. He times his next move perfectly, giving me no choice in the matter.

      As he thrusts into me, so hard and so deep I feel overfull, he bites down on my calf.

      The pain and the pleasure intertwine, embracing, fucking each other in the glory of the moment. In the back of my mind, I hear him yelling at me to cum but I’m far past his orders.

      I’m floating. My head is no longer there. It’s somewhere else, and because it feels so damned good, I don’t care if it has a name. I’ll just call it ecstasy.
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      After being spanked and fucked, there’s nothing better than the aftermath. I’ve noticed Nate’s tendency to soothe me as though I were a baby. He wraps me up in his arms, strokes his hands down my back. Soft kisses are pressed to my temple, and as much as our positions allow, at least half our bodies touch.

      Connection. It’s amazing. It’s astonishing. It’s all the more powerful, because of what goes on beforehand.

      From rough to smooth, hard to soft, fierce to gentle...the combination is like boiling water on ice. I have no choice but to melt. And with the emotions coursing through my head, the endorphins triggered by pain, with the high comes the low.  I accept that. Sub drop is hard. Harder than I ever believed. I’ve read about it, seen it sometimes when one of my girls would appear sobbing for no apparent reason. And when one of my girls was upset, you’d better believe I was in her face, wanting to make sure no fucker had caused her any pain.

      Rosalie, more than anyone, used to come in like this. At first, before I understood, I was concerned, fearing the men were abusing her. Or that, outside work, something was going on and she wasn’t comfortable explaining it to me. But then, after much harassing on my part, she told me how she felt.

      Confused, low, depressed. Out of control. Her emotions and moods impossible to control.

      Now, the scenes Nate indulges in with me don’t last that long. An hour, maybe two? Rosalie was worked over on a nightly basis, sometimes for three to four hours, longer. She was involved in the business so there was little aftercare, as she called it. The little there was, was rudimentary. For me, that isn’t the case. Even when I didn’t realize Nate loved me, when I thought he was closer to hating me, he still treated me like a princess after he took me high. He grounds me, presses me close to the Earth, so that if the drop does come, I don’t have far to fall.

      It’s just a bastard that my version of sub drop has to happen on the goddamn day of Greta’s eviction. A day when I wanted to be sharp and cutting; instead, I’m as weak as a newborn calf. My muscles feel lax and on the whole, I feel like a soggy lettuce when I’d far prefer to be a robust Romanesco cauliflower.

      Why?

      The memory makes me laugh, actually, because when Mona, Eddie and I were in one of the restaurants owned by Eddie’s boss, Frexo, one of the specials was Romanesco cauliflower soup. Mona and I had no idea what a Romanesco cauliflower was; think spikey heads, with little points on them. Bright green, the buds conical and as far as a vegetable can be, sharp. Eddie asked one of the waiters to bring one out to show us both and Mona had looked on in revulsion at the badass vegetable that looked like some kind of Sci-Fi weapon.

      So yeah. Soggy lettuce or Romanesco cauliflower? Which would you prefer?

      It takes a huge amount of effort to climb out of bed and to walk over to the bathroom. I woke up twenty or so minutes ago and managed not to disturb Nate, even though the emotions curling through me are very unnerving. In fact, it’s weird that this is happening at all. It was an intense scene, very much so, but still, he coddled me afterward. Embraced and showered me with affection and attention. We fell asleep in each other’s arms, and I, for one, felt cherished. To the bone.

      So why this has come now, I’ve no idea. He’s pushed me through harder paces. I’ve been bound, bared and disciplined. With riding crops, floggers, toys, rope and God knows what else. And while the spanking was hard and prolonged, my butt stinging afterward, it was enjoyable. The flush of energy through my system as he punished me for my bad behavior had my head soaring; freed from the weight of the stress Blue Ridge causes me. Maybe because I needed to soar, the drop was a little farther than I’m accustomed to. Especially with what’s coming today.

      Greta is a fighter. This won’t be easy. Nothing about today will be easy, even if it will be worth it.

      There’s nothing more that I’d love to do than crawl back into bed, tuck myself in Nate’s arms and just stay here until this shitty feeling goes away. I don’t. I trundle on to the shower and when the water flows hot, I push myself under it and have a good cry. I don’t know why I’m crying. There’s no specific reason, and I can say that afterward, I feel much better for it. My eyes are sore, swollen by the burst of emotion. I guess deep inside I feel a little better. Like I’ve relieved some pressure, and feeling Nate’s collar at my throat further soothes that ache in my soul.

      I clean myself up, dry off and then dress as quietly as I can. We’ve slept late, the pair of us. It’s eight thirty AM and we’d both intended to be up at seven. Greta is out at nine and she needs to come into the office to sign away her rights to the work she took part in on Blue Ridge.

      It might sound unfair, but I didn’t make the system. My ancestors did. I guess they never imagined that a hundred or so years down the line, Blue Ridge’s turnover would be in the hundreds of millions of dollars’ category thanks to technological advances. Greta will be signing away a fortune, but I don’t have it in me to feel guilty, not for what she did to John.

      Does one small part of me question whether she was behind John’s suicide?

      No. Or at least, I didn’t. It seemed to make sense. John, Alexei and James had been closer than brothers. Then Greta had popped up, created some kind of weird ass jealousy between the trio, and that friendship had disappeared over night. James and Alexei might be smart, but they’re the kind of people who need Blue Ridge. Alexei barely remembers to put on a pair of socks and James goes through worse periods of weight loss than I, because he forgets to eat.

      Are they master manipulators? No.

      Are they capable of doing someone harm? Not really, not without encouragement.

      Could they kill someone? Maybe, but it wouldn’t be their own idea.

      Greta, on the other hand, is capable and if I’d had any doubts, receiving the report on the similarities between the work on John’s algorithm and Greta’s invention, confirmed it. Greta had a lot to lose.

      Or at least, I thought she had.

      Perhaps the weird depression floating in my brain from last night’s fun and games is the cause for this sudden doubt, where there’d been none before. Nate was so certain Greta was behind John’s death. He had no proof. Nothing concrete. Until Greta had appeared in my room, looking for only God knows what. In that one move, she’d placed herself in the firing line, and it had encouraged me to look into her past.

      Armed with John’s last diary, which housed his final calculations on the all-important algorithm, the patent on which Greta’s motherboard invention had been taken out, and with two hours before my meeting with her, I’d sent the two over to a friend and hoped he’d have enough time to give me a prelim report. The twenty-thousand dollars I wired to his account got me express service. At eight-fifty, ten minutes before the interview with Greta, I’d seen that she'd stolen more of John’s work.

      But two things happened this week and they’re only just making waves in my brain.

      One: Donald was right. When Greta’s invention came about and she was lauded for her technological discovery, John had been alive. He hadn’t made any complaints about her to my father, or at least, not so I’m aware. No one on the ranch had any doubt that Greta deserved the credit for her hard work, and John never made any comments to the contrary. If he had, Donald would have said so yesterday.

      Two: last night, Alexei said, “You can’t steal what is freely given.” Or he had said as much in a drunken, Russian-English hybrid.

      John was a mathematician, but he had his fingers in many pies. Computer science being one of them and another, physics and of all things, Gaelic. He was a genius, but that genius wasn’t focused on one sole subject. He was quite capable of making Greta’s discovery...but why give it to her?

      Why gift it to her?

      I know I think of her as a heartless bitch for her troublemaker ways, but John obviously didn’t agree. I know Nate said John planned the algorithm open-source and my father would have allowed that, because back then, the algorithm would have been of little use as technology hadn’t caught up with John’s forward thinking. He could have waited until technology caught up, which he had to know it would and within a short space of time. Instead, he was going to make it free—so, money obviously didn’t interest him. Neither did glory.

      When I think back to that time, I recall the instability in that part of the commune. Greta had nearly broken up a thirty-year marriage with her flirting and my father had been furious. I remember mother and him arguing about it. I also remember the invention being Greta’s saving grace. Without that, dad would have kicked her out.

      Did John give Greta the appropriate information to save her butt from eviction?

      Questions. Questions and more questions and just when I don’t fucking need them. Just when my brain won’t work properly and when taking one step in front of another seems like a rather complicated procedure.

      Why do I doubt this? Why do I feel guilty? The thought makes me nauseous. Me? Guilty? Over Greta? Seems impossible, but I do. Slightly, at any rate.

      That being said, I just want her off the commune. I want her venomous ways to be gone. I want her never to darken our doors again. She’s a snake and she needs to be cast out. It should have happened a long time ago, but my dad didn’t have the balls to do it. Technically, I’m lacking that particular piece of equipment, but I still manage to get the job done.

      A detour to my office takes a few minutes, but I’m back on route within seconds. The instant I step outside, the bright light makes me flinch, and I rest my hand on my brow to shade it. I’m not in the mood for sunlight. I’m in the mood for rain. Lots of it.

      Some of the commune members are up and about; mostly those on ranch and kitchen duty. Those two teams start early until they’re relieved by another section at eleven. Those I see are too damned perky, and they’re looking at me with curiosity, knowing what I’m about to do and what’s about to happen.

      I ignore them, nodding when some of the men tip their heads to me, but otherwise making my escape as soon as possible. I want this done. Nate doesn’t have his answer as to who murdered John, but he can find solace in knowing the woman he believes to be responsible is no longer a part of this commune.

      The thought of Nate’s relief shakes off some of the cobwebs in my head. It makes me feel a little better, even though physically, my body is as tired as it would be after a three-day drinking binge.

      Greta lives in the dorms, just like James and Alexei. Only she’s on the other side of the cluster of buildings. The log cabins aren’t in ordinary rows. Think of a castle, of the castellated roof. A wall with regular, even-spaced gaps. Well, that’s how the cabins are clustered. It’s a great way to house a lot of people within a short amount of space; there were constraints due to plumbing and water access. It could have been very claustrophobic; as it is, there’s plenty of room and shared courtyards adjoining the properties.

      Greta is at one end, Alexei, and James at the other. Thank God, I won’t be bumping into them. Or at least, I hope I won’t. I just hope they’ve not come to give Greta moral support.

      The idea makes me grimace, and as I pass the courtyard and head toward the front entrance to Greta’s building, a sudden loud bang from the house makes me jump. Scowling, I rush in, only to spot Alexei and James trying to break down the door.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I yell, watching as they pause to glare at me, before continuing to try to break into Greta’s rooms.

      “She won’t answer and the door’s locked,” James bites out as Alexei takes his turn at the door.

      “For God’s sake, I have the keys.” I snap, striding forward and pushing them out of the way. They have the grace to look sheepish, but I take the chance to glare at them in return. I’m glad I stopped off at my office to grab the keys to this cabin’s rooms, because I had a feeling she’d pull something like this. “Greta, I don’t know what the hell you think you’re playing at. If you think you can delay the inevitable you’re wrong.”

      My words are curtailed by the door opening and a rather nasty smell permeating my nostrils.

      The utter silence combined with that stench has me fearing the worst. ‘Lo and behold, as I step through the door, the sight hits me.

      I’d like to think she had passed out.

      But no living body, not even a ridiculously drunk one, can be so still.

      My stomach clenches at Greta’s corpse, and I close my eyes, when sudden sobs sound off behind me. James rushes past, nearly knocking me over and in the process, knocking over the bottle of Scotch on the floor. It quivers before slamming down and sending a dozen or so pills scattering over the tiles. I half-turn, dread hitting me at what Alexei’s doing and seeing him stood there, rage on his face, turning it red, his fists curling and unfurling, I sigh.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      The police have come and gone, Greta’s body has been taken away, and I’m sporting a shiner.

      All in a day’s work.

      It’s taking every ounce of my control to keep it together. I sink back into my desk chair and do something I never do. Drink. I raided Uncle Sam’s liquor cabinet five minutes ago, and as the whiskey wings its way down, I let the burn set me alight.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Some fucking strategist I am.

      Never in a million years, did I see this coming. The worst thing is, I’m dead certain I’m losing it. Seeing a murder in John’s suicide, that’s a shared delusion. Nate and I are in total accord. But Nate didn’t see Greta this morning. I did. I have the nasty feeling that Greta, who so wasn’t the type for suicide, was actually murdered too.

      At the thought, I throw back another mouthful of whiskey. This time, one so large, I come up sputtering as half of it goes down the wrong way and the other half spurts over the room.

      “Very attractive,” comes Erick’s comment from the doorway.

      I flip him the bird and take another smaller shot of hooch. I can see why they used to call it firewater. Fuck, the burn is good. So damned good it might just set fire to these stupid thoughts in my brain. Because now, I’m thinking two murders.

      Two.

      James and Alexei didn’t kill Greta. From this morning’s display of grief and shock on the former’s part and the fist Alexei connected with my face, the pair of them were in love with the bitch. That doesn’t mean they didn’t kill John. But who the fuck killed Greta?

      I ask the question, when I fear the worst. I fear I already know.

      Why is my life turning into a bad TV detective serial? What did I do to deserve this?

      “If you had an inkling of what’s going on in my brain, you’d be taking shots with your eyes. This is as much decorum as I’m capable of.”

      Erick chuckles, especially as I slaughter the word decorum. The three-syllable word has suddenly developed ten. “I didn’t expect you to be grieving Greta.”

      “N-not. Just pissed off.”

      “Pissed off that she spoiled your fun?”

      His wry remark leaves me rolling my eyes. Well, as much as the liquored-up orbs are capable of rolling. “I would’ve enjoyed escorting her off Blue Ridge. Didn’t want the old hag to die though.”

      “No. It did come as a shock.”

      “My God, Erick van der Viel admitting to something being a surprise.”

      Nate’s voice is a welcome intrusion into my sorry state of mind. Spotting him with drunken eyes, I hold out my arms for him. The one holding the whiskey bottle is drenched in alcohol thanks to the rather enthusiastic gesture on my part. Nate glares at Erick as he passes my desk and wrestles the bottle from my hand.

      “You’ve had enough.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever have enough.” I shake my head, gripping the bottle as though it were a lifeline and only when Nate grabs my chin with his free hand and forces me to look at him, do I relinquish my hold on the whiskey. Even pissed as a skunk, I can see who’s boss.

      Nate settles the bottle on the desk, and then, in a rather smooth gesture, he reaches for me, hefts me up and somehow, I’m in his arms, while he sits himself in my chair. As I nestle into his lap, Erick snaps, “Don’t mind me.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” is Nate’s cool retort.

      “Don’t start arguing.” I whine. “I have enough stuff going on in my head without you two acting like rutting bulls.”

      There’s a moment silence, then both men chuckle. Loudly. Enough to make my already aching head throb.

      “I think we should take that as a compliment, Nate.”

      “I think you might be right, van der Viel.”

      “Erick,” I correct Nate. “Call him Erick. When a guy’s seen another man’s cock, you gotta call him by his name. That’s just polite.” Under me, Nate stiffens and I giggle. “Whoops, that was supposed to be a secret.”

      “Have you been talking about me behind my back?” Nate directs Eric’s way.

      “She asked questions, and I answered. Considering how close the two of you are, I saw no harm in it. You always were a closemouthed shit.”

      “Didn’t mean to invade your privacy, Nate,” I tell him, slurring my words. “Just had to know. Hurt to think you loved Natalia.”

      He frowns down at me. “When did this conversation take place?”

      “The night I arrived,” Erick remarks.

      Nate hisses out a breath, but nods. Having expected an explosion and in my drunkenness, not overly bothered by the prospect considering the shit has already hit the Blue Ridge Ranch, I blink up at him in surprise as he acquiesces quickly.

      “What are you doing here anyway?” At my glare, he adds, “Erick.”

      “I came to commiserate with Marina. She never did like Greta.” He snorts. “Not many people ever did. I know she was looking forward to evicting her.”

      “Oh, and how do you know that?” Nate asks, voice smooth as silk.

      “I told him. Last week. ‘Bout time that bitch was out of here.” My head feels too heavy for my neck, so I let it drift backward to flop loosely while I glare up at the ceiling. “Why did it have to be in a coffin though?” I wail. “Bitch even had to ruin that.”

      “Are you allowed to call people bitches after they’re dead?” Erick asks no one in particular.

      At that, my head shoots up and I glare at him. “When you die, that doesn’t change you. I’m a bitch. Proud of it, too. But I don’t use people or try to hurt them. I go out of my way to help. She was mean to the core. I don’t care that she’s dead, I just care how she died and why.”

      Erick frowns at me, before his eyes shoot over to Nate. Their glances cross for a few seconds, before Nate says, “What do you mean, baby?”

      “Don’t want to talk about it. If I talk about it, I might sound like some psychotic nutcase and don’t you dare say I already am one, Erick van der Viel.” I grouch, sniffing at him, before letting my head drop down once more.

      “I didn’t say a word,” Erick remarks.

      “Yeah, but you were going to.” I sigh out a long breath. “Maybe I’m paranoid? I couldn’t have seen what I saw, couldn’t have smelled what I did... I mean, this isn’t a movie. Shit like this doesn’t happen.”

      “No cursing,” Nate reminds me, and before I can glare at him, he continues, “It does on a ranch where billions of dollars’ worth of technology and scientific advances are created.”

      I close my eyes and shake my head. “I don’t want to believe it.”

      “I trust you, Marina. I trust your instincts. You’re not paranoid or psychotic. Whatever’s freaking you out is a valid issue, tell me,” he croons.

      “I don’t want it to be valid. I want it to go away and leave me alone.”

      He grabs my chin and gently, between finger and thumb, squeezes. “Hey, talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      My gaze flickers to Erick and back again. Erick and back again. Spying this, he looks at me with a cocked brow. I crook my finger and beckon Nate closer. He bends his head, but I crook my finger a little more until my mouth is against his ear.

      I swallow, wanting to withhold the words. I’m not sure if I should say them in front of Erick, because I don’t know what he’ll do with them. The part of me that isn’t nervous or lost is just plain scared, so damned scared that Nate’s right: that I’m not actually psychotic.

      After sucking in a huge breath, letting the oxygen clear my brain out, I whisper, “Uncle Sam murdered Greta.”

      With that, I pass out.
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      A few hours later, a couple of timpani drums wake me from my liquor-induced sleep. The throb, oh fuck, it’s worse than my first ever spanking. Hell, I might like a bit of pain with my pleasure, but I’m definitely no masochist. Scowling up at the ceiling, I raise my arms and cradle my head between them.

      To hear a voice slide out of the darkness, a voice I don’t really want to hear right now, jolts me like a lash from Nate’s crop. “Wasted some good whiskey, girl.”

      “You scared the shit out of me, Sam.”

      I hear a few footsteps, the sound of boots echoing in the darkness, then a light comes on. Thank fuck, it’s the bathroom light and not the main overhead one. I think my eyeballs might have exploded. I don’t drink, and there’s a reason for that. Hangovers from hell. Migraines to end all migraines that last for three fucking days.

      Oh, yay. That’s what I have ahead of me.

      For a minute, I wonder why I actually let booze pass my lips and then I remember. When I remember, I stiffen and then groan as it makes my body jerk and my head shift slightly. “Fuck,” I whisper, wishing I could leave my body for a little while to escape the drums.

      “You could say that,” he calls from the bathroom. Then, comes the next sound, a tablet sizzling in water.

      I freeze and gather the sheets, because if a man I’ve known all my life is about to poison me, a blankie will really protect me. Inwardly rolling my eyes at myself, when I should be launching off the bed and running away, I suck in a huge breath and hope to God the oxygen will clear the cobwebs away.

      It doesn’t.

      I’m fucked.

      With the bathroom light illuminating a little off the bedroom, I can see Uncle Sam roaming around in there. Glass clinks against enamel and then, he’s in the doorway. Striding toward me.

      He’s nearing seventy. He’s fat, unfit, and I’m anything but. He’s coming toward me with a glass of something in his hand, and I can’t view his steps as anything but threatening, especially considering what my muddled thoughts remember of the morning’s revelation.

      Sam stops before me and proffers the glass. I don’t take it. All of a sudden, I can hear my breathing, fast and hard, like I’ve been running a marathon. I try to calm down and don’t succeed.

      His menacing stance over my bed has me cowering away and in a shrill voice, screeching, “Where’s Nate?”

      “Downstairs. With Erick.”

      I swallow and when he tries to hand me the glass, I fling myself back against the pillows. “I don’t want it.”

      “It’s aspirin, Marina. If I’d wanted to kill you, you’ve provided ample opportunities over the years for a strangling.”

      A squeak bubbles in my throat. The noise wakes me up, brings a halt to the timpani band playing the theme tune to ‘Jaws’ in my skull and centers me. I’ve come up against guns and mob men. I won’t be frightened of my Uncle, even if he has killed a person. Potentially two.

      “You’ll understand why I don’t fancy accepting anything liquid from you, when Greta died from a drug overdose.”

      “The two aren’t related,” is all he says, and I snort at him.

      “Yeah, right. This morning—while looking at Greta’s corpse.—I smelled those cigars you only smoke on special occasions. The ones you put down on your expense sheets for prize ceremonies. The ones that cost ninety dollars a pop. And considering nobody on this damned commune is stupid enough to smoke cigars, especially ones at that price, the fact I could smell that god-awful stench in a dead woman’s room, means you had to have been there at some point last night.

      “The night she fucking died. It doesn’t take much to put one and one together and not get three. What the fuck were you thinking of, Sam? I don’t know how I’m the only one to have smelled it.”

      He chuckles. “James and Alexei were with you, and as you have quite the doozy of a black eye, I’m going to assume their thoughts were elsewhere. No one suspected anything or even scented cigar smoke, because they didn’t expect it to be there. Why should I be in Greta’s rooms? It’s your word against mine.”

      I suck in a breath and grab the tumbler in his hand. I tilt it over and pour the contents on the floor. “If you think I’m drinking that, you’re crazy.”

      “I’m not going to murder you, Marina.”

      “No? Forgive me while I don’t trust the word of a murderer,” I hiss.

      “I’m not a murderer,” he tells me, voice bland. “The world lost a piece of scum today, Marina. One less piece of scum to sully the environment isn’t a bad thing.”

      “You can’t expect me to agree with you? I disliked Greta. Immensely. I thought she was a horrible person. I disliked the way she believed the world owed her a living; I thought her propensity to shit stir was disturbing. She was mean, cruel and vindictive. I have not one nice thing to say about her, and I’d say a great majority of the people on the ranch would agree...yet, I didn’t kill her. I didn’t want her to die.

      “Christ, I dislike a lot of people. I don’t want them to die horrible deaths.” I croak out.

      “It wasn’t a horrible death,” Sam assures me. Some fucking assurance.

      Sick of not being able to see his face, I switch on the bedside light. Flinching as the light penetrates my eyeballs like a needle with a too-sharp point, I suck in a breath to will myself through the pain and glare at him. “You’d know, would you?”

      It’s strange to see the man who still looks Santa Claus yet with the mind of a man who doles out drugs rather than coal to naughty children. Fuck me, how can I ever reconcile this? The man I’ve known all my life, who I’ve mocked and teased, laughed with and loved...how is he a killer? A stone-cold killer who obviously feels no remorse for what he’s done.

      Where the hell has this come from?

      “She didn’t roll around in agony, Marina. She fell asleep and just continued sleeping.”

      I hate the fact he’s trying to make me feel better about his murdering someone. This is a conversation I don’t want to be having and never thought to be experiencing. “Why? Sam, why?” I ask, my stomach starts the hideous churning that lets me know my ulcer is in full working order.

      “Because she was blackmailing me,” he tells me, voice calm, almost flat.

      “What?”

      He nods. “For the last twenty or so years, since John Kelly’s death.”

      “John Kelly?” I repeat, astounded, and when he opens his mouth to explain, I hold up a hand. “Wait. Just wait.” I get up, forcing myself on to my quivering legs. He looks at me, his eyes odd. I can’t read them, and that’s unnerving.

      Dressed in one of his ratty, plaid shirts and thick, denim jeans, he looks like the man I’ve always known. But he isn’t. He’s a stranger. Right? Or is he? “If I tried to call for help, would you hurt me?”

      He huffs out a breath. “Even if you told the cops, I wouldn’t hurt you. Hell, girl, I’m not a monster.”

      I want to be cutting, ask him what his definition of a monster is if a murderer isn’t included in the small description. I don’t. I will myself to be calm. “I’m going to the bathroom for some aspirin. I want the whole story, when I get back. W-we’ll decide what’s going on afterward.” Before I leave, I ask, “Does Nate know you’re up here?”

      “No. I was on the verandah, heard him talking to Erick through the patio doors. Heard him mention what you’d said and knew I needed to come talk to you. I’m too old for prison. Even with my belly, I can still sneak about.” He shrugs.

      “OK. Give me two minutes and get your thoughts together. I want the truth, mind you. No bullshit. If you lie to me, I’ll know and I will go to the cops. I can’t believe the man I’ve known all my life can have done all this with no real purpose. I’m going on faith, Sam.”

      Without waiting for a retort, I retreat to the bathroom and close the door behind me. Nate, when he deposited me on the bed, left me fully dressed. In my back pocket, my cell digs into my butt but I have no intention of using it. Not even to let Nate hear Sam’s side of the story. I reach into the bathroom cabinet and after tossing the toothbrushes on the side of the vanity, ignoring the crusts from toothpaste stains, I fill the second tumbler, the twin to the one Sam used, with a little water. My headache won’t allow me to care about hygiene. I plop an aspirin into the water and hearing the same fizz as earlier and spotting the foil wrapper in the bin, I realize Sam really had been trying to give me an aspirin. He hadn’t been trying to poison me.

      Some confidence boost or what?

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head at the impossibility of this situation. I gargle with the aspirin-laced water, needing my headache to disappear five minutes ago, and return to the bedroom. Sam has taken to standing; he’s looking out the bedroom window. I retreat to the armchair Nate uses to spank me. There’s no tingling, no vicious thrill as I sit down. I’m too freaked out to think of anything sexual.

      “Talk, Sam,” I whisper as I settle into the cushions.

      He turns to look at me, his eyes somber now. “I loved John Kelly. Not like a brother,” he amends at my agape mouth. “Like a lover. First met him at a convention in Florida, of all places. He was one of the most diverse men you’ve ever known. Capable of citing Voltaire and then, discussing the theory of relativity before going on to complain about the soccer scores in Britain. He was unique, and I loved him from the start. You couldn’t be gay, back then. It wasn’t done. Christ, it isn’t all that accepted now so you can imagine what it was like in the early eighties. If you were gay, you had AIDS. The two were synonymous. Or at least, it felt that way.

      “Even here, where people aren’t bothered so long as your IQ is high enough, it wasn’t approved of. Blue Ridge folks are more accepting now. In a way, it pisses me off. Selfish, I suppose. I had to hide my love for someone who meant more to me than chemistry and guys like Mark and David, who can fly off and get married... I’m bitter. So goddamned bitter you wouldn’t believe it.” Hunching his shoulders, he blows out a breath.

      “I-I never knew. Did father?”

      Sam grunts. “Didn’t you ever wonder why your dad took over as guardian and not me? I’m the elder brother. You grandfather did disapprove. I revolted him.”

      “God, Sam, I’m so sorry.” I can’t help it. I stand and walk over to him, pressing my hand on his arm and squeezing.

      “Thanks, honey.” His top lip twitches in a faint smile. “What’s done is done. I managed to be guardian while you were away and it wasn’t my thing. But I got my chance at it, thanks to you.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “No. That’s life though, sweetness. I’m not telling you this for pity. I can’t tell you just half the story, not if you're to understand it all.”

      “Okay. Sorry for interrupting.”

      “No bother.” He shrugs. “I invited John here to live, and he loved it. Said it was the only place he didn’t feel like a martian. And he loved the horses, loved being with them and caring for them.”

      “Hang on a minute, is that the reason you’ve been hung up on this goddamned Thoroughbred stock?” I demand.

      He shrugs. “It was one of John’s dreams. He was Irish, you know. Said it was in his bones to breed horses. Your father would never have let me do it, but when you were out of the way, I saw an opportunity and seized it.”

      “I can’t say I’m any happier about it, Sam. At least it makes sense now though,” I admit, rolling my eyes at him then gesturing for him to continue. I’m not lying, I’m still mad, but now I know from where this weird desire to have a costly stable full of volatile stock has appeared. It wasn’t just a whim. An expensive one at that. It was for the man he loved.

      Sam’s gay. Gay. How did I not know that? How did no one know that?

      “We had a good life on the commune; sure, we had to keep it a secret, but it was good as good could be and nobody ever really guessed. When Greta came, she was fabulous cover. Especially when those two jackasses took one look at her butt and fell head over heels in love. Alexei and James were dead certain John had to be too, they couldn’t believe anything else and their jealousy destroyed a friendship John missed.

      “Perverse as it might seem, he liked Greta. Never understood it myself, but John did. She amused him, he said. He liked the way her brain worked. She was cunning and sly, and it intrigued him. When your dad threatened to kick her off the commune for nearly wrecking every damned marriage on here, John had been working on something and he gave it to her. To keep her here. Without Alexei and James, without a public friendship with me, he was lonely, I guess. She was someone to talk to.”

      “Did dad have a thing for her?”

      Sam snorts. “You bet your damn ass he did. Your mother was about as sexual as an amoeba, but they were a good fit, because he was too. Greta came and that all seemed to change. He took one look at her, and just like the other schmucks here, drooled. He was jealous of everyone and there was no damned reason, because as far as I know, even though she teased and taunted, she never slept with anyone. She never fulfilled any of the promises she made. She strung them all along, used them, and manipulated their stupidity. In a way, I can see why John admired her. She was so damned amoral, to a man like him, she was something to study.

      “She took the credit for that bit of kit John cooked up, made her name and took the funds for it too. Never offered him a cent, even though he didn’t want anything. He gave most of his earnings away to charity. He was like that. Material things never mattered to him. Things were okay, rolling smoothly, and we were happy, then weird things would start happening. He’d forget where he was. Think he was back home in Naples and he’d start trying to call his mother, who’d been dead for at least thirty years. He accused me of stealing his diary once, and he’d left it, hidden in his usual place under the mattress, but he couldn’t remember. I tried to get him to go to a doctor, but he wouldn’t. He refused to believe anything was wrong.”

      “Did you get him to go eventually?”

      Sam nods. “He was in Sheridan one day when one of those episodes happened. Forgot where he was. Greta was on her way to meet him in town, don’t know why, but I’m grateful for it. She saw him walking out of Sheridan. When she stopped him, asked where he was, she told me he didn’t know and didn’t remember her. She took him to the hospital. Thought he’d been in an accident or something.”

      “What was wrong with him?”

      “Alzheimer’s,” he chokes out. “Can you imagine? A man like John with Alzheimer’s? It’s bad enough for regular folks, but John had the mental capacity of four different people. How the hell could he live with Alzheimer’s? Losing everything he knew, forgetting everything he learned.” Sam shakes his head, and I can see tears coursing down his cheeks. “Greta knew, John told her. I wish to God he hadn’t trusted her, because she made my life hell after he died.”

      “How did he die? Why didn’t I know he had Alzheimer’s?”

      He turns away from the window and looks at me. “We kept it a secret for as long as we could. Then, the episodes got longer, and he spent more and more time lost inside himself. People thought he was focused on his work, and we played on that.”

      “Why didn’t I notice?” I ask myself. “I always wondered why he’d killed himself. Never understood it. He didn’t seem suicidal.”

      Sam blows out a breath. “If you’d seen him in those episodes, he was just vacant. Usually smiling. He seemed basically normal unless you spoke to him about work, and then, he’d get mad, really quick. It was like a part of him knew he should understand, and that part was so angry at being forgotten, he just raged and raged.

      “Greta and I managed to cover it up. When he was lucid, he wanted to end it. Hated not being in control and the fact both of us had to lie for him. One week, I found him...” He breaks off to rub his eyes. “I had to take him to the hospital for to have his stomach pumped. He had over three bottles of Scotch swirling around his gut. When he woke up, he told me he’d tried to end it, but couldn’t do it. All the Scotch had been for courage.” He snorts. “John wasn’t the sort to end it all. He was too pig-headed. We both knew it. When he asked me to help him, knowing what lay ahead and how much worse he was going to get, how much he was going to lose, I agreed.”

      Sam’s pinched voice and tears clog my throat with emotion. I feel his pain in a way I’ve never known before. He literally throbs with his agony.

      “I didn’t want to. But he wanted to shoot himself of all the damned things, and I knew he’d pickle himself if I didn’t help. He told me he’d just keep on trying if I refused and so I helped. That last night, he was in an episode. Couldn’t remember the ranch or me. Thought I was a maid from his parents’ house. Erma. Made it easier for me. It was a reminder that a man like John couldn’t endure much more. You have to understand his genius to understand my viewpoint. But I pretended to be Erma and gave him a drink loaded with barbiturates. He drank it, thinking it was hot milk, and that was that.”

      For a minute, he doesn’t speak. I can see his throat working, and despite myself and the admission that he’s killed two people, I embrace him.

      His tremors make me rattle, and the honest reaction touches me in a way nothing else could. The sheer honesty of his love for John, a love that helped him free himself from the prison that John’s brain was becoming... I don’t have to agree with euthanasia or believe in the sanctity of life to understand Sam’s pain.

      “Greta knew, of course. Just like she knew every damned thing. When they found his body the next day, she came to me. She knew I didn’t like her, even though she helped me hide John’s illness from the commune. She said if I kept my mouth shut about the software John created and passed off as her own, she’d keep quiet about my part in John’s death.

      “I agreed, knowing that John wouldn’t mind. He’d just be amused by her, of all the damned things. He expected shit like that from her, and I just let her.”

      “What changed?” I ask, my voice soft.

      “That goddamn algorithm. When John died, in the eyes of the commune, I had nothing to do with him. We weren’t even close, so I couldn’t clear out his things. Had no right to them. Greta, on the other hand, was his friend. She must have gone through his stuff and found the last studies he’d been working on.

      “During those lucid times, it was so ironic. He was brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. He glowed with it. It was like his genius knew it was dying, but before it blew out, it had one last piece of magic to work on. I took as much of John’s things as I could that last night, knowing I wouldn’t be allowed access to it again once they found him.” He chokes at that, and I squeeze him a little harder.

      “I assume you missed something?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t realize until the last goddamn moment that I’d missed his last notebook. She stole it. Stole it, kept it and made it a part of her deal with me. I had copies of my own of the algorithm. She told me to keep quiet or else. And God help me, I did. Then, two years ago, it popped out. She and her two sheep started working on that damned prosthetic and they merged it with the bionics. I knew, as soon as that happened, she’d get prizes for the algorithm. Prizes that should have been dedicated to John.

      “I hated her for that. Hated her and wanted to do something, anything, but I didn’t. I’m a goddamn coward, but I’m old. I don’t want to go to prison. I just let things lie, and then, you came back, and she was on edge. Last week, you evicted her, and she threatened me. Threatened you. Came out with all this hogwash, demanding I stop you from evicting her. When I told her I couldn’t, she demanded I pay her the earnings she was going to miss. Inside, something just exploded. I kept it quiet. Agreed. Told her I’d try to talk to you, try to convince you to let her stay.”

      “What happened last night?” I ask quietly.

      “I pretended I needed to talk to her. Everyone’s been avoiding her like the plague so I couldn’t be seen talking to her. She agreed for me to come to her room. She was so cocky; she never thought I’d do anything. Brought a bottle of Scotch with me. Laced it with barbiturates.

      “I told her I’d done it. She could stay. She crowed, and I poured her a ‘celebratory’ drink.” He twitches his fingers in air quotes. “She drank. I poured her some more. She drank and drank. I watched her; sat there with my cigar, celebrating as she died without even knowing it.” He blows out a breath. “Not my proudest moment, but I won’t lie. I enjoyed it. I stayed until she was asleep and watched as she took her last breath.”

      His words seem to echo around the room, and I let myself absorb them. The bloodthirsty bitch in me agrees with what Sam did. It’s wrong, so wrong. Immoral. But I do.

      When I say nothing and the silence grows heavy, Sam mutters, “There you have it.” His mouth works. “Whatever you decide to do with me, I’ll agree. I won’t do away with myself. And I won’t hurt anyone else. I-I saved John from himself. I saved my own butt when I killed Greta. I deserve to be punished for her but not for John.”

      I close my eyes, wondering what I’m capable of doing for Nate. For his well being. What I’d do to protect him.

      Love.

      It’s a bastard.

      Takes one relatively normal human being, turns their world on its head and leaves them to deal with the madness that ensues.

      “I don’t know what to say, Sam. I really don’t.” I tighten my arms about him, embracing him harder before letting go. Sam isn’t a touchy-feely kind of guy. But even he enjoys the hug. He lets me go, just not before he holds me a little fiercer and presses a kiss to my temple. “I don’t want to let you...what you did was wrong, Sam. So wrong.” Emotions pummel me, uncertainty floods me. I lick my lips, hoping to make sense of this, but there is no sense to it. “I blamed her for John’s death. I set up a situation, that had my intuition been correct, could have made her kill Alexei or James so they could take the blame for her actions. I made her an outcast because of this.”

      “She deserved to be an outcast.”

      The voices intrude, and both Sam and I flinch, before turning around to face Erick and Nate.

      “How long have you been there?” Sam asks with a dull tone. The vibrancy I associate with him, the mischievousness i all gone now. It pains me to see it.

      “You’re not as good at sneaking about as you think,” Nate remarks and steps into the room. Heading toward me with the accuracy of a homing missile, he tucks me in his arms. “You were always safe, sweetheart. Don’t think I’d have let him hurt you.”

      “He’d never have hurt me.”

      “I’d never have hurt her.” Sam and I shout at the same time.

      Erick sighs. “You’ve made a real mess for me, Sam.”

      “I know, Erick. I’m sorry, but whatever you think I should do, I’ll do. I’m too damned tired to fight anymore. I-I just beg for one thing.”

      “What?” Nate asks, his voice curiously free from inflection.

      “That you let it be known she stole John’s work. If anyone receives praise for that goddamn algorithm, it should be John. He made it possible. His goddamned disease made it possible.”

      “Oh, Sam,” I whisper brokenly. “Of course, I’ll see to it right away.” Tears in my eyes, I look at Nate and over to Erick. “What are we going to do? I don’t want him to go to prison. He’s old, Erick. He’d never survive it. And think of all he’s done too. That last research paper of his, think of how he’s advanced the research into...” Slowly, I blink. “That last drug you created. It was an Acety-choly-thingy inhibitor. That’s to do with Alzheimer’s, isn’t it? I remember them saying on the news that it was a huge leap forward in the treatment of Alzheimer’s.”

      “You always were rubbish at chemistry,” Sam mumbles. “Acetylcholinesterase inhibitor. And yes, it’s a medication to treat Alzheimer’s. There is no cure for it yet.”

      It’s hard to swallow. “Erick, do something. You said yourself: you make the law. We don’t have to tell the police, do we? Nobody’s questioning anything. Just me. They all think she killed herself, because I was evicting her. I can cope with people blaming me.”

      “I doubt anyone will blame you for Greta’s death. She wasn’t a popular woman. Never was,” Erick remarks. “I can’t condone this, Sam. Surely you can see that?”

      “Erick.” Nate’s voice is a boom and silence settles among us. His hold on me grows firmer, so firm I can feel his tension. “Do this for me, Erick. John was my great-uncle.”

      “All the more reason you should want him to be dealt with by the law, Nate. He killed him. You heard him yourself. He confessed.”

      Nate shakes his head. “I read his diaries. I thought they were a true insight into the man, but they weren’t. He never mentioned being gay. Never said anything about an illness.”

      Before Nate can continue, Sam butts in, “If you don’t believe me, check the goddamn autopsy report. They’ll have listed Alzheimer’s on there. Your father knew about John and I, Marina. He kept it all hushed up for the good of the family name and the local coroner never mentioned it at the inquest as a favor to him.”

      “I’m not doubting you, Sam,” Nate tells him. “I’m just saying; I read his diaries, knew as much about him as he was willing to put down on paper, but one thing I learned, the man was brilliant. I know that. It oozed out of his words. To have had to face losing that...you did him a service, Sam.

      “Maybe I should hate you, but all I know is, a man like John Kelly could not have lived like that. I thank you for what you did.”

      A choking sound escapes my uncle, and I watch as he spins around to face the window again. I know he’s crying.

      “For me, Erick. Let this slide,” Nate continues, this time focusing on the most powerful man in the room, hell, the state.

      “I’ll have to think about it, Nate. I’ll have to monitor the situation; the inquest and what the coroner notices. I’ve known you a long time, Sam. Don’t think I want it to be this way. You’ve done wrong, how can I trust you not to go after someone else if they do something you don’t like?”

      “Don’t be stupid, Erick,” I bite out. “This was a unique situation, all in relation to John. Greta was a manipulative bitch. If she’d acted like any decent human being, if she hadn’t tried to manipulate a man’s illness, a man’s death for her own gain, this would never have happened.”

      “That doesn’t make it right, Marina,” Erick snaps at me.

      “I’m not saying it does, but these are extenuating circumstances.”

      “She’s right, Erick,” Nate points out.

      “I’ve said all I’m going to say. I’ll let you know my decision,” he tells us all, jaw hard before he turns on his heel and walks out. Leaving Nate and I to watch him go and Sam to stare forlornly out the window.
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      Three months later

      

      Nine out of ten times, when Nate and I have sex, it’s pleasure and pain at its best. Time and stress haven’t dissipated what we have together, nor have they pulled us apart. If anything, they’ve made us stronger. That one remaining time out of ten, we make love. A deep connection, all the more perfect for its simplicity, yet something that can only be appreciated thanks to the complicated lifestyle the pair of us inhabit.

      Kneeling at Nate’s feet as he watches the news, I lean my head against his thigh and shiver slightly as he strokes my hair. This is a slight punishment. Something he makes me do for minor rule breaks. Usually for cursing. Because of my inability to withhold from using the word fuck, I find myself here a lot.

      Make that every night.

      What can I say? I love swearing.

      And kneeling at his feet isn’t so bad. Yeah, the imagery is powerful. I’m a kick ass bitch—if I do say so myself—yet I kneel before him like a supplicant. Just thinking it makes me shiver inside.

      In our new apartment, decorated to both our tastes, so a mixture of modern and the traditional, we’ve made this place our own. I’m happy here. Happier than I thought I could ever possibly be.

      We don’t have a ‘dungeon.’ A room filled with toys and our kink. To be honest, I don’t even know why we don’t.  I’m kind of glad, though. I don’t need spanking benches or St. Andrew’s Crosses to feel like a sub or to be punished. Apparently, Nate shares the sentiment.

      So, our bedroom, is a relatively comfortable space. We took the high four-poster bed from Nate’s old quarters—until your legs have been stretched wide apart with one foot bound to each post, you’ve no idea how deep a man’s cock can go; just the memory makes me shudder—and the armchair too.

      There are no PVC sheets or bondage furniture. I think, after Papillon, I could only view that kind of set up in a negative light, so I’m relieved the four-poster bed is the ‘bondage’ frame and that Nate’s armchair is our spank seat.

      Somehow, keeping it minimal makes me feel more rooted. Like the less clutter there is, the deeper our connection. Does that make sense? I don’t need the toys to feel like Nate’s sub. I just need him.

      Considering he needs me, it’s worked out rather perfectly.

      That isn’t to say life on the commune is as perfect. With so many volatile temperaments, having two days without some kind of argument is rare.

      The worst time was Christmas; talk about a complicated affair. My first at Blue Ridge, my first as the resident guardian, and while the commune enjoyed it, Sam’s uncertain future had cast a heavy shadow over the events.

      For me, it was enough to realize this is home. Forever.

      New York is my past and definitely not my future.

      Two fistfights between a pair of geophysicists, arguing over meteorite dust, and a physicist and mathematician nearly killing each other in their debate on the theory of dark matter, were the worst of it. Normal, rational discussions were turbocharged with too much alcohol and food.

      Things settled down, reverted to the skewed normalcy that Blue Ridge is capable of, once the judgment came through. The entire commune met Sam’s house arrest with approval.

      Apart from James and Alexei, of course.

      They tried to appeal the judgment, but hell; Erick van der Viel was the man behind it. If Erick sets something in stone, you’d better believe not even another Ice Age will break it. They left last month, with the threat of law suits projected our way.

      Sam isn’t allowed to leave the confines of the ranch. Considering he never did anyway, his life hasn’t changed all that much. He did have a tendency to fly out of the country for seminars and conventions, something he’s no longer allowed to do.

      In truth, for what he has done, the sentencing was both quick and lenient. I know that and am grateful for it. Maybe it’s undeserving; as horrid as Greta was, she still deserved fair treatment by the justice system. In truth, we manipulated the law in a way that would have made her congratulate us. No one worked it like she did. I’m sure, if she’s looking down on us, or maybe that should be up, she’ll be begrudgingly proud.

      Honestly, I don’t care. I’m just relieved Sam isn’t in jail. As it is, his work will never be praised or awarded thanks to his reputation, but he can still work and still save people’s lives, even if he doesn’t receive the due credit he deserves. We’re all happy with his lot.

      That isn’t to say in the time leading up to the unusual sentencing—thank you, Erick—things weren’t tough. Because they were. Rather than pushing us apart, they made Nate and I stronger and in a way, they made us fall even deeper down the rabbit hole.

      When I’m bound, on my knees, constrained, only then do I feel free. Free from the stresses and the strain of life on Blue Ridge. Only then, when Nate is my Master, when I’m being mastered can I truly relax.

      Kneeling at his side, my eyes flicker with exhaustion. It’s been a long day. We got news that no matter the sheer miracle of the algorithm John created, there’s no way any Prize committee will present him with a posthumous award. It would have perked Sam up to see John’s name on the Nobel laureate list. It’s distressing, for all of us. The algorithm capable of so much has been patented in its use within the prosthetic Nate still wears, but other than that, we made it open source. Just as John wanted.

      Because he hasn’t received the legacy he deserved, I thought it only fair to commemorate the Thoroughbred stables to him, something that has never happened before. It’s only a small plaque above the door, but in future, everyone who stays here, everyone who buys from us, will remember John’s name. Especially as the first foal born here will be named Kelly’s Dream. Not a snazzy name, but a damned sight better than another ‘Big Boy.’

      John Seamus Kelly might not be a Nobel winner in his own right, but he will be remembered by Blue Ridge. Not only that, he’s given a generation the means in which to receive their own Prizes and make their own legacies. That algorithm is the root of so many inventions, I can only imagine what the future holds, because I still don’t have a fucking clue what it actually does.

      Nate and Sam have tried to explain it to me. Words like ergodic, theoretical computer science, higher dimensional generations...they just fly over my head. No matter how many times they try to draw me pictures to understand what the fuck is going on, a mathematician I am not. Nor will I ever be. I’m an artist, through and through. A currently-contracted one, too. A gallery in New York wants to show my ‘Predator’s Prey’ collection. Sometimes, not being a mathematician is a good thing.

      The thought makes me grin, especially as the last time Nate tried to make a believer out of me, he’d used fingers on various parts of my body in an outside-the-box attempt to make me understand.

      “What are you grinning at?”

      “Just thinking about John’s algorithm.”

      He snorts. “I’m going to assume you’re thinking of the last time I tried to explain it to you and not the actual algorithm?.”

      “You’ve got that right. I’ll never understand it. I don’t know why you bother to explain it.”

      “Hope springs eternal. And it gives me an excuse to be creative.”

      I hoot at that and look up at him with sparkling eyes. “Since when did you need an ‘excuse’?”

      His grin makes my pussy start to burn with the need for his possession. “Creativity should be encouraged, Marina. Don’t you want to know what I have planned for you tonight?”

      As his smile melts me from the inside out, my heart beats to a rhythm of its own. A rhythm that is one with Nate’s. I never thought to love like this. Never thought I could be loved. Fate took me on the ride of my life from an early age; but all the trauma, the worry, and the hurt were all leading to this one man.

      Looking up at his beautiful face, my fingers reach up to play with the collar about my neck. I may not deserve him or be worthy of him. I may not always be the best for him. But no one can love him like I do. No one can give him what I do.

      He’s my soul mate, and I’m his.

      The future’s bright even though I don’t know exactly what it holds. More time at Blue Ridge; a wedding—my own, eek.—on the ranch so Sam can give me away, weekends spent at Mona’s house in Chesapeake Bay—a place we’ve yet to visit even though she and her hunks have come up here; the prospect of being the godmother to Eddie’s baby... And maybe, who knows, one of my own when Nate and I are ready.

      As I look up at him, spying the twinkle in his eyes, a twinkle that stems from excitement at what the rest of the night holds, my love for him is written into the lines of my face. Into the lines of my being.

      He sees that, bends down and presses his lips to mine.

      With that gentle kiss, he starts a fire only he can quench, and I give myself up to the burn…a willing sacrifice to the multi-faceted man I love.

      This isn’t The End.

      It isn’t The Beginning.

      It’s my life. Who and what I am. Thanks to this man, I discovered both.
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      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here. Or, you can always email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.

      Until I see you there or you write me an email, here are more of my books for you to read…
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      Claimed by Caden

      McKinnon’s Mate
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      Three’s Never A Crowd
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      La Belle sans La Bete Series

      Menage Material

      A Thoroughly Modern Menage

      

      Forever Theirs
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      The Salsang Chronicles (written with Helen Scott)
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      Stained Bonds (Coming May 2019)
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