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      Standing before the mirror, Alan finished getting dressed. It wasn't often that he bothered to don his ceremonial black leathers: the pants, the boots, vest and silver-studded wrist cuffs. In fact, he couldn't remember the last time he'd put them on. It had been even longer since he'd last felt this level of giddiness. High school probably came close, but he was twelve long years beyond his graduation of that. The last of his wild and wooly college days were a good six years behind him as well. So why did he feel like a schoolboy on the verge of his first date, and with none other than the homecoming queen? He felt shaky, but his hands in the mirror were as steady as they'd always been. It was why he'd once aspired to be an architect… back before he realized that, while precision work suited him, sitting at a drafting table for hours on end bored him to tears.

      He tightened his armbands, but his gaze had already drifted from his reflection to the series of photographs stuck by their edges all around the mirror's frame. Of all the people captured there, only one was represented in every picture: Octavia Sutters. Though she signed her name as Tavy on all her Castle admission papers, while she was here, she only ever went by the simple, anonymous moniker of 'O.' He knew this not because they were great friends, (although they had exchanged the occasional word or two of conversation over the years) or because he had once managed to score a highly-coveted scene with her and her Dom-of-the-moment. No, he knew who she was because three weeks ago, when he'd first learned that Tavy had volunteered to be one of the thirty or so submissives invited to take part in the Castle's first slave auction, he'd broken into Master Marshall's office and looked up her records.

      Getting caught might have cost him his job, but Alan hadn't been able to help himself. He'd been here three years now, not quite as long as the Castle had been open. Tavy had been one of its first guests, staying for one or two days every month, as reliable in her attendance as clockwork. And just like clockwork, she had a routine she never deviated from and a reputation that made her one of the most highly-sought after submissives among the regular guests and the in-staff Masters alike.

      From the moment Tavy donned her usual costume (black corset and garters, with five-inch high fuck-me heels) and knelt to submit, she did whatever was asked of her. Rumor had it she never said no. At least, not apart from her hard limit of no conversations of a personal nature, and she never—ever—played with the same man twice. Had Alan known this the one time he'd unexpectedly been pulled into a scene with her, her current Top ordering her to her knees before him, he'd have done more than watch and savor it while she, with her hands bound high behind her back, opened the fastenings of his pants with her teeth and obediently took his cock into her mouth. She'd choked herself on his length, she took him so deep into her throat. Willingly. Enthusiastically. He still went to bed at night remembering how it had felt to have the muscles of her throat milking him as she'd swallowed, hummed, swallowed again and, in a ball-spasming series of spurts so strong it had almost dropped him to his knees, sucked down every last drop she could wring out of him.

      Alan brushed his black hair back, his dark eyes moving from photo to photo. Cameras were banned from the grounds, but the Castle did employ a photographer who could be hired to provide mementos of any scene… and bribed to hand over extra copies. Most men lucky enough to play with Tavy paid to have their scenes immortalized; a story the pictures around this old mirror told in blatant carnality. Tavy hoisted in the dungeon, her body streaked with sweat and her face a mask of exquisite suffering while a Dom who wasn't Alan applied his flogger. Tavy in the stocks; one man in her mouth while another took her from behind. Tavy on a spanking bench, and a cross, and a wooden horse covered in sharp plastic studs that bit into her tender pussy and thighs. Tavy bound. Tavy with cane welts, strap marks, and hand prints. Being cut, pierced, branded. Tavy suffering, over and over again, doing whatever was asked of her because she never refused, never cried enough, and in not one of all those many pictures did she ever look as if she was enjoying what was happening to her.

      And yet, every month, she always returned. The only guest in the history of the Castle who never had to apply online or call in a reservation. She simply showed up, disappearing into Master Marshall's office the moment she arrived, only to re-emerge with a room number, a Top assignment, and all the closed mannerisms of a very aloof O.

      Something in her called to Alan. He couldn't put his finger on what, but he wanted her. Those pictures on his mirror were a balm upon that part of his being that needed to see her, touch her—possess her—and yet, every morning when he woke up and every night when he went to sleep, they served as a painful reminder that he wasn't what she needed. He couldn't do to her half of what she endured at the hands of her assigned 'Doms'. Although more than ready, willing, and able to deliver a good old-fashioned spanking from time to time, he wasn't sadistic enough to deliver the kind of pain she took on a monthly basis. Every time he looked at the suffering represented in these photographs, all he could think was how… wrong it all was. Every detail of every scene. Every whip mark, and clamp, and forcefully maintained posture that brought out those pixelated grimaces and forever-silent cries. The only redeeming feature in any of them was Tavy herself.

      Alan put down his hairbrush. He opened the top drawer of his dresser and took out a thin box: a perfect square, six inches by six inches, no less than two inches deep. He set it on top of the table, bracing his hands on either side while he took a deep breath to settle his firing nerves.

      Somewhere in this Castle, the annual New Year's Eve party—an event scheduled to last from Tuesday to Friday—was already underway. In the more sedate programs, puppies and kittens were being tucked into their kennels and cages. Ponygirls were being brushed and bedded down in their stalls. People were already gathering on the back lawn to watch the fireworks scheduled for later that evening, a display so spectacularly renowned that Granger locals—temporarily forgetting the stigma attached to having an adult resort in their backyards—lined up in lawn chairs along the highway to catch tantalizing glimpses of the shimmering bursts of fire and light above the trees.

      And somewhere, somewhere in the half-torturous and half-magical depths of this old stone fortress, Tavy was climbing out of her civilian clothes and into her costume. She was putting on an auction prize number and the black velvet ribbon that signaled she was a submissive; an article he couldn't wait to take off her and replace with something more meaningful.

      The Meet and Greet event had started ten minutes ago. Men were readying their wallets and picking out favorites amongst the auction participants milling among them. Tavy wouldn't be there; Alan knew that from experience. She never mingled at Castle functions, not unless she was forced. But every Dom preparing to take part in tonight's special proceedings would know she was attending. The name 'O' was on the register—lucky number seven—and that register had been posted on all three ballroom doors since noon. It was on the postcards that littered the dining tables, and would undoubtedly be in the pamphlets that would be handed out at the auction's start.

      There would be no shortage of bidders. This was going to cost him some serious money, and Alan knew that, but backing out now was not an option. If ever he was going to skirt her hard limit of never playing with the same man twice, tonight was his chance. The only one he'd probably ever have. Tonight, he was going home with Tavy and for the next four days, she was going to be his and his alone.

      He opened the box and withdrew the collar he'd had Kane make especially for the occasion—black leather and silver chains, with a pendant locket that, when opened, read simply: 'Owned'. That was what he intended to do this weekend. He was going to own her, so completely and so devastatingly that when she returned to the Castle next month, she would do so ready to discard her hard limit. For Alan, and Alan alone.

      That was the dream, anyway.

      He pocketed her collar. The leashes, he knew, were already piled on the table where Parker would be handling the financial aspect of tonight's transactions. Taking a deep breath, Alan strove to quiet the giddiness and regain a semblance of inner calm. He pulled himself out of the fantasy zone in which his mind kept wanting to wander—not yet, not until the auction was won and he had her kneeling at his feet—and then he left his third-floor apartment above the schoolgirl library and went down to join the other Castle guests below.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tavy Sutters sat on the foot of the bed in the room she'd been assigned. Her corset lay spread out on the comforter beside her, but she didn't look at it. The rest of her things were still in her duffel bag, sitting on the floor just inside the door. She hadn't bothered to unpack and probably wouldn't at all this trip. It was one of the perks of volunteering for the auction. All the submissives taking part in this week's holiday activity had received their stay for free. For once, she didn't feel like she was taking advantage of the resort by not paying for it the way everyone else did.

      Not that she didn't pay in other ways. Sweat, blood and salt-stinging tears were her currency, and of those her account was drained every single month. She just never paid with cash.

      This time was different though. Her meals and room were free as usual, but in return for her participation in the charity event, Marshall had promised an extra perk—a second stay to be redeemed in whatever month she chose, as well as two days over the weekend once her allotted time as a 'slave' was done.

      She rubbed the back of her hand, not yet sure whether or not she was going to stay for those extra days. She supposed that would depend entirely on the man who bought her, and whether the severity of his punishments were harsh enough to silence the gnawing guilt eating her up inside.

      She wished she wasn't here.

      Switching hands, Tavy rubbed that one now as well, pushing her thumb up and down the old carpal tunnel surgery scars. She hated everything about this place, but that didn't change anything. She couldn't leave, though she knew she was free to do so at any time. What did she have to go home to, except the awful thing that drove her to this equally awful place time and time again?

      Absent-mindedly, she rubbed the other scar. Sitting and rubbing, she watched the sun mark the unyielding march of time as it crawled from the top of the window to the sill, and then vanished below the distant tree line. If she didn't start getting ready now, she was going to be late. Then and only then, could she bring herself to pick up the costume she had come to hate.

      She donned her corset with all the enthusiasm of a felon climbing into her prison-issued jumpsuit. Jet black, it pushed up her breasts, cinched in her waist and had a short bib of black lace both in front and back that barely covered either her sex or her bottom. It fit her very well, amplifying each of her curves to their best visual advantage, and yet Tavy found nothing to admire about the way she looked.

      Twisting her long brown hair up in a practical ponytail to keep it out of the way of the things she'd undoubtedly be asked to do before the night was out, she slipped her feet into high stiletto heels. This was not her usual corset. It lacked the fastenings for garters and left her long legs bare. Trying to ignore her reflection, she looked in the mirror just long enough to put her make-up on—dark, smoky eye shadow, black mascara, crimson cock-sucker lipstick—before tying the velvet collar-like ribbon around her neck and pinning the auction number she'd been given to her bodice.

      Ready fifteen minutes before she had to report to the ballroom where the auction was scheduled to take place, Tavy sat on the foot of her bed. She rubbed her scars while she waited. The ones on her hands first, then those on her wrists, and then her legs. In the back of her mind, she couldn't help but wonder, as she touched each one, how many more they'd have to put on her before she could stand to look at herself again.
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      You're really going to do it," Sam said, more a statement than a question as Alan stepped into the ballroom. "I mean, you've been talking about it for weeks, but I didn't think you were actually going to do it."

      Alan's gaze swept the already crowded ballroom. Red velvet drapes poured down the walls and faux torches lit the pillars, warming what would otherwise have been a barren stone room. At the far wall, an empty stage waited for the show to begin. An ocean of chairs were set up before it, with prospective bidders already filling up more than half of them. As he looked around, Alan recognized several who weren't guests.

      "I'm not the only Master here," he pointed out, accepting one of the programs Sam handed him. He checked it only far enough to find her name—O, number seven.

      "Except for the Bobsey Twins over there, most of the rest of us are P-L-A-N-T-S."

      As if their guests couldn't spell. Alan frowned at him.

      But Sam merely turned his sunniest grin on the Musketeer coming up the hall behind Alan. "Hi, how are you? Here's a program and a commemorative paddle. Sit anywhere you like. We're filling up fast." Sam stopped smiling almost the moment the man had walked far enough away not to notice. "Were you able to get your accountant on the phone?"

      "The day before New Year's Eve?" Alan scoffed. "He took his family to Hawaii. Apparently, he has an aversion to cold."

      Sam winced in sympathy for him. "What are you going to do?"

      Alan shook his head, glancing through the crowd in search of an empty seat where he might escape being crushed in amongst the would-bes, who were packed in like eager, hard-on driven, leather-clad Dom sardines. Dear God, three-quarters of the room was wearing black. It might be the middle of winter, but he was willing to bet that by halfway through the auction, they'd have the A/C on. "His partner put a rush on the transfer, but it hasn't hit my account yet. I have to work with what I've got."

      Sam whistled softly through his teeth.

      "I know," Alan agreed.

      "I hope it's enough. There's some serious money in this room. Here." He handed Alan a commemorative paddle. Nice weight, well balanced. No longer or wider than the palm of his hand and elegantly enclosed in a black velvet pouch. "No, keep it," Sam said, when he tried to hand it back. "It's complimentary, and I've been told I can't go home tonight until I've passed out every single one of them."

      "I won't need it," Alan told him, but Sam had already turned his attention to the fur-clad caveman sauntering down the hall toward them, his loincloth not quite long enough to hide a swish of low-hanging junk, and his club balanced against his shoulder.

      "Hi, how are you?" Sam handed out another program and paddle. "Sit anywhere you like." He held his smile until the man walked away. "Maybe Marshall will float you…"

      Alan shook his head.

      "You asked him?"

      "He's nervous enough having P-L-A-N-T-S in the audience. There's a fine line, I guess, between ensuring no submissive walks off the stage unpurchased and extending credit to one of his own when everyone else is expected to pony up promptly at the time of purchase. No." Alan shook his head again. "I'm not living paycheck to paycheck. I'll have enough."

      He hoped. The look Sam gave him said he hoped so too.

      Leaving the other Master to work the door, Alan ventured into the ballroom in search of a vacant chair. The rows up front by the stage were already packed, which was where he would have preferred to sit. Unfortunately, the folding seat he got stuck with was sandwiched in the middle of the room, positioned right smack behind a stage-obscuring pillar, and with at least a hundred other men and one or two women spread out all around him. He'd expected a big turnout, but really, how many more people would be coming to this thing?

      On every vacant chair was a bidding paddle with a number that lit up bright red when held aloft. He picked up his before he sat on it, and tried to make himself comfortable enough to wait. No sooner had he sat down, however, than he heard a familiar voice drawl in his ear, "You're really going to do it, huh?"

      Alan had to fight not to either roll his eyes or sigh. "Is there anybody in this place who knows how to mind his own business?"

      "You're kidding, right?" Snorting, Jackson made himself comfortable on the folding chair directly behind Alan. "Not a chance, buddy. And who the hell thought this was a good place to put a pillar?"

      "You may as well come up here," Alan said. "The view isn't any better, but if you're going to haunt my shadow the least we can do is sit together."

      Rather than try to squeeze himself through the narrow aisle of seated guests, Jackson stepped directly over the chair beside Alan and then plopped his muscular bulk down onto it. He immediately rose again to retrieve the auction paddle out from under him, then dropped the paddle in his lap and opened up his program. "So, which number is she?"

      "Seven." Alan knew all he needed to about the pamphlet, but he opened his as well and tried to look at any number but Tavy's. "Who are you here for? Don't tell me Marshall has you working as a—"

      "Don't say it," Jackson warned. "We've been ordered on pain of demotion not to say that word where we might be overheard."

      "Demotion?" Alan stared at him.

      "All the way to submissive, apparently." Jackson flipped his program over to look at the back. "I'm not actually sure he can do that, but I'm also not going to test the issue. And yes, to answer your question. I am… one of those. No submissive left behind and all that. There are about six of us scattered through the room, all under strict orders not to artificially elevate the bidding, though I doubt my services will be required. I was at the Beat the Meat earlier—"

      "Meet and Greet," Alan corrected.

      "Whatever. There wasn't a single volunteer being ignored by the prospective bidders. Should it happen that someone doesn't get bid on, sure, I'll raise my hand and take her—or him, I suppose—home for the next couple days. But you can smell the testosterone in this room and there are trouser tents just about everywhere you look. I predict a nice, fat bidding war erupting on every woman who crosses that stage. Alan, you gave me the wrong number. Number seven is O."

      As if all his attention were absorbed by the empty auction stage, Alan said nothing.

      After a moment, Jackson whistled. "Alan, not to tell you your business, but have you looked at that girl's hard limits?"

      Of course he had. He knew them all by heart. Alan didn't answer, his mind having already preoccupied itself with the unpleasant thought of the kind of bidding war Tavy would inspire just by walking out on the stage. Had she gone to the introductory gathering between the auction attendees? If so, his chances of getting out of this with so much as a penny left in his bank account were even lower than he'd initially thought. He swiveled around in his seat far enough to glance at the main ballroom door. With every new Dom slipping in past Sam, taking one of those programs and paddles, and hunting the aisles for a vacant chair, his chances dwindled even more.

      "Hope you have enough," Jackson said, as if he were reading Alan's mind.

      "So do I," Alan muttered, then wished he'd bit his tongue.

      At seven o'clock exactly, the door Sam was guarding swung closed, and the lights in the ballroom dimmed. The room grew quiet when Master Marshall ascended the stage. His formal black leathers melded him with the growing darkness. Just the sight of him, as he crossed the dais to take up the auctioneer's microphone, made the already thick tension in the room heavier.

      Alan was not immune. Craning to see around the pillar, he tightened his grip on the numbered paddle. The back of his head buzzed like a live cattle wire up under his skull. He'd been saving money his whole life, but only in the last few weeks had he truly understood what he'd been saving it for. He only wished he'd had the foresight to get enough moved in time, out of savings and into an account he could access. He eyed his neighbors in the surrounding crowd, the hum of tension radiating from them like a physical presence in the hall. Many were considered some of the Castle's best customers; a few could easily be considered wealthy. How many of them were here for Tavy? He honestly didn't know, but he was willing to bet more than one or two. He could exhaust every penny he had, and it was still entirely possible someone could outbid him. Another man might take his Tavy home tonight.

      No. Not this time. When she left the auction stage, it was going to be with his collar on her neck and the leash attached to it in his hand. For once, he was going to have something more of her than illicit copies of pictures begged off Mistress Genni in Photography.

      "Good evening," Master Marshall said, while the lights on the stage moved to center him and bring the Master of the Masters into stark relief against the red backdrop of the heavy velvet curtains. "Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the Castle's first ever Charity Submissive Auction. As many of you know, this last summer, the Castle lost one of its own to cancer. For those of you who knew him, the loss has been soul-rending. For those who didn't, Master Don was one of the original six founding Masters with the vision to help me take a dilapidated stone structure going to rubble in Scotland and bring it here, to Ohio. His greatest contributions to our facility have been the Nobles' Program, the period costumes, and the Master's Supper and Show, where he presided every night without fail that entire first year. There are bits and pieces of his influence in every wing and every hall, and in the rules by which we abide. In short, the Castle never would have become what it is today without his guidance and influence. And so, what better way to honor his memory than by hosting this charity event? Bid, and bid generously. Each submissive you are about to meet has pledged to make this a weekend for you to remember. Every penny you spend not only will the Castle match, but it will, in Don's name, be donated to aid a very worthy cause: the fight to eradicate cancer for good."

      Applause erupted through the room, and Alan joined in, but it said something about him and where his mind was that at each clap of his hands, all he could think about was that moment when he finally—finally—got Tavy alone. Got her down across his knee. Instead of the vague sting of his palm meeting his own palm, what he'd be feeling then was the yielding flesh of her bottom filling up his hand, turning softly pink one crisp smack at a time, until her moans were in his ear and her heady arousal filled the air around him.

      Master Marshall held up his hands, waiting for the room to quiet. "Before we begin, let's go over the rules. What you are purchasing tonight is the use of a willing submissive from the moment you make payment until ten o'clock Friday morning. Sexual favors are not included in the bidding. As consenting adults, that is strictly between you and your submissive. If you are the winning bidder in an auction, your submissive will be removed to a waiting area while you settle your account. You will then be given a file containing his or her likes, wants, desires…and hard limits. You will make yourself familiar with those limits, and you will not cross those lines."

      The quiet that had descended over the audience became amplified as Marshall looked over them. The ice blue of his gaze seemed to pierce them all in turn; Alan tucked behind his pillar most certainly included.

      "Your submissive has vowed to make his or herself pliant to your desires," Marshall continued, and his stare became positively glacial. "But no still means no. If you cross that line, you will find yourself in my office and I will not be forgiving. Also, the Castle rule regarding gags is still very much in effect. If you do not apply for a gag waiver and I catch you using one, I will not be forgiving. Are these rules understood?"

      No one in the audience said a word, but his edicts were crystal clear and after another sweeping glare, Marshall nodded. "Then let us begin. Our first submissive, ladies and gentlemen. Please welcome… Jasmine."

      Jackson had been right. From the moment Jasmine walked out onto the stage in her blue and green sequined and coin-dangling belly-dancing outfit, every eye in the room was hungrily on her. She was plump and dark-skinned, her jet-black hair hanging in a single long braid down to her hips, which lent her an exotic, Disneyesque allure that she wore every bit as comfortably as the gossamer veil which didn't quite hide the prettiness of her face.

      "A servant looking for a Master to worship," Marshall told the audience as she let her hips lead her in a full circle, rolling and gyrating in seductive popping motions that made the coins on her dancing outfit jingle. If she wasn't a real belly-dancer, she was faking her way through the part extremely well. "Hard limits include anal, but she loves to be restrained. The bidding will start at two hundred—"

      Even before he could read out the minimum price, all through the audience red lights flashed as multiple paddles shot up and the price soared. Alan felt his stomach sink all the way into his boots when it hit two thousand and just kept going. Two thousand, for four days and three nights? Jasmine was attractive and her attitude was beautiful, but she was no Tavy. This did not bode well, and by the time Marshall snapped his auctioneer's gavel down on the podium—pointing out into the audience as he said, "Thirty-eight hundred to number seventy-two. Come and collect your prize, Seventy-Two,"—it was all Alan could do not to taste his upcoming defeat with every shaky breath.

      Calm. Calm, he had to be calm. He pressed his sweaty palms flat against his thighs, his face a mask of expressionless stone. But… thirty-eight hundred dollars? He could buy a car for that. Maybe not a new car, but still a car. Or go on a cruise. Or rent a house in the French Quarter of New Orleans in the middle of Mardi Gras. Except that he already had a car, he had no interest in cruises, and if it came down to a choice between Mardi Gras and three nights with Tavy, who the hell cared about New Orleans?

      "Gentlemen," Master Marshall said, holding out his hand to draw all eyes to the far right of the stage. "Welcome Blossom."

      And so the auction went on. Blossom, a pretty blonde woman wearing the scanty white tunic of a Roman slave girl, cost her newly-acquired Master five thousand. A babygirl, bound for four days of fun in the Ageplay program, brought a staggering eight. Number four on the auction block was a young man in a Roman loin cloth. He had a taut stomach, a tight ass, and, as Marshall was only too happy to announce, a burning desire to intimately know the term 'rode hard and put up wet'. He went for almost six thousand. Alan recognized the Dominant who marched up to the stage to pay for his new toy.

      "I hope he was serious about what he wanted," Jackson murmured. "Because he's going to get his wish with that one."

      Alan didn't say anything. He didn't have to. One look at Jackson let him know that the Castle's Chief of Security was already making a mental note to inform his staff to be ready should they need to respond to a trouble call. Opening up his program (as if he really needed the reminder), Alan looked at the brief description given for Tavy. While the fifth submissive strutted out onto the stage in her kitty-cat ears and tails, and turned around to wiggle her bottom to the chuckling delight of the audience, he pulled out his cellphone and discreetly checked his bank account. He didn't need to do that either, but the time was ticking down, that inevitable moment where he either won or lost was looming closer, and it was getting harder and harder to hold still. His heart was pounding, embedding his pulse in his temple and his throat.

      Tavy was next. Alan rubbed his mouth. There were too many men in this room. Every last one of them was going to want her. How could they not?

      "Easy," Jackson said softly, burly arms folded across his chest, his long legs as stretched out as the row of chairs in front of him would accommodate.

      "I am easy," Alan snapped. A man well known for his unflappable calm, every inch of him was itching within his own skin.

      The kitten brought eight thousand. Eight. The second one so far to go for so much. He felt sick. That was more than he had. How could anyone pay that much for four damn days?

      "Number seven," Master Marshall announced, holding out his arm while the spot lights drifted to the right of the stage. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome O."

      And suddenly, there she was—barely clothed in a corset that amplified her breasts and diminished her already tiny waist, flared her hips and turned her already long and slender legs into an eye-drawing masterpiece of feminine allure. They were bare, no stockings this time, and although he was a sucker for long legs gift-wrapped in thigh-highs and garters, this outfit honestly didn't need anything extra to make it perfect.

      Except a collar, came his next hungry thought. And a leash by which to lead her back to his room.

      "This lady is a lover of cock worship," Master Marshall told them. "Her hard limits include sex without condoms. However, in her admission packet I believe she said it best herself when she wrote: Use me. Degrade me. Break me."

      Tavy turned away from the crowd. As other volunteers had done before her, Alan thought she was going to twirl for them, to show her beautiful body from every enjoyable angle. But with her back to them, she stopped. Her long legs parted, and then she bent at the waist, folding all the way over until her bottom was a round, thrusting target outlined by the thin strip of her panties. She gripped her ankles and held that pose, her long brown ponytail pouring down like a waterfall onto the stage floor between her splayed feet.

      "I recommend the cane," Master Marshall told the audience. "If you forgot your own, the Castle does come fully stocked. Let the bidding start at two hundred dollars."

      More than one paddle shot into the air. Red lights flashed all around Alan, and his grip tightened on the handle of his own paddle. He didn't join the bidding, not right away. Instead he watched, letting the numbers climb as he tried to identify which of the warring Doms might be the most intent on taking his Tavy away from him. Marshall was calling out two thousand almost before Alan could blink, but by the time they hit three thousand, only three men remained in the bidding war.

      "It's slowing down," Jackson murmured, speaking just loudly enough for Alan to hear.

      Nodding, Alan's intense gaze followed each flash of light and fought hard to stay off Tavy, who was still holding her ankles up on that stage, the inner slopes of her taut thighs quivering under the strain. It wasn't until Marshall left the podium and drifted toward her, that Alan began to pay attention to what was happening on stage. The price climbed to thirty-five hundred, and the third bidder dropped out, but all Alan felt was the fist-like clenching of his gut when Marshall laid his hand on the side of Tavy's hip, patting her gently even as he continued to point out the next highest bidder.

      Four thousand.

      "It's definitely slowing down," Jackson noted softly, and still Alan held himself with statue stillness, his gaze transfixed upon the bent figure on the stage. Between her parted legs, he could see her bright red lips part, and then the mounds of her breasts—seemingly one shallow breath away from letting gravity spill them completely out over her corset—shook in a telltale hitch. She wasn't looking at the audience. Instead, she stared straight down at the floor, but that hitch gave away a lot. Alan didn't need to see her eyes.

      "She's crying." He never meant to say that out loud.

      Beside him, Jackson switched his attention from the audience to the stage. "So she is. Alan, you're about to lose this auction."

      It wasn't that Alan hadn't been hearing Marshall all this time, because he had. He'd just compartmentalized it; relegated the droning of his voice as he worked the room to something heard—but not quite listened to. Until the moment when suddenly what he realized Marshall was saying was, "Going once… Going twice…"

      He was looking right at Alan, one golden eyebrow arched in warning.

      Alan's paddle shot into the air, red light flashing. What the hell amount were they even on?

      "Forty-four hundred," Marshall supplied, pointing right at him. "Do I see forty-five?"

      From the third row on the opposite side of the room, the man who had up until that moment claimed the highest bid, snapped around in his chair to glare at Alan. Frowning, he raised his paddle and the bidding took off again.

      Alan upped to forty-six, his heart beginning to pound, a rush of pure adrenaline zinging straight through him. This was a lot of money. He snapped his paddle up again to bid at forty-eight. He was almost at the top of what he could afford. How much higher could this other guy afford to go?

      Five thousand. His heart wasn't just pounding now, it was strangling inside his chest. He fought for calm, to look as if he had all the money in the world and no reservations about spending every penny of it here tonight. But the other Dom, despite letting his irritation show, wasn't backing down, and Alan was almost at his limit.

      Fifty-two hundred. He was going to lose her. The edge of the auction paddle's handle cut into the soft flesh of his palm as the cold realization began to snake through him.

      Fifty-four. That was it. That was all he had. He felt it, a real and physical pain, when the other man's hand shot up and he took the bidding out of Alan's reach. He'd just lost. Tavy was going to spend the next few days with someone else.

      Marshall looked to Alan expectantly. "Five thousand five hundred, do I hear six hundred?"

      "Put your hand up," Jackson told him.

      Alan didn't move. He couldn't make himself look at Marshall, because looking at him would mean seeing her… and right now, just knowing he couldn't have her felt like a knife to the gut. "I can't." It made him sick to his stomach to admit that.

      Shifting on his chair, Jackson unfolded his thick arms and leaned closer, saying for his ears only, "Do you want her? Because if you do, put your paddle in the air. I've got your back."

      "Going once…" Marshall warned.

      After staring at Jackson for just long enough to assure himself the man was serious, Alan shot his paddle high into the air.

      "Six hundred." Marshall pointed back at him. "We have five thousand six hundred, do I hear seven?"

      The other Dom accepted the bid.

      "Enough of this pussy-footing around," Jackson muttered. "Tell them, six thousand five."

      Alan snapped him a startled look, but his voice, when he called that offer out, was as strong and in control as any he'd ever used. "Six thousand, five hundred."

      "Choke on that, cocksucker," Jackson chuckled, meeting the other Dom's irritated glare with a very toothy smile.

      "We're at six thousand five hundred, do I hear six hundred?" Marshall drawled, patting Tavy's hip again.

      She was still bent over, still gripping her ankles with her round bottom offered high. She was also still crying, sucking broken breaths through her open mouth in an effort to keep her body from shaking and her sobs from being heard.

      "We have sixty-six hundred," Marshall said, pointing to the other Dom.

      "Do seven grand," Jackson said.

      "Seven thousand," Alan called loudly. There was no way Tavy could feel the caress of his gaze from here, but as soon as she was off that stage he was going to discover the reason for those tears, and she'd feel the comfort of his hand.

      "Now he's squirming." That came from Sam, unexpectedly sliding into Jackson's vacated seat directly behind Alan. Alan felt the brush against his shoulders when Sam leaned his folded arms across the back of his chair, keeping his voice low so no one but Jackson and Alan could hear. "He looks pissed. I'll bet he doesn't go much higher."

      "We have seven thousand one hundred," Marshall said, when the other Dom stuck his paddle in the air. But Sam was right. He was slowing down, punctuating each new bid with longer pauses and irritated jerks of his hand.

      "Seven-five," Jackson encouraged, one finger idly stroking back and forth across his bottom lip.

      "You're helping him?" Sam asked, and Jackson nodded once as Alan hiked the bid to the next five hundred mark.

      Across the room, the other bidder shifted angrily in his chair, then slapped his paddle up into the air.

      "Do eight," Sam chuckled, thoroughly enjoying the show of frustration. It must have tickled his sadist's bone.

      "Is this your money or mine?" Jackson asked.

      "I'll throw into the kitty."

      "Eight thousand," Alan called out, loud and strong.

      Erupting out of his chair, the other bidder threw his paddle on the floor and stalked out of the room.

      "Eight thousand," Marshall said, a faint smile curving his lips. "Going once… twice… bidder number?"

      Alan checked his paddle. "One forty-eight."

      "Come take command of your submissive, One Forty-Eight."

      Already out of his chair, Alan didn't need to be told twice. He headed down the main aisle, turning left once he reached the stage. He knew Jackson and Sam were following him, already digging their wallets out of their pockets, but his gaze remained locked on Tavy as she rose from her position. Marshall patted her bottom, gesturing for her to exit to the left as well.

      Alan kept a steady pace—her, walking in those impossibly high fuck-me heels on the elevated stage; him, at floor level a good two feet below her.

      "Tavy," he called to her, but she pretended not to hear him and kept walking.

      Reaching out his hand, Alan tried to touch her leg, but she shied, side-stepping away from his hand.

      This time when he called to her, he let a touch of authority color his tone. "Tavy."

      Having reached the three short steps that led off the stage and into the sectioned-off back area, where payment would be made and purchases would met their purchasers for the first time face-to-face, she paused.

      There was no guard rail, and her heels were incredibly high. Alan offered her a steady hand. "Look at me," he said, when she simply stood there and made no move to accept his help. "Tavy?"

      "My name is O," she said, that single initial so softly spoken that if he hadn't seen her lips move, he'd have thought he'd imagined it. Even more faintly, she shook her head once. "I wish you hadn't bought me."

      She took each of the three steps slowly and carefully, but she never touched his hand, and she never looked at him. Not once.
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      The relief of at least recognizing the man who had bought her didn't last beyond the time it took her to reach the bottom of the stage steps. Master Grimsley, (the Castle's head butler in charge of all the servants, both guests and staff) was already waiting for her, stiff and formal in his black and white uniform. He snapped his fingers and pointed his switch to one of several chairs lined up beside a row of temporary cubicles, each forming a private little area where newly-bought submissives could acquaint themselves with the Dominants who now owned them. She had made it through the auction. Now came the hard part—everything she would be asked to do between now and Friday.

      Selecting a chair slightly away from the rest, Tavy placed her hands on her knees and did her best to avoid looking at the man who had bought her. She didn't know him, although she did suspect he worked here. She'd bumped into him way too many times over the last few years for him to just be another guest. She remembered talking to him a time or two as well—or at least as much as she talked to anyone here. Had he ever told her his name? She had a feeling he had… something that began with an 'A'. Adam or Andrew… no, that didn't seem right. Not that it mattered. She was going to find out who he was soon enough.

      Two other men trailed A-Whoever—Aden? Aaron? Hell, it could be Aardvark for all she knew; she was so bad with names—from around the red velvet curtain that blocked her view of the next girl coming out onto the stage.

      "Please welcome Silver…" Master Marshall's voice rang out over the microphone speakers, but when it sank in that the two men weren't just following A-Whoever, but were actually with him, Tavy stopped paying attention to the announcement.

      It was a threesome. She had just been bought by three different men; the devil she sort of knew, another with brown hair so long his ponytail hung down past his shoulders, and a third who looked like he ate professional bodybuilders for breakfast and wrestled gorillas every day before lunch. A single knot of panic wound its way inside her chest, choking her… until she realized that her purchase might have been a joint effort, but only one of those men intended to enjoy the benefits. Muscles and Ponytail cracked a couple of jokes with the unsmiling Devil, Ponytail slapping him good-naturedly on the shoulder while Muscles tossed her a casual wave, and then they were gone, heading back out into the auction audience.

      Lingering at the payment table, apparently oblivious to what the Castle Master seated there was telling him, A-Whoever stared straight back at her. He was dark-haired and dark-eyed, his olive skin darker than most Caucasians, with distinctly exotic facial characteristics, although she couldn't quite place the nationality. He was calm, unsmiling in a contemplative way. Hard to read.

      Wiping her suddenly sweaty palms on her knees, Tavy was first to look away. His eyes stayed on her. She could feel them boring into her with drill-like precision, the sensation only growing more unbearable the longer she sat there, stubbornly refusing to meet his eyes again.

      For reasons she couldn't quite put her finger on, she didn't want to play with him.

      Play… what an awful word to use in conjunction with what she was about to do. She closed her eyes, willing the knots in her tightening stomach to ease, and then discreetly wiped away the last of the wetness from her cheeks. She had no idea if she'd messed up her make-up. It probably didn't matter. Some guys liked the teary, 'freshly choked on a big cock' look. She rubbed her hands on her knees again. Four days. That was all she had to do this for, and she could do anything for four days.

      Taking a manila file from the Master at the desk, her dark-eyed devil found a chair five seats away, allowing Tavy the distance she had tried for, while presumably going over her likes, dislikes, and the hard limits she had spelled out on the application Marshall had given her to fill out that morning. Except it soon became obvious that he wasn't reading her forms at all. He was still watching her. She quickly averted her eyes again, but he must have mistaken her aversion to any kind of intimacy with him for a come-hither invitation. Snapping his folder shut, he stood up and came to her.

      She clasped her knees, willing her hands to stop trembling. The closer he drew, the more intensely intimate that open receiving area began to feel, which was ridiculous, since they were anything but alone. Only one previously auctioned submissive remained—a dark-haired woman in kitty ears and a butt-plug tail knelt at the feet of her new owner, her head resting on his knee while he idly stroked her ears and read through her file. Another, the one Master Marshall had introduced as Silver, was just coming off the stage. She looked shell-shocked, a little exhilarated and a lot apprehensive. The moment she sat down, her purchasers—twin Masters with the same hungry eagerness in their eyes and their strides—stalked off the main auction floor to claim her.

      "Why don't you like mouth-to-mouth kissing?"

      Tavy jumped when a chair thunked down directly in front of her, and the dark-haired, dark-eyed devil she now belonged to—for four days, only four, she could do anything for four days—sat down. They were so close now, their knees were touching. "What?'

      "Kissing," he repeated, opening the folder in his lap. He turned the file around and pointed to a line on the anonymous section of her application that included her likes and dislikes. "It's not a hard limit, but you have it listed under activities you don't enjoy. I was just wondering why. Have you never enjoyed kissing a man?"

      Tavy's instinct was to withdraw, but with her chair backed up against the partition wall, there was no way for her to retreat without first crawling over the top of him. "Of course I have."

      "And you disliked it so much you decided never to repeat the experience?"

      A tiny blossom of heat sparked deep down inside her, unfurling like an early morning flower in the very pit of her belly. She blamed his eyes. He was looking into her way too deeply, as if he were trying to see into all the darkest shadows of her soul.

      She shivered, quickly turning her face away. It was silly to think him even capable of that. He was just a man, just another Top with illusions of grandeur, thinking himself capable of rocking her world. "Mouths are filthy. And in a place like this, you never know where they've been."

      She jumped all over again when the tip of his finger touched her chin, turning her back to face him. She had to stop doing that. This wasn't her first visit to the Castle. She was no newbie to what she'd be subjected to, and she didn't want him to think she was. But if he noticed how nervous she was, he didn't comment on it. He only said, "Since I do intend to kiss you, thoroughly and often, where do you think my mouth has been?"

      Her gaze was pulled to his lips. Her breathing quickened and she tried again to look away. "I—we don't need to talk about this."

      He cocked a dark eyebrow and, ever so slightly, tipped his head to one side. The flower in her stomach was now swarming with bees, all of them humming nervously inside her. In all her visits here, Tavy had submitted to the attentions of many different men. Not one of them had ever questioned her about her rules before—aside from Master Marshall, who was much more subtle with his questions, and who still persisted in asking a few, but even he grudgingly accepted her tight-lipped refusal to comply. Her visits here each month were to fulfill a very specific need: the need for absolution, the kind only pain could give. She didn't come to get to know these people, and she certainly didn't want them to get to know her. Eventually, everyone played by her rules… rather than risk her not playing at all. Not one of those men, some of them now little more than faceless shadows in her memory, had ever looked at her like this.

      His stare was unblinking, unwavering. Cold.

      "I beg your pardon?" he said, the softness of his tone at complete odds with the chill of his expression. Looks like that made it hard for her to breathe.

      Tavy fought to keep the tremble growing up inside her from coming out in her voice. "I don't want—"

      Abandoning her file, he reached for her. Fight or run—the instinct for both shot through her—but already his fingers were locked upon the fragile velvet of her auction-appointed collar. In one smooth motion, he stood, shoving his chair back even as he dragged her off hers and dropped her to her knees on the floor.

      "If you thought you had a choice as to which questions you were or weren't going to answer, I apologize for the misunderstanding. Let's try this again, shall we?" His grip on her collar absolute, he forced her all the way down until she had to turn her head to keep from bumping her nose against the stone floor. Her cheek pressed to it instead, leaving her bottom sticking straight up in the air behind her. It was a familiar position; one she'd been both spanked and fucked in many times, but the dark-eyed devil did neither. Letting go of her collar, he returned to his seat, repositioned one booted foot to rest upon the back of her neck, and picked up her file again. "My name is Alan," he said, opening back up to the page he'd left on. "You may address me as Master when you are being good, or as Sir when, like now, you are not. Is that understood?"

      Tavy stared across the room, seeing nothing but an endless expanse of bare gray stone, hardly noticing as the twin Masters led their shell-shocked submissive from the room and Master Grimsley brought another down off the auction block to be claimed by her Top for the week. She swallowed hard, the coolness of the stone beneath her cheek, palms and knees sinking into her, while the wild hum of all those bees grew into a stinging, prickling hive. "Yes, Sir."

      "We're going to play a game. I will say a word, and you will answer with the first thing that pops into your head."

      "Yes, Sir." Across the small waiting area, the kitten kneeling at her Master's feet rose when he did. She broke into a bouncy happy dance when he leashed her and they both left smiling, something Tavy couldn't bring herself to comprehend. She'd never understood it—all the smiles she saw from both Dominants and submissives. She had never smiled here. Not once.

      Right now, Master Alan wasn't smiling either. "Ready?" he asked.

      She closed her eyes. "Yes, Sir."

      "Auction," he began.

      She had no idea what to say to that. She almost shrugged. "Charity."

      "Submission."

      That heat of embarrassment in her stomach grew gnawing teeth. "Humiliation."

      "Interesting," he said, his head cocking slightly.

      "Not really," she replied, though she knew that hadn't been part of the game and she wasn't expected to provide an answer.

      He chuckled, a slow dark sound that rolled down over her back like a cold ocean wave. She fought back an involuntary shiver.

      "Punishment," he warned.

      She did shudder then, though her answer was just as involuntary. "Yes."

      "Spanking."

      "Hard."

      "Bondage."

      "Tight."

      He tipped his head the other way. "Pleasure."

      "No." She didn't need to think about that one either.

      "Orgasm."

      "No." Her tone sharpened. Every nerve inside her pulled in tight and cold.

      "Kiss."

      "Fuck you."

      "Intimacy."

      Tavy felt sick. "I don't want to play this game anymore."

      He was implacable. "Intimacy."

      "No, damn it!" She tried to get out from under his boot, but he applied only the slightest bit of pressure and, rather than make a spectacle of herself, she yielded and laid her cheek back down on the floor.

      Leaning back in his seat, he propped his other boot upon her hip and made himself comfortable with his new footstool. "Pain," he calmly continued.

      "Deserved," she replied, hating both him and his game.

      "Humiliation."

      "Release."

      "Bruises."

      She swallowed hard, the bees in her belly spreading down now to prickle and sting the flesh of her buttocks and thighs. A dreadful sensation, it made her trembling worse. "Absolution."

      "Masturbation."

      She turned her face to the floor, bracing her forehead upon cool stone and breathing deeply in an effort not to succumb to the angry tears welling up in the back of her throat. "If I have to," she whispered.

      "Sex."

      "Punishment."

      "Very interesting," he mused.

      "No," she told him. "It's still not."

      Taking his feet off her back, he sat forward to rest his elbows on his knees. "What are you here for, exactly?"

      "I filled out my paperwork. Everything you need to know, you'll find there."

      "You checked every possible option on the fetish page."

      "I'm a kinky girl," she said bitterly.

      "I doubt it. Is that what this is, though? Are you trying to prove yourself?"

      Raising her head, she looked up at him. "I'm not here to prove anything."

      "You're not here to submit, either. Or you wouldn't be so angry because I am denying you the ability to usurp control from the bottom."

      "All submissives top from the bottom," she countered. "How else are we to get what we need?"

      "By letting go. By letting me help you let go."

      "I don't need your help, and I don't want to let go."

      "No?" Alan bent over her, bracing his forearms upon his knees. Stroking an errant lock of hair back from her cheek so he could see her better, he tucked it behind her ear. Tavy closed her eyes so she wouldn't have to see him. "Why do you keep coming back then?"

      She would have thought that obvious. What reason did anyone have to come to this place? "To suffer."

      "Why?"

      "My reasons are my own."

      "No, sweetheart. For the next four days and three nights, nothing is your own. Not your wants, wishes or desires. For the sum of eight thousand dollars, all of those parts of you now belong to me, and I find myself inclined toward extreme stinginess in allowing anyone—even you yourself—to keep any part of you from me. You want to be punished? Fine, I can do that for you, but since that seems to be all you want, you're going to have to earn it. Every cut of my cane, every stroke of my disciplinary hand will be given only if you are obedient. If you want to suffer, you're going to have to be my very, very good girl." The corners of his mouth curled up. "When you are not, I'll have to find other ways in which to make my… displeasure felt."

      Tavy rose to her knees, glaring at him. In that moment, she forgot everything—the auction, her vow of obedience, her reasons for coming here in the first place. "So long as it hurts, I really don't care what you do to me."

      His dark eyes were looking into her so deeply. She refused to let hers show anything back, though the anger might have been too strong to hide. "Do you mean that?" he said.

      She hated herself. "Yes."

      He looked down at her file folder, thumbed through all three or four pages of it, and then shut it.

      Another submissive was led down into the waiting area, a sweet-looking babygirl who was so excited she was bouncing, hopping rather than walking, in her huge, fluffy bunny slippers, and hugging her teddy bear with both arms. Excitement brightened every inch of her; Tavy just couldn't understand.

      "All right, then." Dropping her file on the floor and hooking his fingers in her collar, Master Alan pulled her to feet when he stood. "Let's just see how serious you are."
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* * *

      She didn't care what he did to her, so long as it hurt? That sucked some of the sexiness right out of the evening for Alan. All those unsmiling photographs around his bedroom mirror… that they might be less about one submissive's personal journey down the rabbit hole, and more about simply torture, bothered him. Surely she had to enjoy at least some of what she endured. Why come to a place like the Castle, the number one BDSM resort in the world, every inch of which was geared toward helping guests enjoy all aspects of their stay, if she didn't? Some part of her on some level had to find enjoyment in at least some of what she did. She wouldn't be the first submissive to hate the pain she put herself through just to reach the heavenly high of subspace or the afterglow that followed. Or was it more than that? Could it be that the submissive everyone assumed was such an advanced player was, in fact, a novice when it came to getting what she needed? After three years, that was a little difficult for him to believe. Especially since he knew he wasn't the only Castle Master to have taken a turn at the infamous O.

      Dominick the Dungeon Master, well known for bringing even the most hardened of players to a floating place of physical and mental pleasure—through the kind of pain that routinely sent greener guests fleeing from the dungeon in a panic—had been the first to put his temporary collar on her.

      "Epic fail," he'd said, the one time Alan had asked him about it. Epic fail, nothing more. Not even on whose part that failure had occurred.

      Master Kade had been assigned to her once as well, although that had been before he'd fallen so completely and unexpectedly for the tall, red-headed amazon, Chelsea. That encounter, too, had been years ago; back when Alan was still trying to prove himself 'Master' material, and showing his mettle by working as a dungeon monitor. He didn't know anything more about that exchange than he knew about Dominick's, but even now, years later, every time O's name showed up on the register, or was mentioned in the weekly Monday morning meetings, an odd look came over Kade. Alan had always assumed Kade regretted, like he did, his inability to get Tavy once more under his control. At this particular moment though, the reason for those odd looks was beginning to take on a completely different meaning.

      Even Master Marshall had once taken her for a weekend, something the Master of the Masters rarely did anymore. Not since he'd met Kaylee, and especially not when, under any other circumstance, his time and energy were poured into guaranteeing that each of his other thousand-some guests were getting their money's worth in this vacation of a lifetime.

      Alan's fingers on O's throat were a strikingly dark contrast to the paleness of her skin. He hooked them into her collar, crushing the flimsy velvet right before he tore it from her neck. The specially built tear-away clasps on either side of the fastening ribbon kept her from feeling much more than a sting of pressure at the force of the yank. Unlike other submissives he had done similar with, if Tavy was turned on by such Neanderthal shows of strength, she hid it well.

      Taking the collar he'd had specially made for her, he buckled it around her neck. It was heavier than the velvet, with the heart-shaped locket nestling just perfectly in the hollow of her throat. 'Owned' it said, for everyone to see. The defiance in Tavy's brown eyes negated the certainty of that sentiment, and the meaning for him was one he hadn't yet earned.

      But he would. Somehow.

      He had four days in which to do it.

      Hooking his fingers under the stiff leather, Alan dragged her around his chair and back to the payout table, where Parker was waiting to take back her file.

      "I need to keep this," Alan said, tucking the folder under his arm.

      "Return it by ten on Friday," Parker said simply. "Want a leash?"

      "No." To be dragged through the Castle on one might have fed into Tavy's apparent need for humiliation and punishment. Alan preferred the closeness and physical contact of his fingers grazing her throat as he gripped her collar.

      "Room twenty-seven," Parker told him, handing him a key card.

      "Thank you." Alan clicked his teeth to Tavy, as if she were a reluctant horse, giving a tug at her throat to let her know it was time to start walking, and didn't say another word. He didn't need to. Though he could feel the bitter anger rolling off her in waves, she fell into silent step beside him and pretended to obey.

      There were a lot of beautiful women at the Castle—many even more so than Tavy—but it was hard not to notice the envious looks he got as he led her through the halls.

      He'd put a lot of thought into what room he wanted to spend his time with her in. The temptation to take her to his own was incredible, but in all his years, he'd never brought a submissive back to the sanctuary of his apartment. He wanted Tavy to see him as a strong, infallible Dominant. He wanted her to see him as the fantasy Master the Castle tried so hard to put forth in inexhaustible supply. That was a hard thing to do when one got to peek behind the veil, so to speak, and see that most of his clothes were sweaters and t-shirts, not leathers; or that he had a sock and underwear drawer like everyone else, a toy bag that consisted of maybe three items, and a propensity for collecting Clint Eastwood movies and Louis L'Amour books. The reality of who he was probably wouldn't live up to the fantasy. If he was going to gain a toehold of hope that she might come back to scene with him again, forsaking her rule about never playing with the same Dom twice, Alan needed her to believe the fantasy.

      So, his personal apartment above the St. Castle library, where giggling schoolboys and girls could be faintly heard through the air vents at virtually every hour of the day and night, was out. He'd opted instead for one of the private fantasy rooms. Considering her preference for corsets, garters and stockings, he'd chosen the Old West Bordello.

      Even though it was usually booked for months in advance, when Alan mentioned his preference, Marshall had handed out two vacation upgrades in order to guarantee that Alan got the room. Decorated all in red, with sweeping velvet curtains that dripped down the walls, a heart-shaped bed of silk, big enough to accommodate an orgy of eight or more, sunk into the stone floor, and the fancy carved opulence in every inch of the ceiling, molding and pillars prevalent in old turn of the century homes, the Bordello was breathtaking. And Tavy took very little notice of any of it. What she did pause to glance at didn't hold her attention for longer than the time it took Alan to release her collar and close the apartment door.

      Still, he invited her to look around. "Welcome, Tavy, to our home away from home."

      "My name is O," she said, without enthusiasm. "I'd appreciate it if you'd use my alias instead of my real name. Anonymity is supposed to be key here."

      "It is," Alan assured her. "We go to great lengths to protect our guests' identities, but I'm not another guest. I work here."

      "I know. Please use O anyway."

      "Fair enough." It grated him to be denied even that small hint of intimacy, but Alan tried to be accommodating. "Tell me, is it O as in Octavia, a name as regal and as beautiful as your Roman namesake, or is it O as in The Story of?"

      She turned all the way away from him when he walked around her, his mild prying already seeming to make her uncomfortable. Which was too bad, really, since he intended to do a hell of a lot of prying over the next few days.

      "It's just O," she muttered.

      "Obedience," he reminded her.

      She locked her lips, stopping where she was, her arms folded across her chest while she waited for him to circle enough to catch up. She glared at him then. "No personal information. It's in my hard limits."

      "No it's not." Opening up her file, Alan folded it over and showed her the line where her hard limits were listed. He let her look at it for a whole minute, her eyebrows quirking together, her mouth flattening in a thin line. "Dislikes kissing didn't even make it on that line," he told her, then turned the page around and read out loud. "Once played with, secondary partners cannot be repeated. No fisting or asphyxiation." He looked up at her. "Talking is under your dislikes, not your hard limits. That makes it fair game."

      "It's supposed to be there," she said, her mouth tight and hard.

      "But it's not. I paid eight thousand dollars for you. I'm not grandfathering it in so you can feel better about controlling my scene. If it meant that much to you, you should have double-checked your form to make sure it was correct." Taking the file back, he tossed it onto a nearby table. "What we have right now, is a choice. You can fulfill the terms of servitude you agreed to when you volunteered, or I can take you back and get a refund. The auction is likely over by now, so I doubt you'll be re-sold. What happens to you after that is between you and Master Marshall."

      Ducking her head, Tavy looked everywhere but at him. He could feel the frustration swelling and rolling inside her. It was like looking at all those photos of her tucked into the frame of his mirror. What he could see on the surface wasn't what she was hiding underneath, and there was something there, his gut was telling him, that he really ought to know. The punishment she craved was one part of the puzzle; the undisguised anger with which she looked at him next, was the other. It was so deep-seated it bordered on hatred.

      "I don't want to go back," she said, her voice trembling only slightly. If one hadn't seen her eyes, one might have mistaken it for submissive acquiescence when she got down on her knees there at his feet, bending all the way until her lips touched the tip of his boot. "Whatever you ask, I'll obey."

      She almost choked on the word.

      This was, Alan realized, going to be anything but the night he'd envisioned.
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      Burying her anger, Tavy held her lips to Master Alan's boot while she waited for him to make up his mind whether to keep her or get his money back. She couldn't go back. That was the last thing she wanted. She needed this; as much as she hated coming here every month, she needed the absolution the pain and degradation brought her. She needed to feel human and whole again, even if only for a little while.

      Alan bent and tapped the top of her head. "I accept your compliance. In fact, I think this show of obedience deserves a good-faith reward. Come with me."

      Leaving her file on the table by the door, he headed into the elaborately decorated Bordello. Having effectively robbed herself of options, Tavy followed him.

      The room was as spacious as it was elaborate. Red velvet drapes spilled down the walls, twining the four Grecian pillars that surrounded the giant heart-shaped bed of pillows sunk into the floor in the center of the room. It was a bed big enough for eight people. The space and grandeur all seemed a bit wasted on just the two of them. Usually, the Doms she played with took her straight to the dungeon or back to their rooms.

      If he thought he had to impress her to get lucky, he must be one of the newer Masters. Maybe she ought to tell him she was a sure thing. Tavy's snort was little more than a breath, but he heard it anyway.

      "What does that mean?" Alan asked, skirting the steps that led down to the sunken bed and making his way to the table on the far side. He pulled out a chair, turned it around with a thunk, and then sat down and unbuckled the studded wrist cuff on his right arm.

      "What?" she countered. She hadn't realized she'd been that loud.

      "You laughed." He set the discarded cuff on the table behind him, then beckoned her to keep coming while he removed the other. "What did you find funny?"

      Her mouth went dry at the picture he presented: all stern, straight lines, ready lap, and capable right arm. She hadn't been hand-spanked in months, at least not when it wasn't meant as a fumbling prelude to other things. Since the Castle first opened its doors to visitors, Tavy had been matched to forty-two different Doms. These days, her reputation almost always preceded her. All her Dominants reached for something—a paddle, a hairbrush, sometimes a belt or nursery cane. Whips were becoming highly preferable. Nobody volunteered hand-spankings anymore.

      None of them had looked at her, either. Not the way Alan was looking at her.

      "You," she said honestly, willing her chest to stop tightening and the renewed energy of the bees in her gut to stop their relentless buzzing.

      He arched an eyebrow. "You find me funny?"

      "You're not like the others," she specified.

      "Is that a good thing or a bad one?"

      "I don't know." The subtle differences that she could see, however, bothered her. He was too quiet. Too calm. With very few exceptions, the others had all been excited to find themselves paired with someone who never said no. Alan, on the other hand, seemed perfectly serene. Where they had been thrilled, excited, eager… he was controlled and steady.

      She shuddered. She was here for the pain, and the pain alone. All those past men, they had given it to her, and Alan would, too. End of story.

      "Why are you shaking?" he asked, beckoning her closer. "Are you cold, or scared?"

      "Neither."

      "Don't lie to me, Tavy. There is no faster way to take this from reward to punishment than by lying."

      What did he want her to say? That after all her years of playing the willing submissive to forty-two dominant and/or sadistic bastards, a hand-spanking was so mild a punishment that in her mind it didn't even qualify? Nobody just spanked her anymore. Except perhaps for the time she'd been paired with the Dom who spent the entire weekend practicing his Shibari, tying her into intricate positions in which to have sex. He'd spanked her once or twice, but only until he'd given her bottom that perfect all over pinkness that so visually appealed to him. By the time she was ready to go home, all her joints had been on the verge of dislocation, and her pussy was swollen and bruised. She could barely walk for days.

      Her involuntary trembling intensified, but she still crept in to stand a few feet shy of his left knee.

      "Don't be afraid," he soothed.

      "I told you, I'm not."

      "Then why such reluctance?"

      "I don't know what you want me to say."

      "I want you to tell me the truth. Every question, every time. Whether you want to or not. That's what I've paid for."

      She glared down at his lap, pulling her defensiveness in around her. The only shield she had. "This isn't a real punishment."

      "No?" There went his eyebrow again, that dark line arching upward in a mix of surprise and thinly veiled amusement. "Do you think I can't make it hurt? I promise you, Tavy, you're in no danger of falling asleep halfway through."

      She hated the way he said her name, softening the consonants, letting the syllables roll off his tongue as if he were a lover. "O," she snapped.

      He held up one finger, and her eyes followed it as he pointed unerringly down at his waiting knee. "Over, O. Present your bottom for its first reward."

      She wanted to leave. Why, when Master Marshall put the offer before her, had she agreed to participate in his auction?

      Even before she'd fully formed the question, the answer was right there, niggling at her along with all those other tangling knots inside her. Because the allure of not being able to choose—either the Dom or the punishments—had been a balm on the part of her soul that needed to suffer. And that's what this was right here. She stared at the dark-eyed devil and his waiting lap. Spankings were easy… childish punishments filled more with humiliation than any real pain, especially when delivered by hand. So why was her heart racing, and her palms sweating?

      Alan sat on that straight-backed chair like a king upon his throne, behind him a backwash of red-velvet drapes and gold-tasseled fringes teasing in and out of shadow and flickering lamplight. Paddles, hairbrushes, any kind of implement really, could take a simple spanking and turn it into something hellish to endure, but there were absolutely no implements anywhere within reach. Only Alan's belt, and he wasn't making any effort to take that off.

      This wasn't going to take her where she needed to go, and yet knowing that didn't stop Tavy from stepping into place at his side. Her stomach tightened the way it did every time that awful moment of atonement finally loomed. The last bridges had been crossed, the last turn taken. There was no more going back and no stopping what was coming, even if it was only a spanking; one of the gentlest of all the many kinks practiced here.

      Taking hold of her wrist, Alan drew her in as if her arm were a ribbon tether, his other hand trailing up to her elbow, guiding her down into place.

      Four days. She could do anything for a four days, including this. And if she never got what she needed from Alan, then there were still those two extra days Marshall had promised. A new Dom, a different kind of torture—either way, when she went home again, she would go home clean.

      The awkwardness of being a grown woman bent over a man's lap was jarring. His muscular legs felt harder than human flesh should have under her stomach and hips. Her bottom felt too high up in the air behind her. Long as her legs were, her toes had difficulty touching the floor. Her nose bare inches from the stone on the other side, she gripped the feet of his chair, white-knuckled and tight-lipped. In the very pit of her stomach, that hive of frantic buzzing had gotten smaller. Even more unwelcome, came the memory of once upon a time, like a storybook princess in a BDSM fairytale, when her whole body would come alive with erotic anticipation just at the thought of being put into this kind of position.

      She tried to banish the thought. She wasn't that woman anymore. She was O now. Just a letter. A woman undeserving of a name. She hadn't found enjoyment in this sort of thing in years. If she had, she'd never have been able to banish the guilt.

      "Relax your bottom, Tavy," Alan said, the first soft skim of his hand, as his arm settled across her back to hug the outer curve of her hip, amplifying the hum inside her. Her skin crawled with a prickle of electrical awareness that moved up the backs of her thighs and followed the figure-eight brush of his other hand as it outlined its target area, from cheek to tensing bottom cheek, until all she could think about was the scantiness of her corset and what it didn't cover. "This is your reward, remember. It's what you wanted, right?"

      "O," she corrected. It was, perhaps, the wrong moment in time to correct him.

      The first swat of his bare hand was as far from either warm-up or childish as anything she had ever felt. He flattened the fleshy hill of her right nether cheek, jolting her toes right up off the floor behind her. She snapped her feet up, the shocking smart making her gasp and her hips buck and grind against his thighs. She sucked hard air, struggling to process the unbelievable force behind that single spank. She'd felt worse pain, but only with paddles. How was it possible for a man's bare hand to feel like that?

      "This is what you wanted," he calmly repeated. "Right, O?"

      Tavy fought to hold still, but inside she was scrambling. Pain was the sole reason she came to the Castle, but this dark-eyed devil was so unlike anyone she had ever partnered with before that she honestly hadn't believed him capable of providing what she needed. Now, from the very first stroke of his palm, she knew how wrong she had been. Her entire right buttock was ablaze with smarting pain. She wasn't in the right headspace for this, she suddenly realized. This quietly dominant man had thrown her so completely off her game that she couldn't get where she needed to go mentally in order to process what she had to physically; channeling the pain into the proper remorse and repentance, or bracing herself to endure.

      "You seem to be having difficulty answering my questions. Perhaps you'll find your concentration improved if we remove the eye-patch."

      Tavy stiffened when she felt his fingers reach up under the frilly back of her corset and hook the elastic of her g-string. Eye-patch—it was little more than a triangle of pussy-covering black fabric and butt floss. She hadn't heard it called an eye-patch in quite a while. But even though it afforded her no cover or protection whatsoever, she still felt that fissuring race of panic zip up through her when he skinned it down over her hips.

      The triangle of cloth caught between her thighs, and mortification stiffened her all over again when he reached between her legs, the backs of his fingers skimming the folds of her pussy before he tugged it free. He could see every bit as much of her now as he could before. It was only a self-deluding fantasy that made her think she was any more exposed than she had been previously, and yet she'd have given anything just then to pull her panties back up again.

      "How is your concentration now?"

      "Please, can we do this without talking?" She bit her bottom lip, struggling to find that elusive place within, where she could lose herself in her punishment.

      "No. In fact, we're going to do quite a lot of talking over the next few days." Letting the floss of her underwear fall around her ankles, his deceptively soft hand returned to her bottom, tracing another figure-eight. "I've watched you for years. We've spoken only a handful of times—banal greetings, glances as we pass in the hall—I doubt you remember half of them. We scened together once. I doubt you remember that, either."

      "I sucked your cock," she said bitterly. "What do you want from me?"

      "Everything." His hand circled the stinging outskirts of the place he'd struck, blurring the edges of smarting discomfort, smoothing down the backs of her thighs until she could no longer tell if the stinging in her flesh was due to dreaded anticipation of the next clapping fall… or excitement.

      This was not where she needed to be. She gasped again, struggling to find some kind of mental detachment to escape him.

      "I want everything," Alan said, his hand returning to her bottom. "Before I'm finished, you're going to want that, too."

      "Don't bet on it," she snapped, and then kicked her feet up with a teeth-gritted shout when he began to spank her. Really spank this time; harder than she thought possible for any man to do with just his open hand. It was slow, agonizingly long seconds spacing out each loud clap of his palm, and steady as a metronome. Sting built upon sting upon breath-robbing sting, giving her nowhere near enough time to absorb the hurt before his next bottom-flattening swat came crashing down.

      She wasn't in the right headspace for this… it was all she could think about. Choking back cries with every breath, she gripped the chair legs tighter and tighter, fighting with everything she had not to snap her hands back like a disobedient child. Her toes scrabbled at the floor, the hurt flaring into a deep-muscle fire which burned her. She was the submissive who never used her safeword and never said no, but the harder she fought to endure the pain, the faster she began to lose the ability.

      Her feet took on a life of their own, snapping up in an errant attempt to cover her bottom. She must have come close to hitting him with her heels because he paused long enough to remove her shoes, tossing them aside before shifting her on his lap. She tried to get up, but he merely pried his right leg out from under her, clasping her thighs in the unbreakable vise of his, before resuming the spanking as if he'd never stopped at all.

      She withstood two more before she broke. "I can't!"

      "Can't you?" His hand came to an immediate stop. "Isn't this the reward you wanted?"

      She hated herself. Shoving against the chair first, and then his leg, she tried to get up. "Let go of me."

      His grip on her became like iron. She slapped back to dislodge his arm, but he countered easily by catching her wrist and pinning it against her own hip.

      "You know the Castle safeword. Between us we're going to use standard traffic signals: red, green and yellow. What color are you?"

      "Go to hell!"

      "Fair enough."

      His hand vanished off the top of her blazing hot bottom, only to come cracking back down every bit as vigorously as before. Only now the metronome had picked up its pace. The brief pause did not make the continuation easier to take. If anything, the hurt was much worse. Tavy grit her teeth, eyes squeezed tightly shut. She tried to detach herself, to find that small and fragile place inside where she could hide until it was done, but something was wrong. Everything was wrong. She couldn't.

      She just couldn't.

      Her left hand shoved back, worming in between them to flail at empty air in that mindless moment when she forgot the goal was not to fight him. She tried, just as frantically, to grab back onto the chair, but he was faster. He caught that wrist too and now both were tightly pinned, held together in one strong hand against the small of her back.

      "What color are you, Tavy?"

      Her bottom blazed hotter. She began to sweat. "Fuschia!" she spat.

      "As in, the old Hanky Code? Sweetheart, I am spanking you." His hand rose and fell faster now, making the hurt all the more intense. "You're very pretty when you can't hold still like this. But then, you wanted to be broken, didn't you? All right then, break for me, little slave. Let me hear you cry."

      Tavy couldn't count the number of tears she had shed in this place—tied to benches, to beds, to crosses… sometimes simply bent into position while measured strokes grew welts and drew blood. Never once had she fought back the need to cry when the pain and humiliation finally overwhelmed the guilt, triggering the soothing wash of much-needed release. Tears were cathartic, the ritual bath her soul needed to wash itself clean. The men who brought her to that release were incidental. Most had relished in her tears, capturing them with their fingers or their tongues as if savoring the liquid proof of their success as Dominants. And Tavy had allowed them that, giving them their little victories so they would continue to bring the pain, deepening the sense of forgiveness that kept the emotional release coming until she was as limp and exhausted as she could be. Wept out, felt out. Finished.

      This was different. Alan was different. His hand cracked across her bottom, spreading the burning ache until every inch of her behind began to pulse with an odd combination of wounded numbness. She could still feel the hurt, but the numbness was making it manageable. Just manageable enough for her to want to fight on.

      She wanted to be broken, but she would never break for him.

      She wanted to cry, but she was just angry enough not to want to give him that badge of satisfaction.

      So she held it in, clamping her lips tightly shut against the sobs that kept trying to escape from her on the yips and high-pithed yelps that accompanied each crisp slap, and squeezing her eyes closed against the flood of tears that brought her here every month like a drug addict perpetually chasing rehab. Some things were just too personal to share, with anyone, much less the dark-eyed devil holding her pinned across his knee.

      "Let it out," he encouraged, and shifted his target from her hot and throbbing bottom to the tops of her unmarred thighs.

      Her toes were scraping furiously against the cold stone floor, but she kept her cries stubbornly locked behind tightly sealed lips. Holding still wasn't possible. She arched and writhed, threw her head back and bared her gritted teeth to the ceiling, but she didn't let him hear her cry. She kept her tears inside, and in the end, she won the fight, though she hardly felt victorious.

      The spanking ended. It was, without a doubt, the worst she'd ever endured, though she didn't know why it should feel that way. She'd been beaten for longer before. She'd been beaten harder. For all that her bottom felt swollen and aching and hot, Alan hadn't flayed her open or drawn a single drop of blood. He held her, not as a Master held his newly-won slave, but as a man might hold the lover he disciplined. His grip on her arms and legs were as gentle as they were inescapable, and that comparison was one she just couldn't let herself acknowledge. If she did, she really would burst into tears.

      And wouldn't that please him.

      Everything inside her rebelled. O could not have cared less about what anyone else wanted. She would do nothing for Master Alan; she was here only for herself.

      Despite the burning of her flesh, Tavy made herself go cold and she did not move, not until Alan's grip on her wrists loosened. She started to sit up, but froze when she felt the subtle comb of his fingers, gliding up along her scalp to wrap themselves in her hair. When he pulled back, she obeyed the unspoken command, pushing herself up until she had no choice but to sit upon his right thigh.

      She looked everywhere but at him until his fist tightened in her hair and he forced her gaze to his. His dark eyes reflected his displeasure, and his already soft voice grew as cool as tempered steel. "I do not appreciate defiance, Tavy."

      O was a glacier, and she looked right through him. "My name is O, and I don't care."
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      Seven minutes after Alan sent out his single word text; 'Help,' a softly knocked 'Shave and a Haircut' rapped out upon the Bordello's door. Arms folded across his chest, Alan frowned at the back of Tavy's bowed head. She knelt facing the corner, the flesh of her bottom as dark as the crimson walls, her hands obediently folded behind her head. He knew better than to believe the image she projected. That obedience was as feigned as any he'd ever seen. There wasn't a submissive line anywhere in the whole of her tense body.

      "Don't move." Leaving her to contemplate the redness of the walls, and what his absence might mean for her upon his return, Alan went to answer the door. Slipping out into the hall, he found himself facing not just Marshall, whom he had texted, but Dominick, Sam, and Kade, the playboy 101 instructor as well. In other words, every Castle Master who had scened with Tavy to date. All of them were still clad in their ceremonial leathers, except Dominick. The burly Dungeon Master must have come straight from the employee gym. He was still in sweats, with a towel slung over his shoulder.

      "Are you ready to stop being a lunatic now and listen to us?" Sam asked, breaking the heavy silence that seemed to fill the fantasy wing.

      Shoulders sinking, but far from defeated, Alan sighed. He hadn't felt this green and ignorant since the day he'd walked into Marshall's office for his first employment interview and found out that a few slaps on the ass didn't make a man a Master. "What am I missing?"

      "There's the million dollar question if ever I've heard it," Kade said, with a wry smile no one else echoed.

      "I've been trying for years to break through her walls," Marshall added, thumbs tucked in his pockets, his ice blue eyes unreadable. "There are injuries there, but I can't quite put my finger on what they are."

      "She acts like a pain slut, but I doubt she is," Dominick said, rubbing a hand over his shaved head.

      "Something's driving her." Sam lifted his shoulder, acknowledging the uselessness of his observation even as the others nodded agreement. "All I know is, a true pain slut isn't destroyed by the hurt she courts. We're killing O. Every time she comes here, we kill her just a little bit more."

      "You're not banning her." Alan didn't mean to say that as sharply as it came out. He should have bitten his tongue, but the way his friends were looking at him said it was far too late for that.

      "O will always have a place here," Marshall told them all. "Whenever she needs to come."

      "We aren't helping her," Sam repeated, not arguing so much as reaffirming the fact as he saw it.

      "If not here," Marshall softly pointed out, "where else does she have to go, and what do you think they'll do to her?"

      The silence in the hall grew even heavier. It was all Alan could do not to think about all the groups he had belonged to before his personal journey in the lifestyle had brought him here. The Castle was far from the only playspace in the area. It was the grandest. Indisputably, it was the largest. But there were others; kinky munches and private individuals with homemade dungeons. God, the things that could happen to a woman who wouldn't say no if she went to the wrong place, submitted to the wrong man…

      "Have you fucked her yet?" Kade asked, interrupting the dark direction his thoughts were taking him. Alan shook his head. "Don't. Not that I'm telling you your business, but she'll turn it into a punishment. Every time."

      Breathing out a cross between a hum and a chuckle, Sam said, "I never did get off on that."

      "I do," Dominick said. "Sexually broken is a personal favorite of mine, but while she says she wants that, she doesn't really. That's the problem, right there." He looked to Alan. "What have you done?"

      "I spanked her," Alan told them. "She won't talk to me. She won't safeword. She won't even acknowledge 'green' or 'yellow', so I can't get a bead on where she is in the process. I stopped when it began to feel like I was beating her."

      "Yeah," Sam said with another humorless laugh. "That's our O."

      "What am I missing?" Alan asked again, staring straight across at Marshall.

      "I don't think she's submissive," Kade said.

      "She is absolutely a submissive," Marshall corrected. "She is a submissive who has been trying unsuccessfully to punish herself for a very long time. She is angry and hurt. The only difference between her and an emotional cutter is, she's letting us wield the knife for her."

      Snorting, Kade shook his head. "You never should have let someone like that into the auction."

      "I knew she was going to be in good hands," Marshall said simply.

      "You had no way of knowing that."

      "He did if he rigged who bought her," Sam interjected. Laying a hand on Alan's shoulder, he flashed a dry smile. "Hi. I'm glad you followed through, because I was the fail safe, and I have no idea what I would have done if I'd had to buy her."

      Alan stared back at Marshall, feeling the ice in the Master of the Masters' pale blue eyes in a whole different way. The cold sank into him like teeth. "You knew I was going to bid."

      "From the moment you broke into my office," Marshall told him. "Don't worry. We're going to talk about that at great length later on. You, me, and the twins, who also seem to think my office is fair information game. In the meantime, however, you have a job to do, and I'm going to leave you to get to it." Turning, he paused, and then looked back at Alan. "If you figure out how to break down her walls, please let me know. I've been worrying about her for almost four years. I'd like to stop now."

      Patting him on the shoulder, Marshall walked away. One by one, his friends gave him commiserating looks and followed.

      "I'll keep my phone on," Sam told him, but Alan already knew he probably wouldn't call again.

      "If you need help with a scene," Dominick offered, before he, too, left. Alan wasn't going to take him up on that either. Not because he didn't think Dominick wouldn't fall into place behind him, picking up a secondary position, helping his scene in any way he could, but because Alan didn't think he could handle watching anyone else laying hands on Tavy. Not when it had taken eight thousand dollars and hell of a lot of planning to finally get her where he wanted her: in his care and under his control.

      She was waiting in the corner for him to come back, and then two things were going to happen: The angry and defiant O was going to lash out at him, demanding in the way many angry, defiant submissives demanded, for him to put her in her place… and if he did, the already cracked and fragile half of Tavy that everyone but him had seen so easily was going to break under the strain.

      Somewhere, there had to be another option. Something he could do that would soothe O's driving need and yet not inflict any more damage on Tavy. It was his job to find it.

      He just wished he knew where to look.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tavy didn't know how long she'd spent in that corner, kneeling on the craggy stone-block floor, but her legs were shaking and her kneecaps screaming for relief by the time she heard Alan come back into the room.

      Round Two. She could all but hear the clang of the prize fighting bell as his long-legged stride crossed from stone to carpet and back to stone again. She kept waiting for him to pick up speed, to get angry. To grab her by the hair again, drag her around the room, force her to the floor and make her crawl at his feet the way despairing women undeserving of a name should be made to do, but if he was angry, he didn't show it. He denied her that. By the time he reached her, he was nothing but calm.

      For a long time, he said nothing. Did nothing. Refused even to touch her, not until at very long last, he lowered himself to squat just behind her.

      The heat of his breath caressed the bare slope of her shoulder, followed by the brush of his lips.

      Tavy shivered, her own fingers tightening in her hair with the effort it took not to immediately slap the sensation off her rebel skin which, for just a moment, tried to interpret that as pleasant. She didn't want that. She didn't want his gentleness. The corner was too tight around her and he was too close at her back. She wanted to retreat, but there was simply nowhere for her to retreat to.

      His breath touched the back of her neck, the only warning she had before the next kiss caressed her.

      "Your defiance does not make me happy," he said again, picking up the conversation he'd started back when she'd still been sprawled across his knee, before he'd marched her into this corner and then left her here to sulk. "You are going to be punished for that."

      She shivered all over again, the shaking in her legs forcing all the rest of her to tremble now, too.

      "No," Alan said, his devil's voice in her ear as soft as any lover's. "It will be my kind of punishment, not yours. Stand."

      Her knees begged for the relief. Tavy shook her head. "I'll crawl."

      "No, you won't. You haven't earned that reward. Stand." He rose to his feet, hooking a hand under her right arm and pulling her up off her knees. Reward or not, her legs refused to take her weight. Halfway up, they went out from under her, and she crashed all the way back down again. His hand under her arm was the only thing that stopped her from landing harder than she did.

      "Up," he said, unyielding. He pulled her to her feet, and this time she got her legs all the way under her.

      This was where he should have dragged her by her hair to the giant sunken bed, throwing her back down on her knees, head down on the pillows, ass up in the air, mounting her from behind with no regard for anything but his own pleasure. After so many trips here, she expected that. Some days, she even depended on it. But Alan didn't do that. He pushed her back against one of the corner pillars instead, the smooth curve of marbled stone bumping up between her shoulders as he planted his hand on her chest and pressed her against it.

      He held her there, just held her. Looking at her, she thought, his purchased conquest. His piece of meat. But no, he was waiting until the trembling of her legs solidified, his hand on her chest and the pillar at her back supporting her until he was certain she wouldn't fall.

      "I'm fine," she muttered.

      That only made him frown. "Don't move."

      He waited long enough to see if she would obey—or maybe fall—before walking back around the bed. A dining table was tucked into a nook on the far side, with a chest of drawers built into the wall beside it. One after the other, he opened the top two drawers, removing something pre-packaged from it. Pulling a quick-release knife from a sheath on his belt, he cut through the stiff-plastic casing, returning to her with a pair of black leather wrist restraints linked together by a metal chain.

      Tavy offered no resistance when he buckled her wrists into each restraint. So dark they seemed almost midnight black, his eyes bored into hers without blinking. He raised her arms and hooked the chain that linked the cuffs onto another chain high up on the pillar above her head. Adjusting the height, he brought her as fully upright as she could stand. Checking the tension in her arms and then the tightness of the cuffs, he walked back to the chest. From the bottommost drawer, he withdrew a spreader bar. Fastening that to her ankles forced her feet more than shoulder width apart, and brought her even higher onto her tiptoes.

      Her arms felt the strain, but that became a secondary concern to the dark calculation that stole through his icy gaze when he looked at her then. He reached for her, his hand settling on her throat. Asphyxia was a hard limit of hers, but he did not squeeze. Still, Tavy felt the strength in his fingers in a way she hadn't been aware of in any man before him. Strong, but gentle. Every inch of him so in control that he couldn't help but exude that same control over her as well. She trembled. For the first time in a long time, that heated pulse still throbbing in her punished flesh shifted, wending from her bottom until the low thrum of it was firmly seated between her widely splayed legs.

      "When you are obedient," he said, the slow measure of his words making the thrum beat all the harder, "I will give you whatever you need. But when you deny me your obedience, you will be punished."

      Her battered muscles clenched when he let her go, her aching flanks feeling every nuance of the word 'punished' in every place he'd already so thoroughly spanked. She flinched when he pulled that quick-release knife from its sheath again. As much as she tried to hold still, she cringed in her bonds when he hooked the front of her corset and, careful to keep his own fingers between the blade and her flesh, cut straight down the front between the posture-enhancing boning rods. Tossing the ruined corset aside, he left her without so much as a stitch of clothing to hide behind.

      Back to the chest of drawers he went, leaving her feeling every bit as exposed as all her scars. Quivering, trying to control her breathing and trying even harder to convince herself that he was no different from all the other men who had put their marks on her, Tavy watched him rummage through the drawers. Canes, crops, whips—there wasn't anything he could have chosen to use that she had not felt a dozen times before. None of those things would have been half as frightening as what he settled on.

      The Hitachi wand was white, from the bulbous, vibrating head all the way down to the corded plug. She tried to shy away, but the pillar and her bonds held her exactly as he wanted her: open, exposed, and immobile.

      "Don't," she quavered.

      Grabbing the same straight-backed chair he'd used when he'd spanked her, Alan thunked it down directly in front of her.

      "Don't?" he echoed mildly, unwinding the cord on the Hitachi. Bending down, he flipped the lid on the in-floor electric socket directly behind her left leg and plugged it in. "Don't what?"

      "I don't like those." She was breathing hard again, and the heat between her legs, contrary and insidious to what she really wanted, was spreading. It moved up through her sex and into her womb. The pulse was changing, still thrumming in time with the ache in her bottom, but now adding a whole different flavor to the hurt.

      "Don't you?" He regarded her a moment, his expression unreadable. Laying the Hitachi on the chair, he stepped in close to her. Her breasts brushed his vest with every ragged breath she took. Her legs were shaking so badly now it made the chains at her wrists and on the spreader bar clink.

      Leaning in to her, his black stare bored so deeply into her that she could feel it; a physical tickling that twined with the heat in her belly and began to pulse along with it. She tried to look away but, combing his fingers into her hair, he fisted it, forcing her gaze to remain with his. Her belly flinched when she felt the brush of his other hand settling hot upon it, palm flat, fingers splayed much as her legs were.

      Without a word, he moved his hand down. His fingers slid boldly over her sex, as if he owned her. And didn't he? This was what she'd known would happen the moment she agreed to be sold, and this was what he'd paid for—her body, her pleasure, her pain… her all.

      Her breath was little more than a gasp when he invaded her, two fingers sinking deep and with such humiliating ease. Her pussy tightened all around him, hugging onto that single thrust of his fingers in ways she hadn't felt in so very long.

      He shouldn't be affecting her like this. Nobody else had. Why couldn't she disassociate herself the way she could with others, shut her mind against everything but the pain, pretend it was someone else's body he was touching, feel nothing but the shame, as she had so many times before? It was his eyes. His insistence on looking at her, at forcing her to look back—when all she wanted was to close him out.

      Removing his fingers, he held them up for her to see. Arousal glistened on his skin, all but dripping down the back of his hand. He waited, letting her get a good look, his grip on her hair making her unable to turn away even after the mortification became too much.

      "What do you want from me?" she moaned, shaking her head.

      "Everything. I already told you that." Releasing her hair, Alan picked up the Hitachi and sat down, pulling his chair closer until she could feel the brush of his knees against hers. "I believe I also told you not to lie to me."

      With a click, the wand came to aggressive life just inches from her pubis.

      "Don't," she begged. "Please!"

      "What color are you?" he countered, giving her a way out if she wanted to take it, and Tavy didn't pretend not to understand. And yet, she couldn't. 'Red' choked in her throat, but refused to come any further than that. She wouldn't say it. She couldn't. Alan shook his head, the wand buzzing furiously in his hand. "You'll take whatever pain I give you, but not pleasure. Why?"

      "Because…" If she let herself like what he did to her, then how would she ever find redemption for the wrongs she did? She opened her mouth, but the words refused to come. She couldn't tell him that. How could she? She already knew he was going to come back with another prying 'why?' He'd dig the reasons out of her. He'd flay her open and lay her bare, see the ugly things she did… and know, beautiful as some might think her, how horrible she really was. She couldn't bear it. "Because it's not what I want."

      "That makes the punishment effective then, doesn't it?" Tavy sucked air when he swept his left hand back between her legs, twin digits finding the heated core of her and pushing their way up inside. "You have two safewords. Use either and I'll stop."

      He waited, two fingers sunk to the palm inside her, stroking gently until her hips no longer heeded what she said she wanted. They moved in time with his shallow thrusts. The wand was so close she could feel the air vibrating between them.

      "I can't," she cried, already beginning to pant.

      "Then come for me." He nestled the vibrating wand against her sex, rolling the head, his fingers inside her feeling every twitch, flinch, and finally every bucking, quaking convulsion as he found the perfect spot just above her clit. "Let yourself go. I want to see if you can."

      "No!" Tavy banged her head against the pillar. She locked her lips and tried to keep it back, but the bonds and the stone column kept her where he wanted her, and her refusal to yield either safeword meant the Hitachi stayed where it was. Heat rolled molten inside her, flowing down to wet his hand with the hot musk of need. Her thighs locked and shook, her belly spasmed. She tried, but she couldn't block it out. Not the rattling hum or the thrust of his fingers as he sought out that sensitive spot deep inside her.

      "Come," he commanded, just as she lost the war to the sexual spasms that rocked her. She couldn't block him out any more than she could the wand, and for the first time since she began to visit the Castle, a Master made her come. Not once, not twice, but over and over again he milked the orgasms from her weeping pussy, until she had nothing left and no choice but to follow suit.

      She wept too.
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      Alan took the spreader bar off, setting it behind the pillar well out of the way. Wrapping his arm around Tavy's waist, trying not to fixate on how all the curving parts of her seemed to magically fit against all the hardest parts of him, he unbuckled her wrists. One after the other, her arms fell limp at her sides. She was sniffling, shaking. Her face was flushed, wet with tears and smeared with tracks of dark make-up that cut her cheeks to her jaw. Her eyes and nose were red and running. A hot mess, some might have called her. To him, she was still beautiful.

      Her knees buckling at every step, he walked her to the bed. The steps were a tricky negotiation, but once he got her down amongst the cushions, she sank to her knees and then flopped onto her side. Hiccupping and gasping, she wilted where she lay. Alan covered her with a blanket, tucking it in all around her. She didn't look at him, not even when he brushed the tousled mop of brown hair back from her face to check her. One look in her eyes told him everything. She wasn't shell-shocked. She wasn't broken. She was, in fact, flying deep in subspace.

      Until that moment he hadn't known it possible for him to want her more than he already did. Hunger, hot and powerful, burst up through his core, firing through his veins, bringing his already hard cock surging back to the very edge of fierce control. As hard as it had been to resist those carnal demands when his fingers had been buried to the hilt in the suckling pull of her orgasming pussy, when his mouth had ached mere inches from the jutting points of her taut nipples and the alluring bounce of her swollen breasts as she'd writhed against the pillar, seeing her like this now, and knowing he himself was responsible for this highly erotic state, made the kick of his need almost impossible to deny.

      Almost.

      Alan shook, but he still reined it in, forcing the rampant ferocity of his desire back down deep inside him. He touched her face, but repressed his urge to bend down and kiss her, taste her; the saltiness of her tears or the trembling sweetness of her lips. His hand slipped down onto her throat, but though every inch of his body tightened with the need, he did not grip. The darkness of his fingers was an intoxicating contrast with the paleness of her throat. Alan swallowed, hard, but breath-play was a hard limit for her and he would not cross that line.

      Leaving her where she lay, he placed a call down to Connie's kitchen. Although a Master of the Castle and technically entitled to room service whenever he liked, one of the perks of being a winning bidder was the use of a kitchen runner upon request. In the condition Tavy was in, a trip down to the all-night deli and coffee nook just wasn't possible, and right now she needed food and drink as much as, if not more than, she needed comfort.

      He placed his order; a light supper of fruit and protein, then fetched a handful of tissues and a cold cloth from the bathroom before returning to the bed he would be sharing with her. At long last. Every nerve in his body quivered with the excitement he forced himself to suppress.

      Tavy might have been asleep for all that she acknowledged his return. Her eyes were open, however.

      "Look at me."

      She blinked, but otherwise didn't move.

      Gently wiping her face with the damp cloth, Alan cleaned away the mascara and tears. He even wiped her nose.

      "Blow," he coaxed. She half-heartedly responded. Tossing the tissues away, he wiped her face again with the cleaner side of the cloth, letting the coolness soothe her red-rimmed eyes, before wadding it up and tossing it up onto the stone ledge that surrounded the bed. Brushing another stray wisp of hair back from her face, he lay down, facing her. Her pupils looked good. Her hand, tucked up near her chin, was still shaking, raising blood sugar concerns.

      A knock at the door signaled the arrival of the food. Alan got up to bring in the tray, closing the door on the runner before she could do more than crane her neck for a curious look around the Bordello. Carrying it back to the bed, he set it on the ledge nearest to Tavy and then crawled down beside her again.

      "Sit up." He stroked her head, letting his hand trail to the small of her back. When she didn't move, he took hold of her arm and pulled her upright. "Sit," he said, more forcefully, and refused to let her lie back down again. For the first time, she looked directly at him. It was a hard look to decipher—not angry, not bitter. Rather, she seemed empty. Void of everything, including sadness. Had he gone too far? Had he not gone far enough? He frowned. That he'd flipped some kind of trigger in her was obvious; he just wished he knew what that trigger was.

      Pulling the lid off the supper tray, Alan picked through the spread Cook Connie had sent up. Although the buffet was within minutes of closing, the infamously short-tempered mistress of the kitchens had done her best to accommodate him, providing an assortment of sliced meats, cheese cubes, fruit and drinks—two waters and a juice box, complete with multi-colored crazy straw that had, in all likelihood, been pilfered from supplies not yet sent up to the Littles wing.

      "Here." Poking the straw into the juice box, he handed it to her. "Drink this."

      "I'm not five," she said, her tone fuzzy and her words slightly slurred. It was the first sign of renewing life he'd seen from her and he was… perhaps not happy with the lip, but glad she was at least rousing back to wakefulness.

      "Drink up, or it won't be a five-year-old's spanking you get, either."

      "Is it apple juice?" She was looking right at the box.

      Definitely deep in subspace.

      "Yes. Drink."

      She took a few shallow sips, then made a face.

      "You don't like apple juice?"

      "It's warm."

      "Ah. Unfortunately, they didn't send up any ice, so you're going to have to drink it this way. Are you a vegetarian?"

      She craned around far enough to glimpse the plate on the edge of the sunken bed beside her, then shook her head. "No."

      Making himself comfortable on the pillows, Alan pulled the platter of meat, cheese and fruit down onto a cushion between them. "You need protein. Here, eat."

      She stole a dark red cherry.

      "That's not protein," he wryly observed.

      She ate it anyway. "This is new." She picked through the cheeses, taking two pepper jack cubes and one mild cheddar.

      "What is, the cheese?" Alan turned the platter, pointedly offering her her choice of meats next before rolling a slice of turkey and Swiss together for himself.

      "No, I mean this." She held up the juice box in one hand and the last of her cheese in the other.

      "You don't eat when you're here? The buffet is free to everyone."

      "I know. That's where I usually end up." She was coming back to herself, her words becoming clearer and stronger. She sniffled again. "One guy took me to the Master's Table to see the Supper and Show, but I spent most of the time under the table so I didn't get to see a lot of what was going on. He gave me a little of his steak though." She shrugged one shoulder, not looking at him as she stole another cherry. "What I was talking about was the room service. I didn't know the Castle offered that."

      "It doesn't, unless you work here or took part in the auction, which I do and which we did." Rolling up another slice of smoked turkey and cheese, he handed it to her. "Protein. Eat."

      "Are you always this bossy?"

      He looked at her, but both her tone and expression lacked rancor, and at least she was talking to him. A giant step up from where they had been only an hour ago. "Only with difficult subs," he replied.

      She snorted. "I'm probably the easiest bottom you'll ever top."

      Now it was Alan's turn. He lost his composure to a snorting laugh of his own. "You have been by far the most difficult bottom I have ever partnered with."

      She had the nerve first to look surprised, and then annoyed. "How do you figure that? I do whatever you want me to…"

      "When you want to," he allowed.

      "I don't brat."

      "You do argue." He offered her another roll of meat around cheese. Her hands weren't shaking anymore, and a measure of clarity had taken root in her eyes.

      "I don't refuse anything you want to do to me," she protested, a definite sharpness creeping in under her words. In any other sub, that tone of voice would have had her crawling on a leash at his heel for the rest of the day, if not the week.

      Alan drummed his fingers once upon his knee, but kept his tone painstakingly calm while he pointed out, "Apart from this, you've refused every attempt at conversation."

      "I have a few small restrictions—"

      He almost smiled at that.

      "But what does that matter when I let you do whatever you want?" She opened her mouth, but a sudden loud pop and crackle from just outside made her jump so badly she dropped her drink box. Just as quickly Alan rescued it, grateful for Cook Connie's adherence to keeping the Littles program as child-like as possible, otherwise one of them would have spent the night in an apple-juice scented wet spot. Gentleman though he might be, Alan wasn't sure he was chivalrous enough to volunteer for that.

      A flickering of multicolored lights drew their attention to the balcony windows. The doors were closed and the drapes pulled, but a crack between the Bordello curtains showed a shower of sparkling red, blue and gold lights at the next loud pop and crackle.

      "The fireworks have started," Alan said.

      "New Year's isn't until tomorrow."

      "It's every day this week, because one of our resident babygirl submissives had to get her tonsils taken out."

      Tavy looked at him. "Who?"

      Under any other circumstance, Alan would have bit through his own tongue before he revealed an employee by name to a guest. However, after so many years, Tavy probably knew them all, by reputation if not by name, anyway. "Selena. Master Emerson's wife. She usually works in the Nursery or the schoolgirl program."

      A look of recognition crossed her face. "Blonde girl?" Tavy asked. "Bouncy?"

      "Bingo," Alan said, chuckling. "Anyway, there were complications and her Daddy Dom won't let her out of bed. So, being as their room faces the gardens, and Master Marshall felt the need to get in touch with his 'big softie' bone, he's putting on fireworks all week long. Would you like to watch?"

      Tavy turned back to the mostly finished platter of food. Stealing another cherry, she feigned disinterest. "I've seen fireworks before."

      He watched her pick at the stems rather than eat. At the next pop and crackle, her eyes slid toward the balcony. She was trying hard to hide her wistfulness, but she did want to watch the display. So why not just say so?

      Almost before he could finish that thought, the answer hit him. Because it didn't involve him hurting her. Because it was something any two friends might do together.

      Because it was intimate.

      Setting the platter aside, Alan stood up. He offered her his hand. "Come on. You haven't seen fireworks until you've seen them at the Castle."

      She avoided his hand, refusing even to look at it. "I saw them last Fourth of July. I was watching from the field."

      Last Fourth of July? A rush of awareness swept through him. Wait, he'd worked that holiday. Even if he hadn't, he knew almost from the moment her name hit the guest list every time she paid them a visit. He hadn't seen her on the Fourth. How could he have missed her? "I didn't know you were here that weekend."

      She picked at her juice box. "I wasn't. I just watched the fireworks."

      His thoughts raced, picking through a wide range of impossible conclusions. "From the field, not the road?" Castle security was too tight. They occasionally had problems with reporters, trespassers, motorists with car trouble—but no one who wasn't a guest made it far onto the grounds before the cameras picked them up and guards were dispatched to intercept. The only way she could have seen the fireworks from the surrounding fields was if she'd trespassed on a neighbor's property. Or knew them well enough to get permission.

      Or was them.

      The address in her file was a PO Box out of Granger, but he'd known from the frequency of her attendance that she had to be local. She couldn't possibly be that local though, could she? His mouth ran dry. Another pop outside lit the crack between the curtains in a shower of sparks. Alan would have sworn he could feel each one of those pinpricks of light in the fizzling energy racing through his skin, but one look at her tensely averted face told him if he asked what he most wanted to know right now, she was going to lie to him.

      He was a tiger, stalking prey very much aware of his presence. He had to be careful. Reaching for her arm, he removed her right to choose. "Come."

      Her legs were still unsteady, particularly when she climbed the steps, but he offered his support and let her take all the time she needed. Wrapping a blanket tight around her, he stole another from the bed and then took her out onto the balcony.

      Situated in a little stone nook overlooking the Royal garden, they had the perfect view of the fireworks. Each pop lit up the entire sky, bathing the stone of the Castle, the grounds spread out below, and Alan and Tavy themselves in shimmers of multi-colored light.

      Somewhere below them, through open doors, came strains of modern music. The band was already hard at work entertaining the pre-New Year's Eve crowd. Laughter from the shadow-darkened shrubs below betrayed more than one late-night rendezvous taking place. The thrill of getting caught or of being secretly spied upon was so alluring that not even the cold could keep the exhibitionists out of the garden.

      Neither an exhibitionist himself, nor interested in spying eyes intruding on his time with Tavy, Alan pulled a reclining lawn chair away from the rail and moved it back into the shadows by the door. His breath steaming the air, he drew the drapes to make the nook as dark as possible and then sat, pulling Tavy down to sit on his lap. He swaddled her in her blanket, taking care to make sure even her bare feet were warmly wrapped up, before shaking out the second blanket for both their benefit. She stiffened the minute he lay back and she realized that, in order to stay warm, she was going to have to lean back with him. Her hesitancy lasted only until the wind blew. The bite in the air made her shiver and, inch by fragile inch, she made herself lie down against his chest.

      "Good girl," he praised, wrapping his arms around her. She shivered again, but already her body was relaxing on top of his. Her breasts pillowed against his chest. Her bottom was a burning heat against his thigh. She'd have to be numb from the hips down not to know he had the erection to beat all erections pressing stiffly against her. She said not one word about it, however, and neither did he. Together, they watched the show.

      The pop of each starburst of light was so much louder out here than it had been inside, and each one of them filled the entire night sky. It was magnificent; a backdrop of stars with a shimmering fall of sparks so colorful and bright that with each explosion, for a few seconds at a time, it bathed her in their light. She kept her face turned to the sky and did not look back at him, but now and then when he forced himself to watch the fireworks instead, that confounding beauty on his lap would steal glimpses back at him.

      "Do you like working here?" she suddenly asked.

      Alan hid his smile. Curiosity was good. It wouldn't win his battle for her, but it was an encouraging start. "Yes, very much."

      She was quiet, one hand tucked between her cheek and his chest. After a moment, she shook her head. "Why?"

      Her bewilderment surprised him. It was the sort of question he never would have suspected from a repeat guest, much less someone with Tavy's reputation for intense play.

      "I like being in control," he said honestly, his throat tightening, because right now the calm control he was most well-known for was the last thing he felt. It was everything he could do not to slip his hand between the folds of her swaddling blanket in search of heated bare skin. "I like being able to evoke total submission from a woman. I like the way she looks with her hands bound, her body posed to please me, the softness of her eyes when all she wants to do is whatever I desire, even if what I desire isn't at all what she wants to do."

      Tavy puffed a soft sound, another of those breathy snorts that wasn't quite laughter. "You'll get that in spades with me, I guess. Are you sorry you didn't bid on someone who enjoys it?"

      Alan forgot about pretending to watch the sky. "You enjoyed yourself."

      "No, I didn't." She kept her face stubbornly turned toward the fireworks. The showy displays were coming faster and faster, the flowering explosions growing more beautiful and elaborate, heralding the impending finale. Alan stared at her, hardly believing what he was hearing, hardly believing how good she looked illuminated in all these shimmering shades of silver and blue, red and gold, even pale green.

      "I am beginning to understand Emerson's view on mouth soaping," he said slowly. "Are our definitions of 'enjoyment' that drastically different? You come for me, Tavy—"

      "O."

      "Don't start that shit again," he snapped, perhaps more harshly than he should have. "Not right now. I know for a fact you orgasmed."

      "A purely physical response to stimulation," she snapped back, tight-lipped. "Rapists can get their victims to do that."

      He went cold. "Are you saying I raped you?"

      "I'm saying you didn't have to. I never say no, remember?"

      He very nearly dumped her off his lap onto the balcony floor. His chest was so tight he couldn't feel his heart beating, but he could hear it—the dull, pulsing thud of it building, along with the heat of anger in his temples. "I took you to subspace."

      "Also an involuntary response to stimulation."

      He caught her chin, his fingers digging in along her jaw as he forced her gaze from the fireworks back to him. "Three strokes of my cane for an honest answer. If not enjoyment, what were you feeling when I made you come?"

      Her stare was every bit as cold as the winter air around them. Her nostrils flared with the quickening of her breath. Somewhere in the folds of the blankets, he thought he felt the slight motion of her fingers fidgeting in her lap. "Dirty," she finally admitted, tight and unhappy. "I felt dirty."

      "Ashamed?" he asked.

      "Sometimes."

      "Because I was touching you sexually?"

      "I'm not frigid or repressed," she snapped, annoyed. "I don't have a problem with sex."

      He wanted an answer, so he allowed that ill-tempered response to pass without consequence. "What do you have a problem with?"

      She tried to pull her chin from his fingers, but he shifted his grip to cup the whole of her lower jaw, his thumb and fingertips digging slightly into her cheeks to still her half-hearted struggles.

      "Two more strokes if you answer," he softly encouraged. "None at all if you refuse."

      She looked at him as if she hated him, though he already knew what she hated were the ugly truths he was dragging out of her. "I've done things I'm not proud of. Real submissives come here because they want to. I don't want to; I need to. It's my redemption."

      A shower of crimson and white sparks burst above them, haloing them both.

      "What have you done?" He gentled his grip on her jaw, but did not let her go. She didn't try to push free either, and only attempted once to avert her eyes. All he had to do was shift his hand from her jaw to her throat, and she looked at him again. Good girl. His thumb caressed a rewarding stroke down the slope of her neck. "Ten more," he said aloud. "I promise, you'll wear the marks for at least a week. All you have to do is answer."

      Her eyes glittered in the brief darkness that came just before the grand finale filled the sky, revealing the slow build of watery moisture along her eyelashes. The first tear slipped free, followed by the rest. He never would have seen any of them if not for the flowering sparks falling in the air above them.

      "I rob people," she said, her tone flat and dead. She gave him plenty of time to absorb every nuance of her revelation in the shocked silence that followed. "There. Now you know. Are you sorry you bought me yet?"

      He almost called her a liar, except there was nothing in her face to suggest she was lying.

      Alan studied her, unable to make himself react. At least, not at first. He'd spent too many years holding in what he really felt—schooling himself to be stern with bratty Littles when he was really either annoyed or inappropriately amused, striving for patience when he felt anything but, feigning enthusiasm for kinks he really had no interest in for the sake of a submissive who needed the release. It was that schooling now that kept him from demanding a full explanation, or worse, laughing at her. She didn't look like she was joking any more than she looked like she was lying.

      She was telling him the truth as she saw it. She robbed people.

      "Go inside," he finally managed, his throat tight. "Face the pillar and wait for me. I'll be in in a minute."

      She got off his lap, leaving him one rumpled blanket to fend off the sudden cold and taking the other that still swaddled her back inside. She closed the door quietly behind her, chasing back the shadows with only the briefest flash of amber light when she slipped between the curtains. When they fell back into place, he was left alone in darkness, with nothing but the sudden chaos of his thoughts.

      Try through he might, Alan could think of no way such a statement could be misconstrued out of anything innocent. Robbed was a very simple word. It could only be taken to mean one specific thing—she took money or possessions that did not belong to her from the person or entity to whom it did. But… did that mean shoplifting? Breaking and entering? Grand theft auto?

      Was she a criminal, or was this 'robbery' work-related? Repossession, possibly?

      He couldn't spend too much time thinking on this. The longer he stayed out here, the more likely she was to convince herself that he was drawing all the wrong conclusions. Gathering the forgotten blanket, Alan rolled it into a wad and stood up. Exactly what conclusions was he drawing? Did this change how he felt about her?

      Perhaps it should have, but no, it didn't. He wasn't at all sure what it said about his character that, instead of being repelled by her confession, the thought of following her back inside made his pulse race. He still wanted her, whatever her wrongs.

      She called this her redemption. A chance to clear her conscience. Was it possible that, instead of the pain she chased so relentlessly, what she really wanted was for someone to show he cared enough to take her firmly in hand? To show he was willing to guide her, validate her, and put an end to whatever 'robbery' she claimed she was doing?

      His own hands trembled for the chance to be that strong, and the trembling only got worse when he stepped back inside to find Tavy standing exactly as he had bid her. She was naked, her blanket nothing more than a puddle of red cloth around her bare feet as she waited for him. Head bowed, she faced the pillar like a Little sent to stand in the corner.

      His instinct urged him to go to her, to caress the back of her bowed head and let her know above all other things that, eventually, it—whatever 'it' was—would be all right again.

      Every tense line of her said that to do so would have been a mistake. He was a Master of the Castle. His job was to give her what she needed. He hardened himself.

      "Put your arms around the pillar," he said, his tone as cool as he could make it as he walked past her, tossing both blankets down into the sunken bed so they wouldn't be tripped over. The Bordello's walk-in closet was fully supplied with everything from paddles to floggers. A rack of rattan canes hung mounted on the inside wall, a ladder of implements which were arranged from thick and thuddy to thin and whippy. Alan selected one fourth from the top of the rack of thinnest canes. Slender enough to impart a wicked sting, but thick enough not to wrap her hips. He had promised severity. Depending on how easily she marked, he wouldn't need to apply much force to fulfill that promise.

      Implement in hand, he left the closet and returned to Tavy. With her legs braced slightly apart and her torso pressed to the smooth stone, she hugged the pillar as directed. She kept her face turned away, refusing to look at him or the cane he was bringing with him. He let her hear it instead, giving the rod a practice swing that cut the air with a whippy hiss. He thought he saw her catch her breath, but otherwise she didn't flinch.

      Stepping in behind her, Alan laid his hand on her back, letting her feel the warmth and comfort of his touch. "Fifteen strokes. To reward your obedience and for no other reason, do you understand? If you move from this position, I'll bind you."

      "How about thirty if I hold still, nothing if I move?"

      He didn't like the way she sounded; void of emotion. Listless. He moved in closer, pressing into her so that she couldn't help but feel the full, lean length of him. His hand covered her shoulder. He let the cane press against her naked thigh. She did flinch, then, and turned her face into the marble pillar in an effort to shut him out.

      "Fifteen," Alan repeated firmly, his lips so close to her that they brushed the shell of her ear. "I promise, it's going to be enough."

      "It's never enough."

      He could hear the tears thick in her whispered voice, and her next flinch came—not when he tapped her thigh with the cane, but when he wrapped his arm around her waist to rest his open hand on the trim plane of her belly. He imagined he could feel the nervousness tumbling just under her skin, but no, she had begun to tremble.

      "Today, fifteen will be enough."

      A tiny wave of goosebumps broke out across her skin as he stepped back, moving into position at her left. The swells of her bottom were still flushed from her earlier spanking, but it had been too long for that to have been an effective warm-up to soften the severity of what he was about to give her.

      Alan measured his area of attack, touching the cane across the top of her buttocks just a little below where the crack between them began. Any higher, and she would feel it in her back. He touched the backs of her thighs next. If he kept his strokes tight and even, he could lay a ladder of eight all the way down to the sensitive crease where her bottom began. Another two would take him down onto the very tops of her thighs. Those would be hard to bear, but nowhere near as hard as the last five were going to be. Because no matter what he did after that, his strokes were going to overlap.

      He reached for her, cupping the nape of her neck in his broad hand. "Don't move."

      He didn't use the full strength of his arm; just enough to give the cane a good snap, and with no more than five seconds between strokes, he built his ladder of welts. The first made her suck air. By the fourth, she was shouting, and by the time he was laying in those last fiery five, slanting those diagonally across her buttocks to turn the ladder into a lattice, Tavy lost the ability to stand. Though she clung to the pillar as if it were the only thing keeping her alive, he dropped her to her knees. Because pain was what she needed, Alan took great care in giving it to her, and he did not stop until he had delivered exactly what he'd promised.
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      Lying on her stomach, her eyes bleary with sleep, Tavy awoke the next morning in a rumpled bed of satin and pillows. An arm and tufts of black hair were sticking up out of the blankets beside her. It wasn't until she heard Master Alan's rattling snore, and saw the black padded cuffs binding her wrists to a bondage ring in the wall of the bed, that she remembered where she was and why.

      Lifting her head off her arms, she craned for a better look at the man snoring softly beside her. He hadn't fucked her, not once, all night long. That was a first for her. Usually, that was one of the first things her Castle-appointed Tops did. Out of all she'd had thus far, only one other hadn't bent her over at least once—and that was because he'd been too old. Not even the little blue pill had helped, and he'd popped so many she'd started to worry about him. Eventually, he'd given up on getting his cock hard enough to use, and resorted instead to inserting other things, opening every vibrator and dildo package that came in their room's fully-stocked toy box. He'd even put his cellphone inside her, just to see what would happen when it vibrated.

      She stared at Master Alan, not at all sure what to make of the man. He looked so peaceful and calm. Of course, he was calm when he was awake, too. Calm and quiet. Seemingly so gentle, although gentleness had definitely not been in his repertoire while he'd been holding that cane in his hand.

      A tiny blossom of heat unfurled in the pit of her belly. She'd never wanted to associate anything she experienced here with something pleasant, and last night hadn't been, but those lines were blurring now. With the soft glow of early morning filtering in through the drawn balcony curtains, with that warmth spreading through her stomach, the memory of how it had felt when Alan pried her arms from around the pillar to bring her down into this bed began to distort. She had liked it when he'd stretched out beside her, folding her in his arm just to hold her while she sobbed. Even the intensity of the pain as it melded into her flanks, becoming a dull burning throb, began to evoke erotic nuances. She wanted to reach back and, through one touch, relive a little… but when she tried, the wrist cuffs clicked against the bondage ring and the snoring beside her ceased.

      Not yet prepared to face him, Tavy dropped back onto her arms and pretended to be asleep.

      Unnatural silence stretched on for what seemed like forever, filling the bed. Any minute now, she expected him either to move or to start snoring again. When he did neither, the itch-like need to steal a peek became more than she could resist. She knew she was caught. Even before she opened her eyes she knew it, but seeing him with his head raised just high enough to stare back at her—those black, black eyes of his fathomless, and his sinfully kissable lips quirking into a knowing smile—made her stomach sink and her heart leap, and neither was a particularly welcome sensation.

      Sinfully kissable? Seriously?

      "You're beautiful when you're being deceitful," he drawled, rising up on one elbow to better see her.

      Damn it.

      Tavy tried to roll away, needing to avoid the hypnotic pull of his gaze, but her wrist restraints were unyielding and the minute she shifted from her belly onto her side, her bottom tapped up against a pillow. Soft as it was, that slight tap reawakened every nerve-ending the cane had assaulted the night before. She gasped, flopping immediately back onto her belly, but the damage was done. Heat pulsed and flared, ravaging her in wounded waves.

      "Oh my God," she groaned.

      "Sore?" Alan grinned, far from sympathetic. Cupping his head on his hand, he made himself comfortable in the wake of her growing discomfort. "Perhaps a kiss or two might help make it better."

      Just the thought of his lips nibbling their way across her bottom, moving from welt to aching welt, made the heated wetness between her legs pulse and throb—and every other inch of her want to run.

      "I have to go to the bathroom," she finally said.

      "Do you?" he countered, making no move to either release her or get up himself.

      "Are you going to make me beg?" It was the wrong thing to say, and she knew it the minute she did.

      A glint of amusement flickered through the black of his eyes. He pretended to consider it. "Yes, I think I will."

      Her face flamed, a slow flush of heat that stole up from her sex and into her stomach, forging an unerring path through her chest, all the way to her cheeks. Flustered, she compared how badly she had to go with how long she thought she could try to outwait him. The look on his face said he was prepared to be stubborn. Her face burned even hotter. "May I please go to the bathroom, Master Alan?"

      "I think I might allow that." And yet, when he sat up, it wasn't her wrists he reached for. With a sweep of his arm, he stripped the blankets and sheet from them both.

      Oh Lord, he was naked, and when he swiveled onto one hip, his weight braced up on one strong arm and one bent knee while he leaned over to examine her tender bottom, there was nothing left for her reeling imagination to wonder at.

      He wasn't the largest man she had ever seen, but he was by no means the smallest. What he lacked in length (if, indeed, he lacked anything at all), he more than made up for in girth. He was trim and toned all the way down to his neatly manicured feet, hairless apart from the well-groomed thatch of short curls that crowned his pubis, and, wrapping his right side from the front of his hip to the back of his ribs, was a barbed wire and roses tattoo.

      She jumped when his hand settled on the back of her left thigh.

      "Shh, shh," he soothed, his feather-light fingertips tracing lines of instant soreness across the lower swells of her buttocks. "You've got some fine marks here. No cuts, but you'll be sitting tenderly for a while."

      His touch hurt, and yet it felt good. In questing probes, he sought out all the raw places, kicking up the heat and the hurt until wounded throbbing filled her. For anyone else, she would have lain as still as death, absorbing the hurt as part of her penance. But with him, she was having trouble remembering this was penance at all. Molten tickles slipped from her, trickling along the folds of her labia, something she hadn't felt in this place for such a very long time.

      She had to get out of his reach. He was ruining her, taking this experience into places she was terrified to go. One word, that was all she had to say to stop this and yet she balked, her lips locking together and the safeword sticking in her throat.

      "Shh," he said again, caressing now. His fingers squeezed, first one fleshy globe and then the other, parting her buttocks as if to see how she would react to the invasion. If he thought her an anal virgin, then he didn't know his own Castle very well. She'd lost that particular cherry her first time here.

      His eyes never left her face and yet, when his fingers moved down into the crack of her buttocks, skimming lightly across the surface of her anus, experienced or not, her whole body blushed hot. She locked her eyes on her arm, each breath coming fast upon the heels of the last, her senses spinning—and yet unable to do anything but lie tense, her legs pressing as tight together as she could make them while his hand bypassed her less than useless defenses.

      "Open for me," he coaxed.

      She didn't dare. She struggled to feel nothing, but only tensed that much more when his fingers slipped down past her back entrance and found her pussy instead.

      "Open." He teased her, feeling her wetness, filling the air with the scent of her arousal and the sounds it made as his fingers played in it. Slick, wet, watery sucking sounds.

      "I really have to pee," she said, her pitch too high and quavering.

      He stroked up and down her slit, dipping the tips of his fingers into her with each gentle pass. He saturated his hand and, when he removed it from between her thighs, his fingers glistened in the early morning light. Her arousal perfumed the air.

      His dark eyes locked onto hers while he licked the tip of one finger, savoring her flavor. "Mm," was all he said, but it made the nerves in her belly flame hotter than a furnace. He unhooked her wrists from the bondage ring then, but did not remove the cuffs or even separate them. "Go."

      Tavy scrambled from the bed. She made her way across the room as stately as she knew how, and yet it still felt like fleeing. She got the door closed without slamming it, but there was no lock. She felt like a coward for even looking, and then all the more so for flattening herself against the door, her ears straining for any hint he might be following her. She buried her head in her hands, for a moment so helplessly lost that she almost cried. She had to get a grip on this. She pressed her hands over her abdomen, rubbing in an effort to still the fluttering need.

      The bathroom was huge, tiled in white with strips of metallic red that raced around the walls midway up. The shower would comfortably hold four people, with bondage rings sporadically set into the back tiles and a clear glass door that offered no obstruction to anyone watching from outside. And the mirrors… they were everywhere. No matter where she looked, all she saw were different angles of her own blushing reflection, including the angle offered directly behind her from the mirror hanging on the back of the door. She couldn't help it. Twisting around, she caught her first glimpse at what he'd done to her ass last night. As sore as she was, she expected far worse than what she found. Instead of massive bruising, only a few thin lines of red marred the expanse of what was otherwise unmarked flesh.

      A thin thread of disappointment wound through her. That was the last thing she expected to feel, too.

      "Three minutes," Alan called from the other side of the door. "Then I'm coming in, and anything you're not finished doing you're going to have an audience for."

      She didn't for a second think he was kidding.

      Shoving off the door, Tavy grabbed a towel from the rack over the toilet. It took a lot of wrangling to get it wrapped around her with her hands cuffed together. It was only marginally better getting through her morning toilet. Blushing furiously, she was just leaning over the sink to wash her hands when the door opened and Master Alan walked in. He hadn't bothered to dress yet. Lines of hard muscles rippled under the natural olive-tan of his skin as he headed straight for the toilet, seeming completely at ease with his nudity.

      "No towel," he told her, bending to lift the lid.

      Tavy quickly turned away, but there was no place in that suddenly way too small bathroom that she could look where the mirrors didn't reflect him. He had no shame. He peed with her standing right there and, when she tried to edge past him and out the door, snagged the back of her towel to stay her.

      "We'll shower together," he said, flushing the toilet before heading for the sink. "And I meant what I said about losing the towel, or do we need to start the day with a punishment?"

      "No, Master Alan." But her pussy pulsed, a single throb of uncomfortable awareness amplified by the brush of his fingers at her back when he stripped her towel away. One day down; she still had three more to go with this man. How was she going to survive that if she couldn't get him out of her head?

      She had to distance herself. She tried to pretend she was alone, or that he was someone—anyone—else. But her nipples still tightened, and it wasn't because the bathroom was cold. She'd never reacted like this with any of them. She needed to get back into that penitent frame of mind, force her uncooperative body to stop feeling, and definitely to stop wanting him. Tavy couldn't afford to want anybody; much less the dark-eyed devil washing his hands behind her.

      "Are you ready to attend me, little slave?" he asked as she turned on the faucet, holding her hand under the shower until the temperature felt right.

      She glanced back over her shoulder at him, fighting hard not to envision how it would feel to wash down a body like his. "What do you want me to do?"

      He walked up beside her to test the water. Finding it to his liking, he said, "Get in."

      She held up her arms for him to remove her cuffs, but he made no move to oblige her. Pointing to the shower, he snapped his fingers.

      "One," he warned, as if she were five years old. "Two…"

      Tavy stepped into the shower, retreating halfway under the spray. It hit her mid-waist, the warm rivulets flowing down her body in streams as she watched him take a washcloth from the towel rack and unwrap a thin bar of herbal-scented soap from the complimentary dish by the sink. Handing both to her, he stepped in just behind her. Putting his back to the spray, he faced her, his hands at his sides, that glint of dark amusement she knew better than to trust dancing in the depths of his eyes. Soap in one hand and washcloth in the other, it didn't take a genius to figure out what he was waiting for.

      "Eight thousand is an awful lot for a bath attendant." Spacious as the shower was, she still had to edge past him to wet the cloth. Every accidental brush of her arm against his sent sparking jolts zinging through her skin.

      "That would depend on how it ends. Personally, I'm hoping for a happy one."

      Just the thought of putting her hand on his cock had her fumbling with the soap. She almost dropped it. She didn't know why she was so nervous. It was nothing short of miraculous that he'd waited this long. She tried to keep her eyes on her hands, but her gaze stole south of his waist, taking in his semi-flaccid state.

      "I do believe that cloth is as lathered as it's going to get."

      Tavy set the soap on a little ledge in a corner of the tile wall. Now there was nothing left to do but grip the washcloth between her bound hands, put it on his skin, and start scrubbing. Her mouth ran dry, and her heart skipped all the way up into the back of her throat. Her pussy pulsed; constant thrums of erotic awareness. She searched, but she couldn't see a single place on him that looked safe to touch.

      His mouth began to curl again. She hated it when he looked at her like that.

      This was ridiculous. She couldn't just stand there, staring at him as if she'd never touched a man before. Touch him already.

      After two aborted starts, she laid the cloth on his chest. Watery lather trickled out between her fingers and rolled down the back of her hand. Washing him felt like something forbidden, but she did it. Chest first, then his shoulders. They were broad and masculine, with solid-feeling biceps, and forearms that were thick and veined. He had wide hands too, each of his fingers almost twice the size of hers. Her skin next to his was surprisingly pale.

      "Where are you from?" The question was out of her mouth before she could stop herself. She'd never before, not with anyone, been tempted to break her own rule about getting personal with the men who topped her.

      "Seattle." If he noticed her panicked pause, he didn't show it. "My mother is Egyptian. My father, Italian. I am, according to my grandparents, the best of two very old worlds. What about you?"

      The barn door was open and the horse truly gone, and she had no one to blame for it but herself. Having started the conversation, it seemed silly and childish not to hold up her end.

      "Right here," she answered reluctantly.

      "Granger?"

      "Born and raised." Returning the washcloth to his chest, she moved down to his stomach. Her hand trembled in spite of her efforts to quell it. He wasn't semi-soft anymore. His cock was standing, straining toward her, and the longer she stared at it, the more her mouth ran dry.

      "Hm," he said, non-committal. Turning, he presented her with the equal beauty of his back—wide at the shoulders and trim at the waist, with countless tiny droplets of water running off him. She had the most absurd urge to lean in and lick one. "What do you do for a living?" He glanced back over his shoulder as he spoke, that faint smile of his softening what might otherwise have shut her down faster than a slamming door. "When you're not robbing people, of course."

      It was a perfectly normal conversation; the sort one would expect while getting to know a blind date over coffee, but her stomach still twisted. Maybe because there wasn't enough washcloth to keep her hands from accidentally touching him, skin to wet, soapy skin, no matter how careful she tried to be. He truly was sinful… every inch of him a temptation she was aching not to resist. She followed his back to his butt—God, he had a gorgeous butt—lowering herself to her knees as she lightly scrubbed her way down the backs of his legs. "I go to school."

      It startled her when she felt him tense. He snapped around to look at her, no trace of amusement anywhere on his face now. "In Granger? There's no college in Granger. You are eighteen, right?"

      He was so serious, and it was so unexpected, Tavy couldn't help it. She laughed. For the first time in a long time, she really laughed. It felt so light and genuine. "In Silverton, at the university. I'm twenty-six, thank you very much."

      Shaking her head, still chuckling, she gave his butt a slap. It was right there, after all. Practically at face level, and she just wasn't thinking. Master Alan snapped all the way around, then, before the echo of that smack faded from the tiles.

      He caught a fistful of her hair close to her scalp, instantly holding her immobile and sending a race of tingling awareness straight to her lips, her nipples, and her achingly empty pussy.

      He didn't look angry. On the contrary, struggling to school his expression into some semblance of severity, he was trying not to laugh. "You just smacked my ass."

      All he had to do was step in, just a few inches, and his cock would be right there, at mouth level. All she had to do was open her lips, and maybe she could tempt him in. The hot spray of the shower ran down his lean body, spilling from him in places onto her. It was hard to remember he was the enemy, to be guarded against at all costs, especially when what she really wanted right now was to open herself enough to be devoured. Just one time, she wanted to know what that would feel like when she wasn't fighting so hard to hate every minute of it.

      "I told you last night, I'm not a very good submissive."

      "Perhaps that's because no one has yet made you want to be."

      "Or maybe," she dared to counter, "not everyone who wants to be beaten has a submissive soul."

      Again, that faint smile pulled first one side of his mouth into a crooked grin, and then tugged the other up to join it. "If you don't have a submissive's soul, then why are you on your knees before me, your pussy so wet I can smell it, hardly able to take your eyes off my cock?"

      She honestly didn't know what to tell him. Because he was there and she was horny. Because maybe, just one time, if she let herself go long enough to simply feel whatever it was she seemed suddenly driven to feel, she could get it out of her system so she could go back to normal. Because she had told him how awful she was and he was still here, and obviously still wanted her. And maybe, the biggest reason of all, because she wanted to be wanted, in spite of what she'd done. She wanted to be so imprisoned in his strong arms that she was helpless to do anything but feel the driving fury of his lust pounding hard between her legs.

      Tavy couldn't stop herself. Her gaze was drawn, pulled to the standing jut of his member only inches from her face. She looked her fill, and by the time her eyes had drifted up again, his were burning hot with desire. "Are you going to fuck me now?"

      His cock twitched, the muscles of his belly tightening. Shifting his grip in her hair, gathering even more in his fist, he dragged her to her feet. Backing her up against the wall, he let go of her hair and gripped her throat instead. He didn't squeeze. He didn't have to. The dark wanting on his face already made it impossible for her to breathe.

      "You haven't earned the pleasure," he told her, and yet, when she dropped the wet washcloth between their feet and reached for him, he didn't pull away from the soapy glide of her fingers closing on his shaft. She had no idea from where she got the courage.

      "What about the pleasure you've earned?" For once, having her wrists bound together didn't feel like an inconvenience, and the soap on her fingers made the glide of her hands on his cock silken to the touch. Stroking the full length of him, she rolled the head of him in her palm. "What does the big, bad Master want from his purchased slave?"

      She was pretty sure she knew what she wanted, and when the corners of his hypnotically kissable mouth curled up into a seductive smile, emboldened, she tried to take it. Pushing off the wall, she tried to turn him around and press him up against the tiles as she had been. She'd have gone to her knees before him, then, and with a gentle shower of warm water washing down them both, rinsing the soap from his skin, she'd have opened her mouth and taken him in. Her tongue tingled. She could already taste him, the salty masculine flavor… except that no sooner did she push at him than he caught her by the collar on her throat. In one hard motion, he had her flattened to the wall, only this time when he leaned into her there was no space between them anymore, not even enough to take a breath.

      "Am I your submissive now?" he asked, his tone cool, his black eyes burning so hot with desire that she could feel the echo of those flames spreading all through her veins. Abandoning her collar, he caught her wrists next, jerking her hands from his thrusting cock and slapping them to the tiles above her head. The fragile illusion that she held any control here at all vanished when she heard the metallic click as he cuffed her to one of the many bondage rings. "I am not yours to control, Tavy. You're mine."

      Releasing her wrists, he dropped his hands to catch her nipples instead, pinching both peaks, rolling and twisting to bring her arching onto her tiptoes. Her involuntary cry bounced wildly through the bathroom, but the pain was deceptive. It zipped from her breasts to her belly, amplifying the lusty bonfire and kicking it up ever higher.

      "I'm sorry!" she gasped, writhing against the tiles as his hands grew seductively crueler.

      "Sorry, what?" he demanded, twisting harder, tugging her nipples straight up until it felt as if he were trying to lift her by them.

      "Master!" She caught her breath when he abruptly released her—only to slap, his open hand swatting upward, catching the underside of each heavy globe and her aching nipples twice in quick succession. She ground against the wall, sucking on steam and her own groans as he plucked her nipples between his fingers once more. When he twisted, her knees tried to buckle, dropping her as far as her bound arms would allow.

      "I'm the big, bad Master, am I?" he taunted, his grip on her aching nipples dragging her back onto her tiptoes all over again.

      A war of pleasure and pain exploded through her when he released to slap once more, a single blow now, nowhere near as hard as he could have struck, and yet catching her at just the right upward angle to make her breasts judder, her agonized nipples scream, and her pussy weep.

      "Open."

      She was so ready. Tavy snapped her legs wide apart, exhilarated and terrified all at once that the next blow she felt would land full on between them, and yet she never once considered refusing. She flinched at his next movement, but he didn't strike her. Pulling the showerhead down off the wall, he doused her in the sudden raining heat while he changed the setting from spray to pulse. At that first hard drum of water against her belly, knowing how much worse that was going to feel beating down on something as tender as her clit, Tavy lost her nerve. She snapped her legs tight together, twisting her hips away.

      "Open," he ordered.

      "No! Can't you fuck me instead?" Her face burned. She couldn't believe he was making her beg like this. Worse, she couldn't believe she actually wanted it badly enough to beg at all. "Please, just fuck me!"

      He did not repeat his command. The desire she had seen in him only seconds ago was gone in the time it took him to shut off the water and step out of the shower. Leaving her cuffed to the wall, he used her towel to token dry himself before abandoning the bathroom altogether.

      "Wait! Where are you going?" she cried after him, hardly able to believe he'd just leave her there. Or that she'd care. But she did, and she couldn't stop herself or the plaintive wail that came pouring out of her when what she should have said was nothing at all. "Why won't you fuck me?"

      "Because you haven't earned it," he called back, just as maddeningly calm as ever.

      She was just desperate enough to beg, "How do I earn it?"

      He did not reply.

      Baffled, anything but calm herself, Tavy stared at herself in the foggy mirrors. She felt like an idiot, sexually charged right to the edge of being unable to bear it, and unable to do one damn thing about it.

      She yanked at her cuffs, tried unsuccessfully to unclip herself, and then threw a mini fit complete with stamping feet, muted squealing, two good cuss words and a lot of useless panting once she was done. Helpless to do anything but stand there and drip, she flopped against the tiles, watched the steam dissipate, and tried to wait him out.

      She just couldn't understand it. Although not the first time she'd ever begged for sex from a man—many Doms seemed to have a special love for that sort of thing—this was the first time she'd actually wanted one to follow through, and it was beyond maddening that Alan hadn't. He'd wanted her; she knew he had. His eyes hadn't lied to her, and neither had his cock. He couldn't have been any harder, or more ready, so why wouldn't he take that last step and just own her?

      Her clit pulsed. Her sex clenched, rhythmically tightening to cling to something that just wasn't there. The phantom roughness of his hands continued to make her nipples ache. She shouldn't be this turned on by him, for him, for any of this, and yet every deprived inch of her was a rabid mess of wanton trembling.

      Tavy glared at the showerhead, a poor substitute for a penis if ever she saw one, left to dangle at the end of its hose and drip water down the drain. She shivered as a wisp of cool air drifted through the heat of the room, allowed in by the door he'd left open.

      One minute bled into two, and still he did not return. Now and then, she thought she heard movement from the outer room. His abandonment was a punishment she didn't know how to handle, and it began to make her angry. She twisted her hands, trying again to reach the link that kept her fixed to the wall. Someone double-jointed could have managed it, but Tavy wasn't, and she couldn't.

      She threw another fit, yanking, writhing and panting, but all she did was knock the metal links against the tiles and rub her wrists raw on the cuffs. She deserved this. Her rules were in place for a reason. This was what ought to happen when she broke them. She had to get her head back where it was supposed to be, back on the pain and the penance, and into that dark, cold place where nothing else mattered.

      The only problem was, she wasn't sure she knew how. She'd never had a problem falling into the role of O before. Usually, she was so ready to be cleansed that by the time she stepped down off the bus, O just… was. Try as she might now, though, Tavy was having trouble finding her. She couldn't feel the detachment over the raw wanting of her body. She couldn't feel any part of O. All she felt instead was lost, grossly aroused, and scared because of it.

      Alan had done this to her. He was destroying the only way she had found to clear the ugliness out of her. He was stripping her open, killing O and laying her bare, and she didn't know how to stop it.

      She heard the whisper of his bare feet on the stone floor just seconds before he walked back into the bathroom. The needy thrum of her body was every bit as desperate for him now, as he stepped back into the shower, as it had been before he'd left. She tried to school her face so it wouldn't betray just how badly she wanted him, or how scared that made her, but something in the way he looked at her, as he picked up the showerhead by its hose and turned the water back on, told her she wasn't hiding anything.

      Alan remained silent, holding his fingers under the massaging pulse of the water until the temperature was right, then he raised his dark eyes to hers. "What's your safeword?"

      She shook. She also kept her mouth shut and her lips tightly sealed.

      Nodding once, and then shaking his head, Alan fisted his hand in her hair, pinning her head so she couldn't escape the prison of his stare as he moved in. The heat of his body burned her everywhere while the pulse of the water struck her feet, punishing them.

      "Spread your legs," he commanded, in tones as soft as silk. "And this time, keep them open."

      This time, Tavy did, and almost from the moment the pounding spray of the water found her clit, he made the bathroom sing with her moans, her cries, and finally, her screams.
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      Tavy awoke for the second time that day back in bed. Alan must have put her there, though she couldn't recall his carrying her from the bathroom. In fact, she couldn't remember much at all beyond the point when he'd shut off the water and uncuffed her from the wall. She remembered the orgasms though. Oh yes, she remembered those.

      Her clit felt swollen and sore. Her wrists were raw where, in the throes of pleasure too intense to hold still for, she'd fought to break free of her restraints. Bruise-like hickeys marked her shoulders and neck. She could still feel every burning, suckling kiss he'd laid on her breasts. He'd put his fingers in her—her mouth, her pussy, even her ass. He'd licked and nipped and tasted every part of her, giving every physical indication that he intensely, aggressively, wanted her… just not with his cock. He hadn't fucked her, not even at the height of his desire when deprivation had darkened him, when he'd growled into the side of her neck as her whole body convulsed to the ecstasy his fingers and showerhead wrought, and still he hadn't taken her. He'd rubbed against her, but never once 'taken matters in hand' and jacked off, marking her as his with a spray of ejaculate across her face, belly or breasts. This was twice now that he'd given so much to arouse her without compensation, forcing her to come over and over again when mentally she knew better than to indulge him. He'd wielded her pleasure until he'd whittled it down to a knife's edge, cutting her with it until all she could do was cry, it hurt so beautifully and so deep.

      Curling over on her side, Tavy stared across the empty bed at the side Alan should have occupied, but didn't. The room was so still and silent. All she could hear were her own soft breaths; all she felt was the bonelessness that came over her after the last ripples of orgasm faded away, and before that niggling sense of despair crept back in.

      What was so wrong with her that Alan would rather not come at all than put his cock in her? He had done nothing for his own release, nothing to ease the raging erection he'd still sported even as he'd turned away from her. No other man had done that with her, not in all the time she'd been coming here. She couldn't understand it. Was she doing something wrong? Did she look wrong, somehow? Maybe his heart was committed elsewhere. Of all the times her body had rocked to the pumping thrusts of one, two, sometimes three or more men at a time, she had never once wasted a moment's thought wondering whether they liked her. Or if her breasts might not be big enough, or perky enough, or if maybe her intimate taste or smell might be turning her partner off. With Alan, however, she couldn't stop thinking about it.

      She hugged her pillow to her cheek, refusing to let herself pine simply because his sexual agenda didn't match her own. He was a man like any other, and his was just a penis, for crying out loud. A little bigger around than most, perhaps, but she didn't need to lie here thinking about what it would feel like sliding into her. She certainly didn't need to lie here indulging thoughts capable of making that low sexy pulse come thrumming back to life between her greedy legs. She squeezed them tight together, trying to feel only the soreness and none of the wanton desire. When that failed, exasperated with herself, Tavy thrust a hand down under the red satin comforter Alan had so thoughtfully covered her with. She closed her eyes again, burying her face in her pillow, her cheeks burning shamefully—not just because she couldn't banish the unwelcome lust, but because her mind insisted on making it all worse by conjuring Alan, naked in the shower, his devil's gaze piercing soul-deep into her while his cock strained to reach her.

      "Three strokes for touching yourself while I watch," Alan said, from where he was sitting, unnoticed, in the breakfast nook behind her. "Three more if you tell me what thoughts you're masturbating to."

      Fingers stilling, Tavy jerked onto her back. She had to sit all the way up before she could see where he was sitting, simply watching her.

      He'd dressed now, at least partially, in only his black leather pants. He looked good in them, too. Nothing but hard, lean angles, rippling abs, and the thinnest line of sparse black hairs trailing south of his navel to vanish in the low riding waistband. Elbow propped on the table, a coffee cup resting lightly on his knee, he waited for her answer.

      "They have names for people like you," Tavy said, covering her embarrassment with irritation.

      "Sir?" Alan guessed.

      "Peeper," she corrected. "Voyeur. Snoop."

      "You forgot Master."

      "I forgot quidnunc, stalker, and creep, too."

      A smile courting his lips, he considered that. "I think I prefer Master." Unfolding himself from his place at the table, he climbed down to sit on the tiled edge of the sunken bed. Stripping the comforter right off her, he laid her as naked before him as she'd been in the shower. "Carry on," he said, making himself comfortable to watch. "Pretend I'm not even here."

      As if such a thing could be possible.

      Tavy tried to cover herself again. "I'm not in the mood."

      "What makes you think that matters?"

      Tickling streams of moisture Tavy didn't want to feel wept down onto her thighs. She sat up once more, swiveling away from him and hugging her legs tightly to her chest in an attempt to hide the evidence. She scanned the floor for any sign of her clothes. "I'm hungry. I need to eat something."

      It wasn't a lie. It had to be close to noon, and she hadn't eaten anything since the fruit and cheese he'd given her the night before.

      Alan got up. Stepping around her, he sat down cross-legged on the pillows in front of her, so close now that one of his knees touched hers, impossible for her to ignore no matter how badly she wanted to. He waited until his nearness had so consumed her that every nerve began to hum with her awareness of him. He didn't bother trying to brush her hands away. He simply laid his palms upon her knees and held her until her arms unwrapped of their own traitorous accord. She had never felt more exposed than she did when he nudged her legs apart.

      Muscles weary from their exertion in the shower, especially along the inner stretch of her thighs, protested with pain. The warmth of his fingers sliding around her ankles made her shiver, but she honestly didn't feel cold. She didn't know what she felt. She had to stop letting him do this to her, and yet she couldn't stop her own telltale shiver when he lifted her feet one at a time, pulling them to either side of his lap. Her belly tightened, molten need flowed from her womb, filling up her sex, swelling her labia until all she could feel was the pounding of her desire to be touched by him. Like the steady marching of soldiers' boots, it fell into time with the beating of her heart.

      "I can't," she said, the protest hardly convincing, not even to her.

      Leaning closer, Alan placed his open palm between the swells of her aching breasts. Her nipples grew taut for him, budding into tight peaks that begged to be kissed. When he pushed, applying gentle pressure, Tavy helplessly obeyed. She lay back amid the rumpled bedding, and it took everything she had not to arch up into his retreating caress when he sat back, dragging his hand down the length of her as he went.

      "Continue," he told her.

      She burned, but not from embarrassment alone. She knew what she looked like—her feet spread to either side of his knees and her legs hooked over his, providing an unobstructed view of her swollen sex and the musky fluid welling from her. She could feel the tickle of each drop as it slid from her pussy into the crack of her bottom. Slipping her hand down between her legs, slicking her fingers in her own oils, she touched herself; something she had never, ever done in front of anyone. Ever.

      He stroked her calves, watching as she pressed timid circles around her aching clit. The effects of the showerhead could still be felt. The soreness would last for days and yet, with his gaze locked on her, already the tenderness was fading beneath the rising pleasure of both their touches. How easy it was to turn her face away, close her eyes, and pretend the fingers she felt massaging those circling passes upon her sex were olive-skinned, thicker, and rougher than her own.

      "Look at me," he said softly, a command nonetheless.

      She didn't want to. She wouldn't be able to stop herself from coming if she looked at him, but already the need to obey was outweighing her stubbornness. Her blood felt hot, lava coursing through her veins. The pulse of erotic wanting throbbed at the tip of each swollen breast, a heady cadence that was offset by the racing of her heart and the shivery hitch of each shaky breath.

      "You never answered my question. No, I didn't say stop." Alan stroked her legs, moving up from her calves to the tense stretch of her inner thighs. She couldn't stop her muscles from jumping under his fingertips, but she kept her legs open and her eyes locked with his. "Good girl," he purred. "Keep going. In fact, I think those pretty little nipples of yours have been neglected long enough. Play with them, too."

      Blushing furiously, she tried to cover her eyes, but he allowed her no time to hide.

      "That's not your nipple."

      Tavy moved her hand, haltingly dropping her fingers to her breast. She cupped, but that felt too much like shielding herself, hiding from him yet again. At the first contact of her hand, her breast begged for a different kind of touch altogether. Her fingers wandered, first lightly plucking, and then tweaking at the crowning bud. Alan watched the entire time; his devil's gaze heating by midnight-black degrees.

      "Not like that," he said, deep in his throat. "As if I were doing it."

      There was no hesitation in her now. She pinched, hard enough to bring herself arching up off the pillows. His hands on her knees kept her legs from closing on the involuntary shudder that ran through her.

      "Good girl. Beautiful girl." He smiled, his massaging hands creeping up the insides of her thighs. "So tell me, who were you thinking about before I startled you with my overwhelmingly quidnuncian presence?"

      To tell him it had been him was the last thing she could bring herself to admit. It lurched right to the tip of her tongue to say she couldn't remember, but there was no way she could look into those dark, knowing eyes and lie to him. It just wasn't possible. That nagging inner voice kept saying he'd probably know if she tried.

      "Why won't you have sex with me?" she countered, punishing herself for how badly her voice was trembling by pinching her nipple harder than necessary.

      Smug victory lit his eyes. His mouth broadened in a grin. "Is that what you were thinking?"

      Tavy thought she could handle anything, but his smugness proved her undoing. She tried to roll away but he moved faster, launching himself over her, pinning her body beneath his. The protective snap intended to close her legs ended up trapping him between them, hugging rather than evading, as he settled into devastating position on top of her. Lean, hard hips rocked into the cradle of hers, letting her feel his unavoidable interest straining against his zipper, confined only by a thin barrier of rough leather.

      "Is this what you want?" he asked, rocking his pelvis against her in a mock thrust that made her nerve endings sing. "My cock inside you? Shall I make you beg again?"

      She loved the way he said that. She didn't want to, but she did. "That was a one-time deal, and it didn't end so well for me the last time."

      "You came."

      "You didn't."

      There was that smugness again. He grinned. "Is your pleasure so dependent on mine?"

      "Of course not," she quavered.

      "Don't lie to me," he warned, the slow rock of his hips becoming a full force thrust, slapping into hers. It was the worst possible punishment; the scrub of his bulging zipper against her clit hurting almost as much as it felt good. "Put your hands on my shoulders," he ordered, and, desperate now for something to cling to, she did. His motions gentled back into slow, rocking undulations. He never should have felt so good.

      His devil eyes regarded her, heavy lidded and difficult to read.

      "I might fuck you," he mused. "I haven't decided yet."

      "Why not?" The question was out of her before she could bite it back. As if the situation weren't humiliating enough as it was.

      "Maybe I want to be memorable. Maybe I want to send you from this place so in love with the experience that you can't help but think about returning just so you might feel me at last inside of you."

      "Or maybe you're married," she countered, stubbornly determined not to feel an instant razor-thin slice of jealousy for that unknown woman cutting at her.

      He arched an eyebrow. "Do you really think I would be here with you like this if I were married?"

      "You wouldn't be the first man to cheat on his wife." She really needed to learn to keep her mouth shut. His frown was hard to look at. She turned her face away, trying to find something—anything—else to stare at. "Maybe you have an open relationship."

      "I do not." His tone was as flat and hard as his words. "When I marry, if I marry, my wife will be my own and no one else's. Not for a weekend, an hour or even a scene. I don't share what's mine."

      Tavy dug deep, but she couldn't find the slightest feminine objection to that kind of ownership. Instead, what she found was an uncomfortable sense of envy.

      "And you?" he asked. "Is there a cuckold waiting at home for you somewhere out in the world?"

      Nothing in this room was safe to look at now. "No."

      Catching her chin between finger and thumb, he forced her back into the prison of his gaze. His frown had deepened. He waited.

      "No," Tavy repeated, firmly.

      "Just your schoolwork and extracurricular thieving activities."

      That was the last thing she wanted to talk about. Her annoyance resurged, but the minor tussle that erupted when she tried to yank her chin away ended when he shifted his grip to encompass her whole lower jaw. His palm overlapped her throat, and now not only could she feel the utter heat and overwhelming weight of him pressing against her, but her own erratic pulse became a pounding cadence of need under his hand. He shifted his thumb, as if feeling for the traitorous beat.

      "Wrap your legs around me," he softly commanded.

      Pure heat flushed her. More than anything, she wished it were another man on top of her. Any other man, she could have resisted. She had to stop this.

      His fingers caressed the side of her throat, circling the collar he'd given her. He rocked; more a slow, circular grind of his hips than a thrust. "Three more strokes of the cane," he coaxed. "I promise, I'll make every one of them as hard as you can take."

      She trembled harder, but she also obeyed. Wrapping her legs around him lifted her pelvis. Now all she could feel was the hard bulge of his imprisoned cock, the harshness of his leathers pressing full against her achingly empty pussy, and the hard heat of his body cradling all the rest of her.

      He began to rock, fucking her in motion if not in deed. Each bumping movement ground the bulge of his cock into her sex. She arched every time the pressure rubbed over her clit.

      "What do you steal?"

      Oh, God. She snatched her hands off his shoulders and would have turned away again, but his hand dug into her cheeks and chin, and she couldn't escape. She couldn't even close her eyes; his were too bewitching, and the undulating motions of his body over hers too distracting.

      "Cars?" he guessed, thrusting faster now. His confined cock was spanking her pussy. "Stereos? Candy bars?"

      "Get off," she said, furiously willing her body to stop enjoying this. Any of this. From all the inches of her that touched him and burned because of it, to every part that hummed and tingled, and ached to be stroked, kissed and invaded by him.

      "Four more strokes, a baker's dozen, just as hard as you can take it. You won't sit for the rest of the day. Or keep your secrets and get nothing."

      "Money," she spat, irritation sprouting into anger at her own inability to just throw him off and scramble out of the bed and away from him. Screw her obligations to the auction. Screw the Castle and its extra days. She wasn't getting what she needed now anyway, and with every offer of pain he dangled like a carrot before a horse, came a price she knew better than to pay. "If you knew—" Tavy caught herself, snapping her mouth shut with an audible clack of teeth striking together. She swallowed, then glared at him. "You should have returned me to the auction block when you had the chance."

      She braced herself, waiting to see the recrimination she knew had to be building somewhere inside him, but if he felt any at all, he wasn't letting it show.

      Alan cocked his head. "What do you do for a living, Tavy?"

      "O," she bit back

      "What do you do for a living?" he demanded.

      "I steal!" she shouted up into his startled face. Everywhere he was touching her, all those places that had burned with erotic desire just moments ago, now felt sullied and unclean. She didn't deserve to be here. She didn't deserve to feel anything but shame and disgust, and if he weren't so hell bent on making her feel, on forcing her to let him know her, then maybe she could get her head where it needed to be to endure this.

      She had to get out from under him.

      Wrenching her chin from his hand, she shoved, fighting to roll over, every nerve in her body suddenly geared to run. Just as suddenly, his body on top of hers became not a lover's weight, but a disciplinarian's. He tried to pin her down, but she fought back until he abruptly switched tactics, seizing her by the hair and dragging her to her knees.

      "Crawl," he ordered, and though he wasn't hurting her—not really—the gentleness was gone from his hand.

      Tavy crawled, following the wordless direction of his fist in her hair, up over the tile-lined rim of the sunken bed and onto one of the rugs. He shoved her head to the floor.

      "Crawl," he said again, and she did.

      Angry tears flooded her eyes. She couldn't see anything beyond his feet as she followed where he half-dragged and half-led her around the room. It seemed so aimless, except that it must not have been. The only pause he offered was filled with the dry clatter of a rattan cane knocking against others of its kind as it was selected, and then he was dragging her again. And all she could see were his pants and heels, and the garish red carpet fibers as they passed from the stone parts of the floor onto another area rug. She tried to keep up with him so the pull on her scalp wouldn't hurt so much.

      "On your belly."

      She was crying even as she obeyed.

      "I am rewarding your honesty," he said, and though she tried to slap her hands over her ears to block it out, she still heard it when he added, "nothing more. Where are you at, Tavy? What color are you?"

      "Ultramarine," she spat, digging her hands into the short carpet fibers. She thought she heard him tsk, but then the cane cut the air behind and above her… and the first stroke of hurt bit in.

      There was no warm-up, but she didn't deserve one. The pain was too much; much sharper and more intense than any session she had taken before—not with a cane, or a paddle, or even a whip. She clutched at the rug and then her own mouth, muffling back wails that never should have escaped her, and wouldn't have if only he would play the game the way she wanted him to. No emotion, no personal investment.

      She couldn't take it. The safeword was right there, right on the tip of her tongue, and it took everything she had not to let it come shouting out of her. Somehow, she bit it back. Somehow, she took every stroke. From the top of her bottom to the backs of her kicking, writhing thighs. Because she'd earned them.

      Because she was the girl who never said no. Not once. Not ever.

      She curdled inside. Outwardly, she wept.
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      The dining hall was as crowded as he'd ever seen it, but Alan wasn't surprised. It was New Year's Eve. Next to Halloween, that was always the Castle's busiest holiday. If he thought this was busy, he was dreading what he'd find when they finally got around to visiting Wardrobe. Because he'd cut her corset off, he and Tavy had been reduced to sharing an outfit. His. He didn't mind; she looked better in his vest than he likely ever would. Of course, he was probably a little biased. For his part, he was ready to get out of leather and into something that didn't chafe.

      The line at each buffet station was long but orderly, and they moved along fairly swiftly. He didn't mind the wait, and he knew Tavy probably didn't either. As stiff and sore as she was, the frequent pauses gave her just enough time to keep the winces hidden, and her muffled groans locked behind tightly pressed lips.

      "Why don't you try to find us someplace to sit and I'll grab a couple of plates?" he offered, already casting a dubious look around the restaurant's tightly packed sitting area. There were people standing in small groups, laughing and talking, and eating, in every open spot they could find along the walls. Finding one available chair wasn't going to be likely; finding two, damn near impossible. It was probably a good thing the Fire Marshall wasn't on the guest list this week.

      "I'm fine," Tavy muttered, her tone flat and empty.

      Alan frowned, but didn't say anything. She wasn't fine, and he knew it. She hadn't been fine since he'd caned her. In truth, she hadn't been fine before that, but now that emotion-hiding 'wall' of hers was back, as impenetrable as ever. She'd thrown it up between them the instant he'd set the cane aside and tried to enfold her in his arms. She'd refused every form of aftercare he'd offered—from the simple act of rubbing lotion on her welted bottom, to rubbing her back and hair; she'd even refused the pillow and blanket he'd brought her so she could be more comfortable where she lay on the floor, exactly where he'd put her, making no effort at all to get up, roll over, or even to cover herself. She'd just lain there, limp and broken. Like a discarded doll.

      A doll would have been easier to fix. With Tavy, he had no idea what he should do. Standard Castle protocol was telling him one thing—contact security, notify Marshall, get one of the counselors down here to talk to her and remove himself from the scene until Tavy had proved herself once more able to communicate her needs. His heart was telling him something altogether different—contacting security or Marshall meant he ran the risk of having another Dom assigned to Tavy for the rest of her stay. He couldn't do that. He couldn't even think about it. Another man wouldn't bat an eye when she said she wanted pain. He'd do exactly what every Dom before him had done—welt her, bruise her, scar and use her until her tears flowed. Instead of tearing down that damned wall to free the submissive within, they'd be cementing another layer of rock across the top of it. Then she'd leave, and all he'd have left was another empty-eyed photograph for him to tape to his mirror.

      He had to break through to her, but how? Every wall had its weak spot, but emotional ones also had their booby-traps, reinforcing triggers capable of filling her with enough razor wire to keep even someone as determined as he was from getting close enough to do any good. Tavy's razor wire was already curling into place. Alan could all but see it wrapping its distancing coils around her. What he couldn't see was a way to cut through it.

      Casting another look around the crowded dining hall, Alan settled his gaze on an unmarked door in the far wall. It would be locked to prevent guests from gaining access, but everyone who worked here knew what lay within: the Masters' private dining room. Very few guests saw the interior of that room. Although he knew some of the other Masters occasionally brought their temporary companions in to eat with them, Alan never had. Right now, he could see the wisdom in it. A private meal with Tavy versus standing room only in a hall so full of conversation and dish clatter that he could barely hear himself talking? No contest.

      They made it up to the front of the first serving station. Tavy barely acknowledged it when he handed her a plate. She followed at his elbow, trailing him from the salad station to the meats and vegetables, and past the dessert table. The only things on her plate were what he paused to put there once he'd realized she wasn't taking anything at all for herself. She might have been standing right next to him, but she was miles away. He had to do something about this. He just wasn't sure what would make it better, and what might well make it worse.

      "Come on," he said, handing her a glass of water from the drink station.

      "I'm fine," she said again, just as flatly as before, and Alan almost lost his calm. Had there been just one empty space near him, he'd have dropped his plate to grab her by the scruff of her collar and yank her in close, force her to fix and focus on him, and maybe break through that damned wall of hers before she hardened against him completely.

      "I didn't ask," he said, and started walking. He looked back once to make sure she was still behind him. His calm was unravelling, and he didn't like the feeling. A good Dom was nothing without calm.

      When he reached the Masters' private dining room, Alan entered the key code in the electronic panel discreetly located inside the ornamental sconce of a Mistress queening her submissive. The lock clicked and he opened the door, holding it for Tavy.

      "In," he said, when she was slow to respond.

      She went, but the room wasn't empty, and the minute she noticed the Masters already seated within, she froze.

      Jackson was laughing, cutting pieces of chicken into bite sized pieces for his very pregnant wife, Sara, despite her vocal protests.

      "I'm not five!" she was half-arguing, half-laughing. "I can't reach my feet, so fine, I understand why you put my shoes on, but seriously? You have to cut my food?"

      To their left, Master Marshall crowned his usual place at the head of the table with Kaylee seated upon his knee. Both she and Sara were dressed in the short, skimpy dungeon slave girl outfits customarily reserved for the Ladies of the Castle whenever they were caught misbehaving. Because of her belly, Sara's barely covered her, but Kaylee wore the mini dress well. Her hands were also bound in wide leather cuffs behind her back. She didn't look happy. She looked even less so when she spotted Tavy. Her face flushed a soft pink, and she quickly looked away. Tavy didn't seem to notice. The minute she saw Master Marshall, she stopped where she was.

      The Master of the Castle covered his surprise at seeing her a little better. His gaze flicked from her to Alan. "Master Alan," he greeted, a formality spoken entirely for Tavy's benefit. Without a guest present, it would simply have been, 'Alan, what's up?'

      The only other Masters at the table were the two new guys, ex-military buddies Eric and Reeve. They swiveled around, and Reeve arched both eyebrows in surprise. "Oh hey," he said. "We were just about to go looking for y—"

      Marshall cleared his throat, effectively stopping them mid-sentence. "Master Alan has his obligations."

      Everyone looked at Tavy.

      His hand settling on the small of her back, Alan ushered her to the nearest chair. "And what would they be asking if I didn't have obligations?"

      Jackson looked up from his plate, a knowing smirk tugging at one side of his mouth. "First assignment," he mouthed, then said aloud, "Nervous Nellies."

      The newest staff members shifted identical glares to him now, frowns only half serious and eyes narrowed.

      Ignoring them, Jackson continued. "The twins were going to supervise their scene, but then they bought a girl off the auction block and no one's seen them since."

      "Leading one to think they might actually be doing their job," Marshall said, pointedly. He fed Kaylee a bite of roasted chicken off his fork.

      Knowing that dig wasn't directed at him, Alan wasn't offended. He spread his napkin on his lap, glancing over at Tavy, who hadn't unrolled her silverware and was only staring at her plate. "Tavy."

      "I'm fine," she said.

      The urge to shake her was starting to get the best of him. Unrolling her cutlery, he spread her napkin out in her lap instead. "Eat your food."

      "I'm not hungry."

      Now was entirely the wrong time to try arguing with him, but at least it was something other than 'I'm fine.'

      "Eat," he told her again, putting the fork in her hand. "You will have one bite of your carrots. No more, no less." He turned back to his own plate, though not before he felt her startle beside him. He also felt the boring stare she sank into the back of his skull when he turned back to Eric and Reeve. "What exactly requires supervising?"

      "Breath play," they said in unison, and in that moment so strongly reminded him of Travis and Trevor that it was uncanny. "Everyone says you're the authority."

      Dominick was the authority. Alan simply found the sight of his fingers on a woman's throat incredibly arousing.

      "You took the class," he said. It wasn't a question, since he knew for a fact Marshall would never have assigned them a submissive with that particular fetish if they hadn't.

      "Plus nine practice sessions," Eric agreed.

      "One short of the requirement," Reeve pointed out. "We need one more before our girl gets here tomorrow, or we can't touch her."

      "Rules are rules for a reason," Marshall told the table. He aimed a slightly less than sympathetic smile to the newly discharged soldiers. "Perhaps next time you'll think twice about skipping your training hour for an impromptu gangbang in the hedge maze."

      "Yes, I'll supervise you," Alan said, only just managing not to roll his eyes. That's what they got for employing sailors fresh out of the navy. "Who's the lucky victim?"

      Marshall looked at Kaylee, and kept looking until her shoulders drooped. She sighed, "Damn it." After a moment, she raised her cuffed hands. "Me."

      That got looks from everyone but Tavy who, having finished her single bite, set her silverware down on her plate with an exceptionally loud and distinctly sullen clatter.

      "Do that again," Alan told her, "and I'll not whip you again for the rest of the day."

      For the first time since they'd left the Bordello, he glimpsed a touch of real anger in the way she tried not to look at him. Her breasts rose and fell a little too fast, and her lips were pressed tight together, keeping back whatever caustic reply burned at the tip of her tongue. He wasn't in under her wall, but he had just found a major weakness in the foundation of it. How many times had she told him she wasn't a real submissive?

      He studied her, and then her plate. "Have another bite. Carrots only."

      "Needs salt," she said, just one thin note away from refusing.

      "Too bad," he replied, letting his tone tell her she was one thin note away from being punished for it too, right here, right now.

      Her lips flattened even tighter. Picking up her fork, she stabbed a carrot and ate it.

      "Are you sure you want to allow this?" Alan asked, turning his attention back to Marshall, who was watching the entire exchange, his sharp eyes missing nothing.

      "My wife has discovered a certain measure of enjoyment in the activity," the Master of the Masters replied. "She's also being punished for having had a rather vocal and completely avoidable argument with a paying guest earlier this morning. She'll be spending the afternoon with her nose in the corner, but I thought something extra this evening might be equally appropriate."

      "How is it a punishment to give her what she wants?" Eric asked slowly. "Admittedly, she's not mine, but that's not what I would do."

      Of the five Masters at the table, three of them gave him knowing looks.

      "It's a punishment because she enjoys it," Jackson said, with meaningful emphasis.

      "And because I intend to remove all restrictions from Master Alan on where and how he touches her throughout the demonstration," Master Marshall added.

      "And he's not going to let her come," Alan finished, and nobody missed how Sara and Kaylee both squirmed, as if an involuntary shudder had just writhed its way up their spines.

      Sitting beside him, Tavy had no such response.

      "You may have a bite of roast beef," Alan directed.

      She gave him a scathing glare, then picked up her fork, cut the largest wedge of beef she could, and stuffed the whole thing into her mouth. She could barely close her lips and chew at the same time. Shielding her mouth with her hand, she cast her glare straight across the table, and doggedly worked to get what was in her mouth small enough to swallow.

      No one at the table said a word, not even Alan. There was a lot he wanted to say, starting with 'What's going on in that head of yours, Tavy?' and ending with 'You want something huge in your mouth? Here. Open up.'

      Turning sideways in his chair to face her, he didn't say any of that. He leaned one arm along the back of her chair and the other on the edge of the table, waiting as if he had all the patience in the world until her mouth was finally empty again. Her fingers shook just a bit when she quietly placed her fork back on her plate. Just as stubbornly as she had chewed, she refused to meet his eyes.

      Picking up her fork, Alan dipped the tines into the dollop of white horseradish cream that nestled between the remnants of her roast beef and the mashed potatoes. He tested it, feeling the stinging side effect work its way up the back of his throat and into his sinuses. The sauce was more sour cream than horseradish, but it still had bite.

      Replacing the fork on her plate, he looked at her again. "Take a bite of horseradish," he ordered, his softly spoken command the only audible sound in the sudden quiet of the dining room.

      Tavy didn't move.

      Alan didn't repeat himself. He waited until that flicker of defiance in the back of her brown eyes blinked first into uncertainty, and then supreme reluctance. She took her fork and dipped it into the horseradish sauce.

      "I'm going to let you decide how much to take before the punishment fits the crime," he told her.

      Her hand trembled then. She glared at him, lines of muscle leaping wildly along her jaw as she grit her teeth to keep from telling him exactly what he could do with his sauce. He fully expected her to throw the fork, the sauce—hell, her entire plate—but she didn't. Scooping the entire glob onto her fork, she shoveled all the horseradish she could into her mouth.

      Throwing down her fork, she slapped her hands over her nose, screwing her eyes shut. She didn't swallow. Instead, flapping her hands and grabbing her nose again, she held the stuff in her mouth, maximizing the punishment without being told.

      Grabbing her napkin, Alan caught her jaw and covered her mouth. "Spit," he ordered, but she yanked away, twisting out of his reach and away from the table. Before he could catch her arm, she fled the dining room.

      Jackson jumped up from the table, but Alan had already given chase. She didn't get far. He found her out in the main dining hall, bent over the first service bin, which was half-filled with dirty dishes that had been cleared off the tables. One of Cook Connie's kitchen bitches stood a little to one side, his eyebrows arched all the way up to his hairline as he watched her spit frantically to clear her mouth. Her shoulders shaking, she covered her eyes.

      Coming up behind her, Alan laid a reassuring hand on her back, between her small shoulders, but she jerked away.

      "Don't!" She batted at him and sobbed even harder, scrubbing at her mouth to clear it of both drool and the overpowering taste still lingering in her nose and on her tongue.

      More than anything, he wanted to fold her in his arms. Grabbing her by the collar, Alan hardened his touch instead. "That's enough."

      Tavy turned on him like a wildcat, practically silencing the overcrowded dining hall when she shouted, "Get your hands off me!"

      That wasn't the safeword.

      Tightening his grip, Alan yanked her away from the bin and, as gently as he could, shoved her belly-up against the nearest wall. His hand on her jaw protected her face. She bit him anyway, sinking her teeth into the side of his finger and snarling like a pit bull.

      Stifling his own pain, he wrenched his hand away.

      "What do you need?" a quiet voice asked from just over his shoulder. Master Marshall stood in the doorway between the main hall and the Masters' private dining room, his freakishly blue eyes watching the entire situation unfold.

      Pressed flat against the wall, pinned by her hair and Alan's freshly bitten hand on the back of her collar, Tavy screamed out her frustration and rage. Her hands were tightly balled fists, beating against the unyielding stones until Alan let go of her neck to catch them. Marshall stepped in to help and together, they wrestled her to the floor.

      Now the dining hall really was quiet. People were standing up from their tables to get a better view of the submissive who was totally losing it and the three Masters—Jackson stepping in to grab her thrashing legs—that it took to hold her down until exhaustion and grief finally subdued her.

      With his knee in the small of her back and holding her arms pinned tightly behind her, Alan struggled to keep his calm. He felt blindsided. He hadn't seen this reaction coming, and he sure as hell hadn't expected it. Tavy was breaking, emotionally and spiritually, right here in his hands, and he didn't know why. He knew the kind of treatment she was used to. He hadn't done anything nearly as bad as the things she routinely suffered at the hands of others.

      He met Marshall's gaze over her back. The Master of the Masters knelt at her head, one hand pinning her head down while the other protected her face and forehead from the stone floor.

      "What am I missing?" Alan asked, starting to feel the first thin tendrils of anger slithering in around his confusion. "What are you two hiding from me?"

      A pulse of tightening muscle jumped along Marshall's jaw. "Getting butt-hurt over something I have no business telling you to begin with isn't going to help this situation. Build a bridge, get over it, and do whatever you have to right now to take care of your submissive. What do you need to make that happen?"

      Alan stared down at her. The rage had fled her, leaving only limp despair etched into every line of her body and face. He looked to Jackson, who sat straddling her legs at the knees. One of his hands was rubbing small circles in the small of Tavy's back. Staring back at Alan, he waited for direction.

      What Alan needed were answers. In lieu of those, however, he turned his glare back on Marshall, and did the next best thing he could think of. "Kindly inform Reeve and Eric that I will not be available to help them get their final training point."

      "I would not allow that now even if you wanted to," Marshall replied. "What else?"

      "Get me a kitty cage."
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      Tavy lay in the bottom of the kitty cage—little more than a long wooden box, barred on all sides, with a padded top that doubled as a massage table—nestled on a small mound of pillows. Wrapped as she was in the tight embrace of a straitjacket, and covered by the soft fleece of a Hello Kitty blanket, she lay on her side pretty much exactly as Alan and Jackson had placed her. Not moving, not speaking. Simply thinking.

      She couldn't believe she'd thrown a fit like that. She was embarrassed, disgusted by her own behavior. It was only a matter of time before Alan decided she wasn't the fun-time girl he'd been hoping for and dumped her on the stoop of Master Marshall's office. Which was, honestly, probably the best of all possible outcomes for either of them. She didn't deserve to be happy with him, and he couldn't possibly be happy with her. So why did she suddenly feel like crying all over again?

      She sniffled, and that soft sound sparked another.

      A whisper of footsteps came out of the unseen recesses of the room behind her, circling to the head of the cage. A moment later, Alan squatted down far enough to look in at her. "How are you feeling, sweetheart?"

      Even now, there was no censure in the way he looked at her. She couldn't bear it.

      Tavy looked away. "Tired," she whispered, her voice warbling and hoarse from screaming.

      "Take a nap, then."

      "I don't want a nap."

      "Oh, sweetheart," he said, his face softening with a smile. "Whine at me like that again. See what happens."

      Tavy was disgruntled, not stupid. Unable to do anything else, she bucked and wiggled, hugging herself in that hospital-regulation straitjacket, until she managed to roll onto her other side. She couldn't see him now, but that didn't make her feel better. She stared listlessly out through a whole new set of bars, across a dark and empty room strewn with squeaky toys. Empty kennels, each one large enough to house a single human being, lined one wall. Food and water dishes lined another. He'd taken her to a puppy mosh pit of all places. She sighed.

      After a moment, so did Alan. Heaving out of his squat, he moved down to the foot of her cage. She barely twitched when he opened the door, but every inch of her prickled with an unsettling combination of dread and awareness so sensually motivated as to make it painful to bear. She didn't want her nipples to tighten or her breasts to swell, but they did, just as soon as he crawled into the cage with her. She didn't want to feel that molten rush of liquid need filling up her shivering womb and her achingly empty sex, tickling through the lips of her waking labia until all the right parts of her were pulsing in time with the beating of her increasingly heavy heart. But the first time he touched her that was exactly what happened.

      There wasn't room enough in the cage for her to escape it. There was no direction in which she could roll, nowhere near enough pillow for her to avert her face and hide; nothing that she could do except just lie there while he coaxed the stiff lines of her to conform against him. Traitor that her body had become, that stiffness didn't last long. It ebbed from her, leaving behind only the pulsing need and welling tears.

      She couldn't breathe. Tavy struggled to keep quiet, but she lost that fight, too.

      "Shh," Alan soothed, stroking her hair.

      She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, but the tears refused to be caged. They filled her chest first, weighting her lungs and multiplying wildly until they had no place else to go but up. Up into the back of her throat. Her bottom lip quivered and her eyes burned.

      "Let it out." His arms held her tighter. "It's okay to cry."

      As if she needed his permission. As if she could stop it.

      Her will splintered, cracking like a dam on the cusp of cataclysmic failure. The sharp jerk of her shoulders was the last sliver of weakening she could bear. She broke, and all attempt to keep it quiet broke with her.

      Alan folded around her, cradling her despite the force of every spastic jerk. She gasped and bawled, not pretty, movie star-quality weeping, but ugly, red-faced, nose-running, voice warbling wails that refused to be smothered or contained. Frustration had her beating her head against the pillow—but only because he caught her forehead and wouldn't let her beat it against the bars. His body became her pillow then, holding and protecting her until the worst of the storm had passed and all Tavy had left was a wet face, the dull thud of a slight headache, and exhaustion like a blanket that covered every inch of her.

      Just like Alan was doing.

      He was a furnace at her back, still hugging her head to keep her from hurting herself, his other arm wrapped around her waist, and his leg thrown over the tops of hers as if he just couldn't hold her close enough.

      "You can let go now," she said, or at least tried to. What little voice she'd had left after her fit in the dining hall was reduced now to nothing more than raspy whispers. She sounded anything but sexy. She was pretty sure she didn't look the part, either.

      "I know." Alan pressed the softest kiss to the back of her shoulder. "But I don't want to."

      She closed her burning eyes. "Why not?"

      He was quiet a moment. "Let's just say, it's not Friday yet."

      "I'm pretty sure Master Marshall will give you someone else—"

      "This subject is not open for discussion."

      "Someone you can have fun with."

      He unhooked his arm from around her waist.

      "You've got to be as tired of—" Tavy broke off with a cry when he slid his hand between her thighs. She bucked her bottom back, but the cage of his hips prevented any real retreat. Her next inward breath almost choked her when he shoved his fingers inside her. It was not a gentle invasion, but her pussy welcomed him with a flood of warmth.

      "What did I just tell you?" he growled, his breath burning the back of her ear.

      "You can't want me!" she cried. Except that, when he ground his hips into her bottom, all she could feel was the very solid bulge of his cock willing to argue the point.

      "Can't I?" Another demand, another thrust of fingers that were not inclined toward gentleness. "Why not? Because you don't want you?"

      That nearly reduced her to tears all over again. "Please…"

      "No." He was relentless. He pressed his thumb over her greedy clit—as though her body needed any further encouragement to respond to him. "Talk to me, damn it."

      She shook her head.

      "Yes." Abruptly letting her go, he jerked her over onto her back. The narrow space within the cage gave them little room, but he rolled onto her anyway, straddling her legs to nullify the violent squirming with which she tried to wriggle free. His fingers were out of her for only a few minutes before he shoved his hand back between her legs and pushed them deeper into her. Her back arched, her bottom grinding into the bed of pillows as the wet, slick, slap of his palm against her pussy filled the air. "Yes, you will. You are going to tell me what's going on in that head of yours so we can end this."

      Tavy glared at him through the blur of fresh tears. "And then what?" she countered bitterly. "How many will you give me then? Twenty? Fifty? A hundred?"

      He shook his head. "No more games. No punishments or rewards. Just you and me, and whatever is required for you to forgive yourself. Whatever it is, it should have been done a long time ago."

      Her chest tightened, the awful weight inside her growing so thick she could barely breathe around it.

      "Let it go, Tavy." Laying his hand upon her throat, his touch every bit as intimate and possessive as his collar, he said, "You don't have to carry this anymore. That's what I'm here for. I'm going to carry it for you."

      She tried to look away, but his gaze was even harder to escape than his touch. What he was offering was so tempting, but she knew better than to believe it. Already she couldn't get her head where it needed to be to endure what she knew she had to. She'd barely been able to get through the last caning he'd given her. If she continued to follow him, letting him lead her further down this rabbit hole, she'd never find her way back out again. Then what would she have? Nothing but the guilt eating her from the inside out. He'd ruin her; stolen from her the only outlet she'd found to make the ugliness even halfway bearable.

      Tears, never far from the surface these days, spilled from her eyes and flowed down the sides of her cheeks to be absorbed by her hair.

      "Talk to me," he said again, his hand on her throat as soft and as cajoling as his tone.

      She was drowning. Gasping for air, but not able to feel it fill her. Desperate to run, but unable even to look away. "You're going to hate me," she whispered, but it wasn't until she'd voiced that fear that she realized just how true it was.

      "Not possible," he said, but she knew better.

      She knew it.

      She was the submissive who never said no, never, or enough. She was the one renowned for taking whatever the most sadistic of Masters could deliver. They cut her, bruised her, left their scars carved in her, and she endured it all. But she couldn't endure this.

      "Onions," she whispered.

      Her punishment was having to watch the ramifications of what she'd just done crawl across Alan's gentle face as hidden speakers all around the mosh pit came crackling to life. "Dominant, cease your play. Security has been dispatched. Submissive, we're coming to get you. You're going to be okay."

      She knew better than that, too.

      Alan caught her chin, but unable to bear the clash of anger and betrayal she could see in his eyes, she closed her own. If he was even more hurt by that, it really didn't matter. This, whatever this was between them, had been over from the moment he'd bought her. He just didn't know it yet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reaching across his desk, Marshall plucked two Kleenex tissues from their box and stood up. Curled sideways in the overstuffed chair across from his, as close to the fetal position as she could fold herself, Tavy sucked air between dwindling sobs and watched him round the desk to her side. Even though he was a man who habitually unnerved her with his freakish ability to read in her things she'd rather leave hidden, all Tavy felt right now was bereft. She hiccupped, clutching her fingers in the blanket Security had draped around her shoulders. Apart from Alan's vest, it was all she had to wear until she got back to her hotel room.

      "I-I-I don't know wh-what's wrong with me," she said, accepting the tissues he offered her. "I c-can't stop crying."

      Smiling faintly, Marshall sat down on the edge of his desk and did what he did best. He listened while she talked. The piercing blue of his eyes never left her face. He probably heard this sort of drivel all the time, but to look at him, one would never have guessed his attention was anywhere but raptly on her.

      "Have you talked to him?" he asked.

      Groaning, it was everything Tavy could do not to cover her head with the blanket and just hide. "And tell him what?"

      "The truth is always a good place to start."

      "You would say that." Disgusted, with herself more than anything else, Tavy hid her aching eyes behind her hand. "This wasn't what I wanted," she moaned. "No attachments. No entanglements or complications. I just wanted to come here and go home again." Dropping her hand, she stabbed him with accusing, red-rimmed eyes. "Why did you let him buy me? You knew my rules, and you knew I'd already played with him once."

      "And you knew the risks," Marshall returned, his gaze stabbing back at her. He was better at it than she was. "You knew it was possible someone you'd already played with might buy you, and I told you right from the start Alan was going to try."

      "You didn't have to let him."

      "I've known Alan almost as long as I've known you. He cares about you."

      "I never asked him to."

      "A funny thing about people: most don't need to be asked to care about someone else."

      Hating that he was making sense at a time like this, Tavy covered her eyes again. "He doesn't know the first thing about me."

      "Not true. He knows you're stubborn." He said that so mildly. "The two of you are rather evenly matched in that regard."

      "I noticed." It was hard to bite back the bitterness, but the instant she said it, she regretted not trying harder to keep her tone neutral. Her relationship with Master Marshall had been prickly over the years, but he had only ever tried to help her. He didn't deserve the cross side of her tongue. None of them did. She had to get out of here before she did anything else that she'd regret. "Please refund his money. I'll pay you back. I just…" She unfolded her legs and got up. "I have to go home."

      A touch of real amusement lit the pale blue of his eyes and tugged at the corners of his mouth. "If you think he's going to accept a refund over two more days with you, then you really have not been paying attention."

      "Don't give him a choice. You're good at that." Hugging the blanket that much more tightly, Tavy did what she was good at. She walked away.

      "You won't make it two steps into the hallway," Marshall called after her.

      Having only just reached his office door, Tavy snapped around to glare at him. "Are you threatening me?"

      Arms folded across his chest, still sitting on the edge of his desk, seemingly so relaxed, Marshall laughed at her. "Do you remember the day we met? I thought it was a godsend when you handed me the deed to this property and said all you wanted was permission to continue living in the old farmhouse on the back plot, a paltry twelve hundred an acre for the rest of the land, and one free visit per month for life. But even then, I saw something in you. I didn't know what it was then, and to be honest, I still don't know everything. But that something inside of you, 'O', is about to collect its due. To be perfectly honest," he mused, "I don't know if I'm going to do anything to stop it, either."

      A shiver of icy fingertips played up the back of her neck. Not knowing how to respond, Tavy fumbled the door open and left. Marshall was right. She made it two steps into the hall before she spotted Alan, standing against the far wall, his arms folded across his bare chest, still dressed only in his black leather breeches, the epitome of calm. Perhaps. If one didn't look too closely. Dark fingers drummed upon the taut bulge of a very tense bicep. A tic of angry muscle leapt over and over along the hard line of his jaw. And his eyes. When he dragged them up off the floor and stabbed her with his devil-black stare, her knees almost buckled out from under her. He was not calm. He was not calm at all.

      He was also not alone. The public hallway was full of guests; a constantly streaming buffer of people passing back and forth between them on their way to whatever kinky destinations called to them. And, standing with Alan, Jackson the Chief of Castle Security was doing his best to diffuse the situation, something Tavy didn't know until Alan locked her in his fiery stare and that tic in his jaw and the drum of his fingers both abruptly stilled.

      "Now see, this is what I'm talking about," Jackson said, trying to step in between them—but already Alan had launched himself off the wall and side-stepped around him. He came at her with long strides Tavy didn't realize she was retreating from until she bumped into Marshall's inner office wall. And still he kept coming.

      Jackson was coming too, catching repeatedly at his elbow, though Alan yanked free both times. "Don't do it, Alan. You are going to hate yourself. Don't—"

      "You want to call 'onions' on me?" Alan growled, setting off every hidden speaker in the sanctuary of Master Marshall's office.

      "Dominant, cease your play. Move to the other side of the room. Security has been dispatched—"

      "Security is already here," Jackson called.

      "Security standing down," the speakers relayed, and clicked off just as Alan seized her by the arms.

      Tavy threw up both hands, but he still yanked her off the wall. "You want to call 'onions' for no damned reason?"

      "Dominant, cease your—"

      "Still here," Jackson barked upward. Then, to Marshall, "Why are you just standing there? We're about to get sued!"

      "Possibly," Marshall acknowledged, and yet he did nothing but watch as Alan dragged Tavy across the room to a cozy sitting area where a chintz-covered sofa faced the fireplace.

      "W-wait! Stop!" Only belatedly did she realize neither word counted as a safeword. Tavy locked her legs, resisting his pull with all her weight, and still when he threw himself down, it only took one hard yank to topple her face-down across his knees. She immediately scrambled to roll off, but he was still stronger and still faster. His arm locked like a vise across the small of her back. The clamp of his legs capturing hers, muting her scrambling kicks, was ironclad. "Alan!"

      He ripped the blanket right off her, stripping her down to his vest, which offered her bottom no kind of protection at all. "I'll give you a reason to call 'onions'!"

      "Still! Here!" Jackson barked, when the hidden ceiling speakers crackled.

      "Please, I'm sorry!" Tavy shouted, when he ripped her blanket away. "I'm sorry, Alan!"

      "We are sooo going to get sued," Jackson groaned, making no move to interfere. "I can't afford to get sued right now. I've got a baby on the way. This is really bad timing."

      Alan jerked the back of the vest she was wearing, working it up over her bottom, baring her completely.

      Finally, with a sigh, Marshall pushed up off his desk. He patted Jackson on the arm as he passed him, and then headed for the door. "You've got five minutes, Alan," he said, walking out of the room.

      Glancing from Tavy, to Alan, to the ceiling, Jackson reluctantly fell into line behind him. "Am I breathing? I seriously can't tell."

      "We'll find you a paper bag."

      It was the last thing Tavy heard before the door clicked shut behind them, and the broad flatness of Alan's hand came smacking down hard and fast upon the undefended hills of her buttocks. Every place he'd caned her that morning came erupting to agonizing life. She stiffened, gritting her teeth against the rising shouts, but all too soon they became impossible to hold back.

      "Alan!" she wailed, but instead of stopping, he switched targets, leveling his punishing swats across the very tops of her squirming thighs.

      Tavy's shouts became shrieks. She strained against his grip, flailing to get a hand back to stay him, fighting to roll over—anything to tuck her smarting bottom and legs somewhere his hand couldn't reach. He couldn't have given her more than a few dozen swats altogether before it was over. It wasn't the longest or even the hardest spanking she had ever endured, but it was the most devastating, particularly when he grabbed a fistful of her hair close to her scalp and dumped her off his lap onto the floor at his feet.

      Switching his grip to her collar, he pulled her right up to the edge of his knees. They were eye to eye, almost nose to nose, breath to shaky breath.

      "That," he growled, "was not a reward."

      Bottom smarting, she trembled. It hadn't felt like one, either.

      "Tell me why I spanked you," he demanded, and damn him if he didn't sound perfectly calm again.

      "Because you're an asshole!" she spat, and quickly grabbed his wrist to lessen the pressure on her neck when he pulled her even closer.

      "Push me again," he dared. "See what happens. Why did I spank you?"

      She was losing her defiance by the heartbeat. Her bottom stung and throbbed, but already that throbbing was wending its insidious way down between her legs to places she'd never wanted to feel it.

      "Because of the word I said," she answered, her voice quavering.

      "Because you fucking ran away," he corrected. "Was I hurting you?"

      "No," she whispered, both feeling and sounding small.

      "Was I giving you more than you could take? Had you reached your pain limit? Were you scared?"

      "I don't want to tell you what I do." She tried to pull away, but he wasn't softening his grip on her hair.

      "Why not?"

      "I'm ashamed." She could barely get the words out. Her throat closed on them, trying to choke her on the admission.

      "You've already admitted to thievery. How much worse could it be?"

      Putting it like that, he sounded so reasonable. But that didn't change the way she felt.

      Letting go of her collar, he cupped her chin, tilting her face back to his when she tried to look away. "Why do you come here? You go to school—"

      "I'm dropping out at the end of this semester."

      "Why?"

      "Because," she begged, "There's no point in finishing. I can't leave my dad."

      Alan tipped his head to one side, waiting, once more a dark-eyed devil with all the patience in the world.

      "It's the family business," she said haltingly. "Sutters and Sutters in Granger. He and mom started it, but then she got sick. He needed help, so I stepped in."

      "Doing what?"

      It was said the truth set people free. Funny, then, how just the thought of it made everything inside of Tavy want to curdle. "Debt collections. Credit cards mostly. Sometimes utilities. Sometimes medical centers and hospitals."

      Alan blinked at her, the intensity of his gaze dissolving into confusion. "Sweetheart… how is that stealing?"

      The awfulness inside her soured even more. "You've never had to force someone who's just lost their spouse, the sole provider of their family, to hand over money they can't spare so you'll stop badgering them. You say 'debt collection' and people automatically think about deadbeat debtors. But of all the hundreds and hundreds of people I've called, only one came close to qualifying as that—a stupid kid fresh out of high school, who never should have been given a credit card in the first place. Nobody thinks about widowers, and cancer patients, and survivors of terrible accidents, who now owe more in medical bills than they could repay—even if they worked twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, for the next ten years! They don't think about people who never had a problem meeting their obligations until the economy tanked and they lost their jobs, or their child got sick, or their home was destroyed in a flood or a fire or a hurricane and what they get from insurance doesn't come close to helping them rebuild."

      She didn't realize she was crying until she felt him smoothing his thumbs over the curves of her cheeks, wiping the wetness away.

      "Every day I go to work sick to my stomach. I make phone call after phone call until I have to run to the bathroom and throw up, and then I go back to my desk and do it all over again. But all of that, that's not even the worst part." Tavy scrubbed at her face with the backs of both hands, fighting to even her breathing and bring her voice back up, from the squeaky rasp it had become into something he could hope to understand. "I don't just call them, Alan. I hound them. I humiliate them. Call their families, their in-laws, their work places, and their neighbors. I call early in the morning and late at night, and I don't stop until they pay me. And I'm good at it. I've never been as good at anything as I am at this. When they move, I find them. If they change their phone number, I don't stop until I get the new one. I make life as awful for them as possible, and my dad says I'm wonderful because I bring in more revenue than he and mom ever did. He tells people he's proud of me. Proud! He says that, if we didn't call them, someone else would. I know that's true, I do. I didn't make their problems, and I know that, too. But I make it worse. I split families apart because of the stress I put them under. I've cost people their jobs because I harassed them at work. I take money earmarked for electric bills, water bills, and groceries, and I do it knowing they can't afford it. Two weeks ago, I made a man cry over a four hundred dollar delinquent credit card bill. A grown man, and he was crying. What kind of person does that?"

      "The kind of person who begs people to scar her to make amends," Alan countered softly.

      Tavy laughed, high-pitched and frustrated. "What do a few scars matter if I deserve it?"

      Irritation flashed across his features. "Quit, then."

      She laughed again. "I can't."

      "There are other jobs."

      "He's my father! He needs me!"

      Irritation flashed across Alan's features and he caught her chin again, but this time she twisted free, falling off her knees and flat on her butt, just out of his reach.

      "Why won't you see what I really am?" she cried, slapping his hand away.

      He came up off the couch after her. "I could ask you the same damn thing." He closed his hand on her throat and, even though his grip never tightened beyond her ability to breathe around, he refused to be shrugged, slapped, or pried away. "Up," he said tersely.

      Clutching his arm with both hands, feeling nothing but taut muscle and veined lines and all the shame snaking inside her, Tavy climbed awkwardly to her feet. He marched her around the sofa to an easily overlooked door just beyond the fireplace. It was a strikingly modern bathroom that he pushed her into, with a shower big enough for three, a red glass sink on a jet black pedestal, and one entire wall that was nothing but mirrored panels from floor to ceiling.

      It took some wrestling before he could get her to stand before it. He stripped his vest off her, baring her completely. She couldn't stand to look at herself, but his hand never left her throat, and when he stepped up behind her and gripped her collar, there was no turning away.

      "Look," he ordered. "Look at what you've done to yourself."

      He touched her breast. His dark fingers were a stark contrast to the paleness of her flesh and, in particular, to the scarred whiteness of the cell-popped words 'slut' and 'mine' still visible there. His hand dropped to her belly, forcing her gaze to follow as he traced the wrap lines a past whip had left behind. Dozens more lined her back. Cut lines laddered her legs. Needle punctures dotted her labia. She was the submissive who never said no, and she couldn't count the number of men who had taken advantage of that.

      "Look at what you've done," Alan repeated, softer now, his hands gentling upon her. His fingers wandered along her curves in tender caresses. "All this pain… for nothing, because none of it helped, did it?"

      His reflection in the mirror blurred.

      "No, it didn't," she said thickly, unable to see him beyond her tears.

      "Do you know why?" His gaze in the mirror left hers only when she twisted partway around to look up at him. "Because without accountability, punishment is only torture, not discipline. All of this…" he gestured to her accumulative scars, "this was just pain without meaning. And you knew that. You knew it in here." He tapped her chest just above her heart with two blunt fingers.

      "I've held myself accountable for each and every call," she argued, but he silenced that with a hard, "No, you haven't. Because nothing changes if you keep going back."

      "It's my father. I have to go back." The sheer helplessness that swept through her then was overwhelming.

      "Do you really think your father wants you to be this unhappy over anything, much less a business he created?"

      She couldn't look at him. "He doesn't know."

      "You throw up in the bathroom every single day. Trust me, sweetheart, he knows. And I'll bet that, when he discovers why, he'll be appalled."

      She shook her head. "He'll never know."

      "Yes he will."

      She shook her head again, but the refusal she was struggling to summon died unspoken when he shifted his grip from her throat to her lower jaw, and physically turned her face back to the mirror.

      "Say goodbye to that sick, ugly feeling inside of you, Tavy," Alan said, forcing her once more to look at nothing but herself. "You've held onto it long enough. It's time to let it go."

      Now it wasn't just helpless that she felt. Overwhelming despair rose up to match it. "How?" she begged.

      "You are no longer responsible for your own accountability. That's my job now. Trust me to give you what you need—not what you want, but what you need—to make that feeling go away. Can you do that?"

      Tavy stared at his reflection, the black of his eyes holding her every bit as imprisoned as his hand upon her jaw. Her bottom still burned from the angry slaps he'd already punished her with, from the cane strokes earlier that morning, from four years' worth of trying and failing to make it go away. She began to shake, for the first time in a very long time afraid, truly afraid, of how much more severe it would need to be for him to accomplish what he was promising. Her knees tried to buckle, but still she nodded.

      "Look at yourself."

      She did, absolutely hating what she saw. Hating it so much, her stomach roiled. She swallowed hard to keep from vomiting.

      "Repeat after me." The heat of his breath brushed just behind her ear as he said, his low voice as soft and calm as it had ever been, "I forgive myself."

      She really was going to throw up. Tavy swallowed hard all over again. She looked from her own reflection to his.

      He did not back down. "Say it."

      Her eyes were red-rimmed. Her nose was red, too. She looked miserable. She felt that way as well—and had for so long she couldn't remember what it felt like to be anything else. "I… forgive myself." Now she also felt stupid.

      "Again," he commanded.

      Tavy squared her shoulders, glaring at herself as if they were mortal enemies. "I forgive myself."

      "Again."

      "I forgive myself," she spat, completely unprepared for the creep of anger that began to move up through her, seeping into the endless knots that her stomach had become. She didn't feel quite so stupid anymore, but the helplessness remained. She looked to Alan.

      He did not look away. "Starting today, everything changes. Say it."

      How this was supposed to help, she had no idea, but she dutifully repeated that too, and then she stood there, surrounded by Alan's arms and his reflection, and feeling so very small by comparison. "Now what?"

      He turned her from the mirror, bringing her around to face him directly. "Now I give you what you need, like it or not."

      Her legs weakened under her. She'd been trying for years to find a punishment equal to the awfulness inside her. She didn't hold a lot of hope that Alan would be able to, either, but she already knew that, regardless of how severe it might be, she wasn't going to safeword out. Not because she was the girl who never did, but because she didn't ever want to see that look of disappointment crawling across his face again. Not because of her. Compared to that, a whip would be infinitely easier to bear.

      Not that Alan reached for one. His hand was as gentle as it was strong when he cupped her chin, tilting her face to his. She had just a moment of sparking awareness, the tiniest electrical current that zipped from her mouth the instant his warm lips brushed hers. It moved down her back and over her bottom, and burst like the shimmer of last night's fireworks between her trembling thighs.

      One tender kiss became two, then three. His left arm snaked around her waist, drawing her in tight and close. The fingers of his right hand combed into her hair, closing in a fist intended to prevent all struggles.

      Tavy wasn't struggling. Accepting this comfort, knowing that, like the calm before the storm, it wouldn't last long, she parted her lips to welcome him in, but he was already moving away. As he held her immobile, all she could do was stand in his embrace while his mouth circled from her lips to her ear.

      His punishment, if it could even be called such, was as unexpected as it was devastating.

      "I forgive you, too," he told her.

      Her legs went out from under her, but Alan's grip was sure. He held her, and though she sagged, he didn't let her fall.
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      Late Friday morning, when all the day's other departing guests were gathering their things and heading out to meet the waiting buses, Tavy followed Alan through Cook Connie's busy kitchen and out the back door, down the long cement walkway to the hidden employee parking lot where his car, a cherry red—albeit completely practical—four-door sedan, sat waiting for them. She was nervous, continuously rubbing her palms against her jeans, but when he held the passenger door open for her, she didn't argue. She simply slipped past him and climbed inside.

      Everything that needed to be had already been said over the last two days, and then again this morning. Repeatedly. Sometimes quite loudly. His belt had put an end to her yelling, which accounted for the expressive wince that accompanied her sitting down. Ten minutes in front of the mirror, repeating her mantra over and over again, had helped dispel the panic and return her to some fragile semblance of calm.

      She was struggling to hold onto that calm, and Alan knew it. For the entire journey from the Castle to Granger, although she didn't say one word, he could tell by the way she was breathing, squeezing her hands, and cracking her knuckles that her nerves were starting to fray again.

      "Go to your mirror," he told her a few miles before they reached the outskirts of town.

      Although by now used to hearing that command, Tavy's moment of confusion dissolved when she turned down the visor and opened up the compact mirror. She drew a shaky breath. "I forgive myself," she began. "Starting today, everything changes."

      He made her repeat it, refusing to relieve her of the task until he pulled into the near empty parking lot beside what was once a turn of the century mercantile building (as the faded whitewash near the roof still said), but which now sported a much more modern sign: Sutters and Sutters Debt Collections.

      Tavy sat frozen in the passenger seat while Alan got out. He walked around the car to get the door for her, but she made no move to accept it when he offered her a helping hand out.

      "I can't," she finally said, raising pleading eyes to his. "I can't face him by myself."

      "You don't have to." Alan leaned into the opening, his smile both gentle and reassuring. "Until you're strong enough to carry yourself, this is where I carry you."

      Again, he offered his hand. After a moment, she took it and together, they walked inside.
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      He was the Dungeon Master, the Jail Keeper, the mysterious and oft-times feared Gaoler. Master Dominick to the customers, his friends called him everything from Dom to Nick to Dominick, and his lovers… ah, his lovers—like the nubile woman sweating before him, her arms bound in a sleeve behind her back, and her thighs and ankles strapped to the Sybian she rode—his lovers called him Sir. And sometimes, as it was in this case with sweet, seductive little Diane, he was: "Please, dear God, no please, no please, no please…"

      He liked being God.

      Diane moaned, head bowed, the short, spiky curls of her dark hair sticking out all over, and her eyes tightly closed. Sweat poured from her, every inch shining under the orange-amber glow of the fake wall torches. Her buttocks tightened, quivering in time with the low hum of the Sybian. Her nipples were hardened peaks, little tan buds straining high on glistening breasts as she arched her back. She shivered. Her hips worked relentlessly, grinding and grinding in undulations that quickened and slowed, quickened and slowed, in time with the tensing of her belly and thighs. She had a detachable cock in her pussy, another in her ass, and a nub of textured bumps that she rocked on, preferring to rub to keep the buzzing tight against her clit. It was the dildo in her ass that kept her from riding with the same wild abandon that he so often saw when it came to Diane. She hated anal. So Dominick made sure she got plenty of it every time she requested him. He loved that clench of her jaw, the way her brow beetled and her eyes squeezed, the way her mouth flinched as she felt both cocks invading her at once, rattling inside her, humming along in time with the faint buzz of the machine between her legs.

      Dominick circled her, crop in hand, admiring the way she trembled as she neared orgasm. She'd come twice already. She'd wanted to quit after the first one, but three biting lines of his crop across the round swells of her ass and his command—"Ride through it. I didn't say you could quit."—kept her going.

      "I can't," she whimpered, shaking her head, but her belly betrayed her. Tiny spasms made the soft rounding of her abdomen flex. Her thighs shook and shook and shook. Between that and the Sybian, it made her whole body jiggle in all the most alluring places. "I c-can't…"

      Without a word, Dominick walked behind her, letting her feel the flat, slapper-style tip of the crop caress a wandering path across her shoulders as he circled. Her skin shivered, goosebumps breaking out in a pepper of trepidation as he stroked the nape of her slender neck, down the slope of her right shoulder, following the curve of her arm as he rounded to her front. Her whole body shuddered when it descended to her right breast.

      "No!" she gasped, head thrown back, her eyes flying open wide—a pleading storm of grey fixing on him so desperately.

      "No is not a safe word," he said, and struck. All considering, it was a light tap, but his aim was dead-on. The slapper caught the thrusting tip of her nipple and Diane shrieked, her mouth rounding in a way that made his already hard cock strain against the zipper of his black leather pants. Yet, the jerk of her body was not a writhe to avoid the crop's next stinging bite. Her back arched, offering her breasts for more, and he gave it to her. Harder this time. Three sharp downward snaps that grazed the very tip of her nipple, making it swell with welts and need.

      She moaned, her stomach tightening. The muscles fluttered as he let the crop tip wander down between her breasts to her belly, teasing a circle around her quivering navel before journeying lower still.

      A soft, two-knuckle rap at the door caught his ear, signaling him that time was almost up. At this point, Diane had two hours before the buses departed for the day and she would have to be on one of them. Two hours wasn't a lot of time once he figured in the necessary aftercare, but it was long enough.

      "No," she gasped, bowing forward. As if that could prevent him from reaching any lower. "Please no…"

      With her arms bound behind her and her legs strapped to the Sybian, she had no real defenses, and no way but one in which to stop him once the crop found her clit, trapping it between the humming nubs of the Sybian and the slapper. She knew what that way was, too, and he could see she was thinking about it. It was right there, haunting the depths of her stormy eyes as she gazed up at him, her expression one of pleading but her moan betraying nothing but the depth and intensity of her building desire.

      One side of his mouth quirking into a smug smile, Dominick used the crop to caress between her trembling legs. She bit her bottom lip, rolling them tight together to keep back the moans but, teased into prominence by the constant vibrations, her clit made such an easy target. She could have called 'red' at any moment. He gave her plenty of time to consider it, while first he rubbed, then patted, then pressed, forcing her clit to the rattling thrum of the seat to which she was bound, and finally, with her wide eyes locked so helplessly upon him, both begging him no and pleading him yes, he commanded, "Now," and struck.

      It wasn't hard. One didn't need force to make a blow to so tender an area unbearable, but she still shouted, her need so guttural and hoarse, her hips bucking up into the kiss of the crop and her bottom grinding to ride both cocks. Her belly was a mass of quivering muscle, each straining to reach what she had claimed she couldn't. What she had thought she couldn't.

      It was his job to prove her wrong.

      And damn, but he was good at his job.

      The smell of sex and leather tainted every breath, teasing him with the allure of her body's responsiveness. She was so stimulated, so aroused that she'd forgotten how much she hated anal. She rode the Sybian with abandon, the twitches of her orgasming body reacting to the trailing crop, both offering herself for the next bite and welt, and shying away from the coming pain.

      He loved those little twitches. He loved every flinch and moan, the increasingly frantic undulations of her lithesome body as she absorbed both pleasure and pain, every indrawn gasp for breath that begged so wordlessly for more, for everything he had and all he could give her. He loved the way the Sybian dripped with her fragrant oils, the way her pussy smacked so wet and eager upon one cock while the dusky pucker of her anus took the widest curve of the other, over and over again, as she rode from one orgasm to the next, and all because he had ordered her, "Again."

      He loved that he could so exhaust her, without ever taking out his cock.

      He loved every rolling drop of sweat that cut rivulets through the sheen of her nubile body. He loved every gasp, every groan, every sob she wept out, both in desire and in despair. But most of all, though he would never admit as much out loud, he loved it when her time was up, because that meant he could put her back on the bus for home—sated, sore in all the right ways, with bruises on her nipples, ass, and the insides of her thighs—and he wouldn't have to see her again until the next time. Not that someone new wasn't waiting in some shadowy line somewhere for her turn to kneel before him. There was always someone else. But then, that was his job, wasn't it?

      For all that he might find it at times tedious and somewhat repetitious, he loved his job. He was good at it. One or two or even three naughty little girls at a time, oh yes.

      Dominick was good at being God.
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      For me, romance and kink have always gone hand in hand. I love strong, authoritative men—men who are both ready, willing and able to leave the lady of their choosing red–bottomed and weeping for her own good. Writing has given me the wonderful freedom to explore my kinky side without feeling ‘weird’. Even better, with the invention of the Internet, I can write what I love and know it will be appreciated by people with the same interests.

      Although I’ve been writing spanking romances for more than twenty years, it’s only been in the last five that I’ve truly broken out of my self-imposed shell to explore the other aspects of my submissive nature. Fortunate enough to have married my Dominant, I am a wife, author, Little and submissive for the love of my life. Between that and my membership at three of my local Dungeons, there are very, very few things that I write about that I haven’t tried at least once.”
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        WOULD YOU LIKE A FREE SPANKING STORY EVERY MONTH?

      

      

      At http://www.blushingbooks.com, we provide our visitors with a free eBook every single month! That's right, every month we choose an eBook to give to our customers at no charge, both to show our gratitude for your business and to provide a sample of the content we offer.

      Can you read this free eBook on your Kindle? Yes! Once you’re logged onto our site, it’s easy to send a book right to your Kindle.

      Can you read it on your iPad? Yes! Your Kobo? Yes! Your Nook? YES!

      We provide all of our books on BlushingBooks.com in several formats so that you can read our stories on virtually any reader! Membership at BlushingBooks.com is free, so sign up today and get your free story right now!

      
        
        DO YOU NEED A TRIP TO THE WOODSHED?

      

      

      Since 1999, Bethany's Woodshed has been publishing the best romantic and erotic BDSM and spanking fiction on the Internet. Before there were eBooks, there was Bethany's! More than a decade later, The Woodshed is Blushing Books exclusive preview site, and it is still going strong delivering the best, original stories - now with two updates a week. We guarantee at least 40,000 words of brand new, professionally written stories each week by all your favorite Authors, plus at least 20 completed books when you join. Maren Smith, Carolyn Faulkner, Anya Summers, Addison Cain, Zoe Blake, BJ Wane, Paige Tyler, Joannie Kay, Maryse Dawson, Alta Hensley, Allison West, Melinda Barron, Courage Knight, Loki Renard ... they're all here, plus many more.

      

      
        
        Embrace the spank!

        See the stories first at The Woodshed!

        http://www.herwoodshed.com
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        Please join the Blushing Books newsletter

        to receive updates & special promotional offers.

      

        

      
        You can also join by using your mobile phone:

        Just text BLUSHING to 22828.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blushing Books

          

        

      

    

    
      Blushing Books is one of the oldest eBook publishers on the web. We've been running websites that publish spanking and BDSM related romance and erotica since 1999, and we have been selling eBooks since 2003. We hope you'll check out our hundreds of offerings at http://www.blushingbooks.com.

      You might also enjoy our membership site at http://www.herwoodshed.com, where we offer an exclusive first look at new novels and novellas by some of our most popular Authors before they are released anywhere else.
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