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Chapter One 

Through  the  partially  opened  door,  Keith MacLauren heard laughter. 

Again. 

This was  intolerable! He was  the CEO of one of the  nation’s,  if  not  the  world’s,  most  advanced  and innovative  computer  software  companies,  and  he couldn’t  get a  moment’s  peace  because  every person in  his  company  felt  compelled  to  stop  by  his assistant’s desk. 

Hearing the voices of two board members, Keith scowled  and  stood.  Striding  to  the  door,  he  flung  it aside  and  prepared  to  lash  out  at  the  two  dozen people crowded in the outer office. 

His  mouth  gaped,  while  his  eyes  took  in  the scene.  His  brain  managed  to  snap  his  jaw  shut before a single syllable slipped past his lips. 

A birthday cake sat on Serena’s desk, along with several  wrapped  presents.  Nearly  every  surface around the room sprouted large bouquets. 

Keith’s  angry  eyes  flashed  to  the  blushing  face of his assistant of nearly two years. 


**** 

Serena bit her bottom lip nervously. Oh, he was pissed! At her. His dark blue eyes were rarely calm, but  now  they  were  so  stormy  they  seemed  to  crash with thunder. Why his anger was focused on her, she had  no  idea.  It  certainly  hadn’t  been  her  idea  for everyone  to  traipse  in  and  out  all  day.  She’d  never told  anyone  about  her  birthday,  much  less  how  old she  was.  Thirty.  Why  on  earth  would  she  be  happy to be thirty? 

Yes,  she  had  accomplished  quite  a  bit  by 1 
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completing  her  MBA  and  becoming  executive assistant to the CEO. But, and it was a big  but, she thought  she’d  be  married  and  have  two  point  five kids,  a  minivan,  and  be  as  blissfully  happy  as  her sisters-in-law.  But  then  she  met  Keith.  She  was amazed  that  someone  only  five  years  older  than herself  could  have  such  presence,  such  charisma, such  a  potent  force.  Since  then,  Keith  MacLauren had become the star of every intimate fantasy. She’d dated other men, but kept comparing them to Keith. 

That  morning,  after  her  mother’s  call  had revolved around marriage and babies, she had given herself  a  stern  lecture  about  getting  over  the infatuation with her boss and move on with her life. 

Bosses,  especially  CEO’s,  did  not  have  intimate relations  with  their  assistants.  That  only  happened in fluffy romance novels. 

Serena  took  a  deep  breath  and  gathered  her courage.  She’d  been  with  the  company  for  nearly eight years, working her way up from an entry-level clerk  to  the  executive  assistant  to  the  CEO.  She’d been  careful  not  to  step  on  any  toes,  even  as  she made it clear she wanted to go as far as she could. It was  obvious  that  a  large  number  of  people  in  the company liked her. 

There was nothing to be ashamed of in having so many  want  to  wish  her  happy  birthday,  dammit. 

Just because Keith was in the dark about her was no reason  to  get  pissed.  He’d  made  it  very  clear  in  her initial interview that professional and personal lives shouldn’t mix. Even if she’d disagreed, knowing that at some point the two intersected, she’d followed his rules.  In  her  mind,  he  was  losing  out  on  quite  a  bit distancing himself from those he spent so much time with. 

“Hello,  Keith,”  she  said,  pleased  her  voice  was steady. “The conference call is in twenty minutes.” 

“We’ll be out of her hair in ten,” added a former 2 
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boss. 

A  young  assistant,  who  had  interned  two  years earlier  and  been  taken  under  Serena’s  wing,  lit  the candles. 

Serena shook her head and sighed. 

“Honestly,  Claire,  did  you  have  to  put  thirty on it?” 

Gleaming  white  teeth  flashed  as  she  finished and shook the match out with a flourish. 

“Come  on,  quick,”  she  urged.  “Blow  them  out before the fire department arrives.” Giving  the  younger  woman  a  withering  look, Serena took a couple deep breaths and blew out the candles.  To  applause,  she  laughed  and  gave  a mocking  bow.  Taking  the  large  knife  from  Claire, she made the first cut. 

“Okay,  someone  else  take  over,”  she  smiled, returning the knife to Claire. “And take this away so I don’t eat the entire thing.” 

“Like  you  need  to  worry  about  that,”  replied Claire. “I’d kill to have your figure.” 

“When you’re thirty?” drawled Serena. 

“Now,” came the grimace as Claire glanced down at her own lush curves. 

Keith  watched  the  interaction.  Hiding  his impatience  with  his  usual  impassive  expression,  he leaned  against  the  doorframe.  He  caught  a  couple glances  from  those  who  didn’t  fear  reprisal.  So  he hadn’t  known  it  was  his  assistant’s  birthday,  much less  her  age.  That  didn’t  make him  a bad  person  or boss.  It just  meant  that he had other  priorities.  Did these  people  know  that  he  made  sure  she  had  the highest  bonus  of  the  entire  administrative  staff?  It was  only  fitting  that,  as  his  right-hand,  she  receive more.  Personal  information  had  nothing  to  do  with the workplace. 

After  ten  minutes,  Serena  literally  shooed everyone out, making sure Claire took the rest of the 3 
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cake  so  no  one  else  came  to  her  office.  She  then picked  up  the  phone  and  punched  in  several numbers. 

“Tom?  It’s  Serena.”  She  smiled  and  shook  her head.  “Thank  you.  I  don’t  think  it’s  hit  yet.  I  was wondering if you could handle the flowers that were delivered.  There’s  no  way  I  can  take  them  all  home with me.” She nodded. “That would be great. I’ll call security  and  tell  them  to  send  Charlie  and  Bob  up. 

Thanks.” 

“Well,  that’s  something  I’ve  never  seen,”  Keith drawled  after  she’d  called  the  security  desk  in  the building’s lobby. 

“You’ve never seen a birthday party before?” she replied with a raised eyebrow. 

“Not  quite,”  he  muttered.  “I’ve  never  seen  a woman give away flowers. Who are you giving them to?” 

“The Hospice of Saint Benedict’s.” 

“A hospice?” he stared at her. “Why?” Startled, 

Serena 

looked 

hurt 

and 

then 

embarrassed. 

“My grandfather lived there for over a year until he died six months ago.” 

Keith held his breath and  tried to hold onto his temper.  He  hadn’t  known  her  birthday  or  her  age. 

And  now  she  tells  him  her  grandfather  had  died—

she’d never said a word. 

“And  you  didn’t  tell  me?”  he  said  quietly.  He knew  he  emphasized  keeping  personal  things out  of the  office,  but  something  like  this?  How  could  she not  have  mentioned  it?  “So  to  thank  them  for  his care you send them your flowers?” She shook her head. 

“I  volunteer  on  Sundays  and  spend  most holidays there.” 

“You’re  serious?”  Keith  shook  his  head  in disbelief.  “You  enjoy  being  around  people  so  much 4 



Beck And Call 



older than you.” 

“Yes,” she nodded. A small smile curved her pale pink lips. “I listen to their stories. They’ve taught me that life is too precious to waste a moment. That we have to remember to feel.” He saw sadness flicker in her eyes. “That we should put relationships first.” 

“I  do  that  and  the  company  suffers,”  he muttered. 

“You’re  the  CEO,”  she  reminded  him  with  a smile. “That’s your job, but I’d bet you could manage if you wanted.” 

Keith  was  quiet  a  long  moment  considering what she’d said. 

“I guess,” he shrugged. “Sounds like you spend a lot  of  time  over  there.  I  don’t  think  I’ve  ever  met  a woman who did something so selfless.” 

“Really?” Serena sat down and tapped quickly at her  keyboard.  “I’m  not  surprised,  especially considering that last woman and a couple others.” 

“You didn’t like Charlotte?” 

She  shivered  as  if  she  didn’t  even  like  to  hear the name. 

“Keith,  please!  The  woman  was  more  two-faced than Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde!” 

“What 

are 

you 

talking 

about?” 

The 

uncharacteristic  harshness  in  her  voice  had  to  be because—he hated to think of something so cliché—

she  was  turning  thirty.  He’d  heard  that  women  got emotional at big birthdays. “What did she do?” 

“Keith,  she  treated  anyone  worth  less  than twenty  million  to  a  cold  shoulder  that  could  have sunk the  Titanic!”  Glancing  up,  Serena’s  green  eyes met his gaze. She caught her full bottom lip with her upper  teeth  and  relented.  “I’m  sure  she  was wonderful to be around.” 

But  Keith  was  reeling  from  her  words.  He couldn’t  remember  Serena  saying  an  unkind  or unflattering  word  about  anyone.  Period.  Even  when 5 
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she’d  had  more  than  enough  reason  to.  This  was more than just about her birthday. Which could only mean  that  Charlotte  and  some  of  his  other girlfriends had hit hard and deep at his usually calm and impassive assistant. He felt like twelve different kinds of fools. 

“In other words, she was a first-class actress and a bitch when I wasn’t around, right?” Grimacing, she slowly nodded. 

“Sorry.” 

“I  thought  I  knew  women,”  he  muttered.  He couldn’t  believe  he’d  been  fooled  like  that.  Serena had  said  ‘a  couple  others.’  Keith  had  a  feeling  she meant  a  lot  more.  Who  else  had  fooled  him  so  well? 

He  wouldn’t  be  able  to  trust  a  damn  thing  any  of them  said.  “I  thought  I  was  a  better  judge  of character.” 

“You  only  knew  her  in  a  social  setting. 

Surrounded by people she wanted to impress.” 

“I  wonder  how  many  others  I’ve  been  wrong about.” 

“You’re  human,  Keith.  We’re  all  wrong  about people.” 

For  a  long  moment,  he  just  stood  there,  staring at  her.  Then  her  phone  rang,  and  he  turned  and entered his office. 


**** 

Entering  her  apartment,  Serena  leaned  against the  door  and  closed  her  eyes.  Birthdays  ending  in  a zero were a bitch and should be outlawed. She didn’t know  what  she’d  thought  would  happen  that  day. 

Sighing, she shook her head and stared at the small masterpiece  highlighted  by  the  timed  spotlight. 

Yeah,  she  did  know.  Deep  down  inside,  she  had dreamed that Keith would be overcome with emotion or…she didn’t know what. 

With  a  groan of frustration  she headed straight for  her  bedroom  and  changed.  With  all  the  pent-up 6 
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emotions, she was going to need one helluva workout if she wanted any sleep tonight. 

Climbing  on  her  treadmill,  she  started  at  a walk.  Her  brain  went  over  the  conversation  after she’d called Tom. She stopped walking. Grabbing the side rails, she jumped her feet off the track. Pushing pause,  she  frowned  recalling  his  words  and expressions. Had she imagined it? Keith was always strong  and  powerful,  in  absolute  control,  but  her comments  about  Charlotte  and  his  other  girlfriends had  caught  him  by  surprise.  In  a  rare  moment,  he let  his  guard  down  and  allowed  her  to  see  his vulnerability.  At  the  same time, she  winced, he had probably been able to see her emotions just as much. 

“Crap,” she muttered. “This is not good.” Stepping  back  on,  she  hit restart, but  her  mind was stubborn. After a few minutes, exasperated with herself, she increased the speed and incline. 

“No thinking, Serena,” she whispered. “Just feel the muscles working. Put everything into the pace.” Thirty minutes later, she slowed to a walk. The shaken  expression  on  Keith’s  face,  however  brief, immediately  reappeared  in  her  mind’s  eye.  He’d been  hurt  and  she  hadn’t  seen  it.  She’d  been  too caught  up  in  venting  pent-up  emotions.  Honesty forced  her  to  face  something.  Keith  must  have  seen through her and realized her feelings for him. 

With  a  sigh,  she  wondered  what  that  would mean to their working relationship. More than once, he’d  said  that  work  was  no  place  for  personal relationships. If he even suspected the depths of her feelings, he would find a reason to fire her. He might find  an  equal  position  for  her  somewhere,  but  he wouldn’t  want  her  anywhere  near  him.  That  much was  obvious  from  his  comment  about  the  company coming  first.  His  snort  at  her  comment  about  him being  CEO  and  able  to  manage  had  told  her  more than any words. 

7 
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Not  wanting  to  consider  it,  she  picked  up  the pace again. The thought of being transferred or fired spurred  her  to  a  run  and  after  twenty  minutes  the sweat  was  dripping  into  her  eyes.  Stepping  off,  her head  hung  as  she  caught  her  breath.  All  Serena could see was Keith’s face. It would almost be better to  find  another  job,  away  from  the  company,  so  she wouldn’t be tempted to blurt out her feelings. 

Since running herself to death hadn’t erased his image  from  her  mind,  perhaps  a  session  of  yoga would  calm  her  heart  and  clear  her  thoughts. 

Flipping  her  mat  out,  Serena  stepped  to  the  edge and  closed  her  eyes.  Keith’s  chiseled  face  appeared. 

Blue eyes mocked her. 

“Great,” she murmured, lowering her hands and raising  them  again.  “You’d  think  I’d  be  beyond  a teenage infatuation.” 

Another deep breath and she knew one thing for certain.  If  she  was  going  to  get  any  sleep  at  all, MacLauren had to be suppressed. 

“Downward-dogs,  don’t  fail  me  now,”  she whispered. 

Keith  secured  the  Velcro  around  his  wrists  and walked  across  the  room.  With  a  deep  breath,  he started  pounding  the  heavy  bag  in  the  corner. 

Serena’s  lunchtime  revelations  still  stung  his  ego. 

Not  only  had  he  known  precious  little  about  the woman  sitting  three  steps  from  his  office  door,  but he’d  known  next  to  nothing  about  women  he  had dated—and fucked—and that pissed him off. He was smart.  He  was  a  good  judge  of  character.  How  the hell could he have been so wrong? 

Moving  to  the  speed  bag,  he  unleashed  a  flurry of punches. 

Okay,  he  would  just  lay  off  women  for  a  while. 

He  would  observe  their  actions  and  move  very carefully from now on. If he needed sex, he would go to  the  club  for  a  submissive.  He’d  known 8 
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instinctively that socialites wouldn’t agree to be tied, blindfolded,  and  gagged  when  he  fucked  them,  so he’d never even tried. 

Sweat dripped as he paused, hands on his hips. 

So  what  the  hell  was  he  going  to  do  with Serena? 

The  sudden  image  of  her  bound  to  his  bed, waiting for him, speared through his brain. 

“Oh,  yeah,”  he  muttered.  “You  dumbshit!  Just what  you  need,  a  sexual  harassment  suit  on  top  of all your other problems!” 

Catching  the  end  of  a  strap  in  his  teeth,  he pulled the gloves off and returned to the heavy bag. 

Yet, as he went through a series of kicks, the picture would  not  leave  his  mind.  It  was  ridiculous  to  even think  about.  Serena  would  never  consider  a dominant/submissive relationship. 

“Dammit!”  he  growled.  “I  can’t  fuck  my assistant!” 

But  the  image  wouldn’t  go  away,  leaving  him tossing on  the  king-size bed.  Somewhere  during  the night, a plan came to him. Legal pad in hand, by the time  the  sky  grew  light,  Keith  had  things  figured out.  It  would  be  tricky,  risky, and  require  a helluva lot of luck. Based on what he  did know of Serena, he was confident that he had a very good chance of not only solving his problems, but showing her a side of herself  that  she  hadn’t  even  realized  existed.  Any personal  relationship  between  them  would  require discretion, or eventually cost both of them. 

But would it cost them? Or be better for both of them? 

Keith  didn’t  believe  in  love  between  men  and women,  but  he  did  believe  that  men  and  women could  have  relationships  that  were  both  intimate and  respectful.  It was possible  Serena  felt  the  same way. After all,  she  was  thirty,  not  in a  relationship, and  seemed  reserved  around  the  men  in  the  office. 

9 
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Friendly,  but  she  definitely  made  sure  they  knew when they crossed the line. Keith couldn’t remember anyone overstepping that line more than once. 

Just  what  could  happen?  Adjusting  his  tie,  he considered.  After all, he was known  for anticipating things in the boardroom. All right then, he thought, shrugging  into  his  jacket,  let’s  review.  First,  he needed  to  get  the  books  on  or  in  her  desk.  If  she accepted  those,  then  he  had  the  box  ready  to  be delivered  to  her  apartment.  From  there,  it  was  a matter  of  bringing  her  to  him.  He  could  easily arrange  that  through  the  club.  He  had  ordered  a voice  disrupter,  the  masks,  and  hoods  which  would arrive  the  following  day.  Getting  her  to  trust  him was  an  absolute  necessity.  After  a  minimum  of  a couple  weeks,  probably  closer  to  a  month,  he  would reveal his identity to her. 

Worst case—Serena figured it was him and sued him  and  the  company  for  sexual  harassment.  Mid-case—she  rejected  the  entire  scenario  before  they became  intimate  and  never  knew  it  was  him.  Best case—she became his sexual submissive. 

And  at  work?  He  smiled.  Well,  that  would certainly make working late more enjoyable. 

Picking  up  his  briefcase,  he  walked  out  of  his apartment and to the elevator. It was still early, but he had things to take care of. 

10 
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Chapter Two 

“I’ll  see  you  at  kickboxing,”  Serena  waved  to Claire  and  Debbie  before  entering  the  CEO’s  suite. 

“Yeah,”  she  muttered  to  herself.  “Just  what  I  need. 

The opportunity to look like a clumsy idiot.” Still smiling, she turned to her desk and froze. A plain,  brown-paper-wrapped  package  sat  in  the middle of the blotter. From the doorway, she couldn’t see any address. Moving slowly, she picked it up. In large block letters, her name was written. Turning it over, she could see nothing else. 

A  late  birthday  present?  Maybe  someone  had forgotten to bring it by and dropped it off while she’d been at lunch. Figuring that made sense, she pulled off  the  paper.  It  would  have  been  a  close  contest  as to  which dropped  faster—her  jaw  or  the  paper  from her hands—as she stared at the cover. 

 Erotic Stories  for  Women.   A  woman,  apparently naked, lay under an equally naked man. A man who was  clearly  fucking  her;  their  hips  were  meshed together and he braced himself over her, even as his head bent toward hers for a kiss. 

Swallowing,  she glanced  around furtively  to see if  anyone  had  come  in  while  she’d  gawked  at  the cover. She couldn’t imagine who on earth, especially in the company, would give her something like this. 

Part of her wanted to call security, but another part was curious. What kind of stories? 

Checking  the  schedule  and  seeing  that  Keith didn’t have a meeting for thirty minutes, she turned the  book  over  and  read  the  back.  Her  mind  reeled. 

The book contained short stories of couples—some in 11 
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relationships,  some  coming  together  just  for  sex. 

Serena  found  the  first  tale.  Reading  the  first  three pages,  she  felt  her  breaths  come  quicker  and shallower  with  her  arousal.  A  husband  came  home from a business  trip early and found his wife  in the kitchen.  Unwilling  to  wait  another  moment,  he trapped  her  against  the  counter  and  took  her  from behind.  Serena  bit  back  a  moan  as  her  own  pussy clenched.  Stunned,  she  realized  her  panties  were damp.  Good  lord!  If  that  was  the  first  story,  she couldn’t wait to read the rest! 

“Serena?” Keith’s voice called from his office. 

Gasping,  she  quickly  tucked  the  book  in  her purse  and  opened  her  bottom  drawer,  as  he appeared at his open doorway. Her eyes went to the brown paper on her desk. 

“What’s that?” he asked. 

“Um,  a  late  birthday  present,”  she  stammered, snatching the paper and shoving it in the drawer as well. 

“Going  to  send  it  to  the  hospice  as  well?”  he inquired. 

“No,”  she  shook  her  head.  “Not  this  one.”  She giggled  nervously,  imagining  how  a  book  like  that would be received. Keith nodded. 

“Do you have the Sampson folder?” Using her foot to close the drawer, she rifled the folders on her desk. 

“Right here,” she extended it. “Paul, Duncan and Mark  should  be  here  for  the  VP  meeting  in  thirty minutes.” 

Already  scanning  the  first  page,  Keith  nodded absently  as  he  returned  to  his  office.  Through  the door,  he  smiled.  Bingo!  She  not  only  liked  the  book but,  given  her  flustered  reaction,  might  have actually been reading it. Relieved that the first step in his plan had worked, he forced himself to wait for the next step. 

12 
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In  her  apartment,  safe  from  any  eyes,  Serena hung  up  her  coat  and  pulled  the  book  from  her purse.  Itching  to  read  it,  she  knew  she  needed  to exercise  and  eat  dinner  first.  While  she  ate,  she would  read.  That  decided,  she  hurried  to  her bedroom to change. Two hours later and her muscles trembling, she curled up in an oversize rocking chair with a cup of tea and a salad. 

Eagerly,  she  opened  the  book  to  the  story  she’d read  earlier.  Feeling  her  nipples  tighten,  she flushed.  She’d  never  read  stories  like  this,  but  her body definitely liked them. 

 Steve opened the door quietly and set his suitcase down.  In  the  kitchen  Sheila  was  singing  along  with the  radio.  Carefully,  he  bolted  the  door  and  slipped off his shoes.  Moving  silently, he  went to the kitchen and  paused  at  the  door.  Smiling,  he  saw  she  must have  just  come  home  from  work—thick  blonde  hair neatly up off her neck, a  thin sweater set,  and a full skirt. Her stockings were off, but slippers kept her feet warm. 

 Watching  her  slender  body  sway  with  the  beat, Steve  felt  his  cock  thicken  and  demand  her  heat. 

 Without  hesitation,  he  strode  across  the  linoleum. 

 Pressing his body against hers, he pinned her hips to the  counter.  As  her  mouth  opened  to  scream,  he covered  it  with  his  hand,  trapping  her  head  against to  his  shoulder.  His  other  hand  covered  a  breast, kneading  it  roughly. Still not  sure  who had  her,  she struggled  in  his  grasp.  One  hand  reached  for  the knife-block and he caught her wrist. 

 “I’ve  been  without  you  for  nearly  two  weeks, baby,”  he  whispered  hoarsely  in  her  ear.  “I’m  not waiting another minute to fuck you.” His  hands  pulled  up  her  skirt  and  ripped  her panties  from  her  legs.  Two  fingers  plunged  into  her pussy and his palm  rubbed her  clit.  Sheila groaned. 

 As  his  fingers  stroked  her  wet  heat  hard  and  fast, 13 
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 Sheila ground her pelvis against him. 

 “Steve,” she moaned. 

 “Did you miss me?” he demanded. “Did you have trouble sleeping because I wasn’t holding you?” 

 “Yes,” she nodded, already panting and pumping her  hips  against  his  hand.  “I  never  sleep  well  when you’re gone.” 

 “I’m going to make you come and then I’m going to fuck you. Right here, right now.” His hand covered her  breast  over  the  sweater  and  pinched  the  nipple while  he  rubbed  his  cock  against  her  ass.  Steve’s mouth  nibbled  along  her  neck  and  shivers  had  her body trembling. “Can you feel how hard I am?” He  felt  her  pussy  clench  as  his  stroking  fingers pushed  her  closer  to  orgasm.  He’d  never  been  so rough and urgent. He’d never used language like that with  her.  Steve  couldn’t  believe  how  his  actions  and words  aroused  her.  The  hand  at  her  breast  kneaded and pinched. His lips moved to the pulse on her neck as his fingers hooked and pressed against the spot he knew so well. Almost immediately, she arched up and her cry echoed in the kitchen. 

 Steve  moaned  as  her  hot  core  tightened  around his fingers. God, she was so sexy! 

 “I’m  going  to  bury  my  cock  in  your  pussy  right here, Sheila. Right now.” 

 Releasing  her  breast,  he  pulled  away  slightly  to work his pants down. When she tried to turn around, he nipped her neck gently. 

 “Stay  still,”  he  growled.  “I’m  going  to  fuck  you, Sheila, and I don’t want you moving.” Pulling  her  skirt  back  up  around  her  waist,  he pressed  her  upper  body  forward  until  she  rested against  the  counter.  His  foot  nudged  hers  until  her thighs  were  farther  apart.  The  tip  of  his  cock  glided along  her  ass  before  he  found  her  pussy  lips.  For  a brief  moment,  he  held  himself  there  just  inside  her pussy. 
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 “Steve, please,” pleaded Sheila. “Please.” With  a  groan,  he  drove  fully  into  her,  his  cock straining  the  limits  of  her  slick  walls.  His  strong hands  gripped  her  hips  and  held  her  still  as  he pounded into her. Sheila whimpered as he took her. 

 “Steve, Steve,” she panted. 

 He grunted, focused on fucking her. With a roar, he exploded, his upper body collapsing over her. 

 “You  okay,  baby?”  he  asked,  brushing  damp tendrils off her cheek. 

 “Yes,” she managed. “Steve?” 

 “Yeah,  baby?”  Several  light  kisses  pressed against her temple and neck. 

 “I like surprises like this.” He smiled against her hair. 

 “Really?”  Had  he  found  a  way  to  keep  the  spark between them alive? “You like me coming home early and fucking you like this?” 

 “Yeah,” she whispered shyly. “You don’t mind?” Chuckling softly, he cradled her in his arms. 

 “Baby,  I  was  afraid  you’d  kick  and  scream  if  I ever  did  something  like  this,”  he  said  quietly.  “But, now that I know it turns you on…” He pulled out of her and turned her around. 

 “Yes?” 

 she 

 breathed, 

 mouth 

 parted 

 in 

 anticipation. “Now what will you do?” 

 “I’m going to come up with more surprises.” Serena  closed  the book,  feeling heat  suffuse her face. None of the romance novels she’d read had ever affected her  like  this!  She nibbled her  lower  lip  and tried  to  figure  out  how  many  months  it  had  been since she’d had sex—more than two years ago. 

Tears  filled  her  eyes.  She  accepted  that  she would only ever be seen as a super-efficient assistant to  Keith,  but  also  that  she  hadn’t  had  sex  since Todd.  A brief  image came  to mind and she flinched, squeezing  her  eyes  tightly.  Dammit!  The  daydream of  Keith  suddenly  sweeping  her  into  his  arms  and 15 
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declaring  his  undying  love  was  just  that—a  dream. 

A  dream  she  knew  wouldn’t  come  true.  The  tears flowed down her cheeks for several minutes. 

The grandmother clock on the wall chimed softly and  she  inhaled,  her  body  shaking.  Sniffling,  she wiped her cheeks. 

This  wouldn’t  do  at  all.  She’d  never  been  much for  pity  parties  and  wasn’t  about  to  have  one  now. 

She’d  worked  too  damn  hard  to  prove  herself  to  too many people. 

Okay, then, what was the plan? She’d learned a lot  working  for  Keith.  One  of  the  first  rules  he’d taught  her  was  that  before  any  course  of  action,  it was  important  to  work  out  the  steps  for  success, figuring out the worst, mid, and best case scenarios. 

Serena gazed at the miniature she’d bought with the first bonus Keith had given her. The irony of staring at the painting struck her and she smiled. She would talk to Claire and Debbie tomorrow and try to break out of her self-imposed shell. They could help her get back  into  circulation.  Worst  case,  she’d  have  aching feet  from  dancing  and  a  few  nights  with  less  sleep than she liked. Mid case, she’d have great times with her  friends.  Best  case,  she’d  meet  the  man  of  her dreams.  One  thing  was  for  certain—she  certainly wasn’t  going  to  meet  the love  of her  life  sitting  in  a rocking chair every evening! 

Returning  from  an  office  visit,  Keith  paused  in the  hall  to  hear  the  hushed  whispers  of  women. 

Straining  to  listen  and  feeling  slightly  foolish,  he stayed  where  he  was.  He  could  pick  out  Serena’s voice, but didn’t recognize the second. 

“…with everything  that’s happened, it’s been so long,”  Serena  was  saying.  “I  must  admit,  I  feel rather embarrassed asking you for help, but I really don’t know how to do stuff like that anymore.” There was  a  heavy  sigh.  “I  was  never  very  good  at  it  to begin with.” 
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“It’s  like  riding  a  bicycle.  You’ll  get  back  in  the swing of it with no problem. Now, a bunch of us are going to this crazy hot club tonight.” 

“Tonight?”  Serena’s  voice  seemed  stunned.  “It’s Thursday.” 

The other woman laughed. 

“So?  You  want  to  get  out  more,  right?  Let’s  get to it. Why wait?” 

“Debbie,” 

Serena’s 

voice 

seemed 

nearly 

strangled.  “I  was  thinking  we’d  build  up  to  it,  not jump into the deep end.” 

Keith stepped back and swore under his breath. 

This  was  an  unexpected  development.  He’d  never considered  that  she  would  start  hitting  night  clubs. 

He’d have to act fast to nip this in the bud. 

“C’mon, Rena,” cajoled Debbie. “It’ll be a blast!” 

“I don’t know,” hedged Serena. 

“Um,  what  would  you  wear?”  Keith  didn’t  hear Serena’s  response,  but  evidently  Debbie  didn’t  like it. “Oh,  no! That won’t do  at all. We’ll have  to leave early today and go shopping. There’s a boutique just a few blocks away that has the  cutest things!” 

“No,”  Serena  spoke  up.  “Keith  said  he  might have a conference call tonight.” 

“With whom?” Debbie demanded. “Everyone else with a life will be out enjoying themselves.” Reminding  himself  to  reward  Serena  for  her effort  to  backtrack,  Keith  decided  to  back  up  her comment  before  Debbie  had  a  chance  to  say anything else. Striding forward, he went through the door at full speed. 

“Ladies,”  he  nodded.  “Serena,  I  need  to  refresh my  memory  about  that  CEO  in  Tokyo.  Do  you  have his information handy?” 

“Mr.  Lee?”  she  replied,  meeting  his  gaze  with obvious  relief.  “I’ll  pull up  the notes and  print them out right away.” 

“Thank you,” he smiled. 
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Serena  opened  her  mouth  to  thank  Keith,  but closed  it  quickly.  If  she  thanked  him,  she’d  have  to explain  the  entire  conversation  and  also  the  reason she  was  going  to  go  to  a  club  in  the  first  place. 

Debbie hadn’t thought to ask why. Keith would. 

She  looked  at  Debbie  with  what  she  hoped  was an apologetic expression. 

“Better get back to work.” 

Debbie was disgruntled and didn’t have the tact to hide it. 

“Rena, just because  he doesn’t have a life doesn’t mean you can’t.” 

“Deb, he makes sacrifices so you have a job,” she replied  stiffly.  “Try  showing  a  little  respect,  all right?” 

“Sheesh, lighten up, okay? I just want you to live a little.” Serena nodded and Debbie shook her head. 

“Hey,  I know  things have been  rough for  you lately. 

You’re  still  getting  over  your  grandpa’s  death.  And Claire  told  me  Todd  the  jerk  has  been  calling  you. 

Now  there’s a total loser!” 

“Todd’s  not  that  bad,”  Serena  said,  feeling slightly  defensive.  She’d  gone  out  with  him  for  two years  and  admitted  they  were  incompatible,  but  he was not a total loser! “He just has different priorities in  life.”  She  met  Debbie’s  cynical  expression  and laughed. “Okay, so he’s Peter Pan in a hunky outfit. 

That doesn’t make him a total loser.” 

“Yeah,  right,”  Debbie  scoffed.  “Anyway,  this might actually be a bigger step than you’re ready for. 

I  mean,  some  of  the  clubs  can  be  intense.  Tell  you what.”  She  put  an  arm  around  Serena’s  shoulders. 

“Why  don’t I  check around  and  see  if  I  can’t  fix  you up?” 

“You mean, a blind date or something?” 

“Yeah.  That  way  you  know  a  bit  about  the  guy before  you  met  him  and…oh,  I  know  what  we  can do.”  Debbie  bounced  on  her  toes.  “I’ll  have  a  party 18 
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with  lots  of  single  guys,  that  way  you  can  meet  a bunch all at once.” 

“What  reason  will  you  give  for  having  a  party? 

You’re not going to tell everyone that I’m…” Debbie rolled her eyes. 

“I  don’t  need  a  reason  except  that  I  feel  like having  a  party.  It’ll  take  a  couple  weeks  to coordinate schedules and get everything set up.” She grinned.  “I’ll  have  Claire  ask  Paul  for  the  names  of some  of  his  single  friends.  Lawyers,  investment bankers,”  Debbie  winked  at  her.  “In  the  meantime, we’ll  start  getting  you  back  into  circulation.  I’ll  get with Claire and work on that.” 

She hugged Serena and skipped out of the office. 

“Oh,  Lord,”  Serena  breathed,  sitting  heavily  in her chair. “I think I’ve unleashed a monster.” 

“Serena?” 

“Just a moment!” she called back, typing quickly to pull up the file of their combined notes on Tokyo. 

In  his  office,  Keith  felt  like  he’d  been  given  a brief  reprieve  from  a  looming  deadline  and  future possible  hurdles.  Of  course,  that  depended  on  what Debbie and Claire came up with. 

“Going  to  have  to  speed  up  the  timeline,”  he muttered, scowling at his monitor. 

“Not  a  good  walk-through?”  Serena  asked, pausing at the door. 

“A  mixed  bag,”  he  replied.  “You  and  Debbie planning a shopping trip?” 

“What did you hear?” she asked nervously. 

“Just  something  about  a  boutique  with  the cutest things,” he told her, reaching for the folder in her  hands.  “Is  there  a  problem  working  this conference call for me this evening?” 

“Not at all,” she smiled. 

“Good. See if Mr. Lee is available.” 

“Certainly.” 

Keith watched her leave and mentally reworked 19 
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his plan. He couldn’t give her the next book now. He needed her to focus on the call. But first thing in the morning  would  work  perfectly.  He  smiled.  Oh,  yes, that  would  be  perfect.  She’d  already  shown  a tendency  to  read  a  bit  as  soon  as  she  got  the  book. 

He  couldn’t  wait  to  see  how  she  squirmed  after getting another one. 

Serena unlocked her apartment door and bolted it behind her. She glanced at her watch and groaned. 

Nine-thirty.  No  treadmill,  but  she’d  never  get  to sleep if she didn’t do some yoga to relieve the tension in  her  muscles.  Hanging  her  suit  up,  it  occurred  to her  that  there  were  other  ways  of  getting  to  sleep. 

She could read a couple of those stories and do what she’d done the night before. 

Yoga  first,  then  she’d  read.  Oh,  yeah,  she nodded,  pulling  on  her  loose  pants.  That  was definitely a plan. She’d read, masturbate, get a good night’s  sleep  and  go  in  tomorrow  ready  to  take  on the world. 

Her  plan  worked  until  she  opened  the  desk drawer to store her purse the next morning. 

There was a brown paper-wrapped package with her name in block letters. 

Just then her phone rang. Jumping, she reached out and answered it. 

“Serena Traydon.” 

“Good  morning,”  said  a  deep  voice.  “Is  Keith  in yet?” 

“Not  yet,  Mark,”  she  said  stiffly,  sitting  down. 

Dammit! Why hadn’t she checked the caller ID? She clenched her jaw. “I just walked in myself. You’re in early.” 

“Always,”  he  stated  firmly  with  his  usual superior  tone.  “Is  there  room  on  his  schedule  to  see me today? About noon?” 

“I’ll  check with  him  when  he  comes  in,  to make sure,” she replied coolly. 
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“I need to talk to him, Serena,” he pressed. “Just put me down. For old times’ sake.” 

“There  were  no  ‘old  times,’  Mark,”  she  said firmly. 

“Serena,” he pushed. 

“I’ll tell him you called and then give Claire the time.” 

Hanging  up,  Serena  shivered.  Never,  ever  be alone  with  someone  who  makes  your  skin  crawl! 

That lesson had been well learned! How someone as sweet as Penny Davidson could be engaged to a dog like  him  Serena  really  couldn’t  understand.  Unless Mark  was  pulling  the  wool  over  the  younger woman’s eyes in a huge way. 

Serena shook her head. She knew better than to worry  about  the  entire  world.  Her  eyes  went  to  the innocent-looking package and she reached for it. 

“Oh, Lord,” she breathed. Her trembling fingers moved along the smooth surface of the paper. “What on earth could this be?” 

She was almost afraid to find out. Once let out of its  tightly  locked  box,  her  sexual  awareness  refused to  be  put  away.  Already  her  dreams  were  becoming more  than she could  handle. And  it didn’t help  that Keith was the man in them! 

“I’m worse than Pandora,” she muttered, putting the  package  on  her  lap.  “And  just about  as  naïve  to actually  open  this  thing.  I’ve  no  idea  who  put  the first book on my desk.” Her fingers moved along the edge of the paper and loosened the tape. “Much less this  one.”  Serena’s  hands  stalled  and  she  simply stared  at  the  package.  “What  on  earth  has  gotten into  you,  Serena  Marie?  You  are  doing  things  your mama didn’t raise  you to  do. She  raised  you to be a good  girl  and you are…,”  Serena sighed. “God!  I  am so tired of being a good girl. I want to live a little.” A small  giggle  escaped  her  nervous  lips.  “And  I  liked the first book. What can it hurt to open this one?” 21 
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With  that,  she  pulled  the wrapping  off and  saw a note taped to the book. The words were typed. 

 Serena, 

 Do not be afraid of how the books make you feel. 

 I  want  you  get  in  touch  with  a  side  of  yourself that you haven’t explored. The first book was to open your mind to different erotic possibilities. I hope this second  book  also  arouses  your  senses  even  as  it introduces you to my world. 

 I am a sexual dominant and feel quite confident that you are a sexual submissive. I want you to be  my  

 sexual  submissive.  A  submissive  is not  a  sex slave. I respect  your  intelligence  and  your  accomplishments too  much  for  that.  I  want  you  to  fulfill  your  talents, Serena,  even  as  you  enjoy  the  many  erotic  lessons  I have planned for you. 

 If you want nothing to do with this, then turn the wrapper inside out, tape the book up and put it in the recycling  bin  in  the  employee  cafeteria  during  your lunch hour. I will not contact you again. 

 If the possibility of such a relationship intrigues you,  however,  then  ask  someone  else  to  get lunch  for you  and  avoid  the  cafeteria  so  there  is  no  confusion. 

 Just  read  the  books and  I  will  contact  you.  You  will not  know  who  I  am  at  first.  I  realize  this  may  be alarming,  and  I  will  do  what  I  can  to  reassure  you that your safety, as well as your pleasure, will always come first with me. 

 Respectfully, 

 A dominant 

Hands  shaking,  Serena  lifted  the  note  and stared  at  the  cover—a  nude  woman  on  her  knees, with  her  hands  bound  by  a  cloth  in  front  of  her,  a blindfold over her eyes, and a gold-link collar around her  throat.  And  she  was  smiling.  Over  her  head,  in discreet  silver  letters— Rights  and  Responsibilities in a Dominant/Submissive Relationship. 

Serena  frowned.  That  didn’t  fit  with  anything 22 
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she  had  ever  heard  about  the  lifestyle.  Admittedly, what 

she 

had 

heard 

was 

innuendo 

and 

denunciations  by  her  family,  who  collectively  could have  given  the  Puritans  a  run  for  their  money,  but that had been augmented by lurid stories and gossip from  her  college  days.  Turning  the  book  over,  the back  cover  described  the  book  as  a  manual  with  a mix  of  erotic  stories.  Still  of  a  mind  to  reject  it,  she opened  it  and  found  another  note  on  the  contents page. 

 Serena,  I’ve  crossed  out  the  page  numbers  that are  more  extreme  than  I  go  and  circled  those  that would  apply  to  us.  I’ve  turned  down  pages  to  mark specific 

 things 

 I 

 want 

 you 

 to 

 experience. 

 Dominant/submissive relationships are not all about whips  and  chains  or  whatever  else  you  may  have heard.  That’s  sadomasochism  and,  like  sex  slaves, something I have never found of interest. The type of relationship  I  envision  having  with  you  is  quite different, as you will discover by reading page eight. 

Was  there  anything  the  man  didn’t  think  of? 

Now  rather  amused,  Serena  turned  to  page  eight. 

Her  eyes  scanned  the  page,  picking  up  key  words and 

phrases—focus 

on 

physical 

discipline...submissives  who  have  a  career  and interests  of  his/her  own...agree  upon  submissive boundaries. 

A  slight  frown  formed  between  her  eyes  as  she read about safe words and how the well-being of the submissive  was  the  priority  of  the  dominant.  A submissive  could  refuse  certain  sex  acts  and punishments, but focused on the dominant’s needs in return for protection. Communication and trust were key.  Without  those  two  things,  the  relationship wouldn’t work. 
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Chapter Three 

Serena  frowned.  In  many  ways,  that  one paragraph  described  a  ‘normal’  relationship.  A couple  taking  care  of  each  other  in  and  out  of  the home.  Well,  except  for  the  punishment,  discipline, and  all.  She  shook  her  head.  Okay,  she  understood that  he  didn’t  intend  to  beat  her  or  anything.  She snorted.  As  if  she’d  let  anyone  do  that  to  her.  But then,  just  what  did  it  mean  to  be  submissive?  And what  might  this  man  want  from  her?  Just  sex?  Or possibly,  something  more?  Checking  the  turned-down  corners,  she  skimmed  over  the  marked sections. 

After  reading  several  paragraphs,  she  sat  back in  her  chair  and  considered  them.  There  was  some physical  discipline,  mostly  in  the  form  of  light spanking,  if  the  submissive  back-talked  or  broke their  rules.  There  was  some  bondage,  some  use  of sex  toys,  but  mostly  simple  obedience.  Hers  to  his commands. Serena realized she was indeed intrigued by the relationship the unknown Dominant outlined. 

Closing  her  eyes,  she  groaned.  That  was  it. 

She’d  definitely  lost  her  mind.  How  could  she  even consider such a thing? From the book she’d devoured the  past  two  nights,  she  knew  it  was  because  she was  tired  of  being  a  vanilla  girl  with  a  vanilla  life. 

She had been willing to go on a blind date or meet a man  at  a  bar,  so  how  much  farther  down  the spectrum  was  this?  In  many  ways,  this  dominant was  giving  her  all  the  power,  at  least  initially,  by giving her a way to stop all further communications. 

Her eyes flew open. He’d gotten to her desk, into 24 
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her desk. That meant he had to work in the building. 

That meant she probably knew this man! Then why go  to  all  this  trouble?  Why  not  just  ask  her  out? 

When he ‘communicated’ with her next, he had a few questions to answer. 

Serena  realized  she’d  made  up  her  mind.  She nodded slowly. As crazy as it might sound, she would see just what this dominant wanted with her. If she didn’t  like  the  answers,  then  she  would  put  his promise not to communicate with her to the test. 

Feeling  settled,  she  tucked  the  book  and  notes safely in her tote and closed the drawer. Starting her computer,  she  printed  Keith’s  schedule  and  pulled out her notes from last night’s conference call. 

“‘Morning,  Serena,”  Keith  greeted  her  as  he came in. He unlocked his door. “How’s the day look?” 

“Good  morning,”  she  smiled,  taking  the  paper from  the  printer.  “Meetings  as  usual.  Mark Hammond  called  to  see  if  you  were  available  at noon.” 

He scowled. Keith appreciated his Senior VP for Public Relations’ media savvy and ability to keep the company  at  the  top  of  the  list  the  Fortune  500 

companies  turned  to  for  computer  solutions,  but lately  something had been  rubbing Keith  the wrong way.  After  the  conversation  on  Serena’s  birthday, Keith  just  didn’t  want  to  think  that  more  of  his perceptions of people were wrong. 

Mark had left MacLauren Industries, run by his father and brothers, several years earlier saying the computer  arena  offered  more  of  a  challenge.  Mark was  still  good  friends  with  Keith’s  older  brother Kevin. The brothers had had chilly relations for over ten years and hadn’t spoken in months. The rift was public even if very few knew just what it was about. 

Briefly  it  crossed  Keith’s  mind  that  Mark  was  a corporate spy, and dismissed it. 

Shit, but he needed to focus! He realized Serena 25 
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was  waiting  for  a  response  from  him.  He  tried  to remember  if Mark  had  mentioned anything  the last time he’d seen him but couldn’t. 

“Any idea what it’s about?” 

Keith  had  quickly  found  that  Serena,  with  her administrative  contacts,  gave  him  a  leg  up  with  his employees.  Claire  was  Mark’s  assistant  and  her penchant for gossip meant she usually called Serena within  seconds  of  her  boss  calling  Keith.  Serena would scribble a hasty note and hand it to him as he talked. 

“Not this time,” she shook her head. “But then, I haven’t had a chance to check with Claire.” Nodding, Keith gave her a tight smile. 

“See  what  you  can  find  out.  And  make  it...”  he glanced  at  his  schedule.  “Twelve-thirty.  That  way  I can eat lunch today.” 

At  the  word  ‘lunch,’  Serena’s  head  jerked slightly.  Get a grip. 

“I’ll call Claire,” she managed to reply. 


**** 

Just  after  twelve,  Keith  rolled  his  sleeves  down and buttoned  the  cuffs  before  pulling on his  coat. It was time to see if Serena had made a decision. Given her reaction when he’d said ‘lunch’ earlier, he wasn’t sure. Walking out of his office, he glanced at Serena. 

“Mark still scheduled for twelve-thirty?” 

“Yes,”  she  nodded,  not  having  had  a  chance  to confirm  it  sooner.  “Claire  has  no  idea  what  it  could be  about.  She  hasn’t  heard  about  any  earth-shattering  or  eye-opening  issues.”  Serena  smiled slightly.  “She  seemed  rather  miffed  that  she  didn’t have  the  information.  Knowing  Claire,  she’s  doing everything possible to find out.” 

“Good,” he nodded. “I’m going to get some lunch. 

You need anything?” 

“Oh,  no,”  she  stammered.  “That  is,  um,  could you pick up a sandwich for me?” 
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 Bingo!   Keith  shouted  mentally.  He  barely managed not to smile. 

“Sure,” he replied. “What kind?” 

“Chicken  salad,  please,”  she  said,  reaching  for her purse. 

“Serena,  I  think  I  can  manage  a  sandwich,”  he drawled. 

She  turned  and  caught  the  twinkle  in  his  eyes. 

Her  jaw  dropped  as  he  winked  at  her  and  walked out. 

“Who was that man and what did he do with my boss?”  she  muttered,  shaking  her  head.  “Well, whoever  you are, I hope you’re watching and see that I’m not in the cafeteria.” 

Wrapping  her  arms  around  her  waist,  she wondered  what  would  happen  next.  A  delicious feeling of anticipation ran up and down her back. 

She  was  on  the  last  few  bites  of  her  sandwich when Mark Hammond walked in. 

“What’s  this?”  his  voice  boomed  out.  His  broad upper body leaned over her desk and Serena shrank back before she could stop herself. “He won’t even let you  leave  your  desk  for  lunch?  Keith,  what  the  hell is  this?”  he  raised  his  voice  more  and  projected  it toward the partially open door. “You don’t let…” 

“He  bought  my  lunch,  Mark,”  Serena  retorted, relieved  her  voice  sounded  calm  to  her  ears.  “I  was waiting for a couple calls.” She inhaled sharply. Why was she even responding to him? She didn’t owe him anything after what happened a year and a half ago. 

He would not intimidate her! “How is Penny?” Mark gave her a blank stare. 

“Excuse me?” 

“Penny 

Davidson,” 

she 

prompted. 

“Your 

fiancée?” 

“Oh, yes,” he smiled stiffly. “She’s fine.” 

“Of  course,  she’s  fine,”  Keith  said  from  his doorway. “Mark, I’ve got a very tight schedule today. 
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Why wouldn’t you tell Serena what this was about?” 

“She’s  an  assistant,  Keith,”  Mark  replied, shrugging. “Does it matter?” 

“Yes,  it  does,”  Keith  frowned.  “She’s   my assistant and that means I expect people to treat her with  respect  and  give  her  the  information  she requests.” He gave Mark a stern look. “Is that clear?” 

“Of  course,  of  course,”  he  nodded.  “Now,”  he waved the folder in his hand. “How would you like to see something you’ll love and want yesterday?” 

“I  can’t  imagine  what  that  could  be,”  Keith murmured,  stepping  aside  so  Mark  could  precede him into the office. 

Seeing  Serena  watching  him,  Keith  opened and closed his hand twice, fingers spread. She grinned at the  established  signal  and  nodded  as  he  closed  the door. 

Within  five  minutes,  though,  she  heard  Mark’s raised  voice.  Looking  up  from  her  monitor,  she watched  the  door.  Sure  enough,  she  could  hear  the low rumble of Keith’s baritone. 

“It wouldn’t hurt my feelings if Mark got himself fired,” she muttered. “I’d toast to that with relish.” 

“Miss Serena Traydon?” 

Her head swiveled to the hall door. 

“Yes?”  she  frowned  at  the  sight  of  the  delivery man. 

“Scott  from  West  Side  Florist,”  he  smiled, approaching the desk. 

The  office  door  was  flung  open  and  Mark stomped out. He turned around and waved his arms. 

Keith  appeared,  calm,  resolute  and  confident. 

Serena  was  wary  of  Mark  in  this  mood,  but  Keith’s watchful eye was reassuring. 

“Keith,  you  obviously  don’t  understand  how brilliant  this  is!  Your  father  and  Kevin  thought  it was revolutionary and—” 
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replied  from  the  doorway. “But this  is  my  company, not my father’s.” He saw the delivery man. “Yes?” 

“I have a delivery for Miss Traydon.” Keith gestured to Serena. 

“Deliver it,” he told him. 

Silently,  the  man  brought  his  right  hand  from behind  his  back  and  set  a  crystal  bud  vase  on  her desk. A single, deep red rosebud captured their eyes. 

Serena gasped, her eyes widening in surprise. 

“No card?” she glanced at the man. 

“The  clerk  said  you  would  know  who  it  was from,” he said, slightly puzzled. 

Her jaw went slack and realization hit her. The dominant. He knew she hadn’t thrown out the book. 

He really had been watching and wasted no time in making sure she knew it. She recognized the crystal pattern  and  smiled.  Whoever  he  was,  he  had  high-end  tastes. Leaning  forward,  she  sniffed  at  the  rose and closed her eyes. 

“Now this is beauty,” she sighed. 

“Well?” Mark said impatiently. “Who is it from?” 

“A gentleman,” she murmured, smiling. 

The  thought  of  how  that  gentleman  planned  on being  in  her  life  forced  the  fiery  heat  of  a  blush  to cover her face. 

“Who is it from?” pressed Mark, stalking toward her desk. 

The delivery man backed off. 

“Thank you,” Serena whispered, smiling at him. 

With a nod, he turned and hurried out. 

“Serena, answer me!” 

“I  don’t  think  she  is  required  to  tell  you anything,”  Keith  came  up  behind  Mark.  When  the other  man  whirled,  Keith  gave  him  a  tight  smile. 

“Especially when you use that tone of voice. You will treat her with respect, understood?” 

“What?”  Mark  glanced  at  him.  “What’s  wrong with my tone?” 
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“Plenty,” replied the CEO, shrugging. “You have a deplorable lack of respect when you address people who  aren’t  at  your  level  in  the  company.  So,”  he smiled slightly, glancing at Serena. “Should I talk to you  the  way  you  do  to  Serena?”  Mark’s  mouth opened and closed. “After all, you’re not at my level.” His  gaze  went  to  the  woman  who  was  trying  to appreciate  the  rose  while  listening  to  the  men. 

“Someone else miss your birthday?” She shook her head. 

“No,”  she  whispered.  “No,  he  didn’t.  This  is  for something else.” 

“Only  one  rose?”  Mark  sneered.  “You  either weren’t very good last night or he doesn’t have much money.” 

“Mark,” glowered Keith. Shit, the florist had told him that one red rose was… 

“Mark, you know little to nothing about crystal,” Serena  said  softly.  Her  fingers  stroked  the  slender column. “And even less about me. This vase is, well, it’s  absolutely  exquisite.  And  priceless.  And  for  a man to send a single red rose to a woman…” Claire and Debbie appeared in the doorway and saw the rosebud. Both squealed. 

“Oh, my God!” they rushed forward. Their words tripped over each other. “It’s gorgeous! My God, will you  look  at  the  vase!  A  single  red  rose!  That  is   so romantic! Serena, who gave it to you?” 

“She won’t say,” Mark interjected. “And there is no card.” 

“A secret admirer?” Claire gasped. “Oh, my God! 

I love it!” 

“Good  thing  I  didn’t  call  to  set  up  a  blind  date for 

you,” 

Debbie 

commented. 

“Nice 

crystal. 

Impressive.” 

“A  single  red  rosebud,”  Claire  sighed.  “Oh,  that is  so  romantic!  Serena,  ask  him  if  he  has  a  single brother. Or a cousin. I’ll take a cousin.” 30 
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“What about Paul?” Serena smiled, enjoying the attention. 

Claire  shivered  and  wrapped  her  arms  around her waist. 

“Please, Paul revealed his true colors last night.” 

“Uh-oh,”  Serena  frowned,  glancing  at  Debbie who’d  put  an  arm  around  her  roommate.  “Girls’ 

night with deep-dish pizza?” 

“With  extra  cheese  and  sausage,”  Debbie nodded. “We’ll bring the wine and chick flicks.” 

“Right,”  Serena  nodded,  studying  Claire’s  still slightly  red  and  swollen  eyes.  Beyond  the  girls,  she caught  Mark’s  sneering  face  while  Keith  seemed  a bit unsettled by the personal drama in the office. “I’ll order the pizza at six.” 

“Thanks,  Rena,”  whispered  Claire.  “But  what about him?” she nodded at the rose. 

“Well,”  Serena  murmured.  “If  he’s  made  plans, then  I’ll  explain  that  a  friend  needs  me.  Hopefully, he’ll understand.” 

“You think he will?” was her doubtful question. 

“I hope so.” Serena nibbled on her lower lip. She had  no  idea  if  he’d  understand,  but  the  dominant would have to accept that she supported her friends. 

That  was simply  part of  who she was. “He  seems to know and understand when I work late.” 

“Ask  him  if  he  has  two  brothers,”  Debbie  told her. 

Serena  smiled,  then  looked  at  Claire  with growing concern. 

“About  six-thirty?  Or  do  you  want  to  make  it earlier?” 

“So  touching!”  mocked  Mark,  striding  out  the door. “Claire, did you finish those letters?” Claire inhaled sharply. 

“No,” she muttered. “It was a little difficult since you didn’t finish telling me what you wanted.” Keith  stared  at  the  empty  doorway,  and  was 31 
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even more surprised when Serena and Debbie made sympathetic  noises  toward  Claire.  With  a  new awareness,  he  wondered  what  else  he  had  missed about Mark. What else had he missed as he worked to  build  up  his  company  to  show  he  didn’t  need support from the family corporation? As a result, he failed  to  pay  attention  to  the  type  of  people  he’d hired. Had Mark been like this all along? How could he  not  have  seen  this?  And  this  man  was  going  to marry his cousin? Penny was barely twenty-two! 

“Claire,  you  better  head  back,”  Serena  advised, her face  suddenly  pinched.  “It  looks  like  he’s  in  one of those moods again.” 

“Those moods have come and never left,” Debbie muttered  as  Claire  hurried  out.  “‘Rena,  I’m  worried about her. Paul really hurt her…” As  if  realizing  Keith  was  still  there,  Debbie  fell silent. Serena reached out and caught her hand. 

“I know. We’ll figure something out, Deb. Go on back.” 

With a reluctant nod, Debbie also left. 

“What else have I missed?” Keith asked quietly. 

“You sure you want to know?” Serena wondered, mildly surprised at his drawn expression. 

“That  man  is  engaged  to  my  cousin,”  he reminded  her.  “If  he  treats  you  and  Claire  this  way in  front  of  me,  so  sure  that  he’ll  get  away  with  it, how is he with Penny behind closed doors?” Serena  stared  at  the  rose.  His  primary  concern was  his  cousin.  It  was  something  she  could understand, but deep in her heart, some part of her died.  She  was  just  his  assistant.  That  was  the  only reason he’d defended her. 

“I thought you liked him.” 

“He’s never been this way around me.” He shook his head.  “Dammit!  I’ve known  the  man six  years! I should have a better idea of how he treats people.” Serena relented. 
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“If  it’s  any  consolation,  he  wasn’t  always  like this.” 

“It’s  not,”  Keith  muttered.  “How  long  has  he been like this?” 

“Well,”  she  propped her elbows on the desk and rested  her  chin  in  her  palms.  She  didn’t  want  to think  about  it,  but  it  looked  like  she  didn’t  have  a choice.  Professional,  Serena.  Keep  it  professional.  

“Let’s see.” She frowned slightly. “Mmm,” she raised her  eyes  to  his.  “Sometime  after  I  came  to  work  for you.  Claire  wasn’t  his  assistant  yet,  of  course.  He goes  through  one  every  four  to  six  months.”  She grimaced as she glanced at the calendar. “And at the rate  he’s  going,  Claire’ll  be  putting  in  for  a transfer in a few weeks.” 

“He  started  dating  Penny  about  three  months after  you  started  working  for  me,”  he  frowned, speaking quietly. “Not sure…,” He smiled. “When we were working on the Franklin contract.” She nodded, crossing her fingers under the desk. 

The  hope  that  he  would  press  for  more  information brought  a  hitch  to  her  throat,  even  if  it  scared  her. 

Would he think she had done something wrong? 

“That was a bit complicated,” she mused. Did he realize  that  he  remembered  personal  things  in relation to business? “I don’t think we left the office before ten for three or four weeks.” Keith clenched his jaw. 

“I’m  screwed,”  he  muttered.  “Penny  will  never believe a word I say against him. She likes you, but if you or Claire tell her about how he is toward you, it  won’t  matter.  Mark  will  say  you  have  other reasons for trying to break them up.” 

“Like  Claire  or  I  want  him  for  ourselves?”  she sighed. 

“Exactly,” he nodded. 

“Not in this lifetime or any other,” she shook her head. 
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“Because  of  this  guy?”  Keith  gestured  towards the vase on her desk. 

Serena hesitated slightly. 

“Because of him now,” she said slowly. Her eyes studied the petals. “I would really rather not go into it.” 

“A woman’s intuition thing?” he frowned. 

“Do you need more than what you just saw?” she countered.  “His  attitude  toward  me  and  Claire?  I know he’s  very  good at  his job, but for a PR person, his  people  skills  need  some  work.  Especially regarding women.” 

Keith nodded, his mind on other things already. 

“Yeah,” he murmured, turning toward his office. 

“Maybe  we  can  do  a  seminar  or  something  on professionalism in the workplace.” Serena sighed as the door closed. 

“And my  boss  makes  his  return,”  she  muttered. 

Her  gaze  fell  on  the  rose.  “Whoever  you  are,  I  hope you’re  not  mad  about  tonight.  How  do  I  tell  you  I can’t  do  anything  tonight  without  losing  what  you offer?  Claire  needs  me.”  Her  fingers  brushed  over the  blossoms  velvety  softness.  “Nearly  as  much as I think  I  need  you.  How  do  I  say  that  without sounding  needy  and  desperate?  Or  a  wimp?  Or…,” she stopped, shoulders slumping. “Oh, what a mess!” In  his  office,  Keith  paced  rapidly,  trying  to figure  out  what  had  just  happened.  Glaring  out  at the profile of the city, he thought about his plans for tonight  and  tried  to  work  around  the  “issue”  he wasn’t  supposed  to  know  about.  He  had  to  manage things  so he was  in  a  position of  control  and  power. 

He’d planned  on  having  the  cell  phone  and  vibrator delivered  today  and  then  starting  things  out  that night. That wouldn’t work now, but what if he  gave her a small preview? 

His  whole  plan  depended  on  establishing  his control  over  her  as  soon  as  possible.  Seduce,  he 34 
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reminded  himself.  He  had  to  seduce  her.  He  would seduce his assistant, using every means, fair or foul, to  win  her  over  and  then….  He  closed  his  eyes briefly. 

Before he knew it, he was dialing one of the few people  he  could  trust.  The  man  who  had  recognized his innate need to sexually dominate. 

“Grant, it’s Keith. I need feedback on a personal matter.” 

“Okay,”  answered  the  deep  voice.  “Hold  on  a second.”  Grant’s  voice  was  redirected.  “Joyce,  hold all my calls please. Thank you.” There was a creak of leather. “What’s the problem, Keith?” 

“Not  necessarily  a  problem,”  Keith  told  him.  “I just want to bounce something off of you.” 

“Okay. Bounce.” 

“It  started  a  couple  days  ago  on  Serena’s birthday.” 

“Serena, as in, your assistant?” 

“How  the  hell  do  you  remember  the  name  of someone you’ve met once or twice?” Keith muttered. 

“Yes,  my  assistant.  She  told  me  some  things  about Charlotte and other women I’ve dated.” 

“Correction,”  Grant  interrupted.  “Women  you were seen in public with to keep up appearances.” 

“Can I finish here?” Keith scowled. 

“Fire away.” 

“Okay,”  Keith  nodded,  taking  a  deep  breath.  “I was doing my workout that night and all I could see was  Serena.  And  not  the  way  she  is  in  the  office,  if you get my meaning.” 

“Pretend I don’t.” 

Keith growled. 

“She was naked, spread-eagle on my bed, gagged and  blindfolded.  She  was  waiting  for  me  to  do whatever I wanted to her.” 

“And  this  was  the  first  time  you  saw  her  like this?” 
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“Yes!” Keith said reflexively. “Well, not entirely, but the first time I did something about it.” 

“Oh,  shit,”  Grant  whispered.  “Keith,  what  did you do?” 

“I  came  up  with  a  brilliant  plan  to  seduce  her. 

Only, she won’t know it’s me. I put a book of erotica on her desk the next day. She seemed to like it, so I put another book in her drawer today.” 

“In  her  drawer?  Shit,  Keith,  she  may  have figured out that you’re doing it and…” 

“No,  she’s  distracted  by  her  friends.  Anyway,  I typed notes telling her what to read, and how to tell me—the  dom—that  she  is  willing  to  go  further.” Keith  told  him  how  he  worked  things out  for  her  to tell him she agreed. “And she asked me to get her a chicken salad sandwich,” he gloated. “On the way to the  employees’  dining  room,  I  called  the  florist  and told them to deliver the rose. She loved it.” Grant  listened  without  interrupting.  Finished, Keith  waited  patiently  for  the  response.  Grant  was more experienced in Dom/Sub relationships. 

“Keith, be careful. You could hurt her more than you  can  even  begin  to  imagine.  If  anyone  even suspects  what  you’re  doing,  she  won’t  have  the protection  of  an  established  family  the  way  you  do. 

Serena  doesn’t  have  the  resources  you  do  to  deal with the gossip. She can’t be your assistant and she won’t be able to get a job anywhere else in New York City once word gets out. In other words, she will be destroyed.  I  doubt  she  has  any  idea  what  she’s getting into and you’re taking advantage of that.” 

“You’re  being  overdramatic.  I’ve  covered  every possible angle,” he  told  her, blithely overlooking the aspect of Serena trying to expand her social life. “I’ve got everything covered.” 

“Keith,  this  is  a  very  tricky  situation.  I’ll  say  it bluntly.  She’ll  see  things  differently.  At  work,  she’s at your beck and call. The relationship outside work 36 
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should  be  different.  If  you’re  not  very  careful,  both her heart and her career will be in jeopardy.” 

“It  sounds  like  you’re  more  worried  about  her than me.” 

“Shit, 

Keith, 

think 

about 

this. 

You’re 

manipulating  her.  Someone  needs  to  be  worried about her.” 

“Grant.”  He  was  exasperated  now.  This  wasn’t what he’d expected at all. He’d thought Grant would pat  him  on  the  back  and  say   well  done.  He’d  never expected  Grant to  take Serena’s  side! What the hell was  this?  “It’s  pretty  straightforward.  I’m  going  to seduce  the  socks  off  of  her  and  make  her  my submissive. Why are you being so pessimistic?” 

“Because  things  are  never  that  simple,  and  if you  don’t  see  that  you’re  an  arrogant,  egotistical idiot.  Serena  could  be  seriously  hurt  by  your  plan and you refuse to accept that.” 

“I  know  exactly  what  could  happen  and  I’m willing to do what is necessary to protect her. I know what I’m getting into.” 

“Do  you  really?”  Grant  pressed.  “If  the  two  of you have a public relationship, then what happens to her?  Does  she  keep  her  position  as  your  assistant? 

Do  you  really  think  that’s  possible?  What  if  anyone suspects the truth about your relationship? The rest of  the  world  doesn’t  understand  a  BDSM.  What  if Kevin  suspects  something  between  the  two  of  you and  tries  to pull the same  crap with  Serena  that he did  with  Francine?  How  far  will  you  go  to  protect her? Or are you just going to walk away and let her deal with it alone?” 

Keith considered his words. Grant had basically just described what had happened between him and Francine  just  a  few  months  ago.  A  luminous  supermodel,  Francine  had  become  the  target  of  a  jealous rival  who  had  seduced  Francine’s  fiancé—Keith’s older  brother  Kevin.  Delilah  and  Kevin  had  then 37 
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spread  vicious  lies  about  Francine.  Unfortunately, most  of  this  had  taken  place  while  Grant  was  on  a business  trip.  He’d  reacted  swiftly  and  decisively  to protect his woman. 

Eyes  on  the  Empire  State  Building,  Keith realized  he  hadn’t  thought  beyond  establishing  the relationship. Shit! What kind of dom did he think he was?  He  was   always  supposed  to  focus  on  the submissive and make sure she was taken care of. He had, but hadn’t gone beyond the physical. Reflecting on  Grant’s  words,  he  knew  his  friend  was  right. 

Serena couldn’t continue as his assistant if they had a  public  relationship  and,  if  the  nature  of  their  sex life came to light, she wouldn’t be able to get a job in the  city.  And  if  Kevin  found  out  the  nature  of  their relationship  and  used  it  against  her,  just  what  the hell  would  Keith do to protect Serena? 

“This  is  why  I  called  you,”  he  said  slowly. 

“Should I take this slower?” 

“I’m  not  sure  you  can.  It’s  already  public.  You sent  her  the  rose.  You  have  no  other  course  but  to see  this  through,”  Grant  said  quietly.  “Keith,  this isn’t  about  proving  you’re  a  man  to  your  father  by creating  your  own  company.  Twelve  years  ago,  it was  all  about  you.  Now  it’s  about  Serena—the woman  you  have  singled  out  as  your  submissive. 

Time to  man up and  face a few harsh realities.  You make  one  wrong  move  and  her  life  could  be destroyed. No  do-overs.” 

“Shit,  Grant,”  Keith  scowled.  His  mentor couldn’t  possibly  be  hinting  at  what  he  thought  he was. “I’m not going to do something—” 

“Keith,  pull  your  ego  out  of  the  equation.  Hell, pull  your  cock  out  of  it.  You’re  a  helluva businessman and a responsible Dom at the club, but I  swear  to  God,  your  cockiness  drives  me  insane sometimes,”  Grant  fumed.  “Think  about  Serena, dammit!  You  owe  it  to  her  to  have  thought 38 
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 everything  through. It sounds as if you made a good start  in  protecting  both  of  you.”  There  was  a  pause as he let his protégée absorb the compliment. “Now, answer  this  one  very  important  question.  Are  you willing to marry her to protect her?” 

“Marriage?” Keith whispered.  “Grant,  you know damn well I don’t want to get married. I can’t put a woman  through  what  my  father  did  to  my  mother! 

My  brothers  are  just  as  bad.  Kevin’s  on  his  third divorce,  and  Karl’s  on  his  second,  plus  there’s  four broken  engagements  between  the  two  of  them.”  He shook his head. “Men in my family don’t do marriage well. That’s why I like Dom/sub relationships.” 

“That’s  different.  You’ve  kept  all  those  at  the club. And they were started at the club with women who  understood  what  they’re  getting  into.  Serena doesn’t have a clue as to what you are.” There was a noise of frustration over  the  phone.  “Keith,  listen to me.  Really  listen  to  me.  You  are  no  more  like  your father than I am like mine. Something about Serena resonates  with  you,  otherwise  you  wouldn’t  be risking  everything  you’ve  spent  twelve  years building.  Do  you  really  think  your  father  would  do that? Hell, no!” 

Slowly,  Keith  nodded.  Okay,  this  was  why  he had  called  Grant.  Grant  was  more  a  brother  to him than Kevin or Karl had ever been. 

“I don’t want her hurt the way my mother was.” 

“You  just  answered  the  question,”  Grant approved in a satisfied tone. “You’ll do anything and everything  to  make  sure  Serena  is  safe,  protected, and yours.” 

Self-doubt wasn’t a familiar feeling for Keith. It made  him  feel  vulnerable  and  he  hated  that.  He trusted  Grant  though.  Grant  was  nearly  forty  and had  scoffed at  the  idea of  marrying.  Until Francine. 

If someone like Grant  could marry,  and be so damn content  and  obviously  sexually  satisfied  in  that 39 
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marriage, then maybe he could. 

“You  really  think  I  could  do  something  like marriage?” 

“Absolutely. Oh, one thing, though.” 

“Yeah?” 

“I want the first invite to the wedding.” 

“If it gets to that point, you got it,” Keith smiled. 

No  matter  what  Grant  said,  he  couldn’t  imagine proposing to a woman. Him? Married? The words in the same sentence  boggled  his  mind.  “You  can even be best man.” 

“I’ll  hold  you  to  that.  Just  make  sure  the  date isn’t in March. That’s Francine’s due date and she’ll be furious if she can’t be there.” 

“You  got  it,”  Keith  had  to  chuckle.  Who  would have thought that  the macho Grant Franklin would be so undone by his wife’s pregnancy? God help him if he ever got to that point! “Thanks, Grant.” 

“Anytime.” 
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Chapter Four 

A  last-minute  conference  call  came  up  and Serena quickly IM’d Claire and Debbie to delay their gathering.  Claire  responded  that  Debbie  had convinced  her  to  go  to  a  boxing  class  to  work  out some  aggression.  Relieved  on  one  level,  Serena pushed  down  the  desire  that  the  girls  would bail  so she would be available for the Dominant. 

As she and Keith gathered their things after the call,  Serena  wondered  how  a  man  she  hadn’t  met, and  whose  name  she  didn’t  even  know,  could influence  her  the  way  the  Dominant  was.  Had  she completely  lost  her  mind?  Was  she  that  desperate? 

Or  was  she  so  tired  of  the  status  quo  that  she  was willing  to  do  something  drastic?  She  also  realized she  was  thirty  and  needed  to  get  over  her infatuation  with  Keith.  She  needed  to  get  on  with her life. 

The  Dominant  intrigued  her,  made  her  wonder, and  it  had  been  a  very  long  time  since  she’d  been stirred like this in any way. 

“Ready?” Keith asked, locking his office door. 

“Yes,”  she  nodded,  closing  the  drawer  and cradling the vase. 

“I’ll  walk  you  to  your  car,”  he  offered  as  they went  out  to  the  hall  and  he  locked  the  hall  door  to the executive suite. 

“I  don’t  have  a  car,”  she  replied,  wondering  at the chivalrous offer. 

“What?”  he  frowned,  glancing  at  her  as  he turned  the  key.  “How  do  you  get  to  work  and  back home?” 
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“Subway, 

usually. 

Bus, 

sometimes,” 

she 

shrugged. “On really nice days, if we’re not too late, I walk.” 

Keith stared  at  her.  Why  the hell  had  he  never thought  about  something  so  basic?  The  subway? 

Bus? Walking! How far? Good lord, he didn’t have a clue  as  to  where  she  lived.  The  address  was  one thing, but…just how far away did she live? 

He glanced at his watch. If she did walk or was delayed, then the box wouldn’t get delivered into her hands.  And  that  was  crucial  to  his  plan.  He  had  to make contact and get her preoccupied with what else he might have planned for her. If he took her home, he  would  also  get  a  better  handle  on  that  aspect  of her life. 

“I’ll  take  you  home,”  he  said  brusquely,  taking her elbow and marching her down the hall. “How far away do you live?” 

Serena  had  to  practically  trot  to  keep  up  with him.  Who  was  this  man?  Her  boss  wasn’t Jekyll/Hyde,  but  she  didn’t  know  what  to  make  of these  random  acts  of  kindness.  He’d  never  been rude,  cruel,  or  impolite,  just  impersonal  and  totally focused  on  his  business.  She  understood  that.  She didn’t  understand  what  drove  him,  but  she  knew that  his  total  commitment  had  made  the  company what it was. She respected that. Since becoming his assistant, she’d seen firsthand the long hours he put in,  his  dedication  and  determination  to  be  the  best. 

He  worked  hard  and  demanded  the  same  from  his employees.  But  she’d  never  heard  of  him  giving someone a ride home. 

“Serena?”  he  asked,  pushing  the  button  to summon the elevator. “Where do you live?” 

“Oh,”  she  blinked,  pulled  out  of  her  reverie. 

“About  twenty  blocks.  Just  inside  Tribeca.  It’s  a converted  brownstone.  Actually,  three  that  were combined about ten years ago. I have one of the few 42 
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one-bedroom  apartments.  Claire  and  Debbie  are  a few doors down from me.” 

“That  will  make  tonight  convenient,”  he commented  as  the  doors  opened.  “Or  was  that cancelled because of our call to Tokyo?” 

“Just  delayed  slightly,”  she  shook  her  head. 

“Debbie dragged Claire to a boxing class in the hopes that  she  could  take  some  of  her  emotion  out  on  the bags.” 

Keith nodded. 

“I’ve  done  that  a  few  times  myself.  Particularly when  dealing  with  hot-tempered,  cousin-in-laws-to-be.” 

“Any  idea  of  what  to  say  to  Penny?”  she  asked, seizing on the change in conversation. 

“Say  to  her?”  he  frowned  as  they  reached  the basement.  He  headed  to  where  his  car  was  parked. 

He  heard  her  gasp  of  appreciation  at  the  Mercedes. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I thought you would say something to her about Mark,” she frowned. Had she misunderstood? “About his attitudes toward women.” 

“Penny is a grown woman,” he replied, pressing the key remote  to unlock and  disarm the alarm. He opened her door. “She can make her own decisions.” Serena slid in and sat in shock as he closed the door  and  walked  around.  Her  boss  was  back  in  a huge  way.  Impersonal  and  cold,  not  worried  about others. Keith got in and looked at her before starting the car. 

“I know you think I should say something to her, but  she  wouldn’t  listen  to  me.  We  went  over  that already.” He backed out and headed for the exit. “By not saying anything…” 

“You  let  her  walk  into  a  situation  where  she could be terribly hurt,” Serena said shortly. The urge to  tell  him  what  had  happened  welled  up  and  she squashed  it.  With  his  current  attitude,  she  wasn’t 43 
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sure  what  his  reaction  would  be.  That  didn’t  quell the need to push him to talk to Penny. “Keith, she’s barely  twenty-two  years  old  and  she  has  no  idea what  kind  of  man  Mark  really  is.  You  can’t  just stand  by  and  let  her  do  something  that  could  ruin her life!” 

“How do you know she doesn’t already know this side of Mark?” he asked. “She may have decided this is what she wants out of life.” Pausing at the exit, he glanced at her. “Which way?” 

She quickly gave him directions. 

“No,  I’ve  talked  to  her.  He’s  the  first  man  she has  ever  been  serious  about  and  she’s  in  love  with the  idea  of  being  in  love.”  Serena  shook  her  head, searching  for  the  words  to  convince  him.  “Mark won’t  care  if  he  hurts  her,  and  he  will  because  he doesn’t  love  her  the  way  she  needs  to  be  loved.  I doubt he knows how to love,” she muttered, glancing out  the  window,  then  at  him.  “I  don’t  understand how  you  can  say  nothing  and  stand  by  as  she  gets hurt. Is that how it works in your family?” She gave him  a  sad  look.  “I’m  guessing  it  is.  Sounds  like  a pretty lonely way to live.” 

“And  how  close  are  you  to  your  family?”  he retorted,  not  liking  how  close  her  barbs  hit  their target.  “I  don’t  remember  seeing  any  flowers  from them.” 

“I  went  home  a  couple  weeks  ago  and  my parents  had  a party  for  me  then,” she told him  in a quiet dignified way. 

“Your parents are still married to each other?” 

“Yes,” she nodded. 

“Still in love?” he pressed. 

She hesitated. 

“The  ‘in’  part  varies  from  time  to  time,”  she admitted.  “But  the  love  and  commitment  have always  been  there.  They  still  live  in  the  house  they bought  two  years  after  they  got  married  and  where 44 
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they  raised  five  children.  They’ve  had  arguments that  became  yelling  matches,  but  they  took  their differences and made them work for them.” 

“What differences?” 

“Mother’s  more  impulsive  and  reactive  than Father.  He  plans  everything  out  and  refuses  to change  his  mind  once  he’s  decided  on  something. 

Mother  is  more  willing  to  listen  and  change  her opinion  on  some  things.”  Serena  bit  her  bottom  lip. 

“Some  things  are  harder  to  talk  to  Mother  about than Father. Mother can be decidedly old-fashioned.” 

“About what?” 

“Roles for men and women, for one,” she sighed, letting  her  head  rest  on  the  leather.  “Women  can work,  she accepts  that, but she  doesn’t see it as  the best  way.  Mother  sees  marriage  and  family  as  the best  role  for  women.  It’s  difficult  for  her  to understand  that  I  am  not  there  yet  in  my  life.  My parents have a strict sense of right and wrong. If the line is crossed, you cannot reason through it. Father calls it an excuse of the weak.” 

“Sounds like hard people to live with.” 

“They  lived  a  hard  life.  It’s  only  been  the  past fifteen years or so that things have gotten easier for them  financially.  Not  that  they  see  it  that  way.  My paternal  grandfather  was  a  harsh,  hard  man because of the Depression, and I think it scarred my father to an extent.” 

“The grandfather that died?” 

She nodded. 

“He  had  only  three  sons  and  eleven  grandsons by  the  time  I  was  born.  He  called  me  his  special angel,”  she  smiled  softly.  “I  could  talk  him  into things that no one else could.” 

“Did your father resent that?” 

“Maybe,” she shrugged. “When Grandpa got sick three  years  ago,  I  talked  him  into  seeing  a  doctor when  he  came  to  visit  me.  He  never  left.  My  father 45 
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and his brothers came down to see him but couldn’t accept the diagnosis of dementia and then cancer. It was too hard to see their father ill and weak.” Keith  could  read  between  the  lines.  She’d  been on her own to deal with it. 

“And when he died?” 

“I  took  him  home  to  bury  him  next  to  my grandmother,” she said simply. 

But  Keith  had  a  feeling  it  wasn’t  that  simple. 

There  was  too  much  tension  in her  voice and in her face  when  he  glanced  at  her.  Taking  care  of  her grandfather  had  driven  a  wedge  between  her  and her family. 

“What do your parents think about you living in New York City?” 

The  pinched  expression  appeared  before  his poised assistant lifted her chin. 

“They worry about me in the big city, of course,” she  replied.  “I  think  all  parents  worry  about  their children regardless of their age.” 

“Some do.” 

“What about your parents?” she asked, trying to remember  if  she’d  interacted  with  the  senior MacLauren 

beyond 

a 

five-second 

phone 

conversation. She’d met Keith’s mother once, but no one  else  in  his  family  beyond  Penny.  “Are  you  close to either of them?” 

“My mother,” he said shortly. 

“Mm,”  she  murmured.  “From  what  I’ve  read, your father doesn’t strike me as the type who tucked you  in  with  a  bedtime  story  or  played  catch  with you.” 

Keith gave her droll look. 

“My  father  probably  thinks  Mother  Goose  is  a type  of  vodka  and  he  certainly  has  never  played catch  with  anyone.  Except  to  ‘catch’  a  bargain  of  a failing company.” He made a right turn. “Your father read you stories?” 
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“Yes,  he  did.  He  didn’t  go  for  fairy  tales  or Mother  Goose,”  she  smiled  at  the  idea.  “He  read  us nature stories or biographies or something like that.” 

“At least that’s something.” 

“Yes,” she nodded, voice quiet. “I’ve realized that however  much  I  might  wish  my  father  had  been more  demonstrative  growing  up,  he  did  what  he could.  I  have  never  doubted  that  he  loved  me.”  She paid  attention  to  where  they  were  going.  “It’s  the next block.” 

He pulled up and peered at the entrance. 

“How secure is it?” 

“You  have  to  have  a  key  or  be  buzzed  in,”  she told  him.  “The  super  has  an  apartment  near  the front  door.  I  have  to  remember  to  tell  him  we’re ordering pizza so he’ll let him in” 

“Cameras?” 

She glanced at him in surprise. 

“I… I’m not sure. I don’t think so. Maybe outside the doors, but not inside.” 

He  nodded,  keeping  his  expression  blank.  That security lapse would help him considerably when he went  to  her.  Claire  and  Debbie  being  down  the  hall would  also  make  him  more  cautious.  Running  into one of them would ruin his plans. 

“I’ll wait here until you’re inside,” he told her. 

Nodding,  and  thrown  off  balance  as  his personality  shifted  again,  she  put  her  hand  on  the latch. 

“Thank you for the ride,” she smiled. “It was my first ride in a Mercedes.” 

“You’re welcome,” he nodded. 

Ignoring  the  horn  of  the  car  behind  him,  he didn’t  budge  until  the  building’s  door  closed  behind her. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he smiled. The delivery  truck  was  coming  around  the  corner. 

Perfect.  Going  around  the  block,  he  headed  back downtown  and  in  minutes  was  parking  his  car  and 47 
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going into his private elevator next to the one he and Serena  had  used.  Punching  in  the  access  code,  he stepped in and stripped his gloves off as the car rose. 

Serena  hung  her  coat  up  and  glanced  at  the clock.  Thirty  minutes  until  Claire  and  Debbie  came over. Did she dare try to squeeze in a work-out? The day  had  been  a  rollercoaster  and  her  muscles  were practically  screaming  for  a  session  of  stretches  and poses to clear her mind. 

The  knock  on  her  door  startled  her.  Peering through the peephole, she saw the super. 

“Hi, Davey,” she smiled, opening the door. 

“Package  just  came  for  you,”  he  told  her, handing  her  the  box.  “No  return  address,  though. 

You want me to give it back?” 

Eyes on the label, Serena shook her head. 

“No, thanks, Davey,” she whispered. “Oh, Claire, Debbie, and I will be ordering pizzas tonight.” 

“I’ll  let  the  guy  in,” he nodded, appreciating  the heads-up. “Have a good night.” 

“You  too,”  she  replied,  totally  distracted  by whatever might be in the box. 

Closing  the  door  she  went  to  her  bedroom  and opened it. And stared. 

A cell phone, a vibrator, and what on earth were these clips for? She’d heard of such things and what they looked like, but she’d never actually seen them. 

Sitting  on  the  bed,  she  took  out  a  slender  box  and unwrapped  the  vibrator.  Rich  purple,  with  ridges along  the  sides,  it  was  nearly  as  long  as  her  hand from wrist  to  the  tip  of  her  middle  finger  and  twice as  thick  as  her  thumb.  About  four  inches  from  the tapered  end  was  a  protuberance.  From  one  of  the stories,  she  knew  that  was  meant  to  tease  her  clit while the rest was in her pussy. At the blunt end, a three  foot  cord  attached  to  a  remote.  Lightly bouncing  the  clips  on  a  chain  in  her  palm  she chewed  her  bottom  lip.  Was  she  ready  for  what  she 48 
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thought these were for? She felt her nipples pucker. 

Well, part of her was! She pulled out the small black cell phone. It seemed a rather basic device. It was a phone,  nothing  else.  Under  the  phone  had  been  a piece of paper. Taking it out, she saw a small bottle. 

A  sexual  lubricant.  Oh,  God,  she  stared,  mind spinning.  What  on  earth  was  she  doing?  Nipple clamps, a vibrator and… hands shaking, she opened the note. 

 Submissive, 

 This  phone  can  only  make  two  calls—to  9-1-1 

 and  to  a  phone  I  have.  Tonight  is  the  first  of  many lessons. Call me so we can begin. Hit ‘spd’ 1. 

 Your Dominant 

Serena  swallowed.  This  was  it.  She  had  to  call him  and,  despite  whatever  plans  he  might  have made, tell him she wasn’t available tonight. 

Taking  a  deep  breath,  but  not  wanting  to  delay the  situation,  she  quickly  hit  speed  dial.  She  heard two rings and then a gravelly voice. 

“Good evening, Serena.” 

“Good  evening,”  she  whispered.  Serena  realized he  was  using  a  device  so  she  would  recognize  his voice. “I don’t know what you had planned, but …” 

“What  is  it?”  he  prompted  when  she  fell  silent. 

“Serena, don’t be afraid of me. And don’t lie to me.” 

“A  friend  of  mine  is  going  through  a  horrible break-up  with  her  boyfriend,”  Serena  shivered  as she  remembered  what  Debbie had whispered  to  her over the phone. “He cheated on her.” 

“She’s sure of this?” 

“She caught him in bed with him.” 

“He was hiding his sexuality?” 

“Half of it,” she sighed, crossing  her  legs as  she sat  on  the  mattress.  “He’d  hoped  to  seduce  her  into being  part  of  a  threesome.  Claire’s  background  is more  conservative  than  mine  and  that’s  not something she can handle.” 
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“Meaning you wouldn’t be part of one with me?” Serena  nearly  dropped  the  phone.  That  had never  occurred  to her. There  had  been a  few  stories in both books about threesomes, but she hadn’t paid much attention to them. 

“Serena?” 

“I  don’t  think  I’d be  comfortable with  that,” she admitted. 

“Because  of  what  you  think  or  because  of society?” 

“Because  of  what  I  think,”  she  responded, realizing that society probably would not approve of this relationship. 

“I can respect that,” answered the voice. “So how does your friend’s dilemma interrupt tonight?” 

“Claire  and  Debbie  are  coming  over  for  a  chick-flick  marathon  in  about  thirty  minutes,”  Serena replied,  bracing  herself  for  his  anger.  “We  usually have  them  every  three  or  four  weeks  and…”  she sighed. “I’m sorry, but Claire really needs me.” 

“And I don’t?” 

She grimaced, but was relieved that there didn’t seem  to  be  any  rage  in  his  voice.  Just disappointment. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 

“Well, taking care of your friends is part of your charm.” 

There was a long silence. Serena held her breath and finally had to speak. 

“Are you angry?” 

“Not so much angry as disappointed.” He sighed. 

“I had quite a night planned.” 

She closed her eyes and whimpered slightly. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Perhaps now would be  a  good  time  to  set some ground rules,” he said slowly. 

“Such as?” 
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you  will  contact  me.  Obviously,  tonight  wasn’t something  you  could  expect.  I  heard  something  had happened  to  Claire.  Not  the  details,  of  course.  Men don’t usually  concern  themselves with the details of a relationship unless it’s their own.” 

“Wait  a  second,”  Serena  interrupted.  “You heard?  You  do  work  in  the  building  then?  Or  even the  company?  I  thought  so,  otherwise  you  wouldn’t have  been  able  to  put  the  books  on…”  Her  voice trailed  off.  The  second  book  had  been   inside  her locked  desk  drawer.  Maybe  five  people  knew  for certain where she kept her extra key. Maybe another five could make educated guesses. “How the hell did you  get  the  book   in  my  desk  drawer?  Who  are  you? 

What do you want from me?” 

“I’ll answer only the last question.” 

“No, I—” 

“Serena, I have very good reasons for not telling you  who  I  am.  I  realize  it’s  a  lot  to  ask,  but  I  need you to trust me.” 

“I  want  to,”  she  forced  the  words  out.  “But  I haven’t had much luck trusting men.” 

“Bad relationships?” 

“Yes.” 

There was a slight pause. 

“Personal or professional?” 

Serena  felt  her  jaw  drop.  Was  he  psychic?  Who was he? How on earth could he even guess that? She couldn’t  think  of  anything  at  work  that  would  even hint  of  an  issue  with  men.  None  that  had  become public knowledge, at least. 

“Serena?  From  your  silence,  I’m  going  to  guess that it was a bit of both.” 

“Why would you say that?” 

“Serena,  I  can  tell  you’re  dying  to  ask  me something. Ask it.” 

“Do I know you? Do I see you every day?” 

“Yes, you know me.” 
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Serena pulled her legs up and wrapped her free arm around them. This man was someone she knew. 

Someone  she  worked  with.  There  was  no  telling what he knew about her. Or, she realized, what she knew  about  him,  if  she  knew who he  was.  Shaking, she rested her head on her knees. 

“Are  you  involved  with  someone?  Are  you  in  a relation—” 

“No,”  he  answered  abruptly.  “I  owe  nothing  to any  woman.  Or  man,”  he  added,  considering  what she had said about Claire. “I understand your fears, Serena.  Let’s  go  through  a  few  basic  questions  so  I get a better idea of where things stand. I don’t want to  assume  something about  you  and  frighten you  or unintentionally  hurt  you.  I  need  to  know  just  what sexual experiences you’ve had. All right?” 

“Yes,” she whispered, feeling slightly reassured. 

“First question?” 

“Have  you  ever  been  blindfolded  or  bound during sex?” 

“No, nor spanked or—” 

“Let me ask the questions.” 

“Sorry,”  she  winced,  although  he  sounded  more amused than irritated. 

“But I’ll make a note of that,” he murmured. “So you’ve really only been involved in vanilla sex.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Mostly  you  on  the  bottom,  him  on  top.  Every now  and  then,  you  would  be  on  top.  That  about describe it?” 

“Except  for  me  being  on  top.  I’ve  only  had  sex with two men. Once in high school and neither of us knew what we were doing. And,” she exhaled noisily, 

“the  last  one  told  me  I  wasn’t  very  good  at  sex.  He said I didn’t  seem  to enjoy  it or know  what  to  do or anything.” 

“Did  he  know  he  was  practically  your  first lover?” 
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“Yes.” 

“In  other  words,  he  threw  away  an  opportunity to  be  your  teacher  and  set  the  bar  for  anyone  else,” he  observed.  “So,  if  you  have  no  objections,  I  will teach you.” 

“I’ve no objections,” she replied. “But I’ve no idea what I’m getting into.” 

“Have you read any of the second book?” 

“Just a few of the pages you marked.” 

“All  right,  then.  At  the  most  obvious  level,  a Dominant/submissive relationship is sexual with one person in complete charge while the other does what he or she is told. But there’s considerably more to it than  that.  Each  relationship  is  as  different  as  the people.  Within  a  relationship,  the  partners  decide what  will  and  will  not  happen.  I  will  not  humiliate you,  privately  or  publicly.  I  will  spank  you  as discipline,  not  as  punishment  or  to  hurt  you.  I  will test your control. I will push your sexual boundaries. 

I  want  you  to  tell  me  when  something  feels uncomfortable or painful.” 

“I will. And when it feels good.” 

“Serena, your pleasure is my priority.” His chuckle warmed her, and she felt a tug deep inside. She swallowed as she felt her lower abdomen curl  up.  Her  pussy  clenched.  It  was  the  same  way she’d  felt  as  she  read  the  stories.  No,  she  realized, when  she  read  how  a  dominant  took  control  of his/her submissive. It was the need that had stirred when she read how a submissive felt surrendering to the master. That was what she longed for. This man truly  wanted  to  teach  her  sexual  pleasure.  She considered his words. 

“Do you want anything beyond sex?” 

“I  would  certainly  like  to  explore  the  possibility of  a  relationship  beyond  sex.  That  relationship would  be  public,  so  I  want  to  see  how  things  go  at this level first.” 
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“Because  you  don’t want  to  tell  me who  you are yet.” 

“Precisely.”  Pause.  “Just  a  couple  more questions.  Have  you  ever  performed  oral  sex  on  a man? And did you like it?” 

“Yes,  and  I’m not  sure.  He  liked  it,  so I  guess  I did all right.” 

“Did he let you pull back or make you swallow?” Serena cringed as the harsh words rattled in her brain. 

“He was holding my head tightly and…” 

“Shit,” he swore. “Serena, he was a bully. A man doesn’t  have  the  right  to  force  a  woman  to  do anything. I will push you, but always remember that you make the final decision.” 

“I  don’t  understand,”  she  frowned.  “You’re  the one in charge so…” 

“As the submissive, you give me control, but you always retain the right to stop things when you can’t handle what we’re doing.” 

Serena tightened her grip on the phone. 

“What if I don’t say anything to stop you?” 

“My  responsibility  is  to  put  your  safety  first. 

Above  all  else,  I  cannot  lose  control  because  I  could risk hurting you.” 

For a  long  moment,  Serena was  quiet,  trying  to absorb everything. 

“I  don’t  think  anyone’s  ever  done  that,”  she whispered, having no idea how much emotion was in her  voice.  “I  don’t  think  anyone’s  ever  put  me  first like that. I…I’m not sure how to react.” 

“You don’t need to do anything. Just let me take care of you.” 

She brought the phone to where she could see it, then slowly put it back to her ear. Take care of her. 

How? For how long? 

“What do you want from me?” 

“For right now? I want to hear you orgasm from 54 
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the vibrator.” 

The low timbre of his voice drew her in. 

“What do you want me to do?” 

“Do you have the vibrator there?” 

“It’s  in  the  box.”  Her  eyes  went  to  the  purple dildo. “I’ve never used one.” 

“Mm,  I  like  the  idea  of  that,”  he  chuckled.  “Are you dressed?” 

“Yes,” she replied. “I just got home.” 

“Put  the  call  on  speaker,”  he  instructed.  “Press the lower right button.” 

“Got it,” she replied, pushing it. 

“Now,  take  your  clothes  off  and  get  comfortable on your bed.” 

“What?” she gasped. 

“Serena, do what you were told. I’ll respect your obligation  to  your  friend  tonight,  but  I  insist  on being  obeyed.  We  have  very  little  time  so  stop wasting it.” 

“All right,” she nodded, slipping off the bed. 

“Tell me the sizes as you remove your clothes.” Slowly, she told him as she removed each article of clothes. Climbing up on the bed, she plumped the pillows up behind her and settled down. 

“Um, I’m on the bed,” she told him. 

“Good girl,” he murmured approval. “Now, cover your breasts with your hands and squeeze them.” 

“I—” 

“Just  listen  to  my  voice  and  do  what  I  tell  you without questioning. Understand?” 

“Yes…” She frowned. “What do I call you?” 

“Master.” 

“Wait a second,” she shook her head. “Your note said you weren’t into the slave-master thing.” 

“A  dominant  is  still  called  ‘ master’.  Serena,  are you  going  to  obey  me  or  argue  with  me  about everything?” 

She  swallowed  at  the  hint  of  frustration  in  his 55 
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voice.  The  voice  disrupter  didn’t  hide  the  tinge  of irritation. 

“Sorry,”  she  whispered.  “This  is  new  to  me  and I’m going to have lots of questions.” 

“And  I’ll  answer  them,”  he  promised.  “But  not now.” 

“Yes…master,” she answered hesitantly. 

“Now,”  he  started  again.  “Lay  back  and  cover your breasts with your hands.” 

Serena  obeyed.  The  low,  rough  voice  instructed her and blindly she obeyed. Her fingers kneaded her breasts. Soft, firm breasts swelled in her hands. As if hypnotized,  she  tugged  on  her  nipples  until  they were hard nubs. She pinched them until she gasped at  the  brief  pain.  And  was  stunned  to  feel  her  hips tilt as her insides clenched. 

“How does your body feel?” he asked. 

“I…my  insides  tightened,”  she  whispered.  “Is that normal?” 

“Perfectly,”  he  assured  her.  “Now,  close  your eyes. Listen and do what I tell you. Just feel, Serena. 

Feel.” 

She  reached  for  a  clamp  and  put  it  on,  gasping at  the  pain.  Soothing  words  had  her  breathing through it and fastening the other. 

His  voice  deepened  as  he  told  her  to  find  her hard little nub. 

Her head lolled on the pillows as she teased her clit. He told her to rub herself and feel how wet she was  getting.  She  flicked  her  fingertips  over  her  clit several  times  before  rubbing  with  her  palm.  A  low sigh  escaped  her  lips.  Relaxing  slightly,  she  felt  the moisture. She slid two fingers into her pussy and the muscles clenched around them. Rolling onto her side to face the phone, she whimpered. 

“Master!” 

At his next words, she pried her eyes open.  Lube the vibrator, she told herself. Where the hell was the 56 
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lube  and…  there!  It  had  slipped  toward  the  foot  of the bed. She hurriedly put the drops on the vibrator. 

Picking  up  the  remote,  she  put  the  tip  just  outside the pussy. 

Sliding  it  in,  she  pushed  the  button  once  and moaned.  Her  thighs  fell  open  to  rest  against  the comforter. 

“Tell me how it feels.” 

“Like  it’s  vibrating  every  nerve  I  just  touched, but  it’s  more…everything.  Nerves  I  didn’t  know  I had,” she managed, trying to breath. “I…OH!” Her  upper  body  knifed  up  as  the  vibrations  hit her  clit.  With  a  moan,  she  fell  back  against  the pillows. 

“What?” 

“The little branch hit my…my…” 

“Your clit?” 

“Yes,” she gasped. 

“Say it. Tell me how you felt.” 

“It  hit  my  clit  and…and…it  was  like  electricity zapped  me,”  she  panted.  “Like  I  touched  a  live wire…” 

“Do it again,” came his order. 

“I can’t…can’t handle it.” 

“Put it back on that spot.” 

“I can’t!” 

“Do it.” 

Serena  moaned,  both  unable  to  resist  and  half-dreading  the  zap  she  knew  was  coming.  Taking  a deep breath, she turned the vibrator and whimpered as  the  soft  rubber  pressed  up  the  hood  and  teased her clit. 

“Master…” 

“Hold it there.” 

Serena  closed  her  eyes  and  tried  to  fight  the sensations  that  flooded  her  body.  Heat  built  up  in her  pussy  then  spread  throughout  her  body.  As  her muscles  trembled,  her  breathing  came  faster. 
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Perspiration dampened her skin. 

“Master,  please,”  she  whispered,  barely  able  to hear her own voice. “Let me take it out.” 

“Press  it  harder,”  he  replied.  “Tell  me  how  it makes you feel.” 

She moaned as her head rolled on the pillow. 

“Serena, obey me. Tell me what you’re feeling.” 

“The  pressure  inside  me,”  she  managed  to whisper. “It’s increasing.” 

“Where?” 

“Inside my belly.” 

“That’s not where it is. Is it your pussy? Is your pussy feeling it?” 

“Yes,” she gasped. 

“Say  it,  Serena.  Say  it  and  tell  me  what  you’re feeling.” 

“Like  a  fire  is  building  up  in…in  my…,”  she swallowed, shuddering.  “In my  pussy.  I  feel  like  my entire  body  is  burning  up  and  I  can’t  stand  it anymore.” 

“You  can,”  he  encouraged.  “Press  the  vibrator harder. What do you…” 

Obeying  him  before  he  had  finished,  she  cried out. 

“God, master! I can’t…” 

“Tug on the chain holding the clamps.” Blindly  her  hand  groped  for  the  thin  chain.  A finger hooked it and pulled. She gasped. 

“Master,  it’s  like  a…,”  her  poor  brain  struggled to work. “It hurts my nipples but my pussy tightened and… 

“Very good,” he murmured. “Take the clamps off as you push the vibrator hard against your clit.” She  struggled  to  take a  deep  breath  and  finally managed.  Relieved,  she  exhaled and  gasped as pain merged  with  pleasure.  Taking  a  quick  breath,  she pinched  her  fingers  around  the  first  clamp  handle. 

As  blood  rushed  into  the  nipple,  she  quickly  freed 58 
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the second. Fire surged through her body. 

“Ooooo!” 

She  arched  off  the  bed  then  curled  up.  Gasping for breath, she rolled to her side. She felt blindly for the remote and turned it off. 

“Serena?” 

“Oh, 

my 

God,” 

she 

panted. 

“That 

was…incredible. I’ve never had an orgasm so strong. 

Last night didn’t come close to this.” 

“Last night? You masturbated?” 

“If  you  can  call  it  that,”  she  smiled  against  the pillow. “I was reading the story you marked from the first book.” 

“It turned you on that much?” 

“Yes,” she said shyly. 

“How often do you masturbate?” 

“Would  you  believe  that’s  only  about  the  fourth time?” 

“When was the first time?” 

Serena took a deep breath and tried to speak in a normal voice. “In college, my roommates and I got a  bit  tipsy  one  night  before  graduation.  Shelly showed us what to do.” 

“What about the story turned you on?” 

“He  was  so  forceful  even  as  he  was  tender  with her.  I  got  the  feeling  they’d  been  having  marital problems  and  he  hoped  to  break  down  the  barriers they’d erected.” 

“Forceful  and  tender,”  came  the  mulling  tone. 

“I’ll remember that.” There was a pause as if he was gathering his thoughts. “I’m pleased with how things went  tonight,  although  you  have  earned  two punishments.” 

“What?”  she  blinked,  her  mind  still  recovering from the orgasm. “Why?” 

“Discipline is key to our relationship,” he said in an  edgy  voice.  “Primarily  spankings.  And  you  have earned two. Tell me what you did.” 59 
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“I  came  without  permission,”  she  replied, remembering  that  from  what  she  had  read.  “I  don’t know the second.” 

“Constantly  resisted  my  orders,”  he  reminded her. “You don’t tell me  no. Now, your friends will be over  in  about  ten  minutes.  I’ll  call  you  tomorrow morning at ten with the plans.” 

“Yes, master,” she whispered, dazed. 

“Good  night,”  he  said  softly,  amusement  in  his voice. 

At  the  silence,  she  reached  out  and  pushed  the red button to disconnect. 

What just happened? What did she just do? Did she,  a  girl  from  a  little  town  near  the  Canadian border  and  a  family  that  filled  four  pews  of  the church  they’d  attended  for  five  generations,  just masturbate with a vibrator while a sexual dominant instructed her? 

For  a  long  moment,  she  stared  at  the  vibrator. 

Letting  it  fall  to  the  comforter,  she  drew  her  knees up  and  hugged  herself.  It  was  the  strangest, weirdest,  most  thrilling  thing  she’d  ever  done. 

Closing her eyes, she reviewed what had happened. 

Punishment.  Her  eyes  flew  open  and  landed  on the  phone.  Whatever  they  were  going  to  do,  it seemed  as  if  he  intended  to  spank  her.  Twice.  Her pussy  clenched  at  the  thought  of  him  putting  her face  down  across  his  thighs  and  spanking  her.  Her face flushed. 

Serena  Marie,  you  are  turning  into  a  harlot, came  her  mother’s  voice.  I  did  not  raise  you  to behave this way! I raised you to be— 

“No!”  she  protested.  “I’m  a  grown  woman  and  I will decide what I do.” 

Pushing herself up, she hurried to get ready for the girls. 

Calling  for  pizza  from  the  restaurant  down  the block,  Serena  pulled  on  jeans  and  the  sweatshirt  a 60 
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brother  had  given  her  when  he’d  gone  to  Disney World.  Catching  a  glimpse  of  herself  in  the  mirror, she  had  to  appreciate  the  irony  of  the  character. 

Sleeping Beauty had always been her favorite. 

“And now I’m waking up,” she smiled. 

Hurrying  into  the  living  room,  she  put  the coasters  out  before  going  to  the  kitchen  and  pulled out  ingredients  for  a  salad.  There  was  a  knock  on her door just before it opened. 

“Yoo-hoo,” Debbie called out. 

“In the kitchen! I need someone to open the wine and get the plates.” 

Debbie  and  Claire  appeared  in  sweats  and oversized Ts. To Serena’s distress, Claire’s eyes still looked  slightly  frozen.  Their  hair  was  damp  as  if they’d taken showers after their workouts and come straight over. She wasn’t worried about their casual style.  She’d  have  washed  off  her  make-up  if  she’d had  the  time.  The  memory  of   why  she  hadn’t  had time made her flush. 

“You  haven’t  opened  it,  yet?  What  happened  to our always-ready hostess?” 

“Um,  a  phone  call,”  Serena  replied,  feeling  the heat in her cheeks. 

“A  phone…”  Debbie  paused,  her  hand  in  the drawer searching for the corkscrew. She turned and stared.  Across  the  narrow  galley  kitchen,  Claire paused in the midst of reaching for the plates. “From your parents?” 

“No,” Serena shook her head, busy chopping the carrots. 

Debbie leaned forward, eyes narrowed. 

“Oh.  My.  God,”  she  breathed,  straightening. 

“You had phone sex!” she screamed. 

Claire  almost  dropped  the  plates  and  Serena nearly  cut  her  fingertip  off.  Hands  shaking,  Claire put  the  plates  on  the  counter  and  stared  at  her roommate. 
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“Sheez,  Debbie,”  Serena  muttered,  bending  to pick  up  the  carrot  slice  that  had  rolled  off  the counter. She tossed it in the garbage can. “Why don’t you open  the door  and  yell  it  down  the  hall?  I  don’t think the Thompsons’ in 3-D heard you.” 

“Sorry,”  came  the  giggle.  “It’s  just  so  out  of character  for  you.  I  mean,  the  rose  this  afternoon and now this. I just can’t believe it.” 

“Out  of  character?  I  have  had  sex  before,  you know,” Serena said stiffly. 

“I  didn’t  mean  that,”  Debbie  frowned.  “It’s just…”  She  paused  and  shook  her  head.  “You  seem happy,  Serena.  If  this  guy  makes  you  happy,  then good for you. After Todd, you deserve happiness.” 

“Thank  you,”  replied  Serena  softly,  glancing over.  “It’s  still  a  bit  new.  And  I’ve  never  had,  um,” she grimaced, “um, phone sex.” 

“Well,  it  must  have  been  pretty  good,”  Debbie grinned.  “Because  you  look…”  she  frowned.  “What would you call it, Claire?” 

The other woman looked up from the silverware drawer. At the obvious pain in the younger woman’s eyes,  Serena  felt  a  brief  moment  of  guilt  at  her happiness. 

“She’s  satisfied,”  Claire  answered  with  a  soft smile. “Who is he, Serena?” 

Serena  hesitated.  She  wasn’t  even  going  to  get into that. 

“I’d  rather  not say.  Like  I  said,  it’s all still new and…”  She  looked  at  them.  “He  makes  me  feel things I’ve never felt before and I’m not sure how to deal with it.” 

“Be careful,” warned Claire. 

“He  isn’t  involved  with  anyone  else.  He…”  she smiled  slightly.  “He  wants  me  to  feel  good.  He  told me that my pleasure comes first for him. He said he would  do  everything  he  could  to  make  sure  I  was never hurt. No one’s ever said that to me.” 62 



Beck And Call 



“Wow,” Claire whispered. “Next time you talk to him, definitely ask if he has brothers or cousins you can hook us up with.” 

“Hmph!” Debbie snorted. She glanced at Serena and  winked  at  her.  “Just  because  I’m  happy  for Serena  doesn’t  mean  I’m  ready  to  settle  down  and make babies.” 

“Wait  a  second!”  Serena  gasped,  even  as  she understood that Debbie  wanted  to get Claire’s mind off her heartache. “Who said anything about settling down and making babies?” 

“Hey,  you  just  turned  thirty,  remember?”  came the tease as Debbie pulled a bottle of chardonnay out of  the  fridge.  “That  clock  is  ticking  louder.  Tick. 

Tock. Tick. Tock.” 

“Honestly!”  groaned  Serena,  scraping  all  the carrots  into  the  bowl  where  lettuce,  celery,  and scallions were waiting. “You’d think I had one foot in the grave!” 

“Claire,  where  did  she  put  her  cane?”  Debbie grinned as she worked the corkscrew. “She seems to have forgotten where it is.” 

“Forgotten it? Give me a cane and I’ll whack you with  it  you,  you  young  whippersnapper!”  Serena laughed, trying and failing horribly to sound like an old  woman.  All  three  women  giggled  hysterically. 

“Oh, Lord, and we haven’t had any wine yet. You are so slow, Deb!” 

“I’m working on it,” she laughed. 

“Maybe  I  should  help?”  Serena  offered.  “Even my poor, weak muscles should be able to move faster than…” 

Pop!  Debbie  grinned.  Chuckling,  Claire  got  the glasses. 

“Good  thing  I  stocked  up  on  aspirin,”  Serena sighed  as  Debbie  poured  the  wine.  And  filled  all three glasses to the brim. “I haven’t done this since I was about six,” she muttered, bending down to slurp 63 
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the wine so it wouldn’t spill when she picked it up. 

“And  what  happened  when  you  did?”  Claire asked, mimicking her action. 

“My mother swatted my rear,” she said dryly. 

“And what would she do if she knew about your phone sex?” Debbie asked archly. 

Serena  froze.  “She’d  do  a  lot  more  than  swat  at me,” she whispered. Her hands started shaking. “Oh, God…” 

“No,”  Debbie  shook  her  head.  “Don’t  even  think about it. I’m sorry I asked.” 

Sighing,  Serena  picked  up  the  tongs  and  mixed the salad. 

“No,  it’s  okay.  I  think  we  all  hear  our  mothers criticizing  our  actions  and  choices.  It’s  not  easy sometimes,  is  it?”  She  glanced  at  Claire,  who  shook her head. “So, we do what we have  to do  to live our own  lives.  We  order  pizza,  open  however  many bottles of wine we need to, and hold onto friends who understand us more than our own families.” 

“I’ll  drink  to  that,”  Claire  stated,  raising  her glass. 

They clinked their glasses and drank. 

There was a knock on the door. 

“Yes!  Pizza!”  Debbie  put  her  glass  down  and hurried to the door. “I’m starved.” Laughing,  the  other  two  picked  up  the  salad, forks and plates. Putting them on the leather trunk Serena  used  as  a  coffee  table,  they  listened  as Debbie  flirted  with  the  delivery  boy.  Retrieving  the wine  glasses,  Serena  grinned  as  Claire  was  pulled into the laughing conversation. 

They all needed this, she smiled, pulling another bottle  out  of  the  fridge.  Tucking  it  under  her  arm, she  caught  up the corkscrew with  her pinkie as she scooped up the glasses. This was the perfect night. 

By midnight, the perfect night had disintegrated into a wine-filled haze. 
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Within  minutes  of  starting  the  movie,  Claire was  crying  about  Paul’s  interest  in  a  threesome. 

After  blowing  her  nose  and  splashing  cold  water  on her face, she appropriated a bottle and proceeded to drink the contents. Exasperated with her roommate, Debbie  scarfed  down  two  slices  and  opened  another bottle.  Serena  tried  to  coax  them  into  making  their usual  sarcastic  or  witty  comments  about  the dialogue,  but  gave  up  after  thirty  minutes.  As  the romantic  comedy  droned  on,  she  pulled  into  herself and  went  over  the  phone  conversation  with  master. 

Debbie  made  a  few  incoherent  comments  about  the men  in  the  Programming  Department  that  pulled Serena  out  of  her  daze.  When  she  pressed  for  more information  though,  Debbie  refused  to  say  anything else.  Compared  to  their  previous  movie  marathons, the  night  was  a  bust.  Clearly,  when  all  three  were having ‘men’ problems, romantic movies were off the viewing list. 

The  next  morning,  Serena’s  alarm  clock  went off. 

“It’s  Saturday,  dammit,”  she  groaned  reaching over  to  shut  the  thing  off.  Her  gaze  fell  on  the  cell phone  she’d  left  on  the  nightstand.  “Master,”  she whispered. 

Heat  flooded  her  pussy.  He  would  be  calling  at ten.  Twenty  minutes.  She  sat  up  and  groaned. 

Taking a deep breath, she slowly put her feet on the ground. 

“Oooo, coffee,” she whimpered. 

Entering  the  kitchen  she  saw  the  four  empty bottles lined up on the counter and grimaced. 

“Coffee,”  she  muttered  and  was  exceedingly grateful she’d set  it up the night before.  Hitting the on  switch,  she  turned  the  radio  on.  The  music blasted  and  she  promptly  turned  it  off.  “Wrong answer,”  she  shook  her  head.  “Aspirin,”  she  said. 

“Now that’s the right answer.” 
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Heading into her bathroom, she found the bottle and  popped  two  in  her  mouth.  Drinking  a  glass  of water, she brushed her teeth and splashed water on her  face.  Feeling  more  human,  she  returned  to  the kitchen  to  find  the  coffee  nearly  ready.  She  was taking  her  second  sip  when  the  phone  in  the bedroom rang. He was early! 

“Master,”  she  gasped,  hurrying  to  find  the phone. It was on her nightstand. “Master?” 

“Expecting  someone  else?”  he  chuckled.  “How was last night?” 

“A bit somber,” she replied. “We kept a vineyard in  business.  I  don’t  remember  drinking  that  much, but we finished off four bottles.” 

“How are you feeling?” 

“I’ve  taken  aspirin  and  I  have  my  coffee,”  she sighed. “I’ll be okay in a little bit.” 

“Good,” he said decisively. “Get the vibrator and lube and snuggle back against the pillows.” Remembering how she had felt the night before, Serena scrambled to get the items. 

“Put  the  phone  on  speaker?”  she  asked, clambering back under the covers. 

“Yes,” he approved. “Good girl. Ready?” She hit the button. 

“Yes.” 

“Put lube on the vibrator and put it inside you.” She  raced  to  comply.  It  took a second to get  the vibrator inside her as her body resisted the intrusion even with the lube. 

“It’s harder than it was yesterday,” she told him. 

“I’m not as ready as I was.” 

“You  knew  I  was  going  to  call,”  he  replied sternly. “You should always be ready for me.” 

“I’m  sorry.  I  didn’t  know  you’d  want  me  to  do this,”  she  trembled.  “I  told  you  I’ve  only  been  with two  men.  Todd…”  she  stopped  and  tried  to  get control of herself. “Todd…” 
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“Shh,” he murmured. “Take a breath and tell me slowly. Why did you break up with him?” 

“It  was  a  lot  of  things,”  she  finally  said.  The vibrator still inside her, she rolled onto her side and curled  up.  “He  wanted  to  go  out  and  have  fun  and didn’t like me studying all the time.” 

“Studying?” 

“I’ve been working on my MBA at Columbia the past  four  years  and  finally  graduated  in  June.  My grandfather  was  diagnosed  with  dementia  three years ago and then with cancer. But he always knew who  I  was  when  I  visited  him  and  he  was  with  me when I graduated. He was so proud of me.” 

“What did your grandfather think of him?” 

“I was his only granddaughter,” she smiled. “He didn’t like any of the boys I dated in high school and definitely  didn’t  like  Todd.  He  said  Todd  only  cared about  the  outside  of  a  person  and  that  if  I  stayed with him he would suck the life out of me.” 

“What do you think of him?” 

“Grandpa  was  right.  I  didn’t  know  how  right until Todd got angry when I wouldn’t use a bonus to take him on a trip and—” 

“What  about  him  taking  you  on  a  trip?”  When she  didn’t  answer,  he  pushed.  “Serena,  answer  me. 

Why  didn’t  Todd  ever  take  you  on  a  trip?”  Still silence. “What did Todd do for a living?” 

“He… was a club and restaurant critic. I mean, I know he had to go out as part of his job, but…,” she sighed. “I’ve never been big on the whole club scene. 

I like an occasional outing or party, but not non-stop nearly  every  night  of  the  week  as  well  as  through the weekend.” 

“Sounds  like  you  were  two  very  different personalities,”  he  commented.  “How  did  you  get together in the first place?” 

“My  former  supervisor  introduced  us.”  She giggled nervously. “I guess that should have told me 67 
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something.” 

“Is there a problem with your former supervisor introducing you to someone?” 

She froze. 
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Chapter Five 

“Oh, God,” she breathed. “Who are you? Are you Mark?  No!”  she  whispered.  Her  voice  quivered  in terror at the idea.  “I don’t  care what Keith says. I’ll tell  Penny.”  Her  voice  rose  with  each  word.  “I’ll  tell her what happened and—” 

“Calm  down!”  he  snapped.  “I’m  not  Mark.”  She was nearly hysterical. “Serena!” She  gasped  and  struggled  to  control  her breathing. 

“I’m  sorry,”  she  panted.  She  heaved  in  three deep  breaths  and  held  herself  still.  “I’m  sorry.  It’s just…Mark  was  my  supervisor  and  he’s  engaged  to Keith’s cousin. Penny is sweet and caring and naïve and she has no clue what Mark is really like.” 

“Then tell your boss.” 

“I  have.  But  he’s  preoccupied  with  something. 

He…”  she  took  a  deep  breath.  “I’m  not  going  to discuss  my  boss.  He  is  off-limits  as  a  subject  of conversation.” 

“Do you hate your boss as well?” 

“Of course not!” she protested. “But I don’t know who you are, and it just wouldn’t be right discussing my boss with you. He trusts me with a lot and…” she shook her head. “It just wouldn’t be right.” 

“I  see  your  point,”  he  answered.  “And  I  hope  I can  earn  the  same  respect,  trust,  and  discretion  in our relationship.” 

“From  what  I  read  in  the second  book  you  gave me,  all  those  things  need  to  go  both  ways,”  Serena replied.  “But I was  only able  to read a  couple  pages before I had to get things ready for the girls.” 69 
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“What did you read?” 

Serena  squirmed  on  the  bed,  feeling  the  heat rise in her cheeks. 

“Serena?” 

“Um,  well,”  she  started,  voice  barely  audible.  “I focused on the pages you’d marked about, um, how a submissive behaves with their master.” 

“I  like  that,”  came  his  reply,  warm  with approval.  “It  shows  you  are  taking  this  seriously. 

That you want please me.” 

“I do,” she said eagerly. “I… I just hadn’t gotten to the part about being ready for sex. I’ve never been very good at it. And I’ve never really enjoyed it.” 

“What? Sex?” 

“Yes,” she sighed miserably. 

“Serena,  it  sounds  like  the  bulk  of  your experience has come at the hands of selfish assholes with  no  clue  as  to  how  to  take  care  of  a  woman.” Absolute  certainty  rang  in  his  words  and  warmed Serena’s  heart.  “Now,”  his  voice  dropped  an  octave, 

“in the hands of a man who takes pride in giving his woman  pleasure,  I  am  quite  sure  you  will  feel differently about sex.” 

“Really?” There was hope in her voice. “Reading the first book  made  me realize there might be  more to sex. And the second…” 

“What about the second?” 

“To be honest, I really wasn’t sure I’d keep it or do  anything  with  you.  I’ve  always  been  told  that people  who  like  this  stuff  were  perverts  and mentally unstable, among other things.” 

“Do you still feel that way?” 

“I’m  not  sure  what  to  think.  The  page  you marked  about  the  type  of  relationship  you  wanted fits  my  own  needs,”  she  said,  choosing  her  words carefully.  “People  who  take  care  of  each  other;  they talk  and  find  out  what  the  other  wants  out  of  life, what they want to do. Do you really want that?” 70 
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She  heard  the  wistfulness  in  her  voice  and winced.  Could  she  sound  any  more  needy?  More desperate? 

“Yes,  Serena,”  he  replied.  “My  parents  divorced when  I  was  a  child.  My  father  has  since  married several times.” His voice was measured and, despite the  voice  changer  he  was  obviously  using,  Serena thought  he  was  sincere.  “None  of  his  relationships were  happy.  I  wanted  more.  When  I  was  in  college, some  friends  and  I  discovered  domination  and submission.  It  felt  like  I’d  come  home.  There  was  a rightness to it.” 

“In  dominating  a  woman?”  she  frowned,  trying to understand. 

“How  did  you  feel  when  I  dominated  you  last night?”  he  countered.  “When  I  talked  you  through fucking  yourself  with  the  vibrator  and  you  had  an orgasm?” 

Serena squirmed on the bed. 

“Good  point,”  she  managed,  her  voice  sounding strangled. 

“Now, turn your vibrator on level two.” 

“Yes, master,” she whispered. 

“Put your hand on the vibrator and start moving it a little in and out of your pussy.” Serena  moaned as  the  vibrations  hit  the  nerves she’d discovered the night before. 

“Master!” 

“Stop,” he ordered. “Turn it off right now.” 

“But I’m nearly…” 

“Serena,  do  what  I  said  right  now,”  he  said sharply. 

Whimpering, she hit the button. 

“It’s off,” she moaned. “Please, master.” 

“No,” he denied her. “The driver will be there at eleven. You’ll  get a  copy of  your key made and  then he’ll bring you to me.” 

“A  copy  of  my  key?”  Serena  wasn’t  sure  she’d 71 
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heard correctly. 

“Yes,  a  copy.”  He  paused.  “Serena,  your  safety and care is my responsibility. I can’t tell you to wait for me naked, blindfolded, gagged, and cuffed to your bed  only  to  have  the  door  unlocked.  Anyone  could come in.” 

Serena  inhaled  swiftly  as  the  image  of  her  like he’d  described  appeared  in  her  mind.  And  a  tall, broad-shouldered  figure  appeared  in  her  doorway. 

Who?  Master?  Keith?  More  aware  of  her  body  than ever,  she  felt  her  pussy  clench.  Without  even thinking,  she  reached  for  the  vibrator  and  hit  the switch. 

“Serena!” 

“Please,” she begged. 

“You  just  earned  more  spankings  when  you come to me.” His voice was hard. “Now, separate the cord from the vibrator and go wash it. Regular soap will  work.  Take  a  shower.  Do  not  put  on  any perfume  or  make-up.  I  want  your  hair  loose  and down.  Put  on  your  highest  heels  and  your  trench coat.  The  driver  will  be  outside  your  building  at eleven.  Get  in  the car  and  give  the  driver  your  key. 

When  the  car  stops,  you’ll  get  out  and  get  in  the waiting elevator.” 

“Master, I have an extra key.” 

“Excellent. Bring it.” 

Absorbing  the  series  of  directions,  she  noticed something. 

“Master? What clothes do you want me to wear?” 

“Your heels and trench coat.” 

She sat up, sure she’d heard wrong. 

“What about underneath?” 

“Nothing.  Do  not  question  me  again,  Serena.  I would  prefer  to  do  more  than  punish  you  our  first time together.” 

“Punish? I don’t understand.” 

“Do  what  you’re  told  and  I  will  explain  in 72 
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person.” 

There  was  a  finality  to  the  words.  A   question-me-again-and-this-relationship-is-over-before-it’s-started tone. 

Serena said the only thing she could think of. 

“Yes, master.” 

“I’ll be waiting for you.” 

Serena  held  the  phone.  She  had  to  decide.  Did she stay in her safe little life, daydreaming that one day  Keith  would  suddenly  fall  passionately  in  love with her? Or did she take a chance with a man who promised  to  take  care  of  her needs?  Closing  the  cell phone,  she  drew  in  several  ragged  breaths.  Master had been able to guide her to incredible orgasms just over  the  phone.  Regardless  of  how  this  turned  out, did  she  want  to  miss  out  on  what  he  could  do  in person? 

 Hell, no! One minute she was still, the next she was scrambling off  the bed  to follow his orders.  She had thirty-five minutes. 

In  thirty  minutes,  she  was  leaving  her apartment and praying she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew. Standing at the window next to the main entrance,  she  waited.  One  minute  early,  a  black Lexus  pulled  up.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  she  went outside and got in the car. As the car moved forward, the  locks  clicked.  As  a  well  of  panic  rushed  up  her throat, Serena looked toward the driver. There was a dark glass barrier. 

Fastening her seatbelt, she leaned back. Closing her  eyes,  she  prayed  she  wasn’t  making  the  worst mistake of her life. 

Fifteen  minutes  later,  the  car  dipped  as  it entered a basement garage. The car stopped and the locks clicked. Swallowing down the fear, she opened the  door.  In  the  shadows  before  her,  she  saw  the elevator  doors  sliding  open.  Shutting  the  car  door behind her, she walked slowly to the elevator. 
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Serena  paused  outside  the  doors,  hesitant. 

Almost  immediately,  she  was  grabbed  from  behind. 

A  hand  covered  her  mouth  as  she  was  wrestled inside  and  pressed  against  the  wall.  She  felt  the vibration  of  the  doors  closing  and  the  car  began  to rise. 

A low husky voice rasped in her ear. 

“I don’t know whether to turn you over my knee for being so naïve or to fuck you right now.” A  sob  of  relief  left  her  lips  as  she  sagged  in  his arms. 

“Master,” she whispered. 

His  hard  body  pinned  her  as  a  blindfold  was secured.  Soft  cuffs  were  snapped  shut  on  her wrists then linked together behind her. As her helplessness became increasingly obvious, she felt her pussy flood and clench. She was spun around and now, her back to the wall, she felt his hands on the belt of her coat. 

“Did  you  follow  my  directions?”  he  wondered  as he slipped the button free. 

“Yes, master,” she answered. 

The  edges  of  the  trench  coat  were  pulled  apart. 

She heard his sharp inhale as her body was exposed. 

He  moved  so  fast  she  gasped.  One  arm  wrapped around her waist and lifted her away from the wall. 

His  other  hand  went  between  her  thighs.  As  two fingers stabbed into her pussy, his mouth closed on a breast and sucked hard. 

“Oh!” she cried out. 

Hungrily, he feasted on  her nipples. His fingers thrust in and out while  the heel of his  palm  ground against her clit. Her head  fell back as her body  was held  firmly  against  his.  Serena  wanted  desperately to  thread  her  fingers  through  his  hair  and  hold  his head  to  her  breast.  With  her  hands  locked  behind her,  though,  all  she  could  do  was  receive  his attention. 
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seeking more. 

“Master,” she breathed. “Please, Master.” He raised his head. 

“What do you want?” 

“I want to come. Please….” 

“No,”  he  told  her,  setting  her  feet  on  the  floor. 

“You  don’t  come  unless  I  give  you  permission.”  His hands  were  at  her  waist,  holding  her  against  the wall.  “Your  body  is  now  mine,  Serena.  Completely.” He  stepped  closer  so  their  bodies  brushed—chest  to chest,  thigh  to  thigh.  “When  I  call,  you  will  do exactly  what  I  tell  you.  If  I  summon  you,  you  will come  to  me.”  His  hands  smoothed  over  her  hair.  “I will  reward  you  when  you  obey  me  and  discipline you when you don’t.” 

“Master,  I’m  still  learning  what  to  do,”  she protested. 

The elevator jolted to a halt. 

“Serena,  do  not  argue with me  or  question  me.” His  breath  was  warm  against  her  cheek.  “I’m starting  to  think  you’re  looking  forward  to  being punished.” 

“No,” she shook her head. 

He  ignored  that  and  caught  her  elbow.  She stumbled  slightly  as  they  left  the  elevator.  They paused  and  she  heard  a  lock  click.  She  was  guided forward and then brought to a halt. 

Trembling,  she  stood  still  as  she  heard  him move  around,  locking  the  door  and  walking  around her.  He  paused  behind  her  and  unhooked  the  cuffs. 

She  felt  his  hands  on  her  shoulders  a  heartbeat before her coat was pulled off in a swift yank. As her flesh  felt  the  chill,  he  moved  away  briefly  before returning to rehook her cuffs. 

He  pulled  her  back  against  him  and  his  hands covered  her  breasts.  Roughly,  his  fingers  kneaded her  softness  and  plucked  at  her  nipples.  Serena moaned and turned her head on his shoulder. 
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“You  like  it  a  little  rough,”  he  murmured.  “You want  someone  to  take  control  of  you.  You  need someone  to  give  you  pleasure.”  He  pinched  her nipples  until  she  gasped.  “And  maybe  a  touch  of pain.”  One  hand  covered  her  pussy  and  a  finger dipped  inside.  He  chuckled.  “Oh,  yes,  sweetheart. 

You are so ready for me.” 

“Please,” she murmured. “Master, please.” 

“Mmm,  not  so  fast,  sweetheart.”  His  hands caught  her  elbows.  “Your  punishment  must  come before further pleasure.” 

He  marched  her  before  him  down  a  long hallway.  When  they  paused,  she  heard  the  faint clicks as a code was entered. The door lock slid aside and  she  was  guided  into  the  room.  The  door  closed behind  them.  Hands  roamed  her  body  as  he  circled to her front. 

“Why am I going to discipline you?” 

“I…I  didn’t  ask  permission  to  come  yesterday,” she whispered. 

“And?” 

“I  keep  arguing  and  asking  questions,”  she sighed. “I’m sorry, Master. I don’t—” 

“And  you  can’t  keep  quiet  when  I  tell  you something,” came the dry rasp. 

“Yes, Master,” she winced. 

“And?” 

She  frowned,  trying  to  think,  but  shook  her head. 

“What else?” 

He backed her up to the wall. 

“You  didn’t  ask  for  any  safety  precautions,”  he growled. “Not one, Serena. No one knows where you are  or  to  raise  an  alarm  if  you’re  not  back  by  a certain time.” He ground the hard length of his cock against  her  stomach.  “I  could  keep  you  here  as  my sex  slave  and  no  one  would  know.  It’s  a  very tempting idea.” 
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She  gasped  as  his  mouth  came  down  over  hers. 

His  tongue  thrust  into  her  mouth  and  ravaged  her. 

His  large,  hard  body  seemed  to  surround  her. 

Experienced hands and  talented  fingers  moved over her  lithe  frame,  moving  her  closer  to  a  fever  pitch. 

Her  brain  screamed  to  fight,  but  her  body  couldn’t respond.  It  was  as  if  she  was  under  an  erotic  spell and  all  she  could  do  was…surrender.  Behind  the blindfold, she closed her eyes. 

Suddenly, he pulled back and jerked her to walk beside him. Abruptly he stopped, turning her toward him.  Stunned,  she  tilted  her  head  as  if  she  could search  his  eyes  to  determine  his  intent.  And wondered  at  her  own  lack  of  protest.  What  was happening  to  her?  She  was  a  strong,  independent woman.  Why  had  she  kept  the  first  book,  and especially  the  second?  Why  hadn’t  she  contacted security  at  work?  Or  checked  with  the  super  of  her apartment  building  to  see  who  had  delivered  the phone and vibrator? Why had she gotten in the car? 

Why? Why? Why? 

Because  this  man  had  sent  her  something  that had aroused a part of her she had been certain didn’t work  like  it  did  in  other  women.  Todd  had  done  a number on her confidence with his scathing criticism of her sexual performance, and she had been certain no  man  would  see  her  as  anything  but  a  sweet, super-efficient  woman.  This  man’s  words  and actions, as well as his ability to get her to obey him, took her to new sexual territory. 

With a groan she dropped her chin to her chest. 

“I was reckless,” she whispered. “I wanted more of  how  you  made  me  feel  last  night.  I  wanted  it  so much  I  didn’t  think  about  anything  else.  I  know  I should  have  done  things  differently  to  protect myself.  I trusted  you. Maybe I  shouldn’t have, but I did. If you want to keep me here, I still trust you to take care of me. I trust you not to kill me or hurt me 77 
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permanently.” 

Calmly, she waited for his response. 
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Chapter Six 

Keith  stared  at  her.  This  was  unexpected.  She was  offering  herself  to  him  completely.  Trusting when  she  should  be  fighting  with  everything  she had. Instead, she stood meekly in front of him. 

Oh,  God,  the  thought  of  keeping  her  entirely  to himself.  To  hide  her  away.  To  protect  her  from  the rest  of  the  world.  Erotic  images  flooded  his  mind. 

Serena—bound and waiting here—waiting for him to return  and  take  her.  Serena—meeting  him  at  the door as instructed. Serena—on her knees as she took his  cock  in  her  mouth.  Serena—his,  to  do  what  he wanted. 

Serena  was  his.  She  was  giving  herself completely  to  him.  Those  images  were  his  to  make real. 

Gently,  almost  afraid  to  touch  her,  he  framed her  face  with  his  hands.  He  could  just  imagine  the rest  of  his  life.  And  immediately  realized  a  number of  problems.  He  would  want  to  go  out  with  her.  He would want to show her off in the latest fashions. He wanted  to  see  what  gems  looked  best  on  her.  He would  want  to  make  sure  every  man  knew  what  a prize he had. 

“You  offer  me  an  incredible  gift,”  he  said  softly. 

“And I can’t tell you how very tempting it is to keep you here.” The pad of his thumb brushed down over her  bottom  lip.  “Keep  you  all  to  myself,”  he whispered  in  her  ear.  “Keep  you  at  the  height  of pleasure all day until your body couldn’t handle any more. When I had to  leave,  I  would  gag  and  tie you to  my  bed,  perhaps  with  a  toy  inside  you.  And  yes, 79 
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we  would  fuck  like  animals  until  we  couldn’t  think straight.”  A  shiver  swept  through  her  and  he  saw that  her  lips  were  parted  slightly  and  her  nipples were  hard  pebbles.  He  kissed  her  lightly  on  the forehead  and  then  caught  her  lower  lip  with  his teeth.  Her  soft  whimper  had  him  fighting  back  the instinct  to  take  her  where  they  were.  Unable  to resist, he put a hand at her pussy and felt the moist heat  of  her.  He  put  a  finger  inside  her  and  stroked until  she  moaned.  “But  if  I  cut  you  away  from  the rest  of  the  world,  that  would  slowly  kill  you  on  the inside. I want the whole Serena, not an empty shell, which is what you would become if I kept you locked up.” He nibbled on her ear. She melted against him, her  body  dependent  on  his  to  stay  upright. 

“However,” an edge came into his voice. “You did not know that. You didn’t think about safety or anything else,” he muttered. “You simply came. Trusting me is good, but your recklessness must stop.” 

“I’m  not  usually  like  this,”  she  whispered. 

“Honest. I just…” 

She fell silent. 

“Just what?” 

“I felt like I was in a rut in my life and … and I figured since you’d said I knew you that…” 

“That  you  could  automatically  come  when  I beckoned  you?  Do  you  know  all  the  men  you  work with  so  well?”  Keith  saw  the  flinch  and  frowned. 

“Serena?” 

“No,”  she  whispered.  “I’m  sorry.  My  instincts have been wrong before and I…” she sighed. 

“Serena, all I can do is keep my promise to take care of you,” his lips brushed her ear. “To make sure you  have  pleasure  and  know  that  when  you  put yourself  into  my  hands  you’ll  have  everything  you need.  Needs  you’re  not  even  aware  of.  Those  needs must  be  taken  care  of.  My  responsibility,  my privilege,  if  you  give  it  to  me,  is  to  make  sure  all 80 
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those  needs  are  satisfied.  That  responsibility includes  your  discipline.  There  are  rules,  but,”  his hands  moved  over  her  body  to  gently  squeeze  her ass.  “I  don’t  think  you’ll  have  too  much  problem following them. Except for one.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Asking  questions  when  you’re  supposed  to  be quiet.” 

“I’m sorry. I thought we were just talking.” She heard him sigh. 

“Serena, we are, but you do have a feisty streak in  you.”  He  chuckled.  “But  that’s  alright.  I  think you’ll  like  receiving  the  spanking  as  much  as  I  will like giving it. But,” his voice dropped an octave, “you put  yourself  in  a  very  dangerous  situation.  Unless you  know  all  the  men  you  work  with  so  well  you would have no fear to go meet with one of them.” Trembling,  Serena  listened,  wondering  at  the world  she  had  fallen  into.  With  each  word,  she  felt her  body  heat  up,  wanting  everything  his  words promised.  And  she  knew  her  instincts  had  been right.  This  was  what  she  needed.  He  was  what  she needed. 

“I  understand,”  she  whispered.  “I  am  sorry, Master.  Please,  after  you  are  done  with  my punishment,  help  me  understand  how  to  protect  us both.” 

“I  will,  my  sweet,”  he  murmured.  “I  will  be careful not  to harm  you.”  He  drew her  close to him. 

“But  I  think  you  will  find  this  as  arousing  as  I  do,” he breathed in her ear.  “Forgive me now  if I  cannot control  myself  sufficiently  and  fuck  you  when  I finish. I have control, but it is a miracle I didn’t take you against the wall of the elevator or the floor of the hall.  I’ve  been  hard  and  aching  for  you  since  you came last night.” 

“Master,”  she  whispered,  moving  to  brush  her lips  against  his  throat.  “I  am  yours.  Please  forgive 81 
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me.  I  was  reckless  and  foolish.”  Her  lips  pursed against his skin in a kiss. “This will remind me that only with you can I be sure of my safety.” 

“That is true for both of us.” 

Serena felt her body maneuvered to sit down. It seemed  similar  to  a  weight  bench,  except  her  body tilted forward on a too-short bench. A bench that left her  rear  end  completely  exposed.  Her  ankles  were secured  and  her  wrists,  after  being  released  from each  other,  were  attached  to  something  below  the padded  support  for  her  upper  body.  Her  abdomen was  fully  supported  before  the  forward  part  of  the bench narrowed between her breasts and then… 

“I thought you might like these.” His fingers plucked her nipples and pinched one. 

She  felt  something  pinch  around  them  as  the warmth  of  his  fingers  left.  Before  she  understood what  was  happening,  he  placed  a  second  clamp  on her left breast. 

“Breathe  through  it,”  he  told  her.  “Release  your mind and just feel.” 

She  nodded  and  took  several  deep  breaths.  It was  hard  to   release  her  mind  as  he  moved  around. 

What  was  he  getting?  A  paddle?  A  cane?  A  whip? 

She had no idea what else he might use on her. They hadn’t discussed this. Something he’d said the night before  came  to  mind.  Something  that  might  show him that she did take her safety seriously. 

“Master?” 

“Yes?” 

“What is my safe word?” 

Keith  turned  from  the  chest,  the  paddle  in  his hand.  So,  he  mused,  she’d  been  reading  a  bit  more than  she’d  let  on.  Excellent.  He  hated  dealing  with ignorant people. And he was prepared. 

“If you’re feeling all right, say  file. If you need to take a break, say  recycle. If you are suddenly feeling very  submissive,”  he  whispered  in  her  ear,  “and 82 
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desperate  to  be  taken,  say   in-box.”  His  mouth brushed  over  hers.  “And  if  you  cannot  deal  with what is happening say  Sherlock.” 

“Yes, Master.” 

“Say it back to me.” 

“File  is  all  right.  Break  is   recycle.  Submissive and  desperate  to  be  taken  is   in-box.”  And  how  fast would  he  let  her  say  that?  She  took  a  deep  breath. 

“And cannot deal is  Sherlock.” 

“Very good.” 

He would not hurt her, she reminded herself. It might  sting.  There  might be  pain.  He  would hit  her with  whatever  he  chose,  but  he  would  not  cause harm. If only, a cynical part of her brain chimed in, because  he  wanted  to  fuck  her.  And  he  didn’t  seem the type to fuck a woman who was cringing in pain. 

All  those  mental  reassurances  did  not  prepare her  for  the  first  smack  on  her  right  ass  cheek.  She gasped,  but  before  she  could  gather  her  thoughts  a smack landed on the left. 

“OH!” 

“Are you all right?” 

She  panted  for  breath  and  nodded.  It  seemed that wasn’t good enough. 

“Serena? What is your word?” 

Word? Serena’s brain wouldn’t work. Crap! He’d just told her. Calling on her work-efficient brain she ran through the words. She was all right… 

“File!” she gasped. “File,” she sighed. 

Her reward was another smack, followed quickly by another. 

“Breath  through  it,”  he  told  her.  “Behind  the pain comes pleasure.” 

“Have you ever done this?” she wondered. 

“That is not my role. My role...” Another smack. 

“...is  to  dominate  and  accept  responsibility  for  the care,  well-being,  and  protection  of  my  submissive.” Another  smack.  “Along  with  giving  you  the  most 83 
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exquisite pleasure possible.” 

“Yes,”  she  whispered  as  another  smack  came down. 

She  took  a  deep  breath  and  exhaled.  And  felt calm spread with the heat. She felt the arousal that had been simmering flare to life, and moaned. 

The  next  smack  was  farther  down  her  ass,  just above her anus. Her entire body trembled and when the  next  one  came  down  in  the  same  place,  she breathed  through  it.  And  to her  shock, felt  the heat gather in her pussy. 

“Master,” she breathed. 

Something thumped on the floor and she felt his body heat near her head. 

“Open your mouth,” he growled, fingers combing through  her  hair.  Gently  but  firmly,  he  tilted  her head up. “And take my cock.” 

Like  a  baby  bird  needing  sustenance,  Serena opened  her  mouth  and  whimpered  as  he  filled  her, stretching  her  lips.  Helpless,  able  only  to  take  him, she  let  her  body  relax,  sinking  against  the  support as  he  held  her  head.  This  really  was  what  she  had been  looking  for.  A  man  to  take  control  of  her  body and  use  her  as  he  wanted.  Now  she  understood  the trust  factor.  If  she  didn’t  trust  him  not  to  hurt  her when  he  had  bound  her  wrists  in  the  elevator,  or blindfolded  her,  or  secured  her  to  the  contraption she was on, then she wouldn’t be so close to orgasm. 

And  him?  Where  was  the  trust  for  him?  That  she wouldn’t tell anyone about him? Say anything about what  they  were  doing?  No  fear  of  that,  she  sighed, feeling  her  mind  lose  its  traction  on  rational thought.  No  one  would  believe  it  anyway.  Not  that she  cared.  All  she  wanted  was  this.  And  for  a  brief second,  she  wished  he  would  change  his  mind  and keep her as his sex slave. 

Keith  had  been  watching  her  body  carefully, waiting for her to relax and go into a deeper arousal 84 
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zone. When she whispered ‘yes’ and sighed, he knew she  was  nearly  there.  Faster  than  he’d  dared  to hope.  Aiming  carefully,  he  made  sure  to  keep  the paddle where her ass still had a little bit of fat. Not, he  had  realized  immediately,  that  there  was  any excess on her. What was the line from the black-and-white  classic  his  mother  loved?  “Not  much  meat there,  but  what’s  there  is  choice.”  That  was  his Serena. 

Now, the moist heat of her mouth sucked at him and seeped through his body. 

Keith barely  pulled himself back  from  the edge. 

Pulling  his  cock  from  her  mouth,  he  stepped  back, breathing heavily. 

He  had  promised  himself  that  the  first  time  he came  he  would  be  inside  her  pussy.  The  pussy  that had  been  keeping  him  from  getting  a  good  night’s sleep  since  Tuesday.  The  first  image  of  her—bound, blindfolded  and  gagged—would  be  the  way  he  took her. 

He muttered harshly under his breath. 

Hearing the obscenity, Serena turned her head. 

“Master? Did I do something wrong?” 

“No,  Serena,”  he  replied  calmly.  “What  is  your word?” 

She nearly said file, but that wasn’t the truth. 

“In-box,”  she  replied,  voice  barely  audible.  “I know I don’t deserve it, but…” 

She  fell  silent  as  she  felt  his hands  unlatch  the ankle cuffs, then the wrists. Gently, he removed the nipple clamps and  she gasped as  blood  flooded  back into the cool skin. His palms covered her breasts for a moment to warm them. 

“Serena,  when  I  realized  I  wanted  you,  I  had  a picture of you in my mind. That is the way I want to fuck you now.” 

“Yes,  master,”  she  nodded.  “How  do  you  want me?” 
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“As if you were my sex slave. A gift, an offering, from someone who understood my needs, but wanted something  in  exchange.  And  he  thought  giving  you to me would do it.” 

The backs of  his  fingers  stroked  her  cheek.  She turned  toward  him,  rubbing  her  cheek  against  his hand. 

“Would it?” she wondered. 

“Mmm, we’ll just have to find out.” 

“How am I to be given to you?” 

“Oh, that’s the best part,” he murmured, sliding two  fingers  into  her  mouth  and  chuckling  as  she sucked  on  them.  “God,  you  are  so  sensual!  You  are given  to  me  blindfolded,  gagged,  and  bound  to  my bed,” he told her. “Completely helpless to whatever I might do to you. I could bring in two or three men, or fuck your sweet little ass, or just fall on you and fuck your pussy as if my life depended on it.” 

“I  like  that  last  one,”  she  whispered.  “I’m  not sure I want another man touching me. Not after how you just did.” 

“We’ll see,” he murmured as he stood. “Now, the fantasy continues. Let’s get you in place.” She  heard  him  move  around,  the  sound  of drawers  opening  and  closing  before  he  returned  to her. Something was pressed gently against her lips. 

“It  has  holes  in  it  so  you  can  breathe,”  he  told her. “Open your mouth.” 

Confused, Serena opened her mouth to ask what he  meant,  and  found  the  small  ball  pushed  in.  A muffled protest came from the back of her throat as he  secured  it  around  her  head.  He  scooped  her  up and put her over his shoulder. 

Dangling from her waist, Serena felt dizzy. And terrified.  Her  situation  really  hit  home.  She  was with  a  man  she  didn’t  know.  She  couldn’t  imagine that  any  of  the  men  she  interacted  with  would  be like this, and he certainly seemed to have knowledge 86 
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of  the  office  and  company.  He  could  keep  her wherever  they  were.  He  could  keep  her  and  no  one would  know.  He  could  kill  her.  Would  anyone suspect? She had no way of knowing. 

A moment later, she was laid on a bed. She felt the mattress dip under his weight as he secured her wrists to a single tether. The mattress shifted as he left  the  bed  and  pulled  her  legs  where  he  wanted them—spread  out  as  far  as  he  could  and  secured with tethers. 

If  she’d  felt  helpless  on  the  bench  contraption, that  was  nothing  compared  to  this.  Curled  over  the support,  she  felt  as  if  her  back  protected  her.  Now she felt completely exposed. Open. His. She moaned in need as he climbed onto the bed to kneel between her legs. 

“Serena? If you’re still all right, if you still want to be submissive, then wrap your hands around your tether.” 

She  couldn’t  react  fast  enough.  Her  fingers closed around leather. 

“Good  girl.”  She  heard  rustling.  “Until  we’ve shown  each  other  our  medical  tests  and  know  for certain  that  the  other  is  clean,  I’ll  wear  a  condom.” The  mattress  shifted  as  he  moved.  “I’m  clean,  and after  what  you’ve  told  me,  I’m  sure  you  are,  but  I want you to feel safe.” As his hands landed on either side  of  her  head,  his  latex-covered  cock  teased  her pussy.  So  soon?  So  quickly?  What  about—His  lips brushed  her  right  ear.  “But,  Serena,  I  can’t  wait until I can take you without it.” His  cock  drove  into  her,  fully  and  completely. 

Serena  arched  off  the  bed  to  meet  him.  Well,  she tried.  Bound  as  she  was,  her  hips  rose  maybe  three or four inches. Again, she could only receive what he chose to give. 

“All  I  want  to  do  is  fuck  you,”  he  growled.  “I want to fuck you until I can’t see straight.” 87 
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By his  fifth  thrust, Serena  realized she couldn’t even lift her hips. He was moving too hard and fast. 

His  chest  rubbed  against  her  breasts,  still  tender from the clamps. The force of each entry hit her clit. 

His  cock  filled  her  as  he  ground  his  pelvis  against hers.  Unable  to  do  anything  but  receive  him,  she took  a  deep  breath  and  relaxed  as  she  had  on  the spanking bench. 

Her pussy clenched around him. His breath was warm against her ear. 

“Don’t  come,  Serena,”  he  told  her.  “I  haven’t given you permission.” 

She  moaned.  Oh,  God!  How  could  he  do  this  to her?  She  needed  the  release  he’d  given  her  last night.  Surely  after  everything  he’d  done  to  her today, he would let her come! 

“No,  sweetheart,”  he  ground  out,  feeling  the force of his own climax building. “Don’t come.” A  whimper  came  from  around  the  gag,  and  she lifted her head slightly. 

“No,” he repeated. 

Two  more  drives  deep  into  her  womb  and  he came.  His  entire  body  clenched  as  if  to  help  empty himself into her. Shuddering, he lowered himself on her  trembling  body.  Now  that,  he  thought,  was  an orgasm. That was what he’d wanted to do since… he nuzzled  her  neck  and  smiled.  Had  he  wanted  this ever  since he’d picked her  to be his assistant? Since he’d  seen  her  in  the  elevator  with  Mark?  The possibility  of  his  subconscious  working  around  him was  a  fascinating  thought.  For  another  time.  Right now,  he would simply enjoy the afterglow of coming in the sweetest, hottest submissive he’d ever had. 

And  reward  her  both  for  not  coming  and  for being so damn sensual. 

“Would  you  like  to  come  now?”  he  murmured, reaching to release the gag. 

She gasped in air and nodded. 

88 



Beck And Call 



“Please, Master,” she said in a dry voice. 

“You  need  water,”  he  observed.  Smiling,  he reached  for  the  bottle  with  a  straw  already  in  it. 

Placing the straw at her lips, he kissed her forehead. 

“Drink,  sweetheart.  And  then  I  have  some interesting toys that will give you what you want.” Gratefully, she sucked the water. When he took the straw away, his words hit her. 

“Toys?” 

“Mmmhmm,”  he  replied,  pulling  out  of  her.  “I want  to  watch  your  body  so  I  can  better  tell  what your  body  reacts  to.”  He  moved  off  the  bed  and returned to the playroom. Bringing the bag that had his  selections,  he  laid  each  one  carefully  on  the nightstand.  “I  find  it  very  stimulating  to  arouse  a woman and make her come several times. And then fuck her with my cock.”  His whisper  lingered in the air. 

He knew what he was doing. He’d been doing it to  women  for  fifteen  years.  Getting  ready  for  her arrival, he had realized that it had all been practice for  her.  For  what  he  would  do  to  Serena.  For  his first,  only,  and  last  permanent  submissive.  His suspicion  that  she  was  a  natural  submissive  had been  blazingly  correct.  Her  hidden  sensuality astonished  and  delighted  him.  After  thinking through what Grant had said, he’d spent hours going over  the  time  since  he’d  first  seen  her.  Since  he’d first  met  her  in  the  elevator  with  Mark.  He  had concluded  that  Serena  was  the  only  woman  he wanted  in  his  life.  He  had  to  make  very  sure  that she  was  so  dependent  on  him  for  her  sexual  needs that she wouldn’t even… 

Keith glanced at her. Yes, he wanted her to be in a  constant  sensual  haze—to  be  aware  of  her  erotic side—but he still wanted her to think clearly. As she had  shown  in  the  playroom  by  asking  for  a  safe word.  He  shook  his  head.  Thinking  would  come 89 
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later.  Right  now,  he  had  to  firmly  establish  his dominance over her. And he only had until tomorrow evening.  He  knew  that  during  the  week,  things would  be  extremely  complicated.  He  could  do  small things  to  keep  her  on  edge,  and  they  would  have  to be enough to keep her hooked until next Friday. He already had their next weekend planned. But in the meantime, he smiled, picking up the vibrating nipple clamps; he would drive her out of her mind. 

Serena felt his hands on her breasts and sighed, until she felt the slight pinching. 

“Master?” 

“Yes, sweetheart?” 

“Can you tell me what you’re doing? Please?” 

“To a point,” he conceded. He didn’t want her to be afraid. Nervous was one thing, but he didn’t want fear. “Right now, I’m putting vibrating nipple clamps on  you.”  He  carefully  tightened  the  first  one  and then  the  second.  He  reached  over  and  tapped  the remote. She inhaled slightly. “You like that?” 

“Yes, Master,” she nodded. 

“Good.  Now,  I’m  going  use  a  vibrating  dildo  to massage  your  thighs  and  then,  well,”  he  chuckled. 

“I’ll have fun with it and a few other toys. I won’t tell you what they are, but you’ll enjoy them.” 

“Yes, Master,” she replied. 

He  turned  the  dildo on  and  rubbed  it  along  her tense muscles. 

“You’re  in  very  good  shape,”  he  commented, admiring her lean legs. “What do you do?” 

“I…,” she paused, gasping as he put the dildo at the juncture of her thigh and pelvis. “I think you hit a nerve!” 

“It’s  always  enjoyable  to  discover  a  woman’s body,” he smiled. “Exercise?” 

“I  try  to  walk  or  jog  on  my  treadmill  at  least thirty minutes a day and I do yoga.” 

“Yoga?” 
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“It  helps  relieve  stress,”  she  whispered  as  her breathing grew shallow. 

“Your job is that stressful?” 

“All  jobs  have  stress.  I  started  when  my grandfather  was  first  diagnosed  with  dementia  and have kept it up.” 

“Ah,”  he  nodded.  “I  can  see  your  juices  in  your pussy,” he told her, putting the tip of the dildo inside her. She moaned and lifted her hips. Pulling it away, he chuckled. “Do you really think it will be that easy, Serena?”  Pausing,  he  aimed  carefully  and  inserted the  dildo  fully  into  her.  “I  want  to  push  you  to  the brink  and  hold  you  there.  Then  make  you  come  so many  times  that  we  both  lose  count.  And  then,”  he glanced at his cock, not surprised to see it reacting to the sexy, ready woman before him. “I’m going to fuck you again.” 

“Please, Master,” Serena whimpered. “Please.” Instead  of  answering,  he  stroked  the  dildo  in and  out  of  her  pussy.  Keeping  the  rhythm,  he reached  for  the  next  toy  and  the  lube.  Leaving  the dildo  completely  in  her,  he  quickly  lubed  the  small plug and separated her taut ass cheeks. 

“Master?” 

She  gasped  as  he  pushed  the  plug  into  her resisting  opening.  When  he  lowered  her  hips  back down, the lip of the plug rested against the mattress and  she  was  unable  to  push  it  out.  He  smiled  and began using the dildo again. A moan escaped her lips as  the  dildo  brushed  against  the  wall  the  plug  was against.  He  reached  over  and  tapped  the  two remotes. 

Her  neck  arched  when  her  nipples  puckered  as if he were sucking on both of them at the same time. 

“What  are  you  feeling?  Talk  to  me,  Serena,”  he coaxed. 

“I…” she  gasped and  took a  deep breath. “What did you put in me?” 
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“I’m  using  a  dildo  in  your hot  pussy  and a  plug in  your  tight  ass.”  His  hand  brushed  over  the  end and  trailed  up  to  her  clit.  “I  have  plans  for  your sweet ass besides spanking, sweetheart.” 

“What?”  she  gasped  as  he  rubbed  her  clit  with the dildo. 

“Talk to me.” 

“Heat,” she said softly as if her voice was coming from  far  away.  “I  can  feel  a  fire  inside.  It’s  starting where  you  touch and  then  spreading.  And…and  the dil…the dildo…” she moaned. 

“What about the dildo?” he asked. 

“I… it’s… you’re moving it faster than I did last night” She fought for the words. For breath. “Master, I’m burning up!” 

Building faster than she’d ever experienced, the hunger took over her body. Words tumbled from her mouth,  soft  pleas  begging  him  to  let  her  come,  to fuck her with his cock. 

He pulled the dildo from her sopping pussy, put it  on  the  bed  near  her  right  foot,  and  selected  the next  toy.  He  smiled  at  the  small  bulb  on  the  side. 

Savoring the power, he put it inside her, not needing any  lube  as  she  was  so  wet.  Slowly,  he  rubbed  the nub  against  her  clit  and  listened  to  her  moans  and whimpers. Her reaction when he turned it on nearly made him lose control. 

Her  body,  already  drenched  in  sweat,  came  off the  mattress  with  a  primeval  keen  of  desire.  Of need. Of fire. 

“Oh, God,” she moaned, writhing on the bed. Her fingers  clutched  at  the  bindings.  “Please.  Please. 

Master!” 

Silently, he turned the vibrations to full, holding the  nub  against  her  clit.  Within  moments,  she  was on the edge. 

“Please, Master,” she begged. “May I come?” 

“Come, sweetheart,” he gave permission, pleased 92 
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she’d remembered to ask. Although he admitted that some  part  of  him  had  hoped  she  would  forget  or  be overcome too quickly to  ask.  She took her  discipline so well. “Come as often as you need to.” And she did. Her body spasmed as she cried out her pleasure. Relentless, he held the vibrator on the spot,  shifting  it  just  slightly  before  pressing  it  back on  the  spot.  And  she  came  again.  Shifting  the vibrator  to  give  her  a  few  seconds  to  catch  her breath,  he  tapped  the  remote  for  the  nipple  clamps and returned the vibrator to the first spot. 

Her breath hitched as she gave a last shout and went limp. 

Keith  held everything  in  place  as  he  counted  to sixty.  Sure  enough,  her  pussy  wrung  out  one  more orgasm  that  rippled  through  her  body.  Turning  off the vibrator, he carefully removed the nipple clamps and  turned  them  off.  Setting  them  aside,  he  pulled on  the  condom  he’d  opened  and  positioned  himself over her. 

“Serena?” 

“Master,” she sighed. 

“I’m going to fuck you now.” 

A soft smile curved her lips. 

“I’m yours.” 

Bending  his  head,  he  captured  her  mouth.  To his  astonishment,  her  tongue  wrapped  around  his and  tugged.  With  a  groan,  knowing  that  his restraint was nearly gone, he drove his cock into her pussy. He’d thought fucking her the first time would have  taken  off  the  edge  to  his  hunger  for  her.  He should  have  known  better.  Once  his  cock  felt  the drenching heat of her, the caveman in him took over and he fucked her hard. 

Only  able  to  use  her  mouth  to  respond,  Serena poured  everything  she  was  feeling  into  her  lips  and tongue.  She  couldn’t  believe  the  way  her  body  had reacted  or  what  he  had  done  to  her.  The  butt  plug 93 
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had picked up the vibrations. Her nipples were hard nubs and her breasts were aching and swollen.  And her  pussy…  dear  God,  her  pussy  was  on  fire  and clenching around the vibrator as if her life depended on  it.  She  couldn’t  think.  Couldn’t  feel  beyond  what he  was  doing  to  her.  The  world  focused  on  a  small bundle of nerves that controlled the rest of her body. 

Nothing  else  mattered  except  what  he  was  making her  feel.  Wave  after  wave  ripped  through  her  and tumbled  her  over  and  over  until  she  couldn’t  take anymore. 

Even  as  she  was trying  to  catch  her  breath,  his cock had thrust into her. 

She didn’t think she could come again, but she’d underestimated her body’s need to be controlled and how it would respond. As Master had said, under the knowing  and  focused  touch  of  someone  whose  goal was  to  give  her  pleasure,  her  body  blossomed.  And burned.  Now,  her  body  had  been  readied  by  a  man who  burned  for  her,  who  wanted  her  and  would  do what he wanted with her. 

“Master.” 

“Yes?” 

“Please come inside me again,” she whispered. 

Keith  groaned.  He  didn’t  think  he  could  want her  more,  but  those  barely  audible  words  pushed him over the edge. His cock stroking deep, he nipped her ear. 

“You  like  it  rough?  You  like  it  when  I  take  you hard and fast?” 

“Yes,  yes,”  she  sobbed,  feeling  the  fire  poised  to explode. “May I come?” 

“Together, baby,” he vowed. “Together.” He shouted, head thrown back as he pulsed into her. The hot rush of him, the constant pressure, set her  off  and  her  pussy  tightened  around  him, draining  him.  With  a  sigh,  she  surrendered  to exhaustion. 
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Smiling,  Keith  propped  himself  on  one  elbow and  brushed  the  sweaty  strands  of  hair  off  her forehead.  She  was  magnificent!  Sensually  and erotically submissive, while a model of decorum and efficiency in the office. How the hell had he gotten so lucky?  He  knew  she  couldn’t  be  his  assistant  any longer,  not  once  their  relationship  became  common knowledge,  but  that  seemed  acceptable  considering he  would  have  her  permanently  in  his  life.  In  his bed. 

Kissing her tenderly, he left the bed. Taking the toys to the bathroom, he put them on the counter to clean  later.  First,  he  would  take  care  of  her. 

Carrying  a  warm,  wet  washcloth  and  a  towel,  he cleaned  her  pussy.  Drying  her,  he  released  her ankles  and  wrists  from  the  tethers.  Covering  her with  a  light  blanket,  he  returned  to  the  bathroom. 

After  cleaning  and  storing  the  toys,  he  returned  to where she rested. 

Slipping under the covers, he pulled her into his arms and closed his eyes. He wondered if he had the patience  to  stick  to  his  plan  and  thoroughly  seduce her  before  revealing  who  Master  was.  Briefly,  he considered  telling her now,  but she was  so  perfectly submissive  that  he  didn’t  want  to  risk  the  outside world changing her mind. 

Serena might not be an extrovert, but she cared deeply  about  others.  Her  effort  the  night  before  to both please him and support Claire was an excellent example. She had to learn to balance the demands of a  Master  and  the  rest  of  the  world.  He  would  help her,  but  she  had  to  understand  that  when  he summoned her, he fully expected her to obey. 

Mulling  over  the  reason  for  her  absence  the night  before,  he  realized  he  knew  the  man  named Paul  she  had  mentioned.  Paul  and  David  were members  of  the  club.  Preferring  threesomes,  rumor had it that they were looking for a permanent female 95 
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in their lives. Apparently they had fixed their sights on  Claire  and  shocked  her  with  their  proposal.  Or had  there  been  one?  From  what  Serena  had  said,  it sounded  as  if  she  had  caught  them  fucking.  He frowned.  He’d  never  heard  of  the  pair  being homosexual.  They’d  always  focused  their  attention on  a  woman,  never  a  man.  Perhaps  Claire  had misunderstood. 

That  would  be  something  to  discuss  later.  He didn’t want Serena thinking about anything until he sent  her  home.  All  he  wanted  her  focusing  on  was sexual pleasure. 
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Chapter Seven 

Serena  brushed  at  the  fly  tickling  her  nose.  A second  later,  it  was  back  and  she  swatted  harder. 

And  felt  the  cuff  shift  on  her  wrist.  Reality  hit  her and  she  froze,  unable  to  believe  she’d  really  let someone do all those things to her. She’d loved every second,  every  single  thing  he’d  done.  She’d  known that sexual pleasure was his goal. Her instincts had said  that  he  would  take  care  of  her.  Even  now,  his arms held her close against a broad muscular chest. 

A heavy, hairy thigh was over her legs, pinning her. 

Her  head  was  on  a  thick  bicep.  She  felt  completely safe, as if nothing in the world could hurt her. 

“Wake up, sleepyhead,” her Master chuckled.. 

“Master?”  she  whispered  hesitantly.  “The blindfold came off.” 

“That’s  all  right,”  he  told  her.  “I  have  on  a mask.” 

“You’re  not  worried  I’ll  recognize  you?  Or  see something that will tell me who you are?” 

“There’s  always  that  possibility,”  he  admitted, one  hand  stroking  her  body.  When  she  sighed, shifting  against  him,  he  smiled.  “But  I  don’t  think that will happen.” 

“Do you think I’m stupid?” she frowned, twisting to see his face.  And grimaced.  A black hood  covered his head, except for his mouth. She couldn’t even tell what  color  his  eyes  were.  She  felt  his  cock  press between  her  ass  cheeks  and  nearly  lost  her  train  of thought. “I’m not.” 

“I know that,” he smiled, pushing up over her. “I want you again, Serena.” 
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His  mouth  covered  hers  as  he  rolled  her  to  her back. Even with her hands free, she didn’t reach for the  hood.  That  puzzled  her  at  first.  In  seconds,  she could  know  who  he  was.  There  would  be  no  more masquerade  or  secrets.  She  would  know  who  had commanded  her  body  to  do  things  she  had  never imagined. 

As his hands played with her breasts, she fisted hers  in  the  sheet.  Despite  the  temptation,  she resisted. The mystery was part of the fantasy. It was also  a  huge  demonstration  of  trust—that  she wouldn’t try to unmask him. 

Relaxing  her  hands,  she  slowly  moved  them  to his waist. 

“Master,” she whispered against his mouth. 

“Yes, sweet?” 

“May  I  touch  you?  Will  you  teach  me  what  you like?” 

“Not  yet,”  he  told  her.  “I’m  still  learning  your body.” 

That puzzled her. 

“After what you did before?” 

He  chuckled,  dropped  a  quick,  hard  kiss  on  her mouth and nodded. 

“Sweetheart, that was barely a beginning.” Taking her hands, he secured them to the center tether. Twisting her head slightly, she could see that they  were  on  a  mammoth bed with  iron  rails  at  the head and foot. All the better to tie down women? She wondered how many others there had been. 

He was watching her face and saw the sadness. 

“What are you thinking?” 

Embarrassed, she shook her head. 

“Nothing important,” she replied. 

“Hardly that,” he countered. “Serena, the truth.” She had no idea what his reaction would be. 

“I  just  wondered  how  many  women  you’ve brought here,” she replied in a small voice. 
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“Why would you think there had been many?” 

“The  toys  you  have.  The  other  room  with  the special  lock  on  it.  You  must  do  this  a  lot,”  she  said, hurt  jealousy  spurring  her  words.  “Send  a  lonely, single woman erotic books, a single perfect rose in a gorgeous  vase,  and  bewitch  her  into  climbing  into a car to be brought to you. Did they tumble as quickly as I did? Or did I set some sort of speed record?” 

“Yes,  there  have  been  other  women  in  the playroom,” he replied, amazed at how the tears that sprang  to  her  eyes  affected  him.  “But,”  he  stressed, 

“I’ve  never  done  anything  like  this  before,  and, before  that  wild  imagination  of  yours  runs  riot,  I don’t plan on doing it again. Do you have any idea of the risk I took just to get the books in your desk? To arrange  a  driver  for  today?”  He  shook  his  head. 

“Think, Serena. I know you’re smart, use your brain and stop insulting both of us.” 

Her  chin  wobbled  slightly  as  she  listened.  He was  right.  The  risks  he’d  taken  were  considerable and at every chance she had questioned his motives. 

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. Her mouth twisted. 

“I let that last argument with Todd get to me again. 

I  know  better  than  to  judge  other  men  because  one treated  me  the  way  he  did,  but  it’s  not  easy,”  she whispered, remembering that it wasn’t just Todd. 

“What happened?” 

“An  argument  about  vacation  and  it…”  she frowned  and  shook  her  head.  “More  of  an accumulation of all the little things about each other that  had  been  bothering  us.  And  then  we  got  really personal  with  our  insults.  I  told  him  that  I’d  only orgasmed twice with him, and he  told me he had to fantasize  about  his  latest  SI  swimsuit  issue  to  get hard for me. He said I didn’t have a sexy bone in my body.” 

“Where  is  that  sonuvabitch?”  Master  growled. 
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blind. On the other hand,” his lips curved below the edge  of  the  hood,  “his  stupidity  did  work  to  my benefit, so I guess I can’t complain too much.” 

“Except  when  I  ask  stupid  questions?”  Serena sighed. 

“Not stupid, just insecure,” he corrected. “I need to remember you’ve been hurt by men, but also that this is all new to you.” 

“I’ll try not to ask too many questions.” 

“Serena, I want  your surrender,  your  trust, and your submission, not abject capitulation without any thought  on  your  part.  Some  questions  are understandable,  but  you  have  this  insatiable curiosity  that  I  would  like  to  channel  into  other areas,” he told her, his voice dropping considerably. 

“I  guess  I  just  earned  another  punishment, didn’t I?” 

Serena  didn’t  know  where  the  question  came from,  or  why  her  pussy  suddenly  grew  hot  and  wet at the prospect. 

Keith  stared  at  the  mischievous  gleam  in  her eyes. Minx! Trying to push him into something. She was right, she had earned another punishment. Just not what she expected. 

Moving  off  her,  he  caught  Serena’s  waist  with both  hands  and  flipped  her  onto  her  stomach. 

Grabbing  a  small  packet  off  the  nightstand,  he impatiently  ripped  it  open  and  rolled  the  condom over  his  cock.  Lifting  her  hips,  he  thrust  into  her pussy.  Her  back  arched  as  she  clutched  at  the pillows. 

“Master!” 

“What’s your word right now?” 

Serena groaned. . 

“Why  do  you  keep  doing  this  to  me?  Like  any woman could think in this position!” 

“Answer the question,” he chuckled. 

“File  in  the  in-box,”  she  told  him.  “Please, 100 
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Master!” 

“Seems  Miss  Calm,  Cool,  and  Collected  has  an insatiable need for sex,” he observed, stroking in and out  of  her.  “Suits  me  just  fine  because  I’ve  found  a need to dominate you in every way possible.” Maneuvering  a  pillow  under  her  shoulders,  she panted  as  he  took  her.  No  soft  words.  No  caresses. 

No  worrying  about  what  she  needed,  yet.  First,  he was going to fuck her and then … 

He  pulled out of her and  replaced his cock  with two fingers. Puzzled, she twisted her head to look at him.  Eyes  wide,  she  watched  as  he  pulled  his dripping fingers from her pussy and put the tips just inside her anus. 

“Take a deep breath and relax,” he told her. 

“I’ve never—” 

“I  know,”  he  nodded.  “But  I  will  fuck  this  tight hole,  Serena.  I  want  it  to  be  pleasurable  for  you,  so it’s  worth  it  to  me  to  take  the  time  to  prepare  you. 

Deep breath, and relax these muscles.” 

“I’m  trying,”  she  managed,  looking  at  him  with conflicting  emotions.  “It  feels  sort  of  like  pooping  in reverse.” 

Keith  didn’t  know  whether  to  laugh  or  to  get angry. Before he could do either, he remembered the insecurity  in  her  voice  when  she’d  talked  about Todd.  He’d  done  quite  a  number  on  her  self-confidence. 

“Let’s  see  if  this  helps  you  relax  and  think  a little  differently,”  he  murmured.  With  his  other hand, he reached under her and teased her clit. Her eyes  widened  as  she  inhaled  sharply.  As  he’d expected, the tight sphincter muscles relaxed and he worked  his  fingers  further  inside.  “Oh,  God,”  he groaned.  “Taking  you  here  is  going  to  feel  so  damn good!” 

“Master,” she groaned. 
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them  all  the  way  in.  Pulling  them  out,  he  made shallow strokes. 

“Master,”  she  whimpered.  “What  are  you  doing to me?” 

“Getting  you  ready  to  take  my  cock  here,”  he replied. “As much as I want to fuck you here now, I will wait until I’m sure you’re fully ready.” He  began  thrusting  his  fingers  harder  and deeper into her. 

From  the  expression  on  her  face,  he  could  tell that his  blunt words  both  shocked and aroused her. 

Her  eyes  practically  rolled  back  in  her  head.  When he’d  taken  her  before—when  she’d  been  bound  and gagged—that  had  blown  his  mind.  He  couldn’t imagine  what  it  would  be  like  to  fuck  these unyielding  muscles.  Waiting  would  be  sweet  agony, but to have her prepared was worth it. 

He  lifted  her  hips  and  positioned  his  cock  to reclaim  her  pussy.  With  a  small  moan,  she  lowered her head to the pillow, submitting to his cock. 

“Good girl,” he murmured. “I’ll push you beyond what  you think  you can handle,  Serena,  but  I  won’t hurt you.” 

“I  know,  Master,”  she  whispered,  accepting another thrust. “I know.” 


**** 

The  next  time  she  woke  up,  Serena  saw  a  red rose in  an  identical  vase to  the one  he’d  sent  to  her office. Smiling, she sat up and realized that the cuffs were  off  her  wrists  and  ankles.  Looking  around  the room,  she  sighed.  No  wonder  he  wasn’t  worried about  her  getting  clues  to  his  identity.  The  only furniture  in  the  room  was  the  bed  and  the  two nightstands. The bed linens were brown as were the curtains. There was a lamp on each nightstand, but that  was  it.  There  was  nothing  else  in  the  room besides the rose in its vase and the note propped up against it. 
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Reaching for it, she sighed again. He’d typed it. 

 Serena, 

 Take  a  shower  in  the  adjoining  bathroom.  The other  door  leads  into  the  playroom.  The  code  that opens the playroom door will remain a secret for now. 

 Yes,  essentially,  you  are  my  prisoner  until  Sunday night.  The  very  thought  makes  my  cock  harden enough  to  fuck  you  right  now.  But  you  need  your sleep. So I will let you sleep. 

 Take  your  shower,  drying  your  hair  if  you choose.  There  are  no  clothes  for  you.  I  want  to  see every inch of you. When you are ready, come into the playroom where I will be waiting for you. Stay silent as you enter. Come sit on the stool next to my chair. 

 I will then give you your next lesson in being my submissive. 

 Master 

Serena  hugged  the  note  to  her  chest.  It  might not  go  down  in  history  as  one  of  the  top  letters  of love  or  lust,  but  it  told  her  so  many  things  about him.  That  he  wanted  her,  but  was  more  concerned about her. That he  wanted to see her nude.  A  dark, delicious  thrill  shot  up  and  down  her  spine—he considered her his prisoner, even if just until Sunday night. His prisoner. 

“Serena  Marie,  you  better  hope  your  mother never finds out about this,” she told herself, climbing out  of  bed.  “She’d  probably  have  a  heart  attack  or refuse  to  acknowledge  you  as  her  daughter.”  Going to the open door where she could see a tile floor, she could just picture her mother’s face. She didn’t know whether  to  laugh  or  wince.  She  loved  her  mother dearly,  but  they  had  grown  up  in  very  different generations and lived in very different, if co-existing, worlds. 

The  enormity  of  what  she  had  done,  had committed to, struck her. She accepted it with all its implications.  If her  family ever found out,  she could 103 
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never  go  home.  At  work,  she  would  be  forced  to resign.  What  little  social  life  she  had,  mostly volunteering  at  the  hospice,  would  also  be  over. 

Serena accepted all of it. For him. Because of him. 

Her  body  wasn’t  hers  anymore.  As  he’d  said  in the  elevator,  she  was  his.  Completely.  Whatever  he wanted  to  do  with  her,  she  would  allow.  She  would trust  him  to  protect  her  outside  the  sexual domination he had over her. She had to. 

“Oh,  my  Lord,”  she  breathed,  catching  sight  of her reflection. 

Her  usually  creamy  skin  was  rosy  from  rough caresses. Her lips were puffy from his kisses and her pale  green  eyes  glowed  with  sexual  satisfaction. 

Turning  around,  she  saw  the  faint  prints  of  the paddle on her ass. Examining her wrists and ankles, she was relieved to see that the cuffs hadn’t left any marks  that  wouldn’t  fade.  The  cushioned  socks  she wore for her workouts left deeper impressions. 

The  bathroom  was  supplied  with  products  she had  read  about  in  high  society  magazines,  and  she couldn’t wait to try them all. Luxuriating in the hot water  that  beat  down  on  her  aching  muscles,  she washed,  shampooed,  and  took  advantage  of  the shaving  gel  and  razor.  She’d  shaved  that  morning, but the idea of Master touching stubble wasn’t to be contemplated.  After  drying  off,  she  rubbed  rich lotion all over her body before using the blow dryer’s diffuser  on  her  hair.  Wishing  desperately  for  some cosmetics,  she  smoothed  out  her  brows and  pinched her  cheeks  to  put  some  color  in  them.  Lifting  her chin, she headed for the playroom door. 

Keith  sat  quietly  at  the  window,  watching  the sunset.  So  far,  he  was  extremely  satisfied  with  the way  things  were  going.  He  knew  she  had  debated reaching  for  his  mask.  Her  eyes  were  more expressive  than  he  remembered  them  being  in  the office.  Or  was  he  just  now  paying  attention?  He 104 
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shook  his  head.  How  much  he’d  missed  with  her! 

Time  lost.  Or  was  it  thanks  to.  Grant’s  reminder that  he  needed  to  think  things  through  thoroughly. 

Behind  the  mask,  he  frowned  slightly.  He’d  never realized how much of his life had been on auto-pilot. 

He’d  think  through  business  deals  as  if  he  was playing  a  chess  match.  His  personal  life  had  been very  different.  Which  was  how,  he  admitted, Charlotte  and  so  many  others  had  been  able  to  fool him. 

He  heard  the  bedroom  door  open  and  her  soft footsteps as she approached him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her sit on the leather footstool to his right  and  shift  to  get  comfortable.  After  a  moment, she was still, waiting for him to speak. 

He  reached  to  his  left  and  wheeled  the  table around  before  him.  He  could  see  her  nose  twitch  at the  smells.  She  probably  was  starving,  he  smiled. 

She’d  had  little  time  to  eat  this  morning  and  he’d exhausted her when she’d arrived. However, he first opened  and  poured  the  wine.  Removing  one  dish cover, he cut the steak. 

Selecting a delicate pink piece, he turned toward her  and  held  it  just  before  her  lips.  She  sent  him  a questioning  look.  Clearly,  whatever  she’d  been expecting,  he  had  unsettled  her.  Good.  He  nodded, indicating  she  should  take  it.  As  he’d  expected,  she lifted a hand. He promptly returned it to the plate. 

Her hand froze in mid-air. 

With  a  dramatic  sigh,  Keith  rose  and  went  to the chest. Serena’s eyes widened as she watched him open the second of four drawers. 

“Come here,” he said quietly. “And turn around.” Obediently,  she  went  to  him,  turning  when  he motioned  her  to.  He  cuffed  her  wrists  and  then fastened them behind her back. 

“You seem to like being bad,” he told her. 

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. 
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“And telling me  no,” he added. 

She winced. 

“What did I do?” 

“You think you’re too good to take food from my hand,”  he  replied,  moving  to  stand  in  front  of  her. 

Lifting her chin with a hard grip, he shook his head. 

“You  are  my  submissive,  Serena.  When  we  are  in these  three  rooms,  you  are  dependent  on  me  for everything.  I  tell  you  what  to  do  and  when.  I  give you  drink  and  food.  You  do  only  what  I  tell  you  to and  nothing  if  I  haven’t  instructed  you.  Is  that clear?” 

Wishing  he  had  told  her  that  hours  ago,  she nodded. 

“Yes, Master,” she added hastily. 

Not fast enough as his lips firmed in the shadow of the hood. The next thing she knew, he hauled her across  the  room  to  the  spanking  bench.  Instead  of being  strapped  to  it,  he  placed  her  over  the  padded surface  and  secured  her  ankles  to  a  bar  with  four straps and several hooks. Her wrists were freed and pulled  to  her  front.  She  could  barely  breathe as she watched him fasten her to two hooks. 

“Master?” 

Not a word. In silence, he returned to the chest. 

A low cry came from her as she saw the leather strap in  his  hand.  As  she  stared,  he  closed  that  drawer and opened the top one. She gasped and stared as he glanced  at  her.  When  she  saw  the  ball  gag  in  his other  hand,  she  froze.  Confined  as  she  was,  she shook her head. No way, no how. 

“Sherlock,”  she  whispered,  praying  he  would honor it. 

He froze. 

“Excuse  me?”  he  frowned  behind  the  hood. 

“What did you say?” 

“Sherlock,” she repeated, voice trembling. “I will not let you use that on me. And no more gags in my 106 
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mouth. I’m not a horse or a rabid dog.” She looked at him,  stunned  dismay  filling  her  green  eyes  with tears.  “You  said  you  weren’t  looking  for  a  sex  slave and  you  don’t  do  sadomasochism.”  He  didn’t  move. 

Biting  her  lower  lip,  she  looked  back  at  the  floor. 

“What  I  read  about  in  that  book  is  the  reason  I’m here.  I  wanted  to  be  with  a  man  like  the  Dominant described on  page  eight.  Not…”  she  swallowed  back the  tears  that  clogged  her  throat.  “Not  the  cruel master described on page seven.” 

“Refresh  my  memory of  the  description  on  page eight.” 

With  her  memory,  and  as  many  times  as  she had read it, she was able to recite it nearly word for word.  In  the  silence  that  followed,  she  didn’t  move. 

She strained to  see his  eyes beyond  the  mask.  They were in  shadow, so she  couldn’t tell  if he  was angry or not. All  she  could do  was pray he  would keep his word even if he didn’t like it. 

Dropping  both  strap  and  gag,  he  strode  across the  floor  and  released  her.  She  felt  her  mouth  open in shock. Scooping her up in his arms, he carried her to  the  chair.  Sitting  down,  he  held  her  trembling body to his chest. 

“Serena,  talk  to  me.  Why  did  you  use  your  safe word?  You  were  on  the  bench  this  morning  and didn’t have a problem with it. Why did—” 

“You’re  not  using  that  thing  on  me,”  she insisted, fists clenching his black shirt. “You will not hit me with that thing.” 

For  a  long  moment,  he  didn’t  speak.  One  hand firmly  held  her  head  against  his  shoulder.  Shifting slightly,  she  kept  her  eyes  firmly  on  the  length  of leather  snaking  on  the  floor  as  if  it  would  suddenly move on its own. 

“Oh,  baby,”  he  whispered,  leaning  back  in  the chair  and  cradling  her  against  his  chest.  “It’s  all right,” he soothed her hair back off her face. “Would 107 
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you  believe  that  damn  strap  isn’t  even  mine?  A friend left it here months ago.” He stroked her hair. 

“If  you  don’t  want  the  strap,  then  I’ll  keep  to  the paddle or my hand.” 

“Why  are  you  so  focused  on  discipline  and punishing  me?”  she  whispered,  wrapping  her  arms around her waist. 

“Because during the week, we’re not going to be able to spend time like this,” he admitted. “Because I want  to  cram  everything  in  so  you  won’t  forget  me during the week.” 

She  lifted  her  head  and  stared  at  him.  During the week. She hadn’t thought about that. During the week,  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to  tie  her  to  the  bed  and play  with  her  the  way  he  had,  or  spank  her  before making  her  suck  his  cock.  Even  if  he  came  to  her apartment,  they  wouldn’t  have  more  than  a  couple hours together. 

“I  understand  wanting  to  cram  everything  in.,” she replied, finally relaxing against him. “I’m afraid you’ll forget about me. I’m so scared I’ll do something wrong  and  you’ll  decide  I  would  be  a  horrible submissive. Like what I just did,” she sighed. 

“No,”  he  said  firmly,  lifting  her  chin.  “Serena, that  is  why  a  submissive  has  a  safe  word.  Even  a slave has the right to a safe word to end whatever is happening. We hadn’t talked about punishment and I went too far.” 

“But  you  stepped  back  when  I  said  my  safe word, right?” 

“Yes, but what if I…” 

“No,”  she  shook  her  head.  She  tried  to  hide  her exasperation  and  amusement.  Was  it  her  lot  in  life to  be  around  men  with  perfection  fixations?  “You’re as  human  as  the  rest  of  us,  Master,”  she  smiled. 

“And  even  if  you  started  to  lose  control,  you  got  it back.” 
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you trust me after this?” 

“You honored my safe word.” For Serena, it was a no-brainer. “You didn’t get mad at me for using it. 

You  stopped  everything  and  made  sure  I  was  safe. 

You  took  care  of  me.”  Her  hand  rested  on  his  jaw. 

“You  put  my  needs  first.”  She  could  sense  the tension  beneath  the  mask.  Feeling  the  clenched muscles,  she  began  to  understand  the  pressure  and responsibility he put on himself as a master. Wonder and  warmth  filled  her  heart.  He  truly  was  putting her needs first. “How could I  not trust you after this? 

Master, you took care of me.” 

Slowly, he nodded. 

“Maybe  now  would  be  a  good  time  to  outline what  you  can  and  cannot  handle,”  he  said  quietly. 

He  heard  her  stomach  rumble  and  chuckled  at  her blush. “While we eat, of course.” He picked up the piece of meat that had started the  trouble  and  pressed  it  to  her  lips.  They  parted and he let it tumble in. He fed her more pieces, then skewered  some  baked  potato  on  the  fork.  At  her answers  to  his  questions,  he  dipped  it  into  the  sour cream  and  bacon  pieces.  She  savored  the  bite  as  he ate. Handing her one of the wine glasses, he took the other and slowly relaxed. 

“You’ve  said  you  don’t  want  to  do  threesomes with  another  man.  I’ve  no  desire  to  have  another woman with us. Straps  are out  for  you.  What about the  gag  alone?”  he  wondered.  “You  didn’t  object  to that before.” 

“The  gag’s  all  right,”  she  said  slowly.  “But  you gave me a hand signal asking if I was ready.” 

“Then  before  I  put  another  gag  on  you,  we’ll work  out   yes  and   no  signals,”  he  nodded.  “Anything else?” 

“This  is  all  new  to  me,”  she  reminded  him, sipping  her  wine.  “Just  let  me  know  what  you’re planning,  to  an  extent,  and  I’ll  use  the  words  you 109 
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gave me if something feels wrong.” 

“Sounds  like  a  plan,”  he  smiled.  “You  like  the wine?” 

“Yes,”  she  smiled.  “It’s  much  better  than  what we  had  last  night.  Although,  to  be  honest,  by  the second  glass,  none  of  us  cared.”  The  smile disappeared. “Master?” 

“Yes?” 

“Why do men feel the need to deceive women the way Paul did Claire? I mean…” 

“I’m not sure I can answer objectively,” he shook his head. “Not until you know who I am.” She looked at him expectantly. “No, Serena,” he shook his head again.  “You’ve  got  to  admit  that  part  of  the fascination for you is that you know me one way and this way.” 

“But  I  don’t  know  who  you  are,”  she  added. 

“Claire’s  situation  is  different.  Very  different.  Paul seduced her with the intent of getting her to join him and  his partner!  He  got  her  to  fall  in love  with  him under false pretenses!” 

“Had  she  ever  met  this  partner?  Did  she  like this man? What did she see them doing to make her think something is going on?” 

“Think  something  is  going  on?”  Serena  latched onto the last part like a terrier on a bone. “She saw them!” 

“She  saw  them  having  sex?”  he  pressed.  “Are you  certain  that  is  what  happened?  “She  actually saw them one-on-one having sex? What did she say?” Serena  frowned,  nibbling  on  her  lower  lip.  She reviewed what she knew and her shoulders slumped. 

“Debbie  told  me  what  Claire  told  her,”  she finally admitted. 

“Debbie,”  he  repeated  slowly,  as  if  trying  to recall  who  Debbie  was.  He  seized  on  the  chance  to change  the  subject.  “Mmm,  the  short  brown-haired woman  in  Programming  whose  skirts  are  barely 110 
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legal?” 

“What  are  you  doing  looking  at  her  skirts?” Serena frowned. 

He chuckled behind the mask. 

“Jealous, sweetheart?” He shook his head. “Don’t be. Every man in the building looks at her skirts and that’s  exactly  what  she  wants  them  to  do.  Problem is, no man sees anything but the skirts. Oh, and her blouses,”  he  added.  “Didn’t  she  have  on  a  low-cut, practically see-through blouse yesterday?” 

“Excuse  me?”  she  frowned.  “What’s  wrong  with her blouses?” 

“Nothing  if  you’re  a  streetwalker,”  he  drawled, putting  more  steak  in  his  mouth.  “Don’t  look  at  me with  that  furious  expression.  I’m  being  honest  with you.  Let  me  guess,  she  complains  that  no  one  takes any of her ideas seriously and they keep sending her out for coffee and doughnuts because she’s a woman, right?” 

“They don’t take her seriously,” Serena defended her  friend  vigorously.  “They’re  stealing  her  ideas and  passing  them  off  as  their  own,  and  no  one believed her when she lodged a complaint!” 

“She lodged a complaint?” he frowned. 

“Three,”  Serena  nodded.  “Two  for  sexual harassment  and  one  for  her  ideas.  HR  didn’t  do anything.” 

 Holy  shit!  Keith  froze.  What  the  hell  was  HR 

 thinking?  And remembered that the HR head was a prudish  fifty-something  woman  who  had  probably shredded  everything  Debbie  had  given  her  the second  the  younger woman  walked out of her office. 

Hester  would  consider  Debbie  had  received  her  just desserts, or that Debbie really wanted the attention and  was  making  the  rest  of  it  up.  Debbie  had  only been  at  a  few  meetings,  but  she  seemed  very knowledgeable and answered questions more readily than  the  men,  including  Duncan,  the  VP  of  her 111 
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department. 

“Who  has  she  talked  to?  Did  she  talk  to  the Programming VP?” 

Serena rolled her eyes. 

“He’s the one who made the first pass at her. He said  if  she  wanted  the  promotion  that  Steve  ended up  getting,  then  she’d  have  to  go  to  this  conference and share a room with him.” 

“Shit,” he whispered. “Has she talked to…” 

“Who else can she talk to?” 

“Your boss? 

Serena  stared  at  him  with  such  shock  in  her eyes that for a second Keith wondered how she saw him. Did she see him as an ogre who would tolerate sexual  harassment  and  the  theft  of  intellectual property?  His  entire  company  was  built  on  ideas!  If he ignored these accusations, then his company was worthless. 

“You don’t think he would listen?” 

“I…Keith’s always so busy talking with VPs and CEOs around the world,” she replied. “I mean…” He had to choose his words carefully. 

“I think you owe it to your boss to tell him what his  Programming  VP  did  to  one  of  his  people.”  The next part  came easier. “You  certainly owe it to your friend to do what you can to protect her.” She kept nibbling her lower lip. 

“You really think I should tell him?” 

“Maybe  not  you,  but  Debbie.  You  set  it  up,  but she needs to tell him.” 

“She’s scared to death of Keith.” 

“She’s what?” 

Keith  wasn’t  sure  how  many  more  revelations he  could  take.  First,  he  was  a  terrible  judge  of women. Second, he had misjudged his VPs as vividly demonstrated  by  Mark.  Now  this.  Why  would  a programmer be afraid of him? 
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her?” 

“No, not that I know of.” 

“Then why would she be afraid of your boss?” 

“Because  she’s  barely  twenty-three,  a  junior programmer,  and  he’s  the  CEO  of  the  most innovative  programming  company  in  the  world. 

She’s…”  Serena  sighed.  “Maybe  intimidated  would be a better word.” 

He  considered  that.  Intimidating  was  much better. With competitors, it was a much better word. 

Debbie  wasn’t  a  competitor.  She  was  his  employee. 

While obviously the relationship was much different than what he was trying to form with Serena, it was still a relationship in which he was supposed to look out  for  those  under  him.  It  was   his  company.  He’d been so busy focusing on the numbers that he’d lost sight of the people. 

“Then go in with her,” he suggested. “Not to tell her story though.” 

“More for moral support?” she frowned. 

“Are you afraid of him?” he asked bluntly. 

“Not  anymore,”  she  replied,  sipping  the  wine. 

“He’s  tough,  hard-working,  and  one  of  the  most ethical people I’ve ever met.” 

Keith  soaked  in  the  words.  That   was  what  he liked  to  hear!  But  it  sounded  like  she  was  holding something back. 

“I hear a ‘but’ in there somewhere.” 

“He  is  a little  intimidating,”  she  told him.  “He’s brilliant  in  ways  I  can’t  even  begin  to  understand.” She shook her head. “I’ve worked for him nearly two years  and  just  found  out  that  he’s  fluent  in Japanese. A couple days ago he had a conference call with  a  client  in  Tokyo.  I’ve  been  listening  to language  tapes  for  a  few  months.  When  Mr.  Lee came  on,  I  tried  to  say   hello  in  Japanese.  Mr.  Lee laughed  and  said  he  appreciated  the  effort,  but  I’d called him a cat. Keith took over and the two of them 113 
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talked  so  fast  I  lost  track  of  the  conversation.”  She sighed.  “I  don’t  think  he  has  any  idea  of  how intimidating he is.” 

“Well,” he floundered a little bit. “He is the boss. 

I  guess  intimidating  comes  with  the  territory.  You need to tell him what’s going on.” 

“Not  all  at  once,”  she  shook  her  heard.  “I’m  not sure he could handle it all.” 

“There’s more?” 

She grinned at the shock and worry in his voice. 

“Nothing  too  out  of  the  ordinary,”  she  laughed. 

Leaning forward, she set her glass on the table. With a sigh, she snuggled against him, curling her legs up to rest on the edge of the chair. “Debbie’s the biggest one.  And  I’m  really  worried  about  her.  I  think something  else  happened,  but  I  don’t  know  what  it is.” 

“Then  you  definitely  need  to  get  her  to  talk  to your  boss.  Sounds  like  he’s  the  only  one  who  can take care of it.” 

She nodded. 

“Monday. I promise.” 

“Good,” he nodded,  deciding they’d  done enough talking about work. His right arm tightened around her  shoulders  and  his  left  hand  fondled  a  breast. 

“Then can we focus on us?” 

Serena’s  breath  caught  as  his  voice  dropped suggestively.  She  looked  at  him,  knowing  now  to wait for him to take the lead. 

“Yes, Master,” she whispered. 

“Excellent,” he smiled. “I want to play with your body  until  you’re  nearly  hoarse  from  begging  me  to fuck you,” he whispered in her ear. 

“Can  I  start  begging  now?”  she  wondered, turning  her  upper  body  toward  him.  “When  can  I start  learning  your  body,  Master?” Her  mouth  went to the base of his neck near his shoulder and nibbled slightly. One hand found the hard length of his cock 114 
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under the black leather pants. “Can I touch you?” Keith  inhaled  sharply  at  the  feel  of  her  mouth on  his  skin  and  her  fingers  brushing  over  his  cock. 

He  nearly  gave  in,  but  held  tight  to  his  plan. 

Instinctively, he knew he still needed to bind her to him sexually. 

“Not  yet,  sweetheart,”  he  told  her,  catching  her wrist and pulling her hand away from his cock. “But if  you’re  a  good  girl,  I  might  fuck  your  mouth  with my cock.” 

Serena closed her eyes and leaned against him. 

“I  never  thought  I  would  want  that,”  she  told him. “But I do with you,” she said shyly. “With you I want to do nearly everything.” 

He nodded. 

“I  think  before  we  actually  do  anything  else,  I should show you my toys so you can decide what you can handle or need to think about.” Green eyes glowed as she looked up. 

“Thank  you,  Master,”  she  whispered,  stretching her neck to kiss him. 

He held her gently, accepting the sweetness she offered. His, he vowed. Nothing would take her from him.  He  realized  how  close  to  the  edge  he  was  with her.  Overnight  she  had  become  an  obsession.  He wanted  to  shout  to  the  world  that  she  was  his.  The need  to  wait,  whether  or  not  he  appreciated  the necessity,  chafed at  him.  He  wondered  how  the  hell he  was  going  to  maintain  the  façade  at  the  office. 

The  temptation  to  haul  her  into  his  office,  bend  her over  his  desk,  and  fuck  would  be  too  great.  He suddenly wondered if he could make it. She tempted his control in ways he hadn’t thought possible. 

Soon,  he  told  himself.  Soon,  this  secrecy  would be  over  and  she  would  be  his  publicly  as  well  as privately. Soon, soon. 

Sunday  evening,  Serena  slowly  entered  her apartment. Automatically, she hung her coat on the 115 
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hook and slipped off her heels. Dangling them by the straps, she put her purse on the table near the door and bolted it. Fishing the special cell phone out, she carried it to the bedroom. Hitting  Speed 1, she pulled the covers back and crawled into bed. 

“Serena.” 

“I’m back and the door’s bolted,” she told him. 

“Good  girl,”  he  murmured.  “Get  to  sleep, sweetheart.  You  had  a  rather  eventful  weekend. 

Sleep and dream of me.” 

“Then I won’t get any sleep,” she grumbled. 

He chuckled. 

“If  it’s  any  consolation,  I  don’t  think  I’ll  get much sleep either. Remember what I told you?” 

“Yes,  Master,”  she  whispered.  “I  won’t  touch myself  unless  you  tell  me  to,  or…”  She  closed  her eyes. “Master, I wish you were holding me.” 

“Soon,  Serena,”  he  promised.  “Soon,  I’ll  be holding  you  and  nothing  and  no  one  will  come between us.” 

“Yes, Master,” she sighed. 
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Chapter Eight 

Monday morning, Serena left her apartment and headed  down  the  hall  to  the  apartment  Debbie  and Claire shared. She knew Debbie would resist, would be  furious  she’d  discussed  her  problems  with  HR 

with  anyone,  and  would  try  to  refuse  to  talk  to Keith. During the night, though, Serena had thought long and  hard  about  what  Master  said  and  realized he  was  right  about  many  things.  First,  and  most importantly,  she  had  to  protect  Debbie  from anything else Duncan, the VP for Programming, and the  other  misogynists  in  that  department  might  do. 

The only way to do that, since it was obvious Hester in  HR  wasn’t  going  to  do  her  job,  was  to  go  directly to Keith. 

At her knock, Claire opened the door. A relieved grin was on her face. 

“There you are!” she beamed, hugging her. “Why didn’t  you  tell  us  where  you  were  going?  We  were about to call the police.” 

“I, um, was with...,” 

“The  man  who  sent  the  rose?”  Claire  guessed. 

“The  one  whose  name  you  refuse  to  tell  us?  You spent the entire weekend with him?” Light blue eyes rounded.  “Wow!  That  was  quick!  I’ve  never  known you to do anything like this!” 

“What can I say?” Serena smiled. “He swept me off my feet.” 

“Definitely  ask  him  if  he  has  a  brother,”  Claire told her. 

“Well,  if  it  isn’t  the  long-lost  sheep,”  Debbie commented,  coming  from  her  bedroom.  “We  weren’t 117 
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sure  if  we  should  alert  the  police  that  you  were missing.” 

With  Master’s  comments  fresh  in  her  head, Serena  looked  at  Debbie’s  outfit  with  new  eyes  and winced. He was right. Despite the professional dress code,  not  to  mention  the  blustery  weather,  Debbie was barely the right side of legal with her short red leather  skirt  over  black  fishnets  and  see-through black blouse over a red bra. 

“Debbie, that doesn’t exactly  fit  the dress code,” she frowned. 

“What’s  the  matter  with  the  way  I’m  dressed?” she demanded. 

“Honestly?” Serena hesitated, glancing at Claire. 

The other young woman was no help as she just gave Serena a puzzled look. “You’re dressed like a hooker. 

It’s not professional at all.” 

Both  stared  at  her  with  their  mouths  open. 

Claire took a step back. 

“Serena! How can you say that to Debbie?” 

“Because I want you to tell Keith what Duncan, Steve, and the others have been doing and saying to you,”  Serena  said,  her  eyes  on  Debbie’s  face.  “What they’re  doing  isn’t  right.  It’s  illegal  and  it’s  hurting you professionally and personally.” 

“Keith  won’t  care,”  Debbie  said  petulantly. 

“Duncan said…” 

“If  Keith  won’t  do  anything,  then  we’ll  find  a lawyer,”  Serena  said  quickly.  She  crossed  the  room and  touched  Debbie’s  arm.  “But  I  think  he  will. 

Debbie, I know  the men in Programming have been bothering  you.  I’m  willing  to  bet  they’re  doing  the same  thing  to  other  women  and  that  Duncan  has threatened  all  of  you.”  The  startled  expression  in Debbie’s  eyes  warned  her.  “Is  this  why  you’ve  been dressing  so  provocatively?  Is  it  what  they  said  you had to do?” 

Debbie stiffened. 
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“I like dressing like this,” she said defensively. 

“It’s  not  how  you  dressed  eighteen  months  ago when  you  started  at  the  company.”  Serena  gripped Debbie’s  shoulders.  “Debbie,  you  said  some  things Friday  night  that  worried  me.  Please,”  she whispered. “Let me help you. Tell Keith and let him help you.” 

“Hester said that…” 

“Hester  doesn’t  get  the  final  say,”  Serena  said firmly.  “Keith  won’t  let  them  get  away  with  the harassment  or  with  them  stealing  your  ideas.  Or anything else.” 

Despite  her  provocative  clothing,  Debbie  looked like  she  was  all  of  six  years  old  as  she  nibbled  her lower  lip.  Serena  stared  her  down  and  Debbie dropped  her  gaze.  When  Debbie  scuffed  the  toe  of her  shoe against  the floor,  Serena struggled  to keep from laughing. 

“You  really  think  he’ll  believe  me?  That  he’ll make them stop?” 

Serena groaned and hugged her. 

“Debbie,  Keith  is  going  to  believe  you  and  he’ll do more than make them stop.” Holding the younger woman tight, Serena closed her eyes. “Dammit, why didn’t  you  tell  me  as  soon  as  it  started?  Or  sooner? 

Did you think I wouldn’t believe you or something?” 

“You’re  the  CEO’s  executive  assistant!”  Debbie burst  into  tears.  “Do  you  have  any  idea  how intimidating you were at first? Can still be? I’m just a  girl  from  West  Virginia  who  got  really  lucky  and stumbled onto this job! I’m alone and…” 

“No,”  Serena  whispered.  She  was  intimidating? 

Her? “You’re not alone, Debbie. Claire and I are with you.  I’ll  be  with  you  when  you  tell  Keith  and  if  we need  to  we’ll  redo  our  movie  marathon  tonight.” Looking  at  the  tear-stained  cheeks,  she  gave  her  a wry smile. “You gotta admit the last one didn’t work out so well.” 
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“It  was  kind  of  a  downer,”  Debbie  nodded. 

Taking a deep breath, she hiccupped slightly. “Okay, I’ll tell him.” 

“Good girl, Now, go change into something more appropriate for the office. Go on now!” Serena waved her off when Debbie hesitated. 

A  slight  smile  now  on  her  face,  Debbie  turned and  disappeared  back  into  her  bedroom.  Serena turned  to  look  at  Claire.  Her  slacks  and  sweater would do. 

“What?” Claire asked, suddenly wary of Serena’s attention. 

“I want you to tell me about Paul.” Serena could almost see her hackles rise. 

“He  wants  me  to  be  part  of  a  threesome  with him  and  David.  I  saw  them,”  she  whispered,  voice catching. “I heard them.” 

“Saw them doing what? What were they talking about?” 

“They  were  talking  about  sharing  me.”  Serena could  barely  hear  Claire’s  soft  voice.  “About  what they  would  do  to  me.  How  they’d  finally  found  the perfect patsy to share.” 

“They  said  that?”  Serena  frowned.  “They  called you a patsy?” 

“No,”  Claire  answered  with  obvious  reluctance. 

“But it was pretty clear that’s what they meant.” 

“I thought you liked David.” 

“That  doesn’t  mean  I  want  to  have  sex  with him!”  Claire  protested.  “Or  watch  Paul  and  David have sex or—” 

“Did you see them having sex?” pressed Serena. 

“Debbie told me that you had.” 

Claire frowned in confusion. 

“I  didn’t  tell  her  that,”  she  shook  her  head.  “At least, I don’t think I did,” she added, trying to recall. 

“I was pretty upset.” 
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her,  hugging  her.  “And  you  certainly  shouldn’t  let them talk you into anything you don’t want to do. Or you think they tried to trick you into doing.” 

“I don’t,” Claire said firmly. 

Serena nodded, noting the  confusion  she saw  in Claire’s  eyes  and  heard  in  her  voice.  She’d  learned all  too  well  that  views  on  sex  could  change.  All  it took was a persuasive man and trust. 

Debbie’s door opened. Serena nodded. The black skirt  was  slightly  longer  and  there  was  a  red camisole under the blouse. 

“I  really  don’t  have  much  else,”  whispered Debbie. 

“It’s  a  little  better,”  Serena  replied.  “Come  on. 

It’s best to catch Keith first thing before his schedule gets crowded.” 

“Maybe  this  isn’t  such  a  good  idea  after  all,” Debbie shook her head. 

“C’mon,”  Claire  cajoled,  holding  her  coat  out. 

“Don’t you want Duncan and the others to get what’s coming  to  them?  The  only  one  who  can  do  that  is MacLauren.”  She  glanced  at  Serena.  “Do  you  really think he’ll do something?” 

“I  do,”  Serena  nodded  firmly,  praying  she  was right. 

Keith  wasn’t  surprised  that  Serena  wasn’t  at her  desk  yet.  He’d  had  a  feeling  that  she  would  go first to Claire and Debbie’s to convince Debbie to tell him what had been happening. All he had to do was act  surprised  when  they  showed  up  at  his  door  and listen  quietly.  Before  he  unleashed  hell  on  Duncan, after hearing the man’s side, of course. And Hester’s. 

And anyone else involved. 

It  was  nearly  eight  before  he  heard  anything besides the ringing phone in the outer office. Eyes on the  file  before  him,  he  listened  to  the  hushed whispers. Debbie didn’t appear to be eager to talk to the  “big  man.”  It  also  appeared  as  if  Serena  was 121 
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determined  to  make  sure  it  was  done.  They  shooed Claire  out  and  he  heard  the  door  to  the  corridor close. 

A moment later there was a rap on his half-open door. 

“Yes?” he murmured, turning a page over. 

“Keith?”  Serena  called.  “I  know  it’s  early  but  I think you need to listen to something.” 

“Can it wait?” he asked, wondering if she would stick  to  her  guns.  “I’m  going  over  the  Hancock contract requests.” 

“No,”  she  replied.  “It  needs  to  be  done  now.  It’s important.” 

He  lifted  his  head  and  hoped  he  looked appropriately  disgruntled.  And  that  he  was  hiding his  surprise  at  the  firmness  in  her  voice.  Maybe  it was  true,  he  thought.  He’d  heard  that  some submissives,  having  surrendered  their  sexual pleasure  to  a  trusted  dominant,  found  a  well  of confidence  and  strength  in  themselves.  While  she’d been a  mentor for many  younger employees, Serena was  now  taking  that  a  step  further.  She  had  never countered  a  request  of  his.  Of  course,  he  admitted, she had never interrupted him the way she just did, either. 

“All right,” he nodded. “What is it?” Serena  tugged  Debbie  into  the  room  and  closed the door behind them. Keith bit his inner cheek hard to  keep  a  straight  face.  It  was  obvious  Serena  had tried to get Debbie to dress more conservatively and barely  succeeded.  It  was  also  clear  Debbie  was thoroughly pissed at his assistant. 

“It’s Debbie, isn’t it?” he frowned. 

“Debbie  Shelton,”  Serena  told  him,  pulling Debbie to the chairs in front of his desk and making her  sit  down.  “She’s  in  Programming.  There  have been  things  going  on  and  no  one  else  will  stop  it.” Worried  eyes  looked  at  him.  “You’re  the  only  one 122 
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who can.” 

“Sounds serious,” he frowned, studying Debbie’s face. “You don’t want to tell me, though, do you?” 

“She’s making me,” Debbie mumbled. 

“Then  perhaps  it’s  not  that  serious,”  he shrugged. 

As  he’d  expected,  Serena’s  protective  streak flared up. 

“It  is!”  she  insisted,  putting  an  arm  around Debbie.  “Tell  him,”  she  urged.  “Please,  Debbie.  It’s his  company.  He  has  to  know.  If  you  don’t  tell  him, other women could get hurt and used.” 

“Wait  a  second,”  Keith  raised  a  hand,  playing along. “Are you talking sexual harassment?” 

“Yes,”  Serena  nodded,  relieved  that  he’d  caught on so quickly. “I thought it was just a couple men in Programming, including Steve, but on the way over, Claire told me it was nearly a dozen.” 

“Have you gone to HR?” he asked. 

“Twice,”  Debbie  whispered.  “Hester  told  me  I deserved it. That, because I like to party, I was just a tramp.” 

“She  said  that?”  Keith  felt  his  temper  rise. 

“That’s inexcusable!” 

Slightly  reassured  by  his  reaction,  Debbie started  talking.  Keith  listened  in  stunned  silence. 

Debbie  had  talked  to  the  five  women  in Programming  and  all  were  scared  to  say  anything because,  after  Hester  told  Duncan  about  Debbie’s complaints,  Duncan  threatened  them  with  losing their  jobs.  When  confronted  by  Duncan  and  Hester, the five had refused to support Debbie. 

“Serena,” he said quietly. Alert eyes waited. “Get the  other  women  in  a  room  and  get  them  to  write everything  down.  Dates,  times,  what  was  said,  and who  else  was  around.  Don’t  let  them  talk  to  each other  while  they’re  doing  it.  Make  sure  someone from Legal is there. Someone who isn’t chummy with 123 
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Duncan,” he added. 

“I’ll  call  Paul,”  she  nodded,  ignoring  Debbie’s startled squawk. “Or David.” 

“Serena!” Debbie protested again. 

“Excellent,” he approved. “Debbie, thank you for telling  me.  I  know  it  wasn’t  easy,  and  I  appreciate the  courage  it  took.”  Her  brown  eyes  rounded  in shock  at  his  words.  “I  have  to  get  Duncan’s  side  of things,  but I  would say,”  raising  his hand  to silence both women, “that he will have a very difficult time defending  anything  he’s  done.  In  fact,”  he  looked  at Serena,  “ask  David  to  sit  with  the  women  as  they write  their  statements  and  have  Paul  come  in  here while  I’m  talking  to  Duncan.  And  then  we’ll  get Hester  in  here,”  he  said  grimly.  “I  want  to  know what the hell she was thinking to let this go without taking  action.  Unless  she  wanted  my  company  to deal with a sexual harassment lawsuit,” he frowned. 

“Why  would  she  want  that?”  Serena  asked, realizing he had thought of something. 

“I’m not sure,” he said slowly. 

But  he  was  getting  an  idea.  Hester  had  come over  from  one  of  his  father’s  companies  three  years earlier. As had Duncan. Could his father be trying to sabotage him? Or could his brothers? He didn’t want to  believe  it,  but  Debbie  might  just  have  revealed  a conspiracy to destroy him. 

Not  pressing,  Serena  nodded.  Keith  liked  to think  things  through,  like  a  chess  master  before  he made a move. He knew it sometimes frustrated her, but  obviously  she  could  fully  appreciate  his  caution now. 

“I’ll  call  Paul  and  David  and  have  them  come here  first,”  she  said.  “You’ll  want  to  talk  to  them before the statements are taken and you talk to the caveman.” 

Debbie choked back a laugh at Serena’s term for the  man  who’d  been  slowly  making  her  life  hell. 
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Keith smiled slightly. 

“An  appropriate  description,  if  rather  mild,”  he commented. “I would prefer a stronger term, but it is not one I’ll use in mixed company,” he added grimly. 

“In fact, Serena, it might be better if neither you nor Debbie were here while all this is going on. I have a feeling that things could get rather hot.” He glanced at Serena with sudden inspiration. “What about that shopping  trip  you  were  talking  about  last  week?  Or was that the other girl who mentioned it?” 

“Claire, and it was with Debbie,” Serena filled in and  seized  on  the  idea.  “It’s  perfect,”  she  smiled. 

“Debbie was just talking about getting a couple suits for work.” 

“What?” Debbie protested. “I did?” 

“I’ll call Paul and David and tell Laura in Legal to  reserve  a  conference  room  for  the  entire  day before  we  leave,”  Serena  smoothly  overrode  the younger  woman.  Standing,  she  pulled  Debbie  up with her. “Come on, Debbie. Claire might not be able to  go  with  us,  but  I  know  where  we  can  get  some incredible things you’ll love.” 

Keith  had  to  fight  to  keep  a  straight  face  as Serena  pulled  a  protesting  Debbie  out  of  his  office. 

Glancing  over  her  shoulder,  Serena  winked  before closing the door. 

For  a  moment,  Keith  let  the  humor  of  the moment  fill  the  air.  He  and  Serena  made  a  pretty good team, whether in or out of bed, he smiled. Dear God, he thought, he’d had no idea things were as bad as  Debbie  had  finally  told  him.  Serena’s  shock  had been obvious as she had listened, slack-jawed. What the  hell  was  going  on?  How  had  he  been  so  blind? 

Was  it  arrogance?  Over-confidence?  He  couldn’t believe this had been going on under his very nose! 

Inside  five  minutes,  Paul  and  David  were entering  his  office.  Initially  jovial,  they  quickly became  serious  as  Keith  outlined  the  situation. 

125 



Abby Gordon 



Nodding,  they  made  a  few  tweaks  to  the  plan  he’d come up with and set it in motion. He didn’t mention the  possibility  of  a  conspiracy  to  bring  down  the company.  Or  who  might  be  behind  it.  He  was  still having  trouble  accepting  it.  It  just  seemed  too  far-fetched and coincidental to even mention. 

Paul  headed  back  down  to  Legal  where  Laura was setting  up  a  room.  David  settled down  with his legal  pad  and  recorder.  Before  Keith  called  anyone in,  he  made  sure  Serena  and  Debbie  were  safely gone. He hated that she would not be where he could see  her,  but  he  wanted  her  removed  from  any situation  that  could  turn  violent.  And  this  had  all the makings. 

Serena  practically  dragged  the  reluctant, pouting Debbie to the store where she shopped. The salesclerks  greeted  her  warmly,  while  looking  at Debbie with some trepidation. 

“Makeover,  ladies,”  Serena  told  them,  holding tightly  to  Debbie’s  arm.  “Two  mix-and-match  three-set combinations and tops for two weeks.” 

“Serena!” Debbie gasped. 

“Hush,”  Serena  whispered.  “You’re  not  going  to look  like  an  old  maid  like  me,  young  whippersnapper,”  she  smiled,  relieved  at  Debbie’s  snort  of laughter  at  the  reference  to  Friday  night.  “But  you will look professional. I would’ve brought Claire, too, if I could.” 

“What’s  the  matter  with  Claire’s  clothes?” Debbie wondered. 

“She’s  not  as  bad  as  you,  but  she’s  getting there,” Serena said bluntly. “I love you both, Debbie, you  know  that,”  she  said  quietly.  “But  you  both seemed  to  have  missed  the  chapter  on  dressing professionally for the office.” 

“But all the fashion magazines…!” 

“None  of  them  show  real  working  women  who have  to  deal  with  the  real  world,”  she  replied, 126 
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guiding  her  to  where  two  clerks  had  pulled  out several  items.  “I’m  not  saying  you  have  to  throw everything  out,  but  you  don’t  wear  club  clothes  to the office.” 

Debbie nodded reluctantly. 

“Debbie,  there’s  something  that  I  don’t  quite get,”  Serena  frowned.  “You  party  and  go  clubbing. 

I’ve seen you with boyfriends, although not for a few months,  and  you’ll  defend  Claire  like  crazy.  So  why wouldn’t  you  say  anything  to  me?  Or  Keith?” Debbie’s  mouth  opened  and  Serena  frowned warningly.  “And  don’t give  me any of  that nonsense about being a simple girl from West Virginia. Claire believes you, but Claire isn’t here. So why?” 

“I was just scared. And ashamed. I know better, but  it  started  so  slowly  that  by  the  time  I  realized what  was  happening,  I  didn’t  think  I  could  say anything  without  everyone  thinking  I  deserved  it.” Debbie grimaced. “Did that make any sense at all?” 

“Barely,” Serena smiled. “I kind of went through the same thing with Todd. Even when I realized just how  big  a  jerk  he  was,  I  was  afraid  to  admit  it.  I mean we were together two years. How could I have not known what an insecure bully he was?” 

“And  now  you  have  Mr.  Mystery  Man,”  Debbie teased her. 

“Nice  change  of  subject,”  laughed  Serena.  “All right. Let’s try on some clothes.” Keith  stared  out  the  window.  Duncan  would  be first.  It  appeared  that  he’d  been  the  ringleader. 

David  had  called  two  junior  lawyers  to  go  to Programming  as  soon  as  Duncan  was  gone.  They would start with the rest of Debbie’s list of harassers before  the  men  had  a  chance  to  coordinate  stories. 

Hester  would  be  next.  To  keep  Hester  busy,  Laura had already been sent to her office on the pretext of hiring a new intern and clerk. 

“Morning,  Keith,”  Duncan  sauntered  in  and 127 
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closed  the  door.  “Have  you  had  a  chance  to  review the  plan  to  launch  the  new  program  on communications?  I  know  Mark  was  a  little  over-eager so I’m glad you called me. I wanted to make a few  suggestions.”  He  frowned  seeing  Paul  at  the table  near  Keith.  “What’s  he  doing  here?  Is  there  a legal issue with the plan?” 

“This  isn’t  about  the  PR  plan,”  Keith  told  him, turning  to  face  him.  “This  is  about  something  else. 

Sit down.” 

The  other  man  slowly  complied,  his  eyes narrowing  as  he  saw  the  slim  recorder  that  Paul turned on. Keith sat down opposite him. 

“Duncan  Samuels,  I  have  received  two  very serious  complaints  about  you  and  your  entire division.  I  would  like  to  hear  your  side  of  the  story before I take action.” 

Shrugging, Duncan leaned back. 

“Sure. I can’t imagine who would be complaining or what it would be about.” 

“Sexual  harassment  and  intellectual  theft,” Keith  said  bluntly,  sharp  eyes  catching  the  anger that  flashed  across  Duncan’s  face.  “I’m  not  sure which  is  more  serious  to  tell  you  the  truth.  One alone  is  intolerable,  but  combined,”  he  shook  his head. “Start talking, Duncan.” 

“Who  is  my  accuser?”  he  demanded.  “No,  never mind,”  he  shook  his  head.  “It’s  got  to  be  that  little tramp,  Debbie.  She  tried  to  sleep  with  me  to  get  a promotion.  This  must  be  her  plan  for  revenge.”  He scowled.  “Really,  Keith,  how  on  earth  could  you believe  her  over  me?  How  could  you  even  listen  to her? I mean, really!” 

“Because  I  have  to  listen  to  her.  This  is  my company. When did she try to sleep with you?” 

“She  suggested  we  go  to  Vegas  together  and share  a  room  during  the  technology  trends  show. 
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what I mean,” he grinned. “It was tempting as she is a very well-built young woman, but I didn’t,” he said pompously.  “I  didn’t  even  take  her  on  the  trip.  It wasn’t her turn to go, much less get promoted.” 

“I see,” Keith murmured. It sounded reasonable, except for a few little things that Keith had thought to look up. “So who did get the promotion?” 

“Steve  Rhys,”  Duncan  replied,  looking  smug.  “A bright young man who…” 

“Has only been with the company four months,” Keith  cut  him  off.  A  glance  at  his  notes  and  he continued.  “After  graduating  from,  hmm,  the  same college  you  did, and,  what  an  amazing  coincidence,” he shook his head. “His mother’s maiden name is the same  as  your  last  name  and  he has  the  same  home town.” Keith held Duncan’s startled gaze. “Nepotism is  a  rather  nasty  thing,  Duncan,  especially considering  Steve’s  grades  in  computer  classes.  Not a single one above a ‘C’.” 

Paul  gave  him  a  tight  smile.  They  had  delayed summoning  Duncan  until  Laura’s  cousin,  a specialist  in  HR,  had  been  able  to  pull  the information  and  get  it  to  them.  It  had  been  a  little tricky as Hester had just set new security measures, but  the  cousin  had  been  chafing  at  Hester’s restrictions and favoritism. Plus, a request from the CEO  was  enough  in  her  eyes  to  justify  the  action. 

She  had  pulled  information  on  everyone  on  the  list Keith  had  given  her,  printed  it,  and  slipped  up  the stairs before Hester could find out. 

Keith was keeping a list of people helping him to make  sure  they  were  rewarded  and  protected. 

Christmas  was  coming,  he  had  observed  to  David. 

Santa  wasn’t  the  only  one  to  make  lists  of  naughty and  nice.  Duncan  had  been  relegated  to  the  top  of the naughty list. 

“Who told you that?” Duncan demanded. “Those files are confidential and…” 
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“I’m  the  CEO  of  the  company,”  Keith  said sharply.  “I  have  access  to  any  and  all  personnel records, including computer activity.” Duncan froze, before he forced himself to relax. 

“So  I  promoted  Steve  over  the  tramp?”  he shrugged.  “Do  you  really  want  someone  like  that around  the  company?  She  and  her  wild-child  friend Claire  are  bad  news.”  He  leaned  forward,  a  look  of concern  on  his  face.  “You  might  want  to  be  careful about your assistant.” 

“Serena?” Keith questioned. “Why?” 

“She’s  been  getting  all  too  chummy  with  those two,”  Duncan  said  quietly.  “It’s  a  bit  suspicious  if you ask me. Serena becomes your assistant, gets her friend  Claire  her  old  position,  and  now  they’re  best buddies  with  Debbie.  There’s  no  telling  what…”  A look  of  horror  came  over  his  face.  “If  Debbie’s accusing me of this, then you and Mark will be next. 

There’s no telling what they’ll accuse the two of you of.  Serena’s  been  with  the  company  for  over  ten years and Claire for five…” 

“Actually,”  Paul  spoke  up.  “Serena  has  been with  the  company  just  over  eight  years  and  Claire has  been  here  three,  including  a  summer internship.”  He  smiled  calmly  at  Duncan.  “Not  to mention  Mark  has  gone  through  five  assistants  in the two years since Serena became Keith’s assistant and  Claire  has  only  been  in  the  position  for  five months. 

Every 

one 

of 

the 

six 

women 

in 

Programming  is  more  qualified  than  Steve.  Yet  you passed over all of them.” 

“Two of them are engaged and one is pregnant,” Duncan replied. 

“What  does  that  have  to  do  with  anything?” Keith asked. 

“They  won’t  be  with  the  company  much  longer so  why  waste  time  and  money  on  them,”  he shrugged. 
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“Good  lord,”  Keith  stared.  “Paul,  get  to  the punch-line. Fast.” 

“Debbie  has  given  us  her  statement.  The  other five  women  are  as  well.  They  all  support  Debbie’s allegations  of  sexual  harassment,  nepotism,  and intellectual property theft.” 

“I  just  told  you  that,”  Duncan  said  impatiently. 

“And the whining of a few women shouldn’t…” 

“And  then you and  Hester threatened the six of them  with  their  jobs  if  they  said  anything.” Disgusted, Keith rose and went to his desk to punch a combination. “Allen, it’s MacLauren.” 

“On the way, sir.” 

Duncan  frowned  now,  as  if  just  realizing  what was happening. 

“Wait  a  minute,”  he  shook  his  head.  “You’re really taking the word of a bunch of women over me? 

Your  own,  hand-picked  VP?”  He  stood  and  started across the room. Paul quickly got in his way. “Out of my way, you legal pansy,” he ordered. 

“Nope,” smiled the lanky lawyer. 

As  Keith  heard  the  security  detail  in  the  outer office,  Duncan  shoved  at  Paul  to  get  him  to  move. 

Paul merely stepped back, still in his way. The door opened as Duncan swung at Paul. The lawyer caught the  man’s  forearm,  twisted  it  around,  and  turned toward  Keith,  forcing  Duncan  to  his  knees.  Five security guards froze at the tableau. 

“He’s  not  taking  this  very  well,”  Paul  observed with a glance at the CEO. 

“Then you better keep him in that lock for a few more minutes,” Keith replied. “Duncan Samuels, you are  fired  on  the  grounds  of  nepotism,  sexual harassment, 

intellectual 

property 

theft, 

and 

attempted  assault  on  a  legal  representative  of  MC. 

You  will  be  escorted  out  of  the  building  by  building security  and  will  not  be  permitted  inside  the building  at  any  time  for  any  reason.  Your  personal 131 
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effects  will  be  forwarded  by  HR  representatives. 

Which, by the way, will not include Hester Bridger,” he  smiled  when  Duncan’s  head  snapped  up.  “Oh, yes,”  he  nodded.  “She’s  next.”  He  looked  at  Allen. 

“Would  you  escort  Mr.  Samuels  from  the  building and  make  sure  everyone  in  your  department  knows he is not allowed back?” 

“Absolutely,”  he  replied.  “Len...Pete,”  Allen glanced over his shoulder. 

Two  men  stepped  forward  and  caught  Duncan by  the  upper  arms  as  Paul  released  him.  Venom spewed  from  Duncan’s  mouth.  Just  arriving,  Laura froze  by  Serena’s  desk  as  he  was  dragged  past  her. 

Seeing  Keith  and  Paul  at  the  door,  she  stepped forward and held out a file. 

“Here are the statements from  the women,” she said. 

“That was fast,” Keith observed. 

“They  already  knew  Debbie  was  talking  to  you. 

It took about twenty seconds for them to realize that if  she  hadn’t  been  tossed  out  of  your  office  yet  you were taking it seriously.” Laura smiled slightly. “We have  keyboards  built  into  the  conference  table  and they’re fast typists. Hit print, sign, and deliver.” 

“Paul, double her bonus.” 

“Absolutely,” Paul nodded. 

Giving  them  a  tight  smile,  Laura  nodded  and left. 

“How  can  you  stand  there  so  impassively  as  if this was an everyday occurrence?” Paul asked. 

“Wait  until  I  hit  the  speed  bag,”  Keith  replied. 

“I’ll probably knock the damn thing out the window. 

Let’s see what they wrote.” 

Not  trying  to  hide  his  weariness  and  disgust, Keith  sat  down  and  started  reviewing  the statements.  Paul  settled  in  his  chair  and  added  to his notes on what Duncan had said. 

“Good  God,  what  else  is  going  on  that  I  don’t 132 
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know about?” Keith shut the file and tossed it across the desk toward Paul. “Unbelievable!” 

“How bad?” 

“The entire fucking department.” Paul  grimaced  and  skimmed  through  the  first few. 

“Holy hell,” he muttered. “What are you going to do?” 

Keith shot him a hard look. 

“Duncan’s  fired,”  he  stated  firmly.  “Sexual harassment,  nepotism,  intellectual  theft,  and attempted assault on the two of us.” 

“And the rest?” Paul prompted. 

“Given  these  statements,  can  you  seriously  ask that?” Keith frowned. 

“Have to,” Paul shrugged. “Comes with the job.” He  put  the  file  on  the  desk  and  leaned  back.  “What brought all this on?” 

“Serena  brought  Debbie  to  me  because  HR 

hadn’t  done  anything.”  Keith  glared  at  the  file.  “I had  to  do  something.  There  was  no  way  in  hell  I could ignore one, let alone the rest of it.” He banged his hand on the desk. “I won’t have predators on my payroll.”  He  shook  his  head.  “God,  these  men  are worse than some I’ve ever seen at the club.” 

“I can agree with that,” Paul nodded. 

Inside  ten minutes, they  had fifteen  men  in the office.  Some  had  the  decency  to  seem  embarrassed, as if they’d gone along with the others to fit in. Keith could  understand  that...if  they’d  been  in  high school...but  not  considering  what  had  been  in  the statements  of  the  women!  Allen  had  assembled  an entire security detail for this group. Keith saw quite a  few  outraged  expressions  on  the  uniformed  men. 

In  short  order,  the  worst  offenders  were  taken  out. 

Two  stammered  out  more  damning  information. 

Paul  pulled  out  his  cell  phone  and  his  assistant arrived  to  take  the  two  men  down  the  hall  for 133 
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further questioning with the police. 

“God!”  Keith  groaned,  falling  back  in  his  seat. 

“What else is going on?” 

“Sex,  drugs,  and  rock  ‘n  roll,”  drawled  Paul. 

“Why the hell do I feel like I’m back in college?” 

“Please,”  winced  Keith.  “Freshman  year  was  a nightmare I’d rather not relive.” 

“Keith!” a woman called from the outer office. 

“Hester,” Paul murmured. 

“And the nightmare continues,” muttered Keith. 

A  second  later,  a  middle-aged  woman  strode  in without knocking. Her gray air was pulled back in a severe bun. Black rimmed glasses hung from a chain around  her  neck  over  a  dark  gray  blouse  and pinstripe pantsuit. 

“Your  flighty assistant  seems  to  have  taken  the day off,” she snarked. 

“My  assistant  is  absent  on  my  orders,”  he replied mildly. “Sit down, Hester.” Paul  inserted  a  fresh  tape  into  the  recorder, turned it on, and placed it on the desk. 

“What is this about?” she demanded, taking the chair next to Paul. 

“Your 

inaction 

on 

sexual 

harassment 

complaints.” 

She stared at him. 

“Keith, I worked for your father for thirty years. 

I do not have to sit here and listen to you—” 

“You  work  for  me  now,  for  however  long  that employment lasts,” he added. “So you will listen. Six women  have  come  to  you  in  the  past  four  years  to complain of sexual harassment. You did nothing,” he lifted  the  file  before  dropping  it  on  his  desk.  He watched Hester’s eyes widen slightly and her mouth tighten. “I want an explanation.” 

“Have  you  met  any  of  those  sluts?”  she challenged  the  men.  “Have  you  seen  them?”  she emphasized.  “The  way  they  dress?  The  way  they 134 
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talk? The way they act?” 

“Their  attire  is  not  the  issue  at  hand,  Hester. 

The way they have been treated is.” 

“Sluts, every one of them,” she insisted, fire and brimstone  in  her  voice.  “Wearing  scraps  of  material that barely pass as clothing and flinging themselves at  every  man  they  come  across!  It’s  shameful!”  She shivered  as  if  in  disgust.  “None  of  them  were  very serious about their complaints. And they were highly defensive  when  I  pointed  out  their  attire  was  the problem.  If  you  dress  like  a  tramp,  then  you shouldn’t be surprised when you’re treated like one.” 

“Like a  rape victim?” he  threw  the question out casually, glancing at Paul who was studying Hester. 

“She’s asking for it?” 

“Precisely,” she  smiled.  “Would  you believe that one  of  them,  Delia,  I  believe  is  her  name,  actually came  to  me  saying  Duncan  Samuels  had  gotten  her pregnant and was threatening her if she didn’t have an 

abortion? 

A 

family 

man 

like 

Duncan! 

Preposterous, I told her…” 

“It’s  true,”  Keith  told  her,  fighting  down  the nausea.  “According  to  statements,  he  slipped  her  a rape drug. The women were all threatened.” 

“Bah!”  Hester  waved  a  hand  dismissively. 

“They’re  all  in  league  with  each  other!  Don’t  you see?”  She  looked  at  him  in  growing  astonishment. 

“You  don’t,  do  you?  You  really  believe  Duncan, Steve, Matt, and Luke did those things!” 

“I don’t think I mentioned any other names,” he replied  quietly.  “Hester,  you  are  fired.”  He  punched the intercom. “Allen.” 

The door opened and Allen and the two security guards came in. 

“What?” Hester demanded. “You can’t fire me! I came over from your father’s company to make sure you  were  doing  things  properly.  I’ve  spent  the  last several  years  trying  to  make  sure  you  ran  your 135 
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company the way a MacLauren should!” Keith caught Allen’s gaze and nodded. The three men stepped forward. 

“Hester,  you  are  banned  from  this  building. 

Your  personal  effects  will  be  forwarded  by  the  new HR director.” 

“Are  you  insane?”  she  shouted.  “You  are!  I’ll  go straight  to  your  father  and  he’ll  straighten  you  out in a jiffy, young man!” 

“I would hope my  father has more  intelligence,” Keith replied. “Considering what happened last time we disagreed over an important matter.” Paul’s  lips  twitched  before  he  resumed  a  bland expression. 

“Allen, if you would please?” 

With  a  bit  more  care,  the  junior  guards  took hold of Hester and escorted her from the office. Paul closed  the  door  behind  them.  Leaning  back  in  his chair, Keith exhaled and closed his eyes. 

“God, what else could happen today?” 

“Well,” Paul started as he resumed his seat. 

“Keith!”  Mark’s  aggressive  tone  could  be  heard in the outer office. 

“Stop asking asinine questions,” Keith told him. 

“You  got  it.”  Paul  nodded.  “Wonder  what  he’s here about?” 

“Allen, let him in,” Keith called out. 

Mark strode in as the door bounced off the wall from the force of his anger. 

“Keith, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” he  came  forward  and  pounded  the  desk  with  a  fist. 

“You  don’t  go  around  dismissing  senior  officers  and half  your  Programming  Division!  My  God!  I’m getting calls from the papers wanting to know if MC 

is going under.” 

Keith glanced at Paul. 

“That’s what we didn’t think of,” he murmured. 

“I would say so,” the lawyer nodded. 
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“Mark,  thank  you  for  telling  me.  Call  a  press conference  in  the  lobby  at  two.  Tell  reporters  only that  MC  is   not  going  under  but  there  was  a  major internal  shake-up.  Tell  them  I  will  address  them personally. I will read a brief statement and not take any questions.” 

“My  God,”  Mark  stared.  “You’re  serious.  You really  fired  Duncan,  Steve,  and  the  others  on  the frivolous  whining  of  a  few  women.”  He  sank  down into  the  chair  Hester had  vacated.  “Keith,  you  can’t just…” 

“Yes,  I  can,”  he  replied.  “And  I  just  did. 

Harassment  of  any  kind  will  not  be  tolerated  by MC’s  CEO,  nor  by  any  MC  employee,”  he  added  for emphasis.  “If  you  can’t  deal  with  that,  you  may resign.” 

“Resign?  Why  would  I  need  to  resign?”  Mark was  stunned.  “What  have  I  been  accused  of?”  He glared.  “Let  me  guess,  Serena  told  you  about  what happened  a  year  and  a  half  ago.  Well,  let  me  tell you,  she’s  about  as  cold  a  fish  as  they  come.  I wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole, let alone put my cock into an iceberg like her!” Inhaling  sharply,  Keith’s  body  tensed  like  a cobra ready to strike. With each word Mark uttered, the expression on the CEO’s face became deadlier. 

“Oh,  shit,”  muttered  Paul,  half-rising  from  his seat. 

Keith’s eyes didn’t leave Mark’s. 

“What did you do to Serena?” The ice in his voice dropped  the  temperature  in  the  room  several degrees. “When?” 

“We  stayed  late  going  over  a  few  things  while eating  and  then  she  pushed  me  away!”  He  was  all righteous  fury  and  indignation.  “I  showed  her  a thing or two.” 

Keith  clenched  his  jaw  so  hard  he  was  amazed he didn’t break it. Fury at what Mark had probably 137 
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done  to  Serena  boiled  through  him,  along  with  the glaring betrayal of his young cousin. 

“What  did  you  do  to  Serena?”  Keith  repeated. 

Had he heard correctly?  Mark had hurt Serena?  His Serena?  Sweet  Jesus!  This  was  why  she’d  said  her safe word! He struggled to think, to breathe. “Where were you? What did you do? When was this?” 

“Hey,  when  a  man  buys  a  woman  dinner,  he doesn’t  deserve  the  brush-off  she  gave  me!”  Mark smirked.  “She  didn’t  understand  that.  She  kept saying 

it 

wasn’t 

right, 

workplace 

and 

everything...yada,  yada,  yada,  so  I  explained  it  to her.” He  shrugged.  “Some  women  have  to have  that lesson  whipped  into  them.”  He  scowled.  “The  bitch scratched my face! So I smacked her across the—” 

“Keith!”  Paul  shouted,  barely  catching  Keith  as he  lunged  across  the  desk.  “Shit,  Mark!  When  they passed  out  brains,  what  the  hell  were  you  doing? 

Playing  tag  on  the  playground?  Are  you  completely clueless?”  He  struggled  to  hold  Keith.  “Get  the  hell out of here!” 

“No!”  Keith  raged,  pulling  away  from  Paul.  His finger savagely jabbed at the intercom. “Allen, I need you in here.” 

The door opened and the broad-shouldered man appeared. 

“Yes, sir?” 

“How  far  back  does  the  security  camera  footage go?” 

One  dark  brow  went  up,  but  that  was  the  only reaction. 

“Since 9-11, boss.” 

“Have  someone  pull  up  security  near  Mark’s office  for  April  two  years  ago,”  Keith  told  him, ignoring Paul’s startled glance. “After hours. They’re looking for Serena going into and out of his office.” 

“You  got  it,”  Allen  nodded,  raising  his  radio  to pass on the directions. “All six of them are on it.” 138 
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Keith looked at Paul. 

“Any legal issues?” 

“Only if you touch him.” 

“You can be such a downer, you know that?” Allen was keeping an eye on Mark. 

“Why haven’t you been able to keep an assistant for more than a few months since Serena? And why are they all blond with light eyes like her?” 

“Because  they  can’t  do  their  jobs.  As  for  their looks,”  he  shrugged.  “I’m  just  a  guy  enjoying  the view.”  He  smirked.  “And  some  of  them  had  nice mountains and valleys if you get…” Paul grabbed hold of Keith’s arm again. 

“Dammit, will you listen to me?” he hissed in his ear. “You can’t touch the sonuvabitch! You got that? 

Let Allen toss his ass out… “ 

“He hurt Serena,” growled Keith. 

“Yeah,  I  got  that.  Now  calm  down  until  we  get proof.” 

“And  then  I  can  rip  his  head  off?”  Keith suggested, forcing his muscles to relax. 

“Not quite,” Paul drawled. “Never knew you had this  violent  streak  in  you.  At  least  around  non-relatives.” 

“Thought I’d try something new.” Paul groaned and glanced at Allen. 

“Any idea how long it could take them?” 

“My  team  will  be  quick  and  thorough,”  Allen assured him. 

“Is  it  standard  procedure  to  keep  security  logs like that?” Paul wondered, keeping one eye on Keith. 

“We’re  in  a  target-rich  environment,”  Allen replied. 

“Kidnappers, 

terrorists, 

pissed 

off 

employees,” he finished with a pointed look. 

“Rent-a-cop,” Mark glared. 

“Not  hardly,”  Keith  replied  with  a  short  laugh. 

“Allen  was  Special  Ops  and  has  a  black  belt  in  two disciplines. If you want to take him on, be my guest. 

139 



Abby Gordon 



I’ll go ahead and call the paramedics. Or maybe just the ME to collect your dead ass.” Allen gave Mark a tight smile. 

“Everyone  in  this  building  likes  Serena.  If  you hurt her, I’m going to need my entire team to get you out alive. And to be honest with you, asshole,” Allen leaned  forward and  dropped his  voice.  “I’m not  sure if they’ll fight too hard to protect you.” Sneering, Mark gave them a derisive look. 

“You aren’t men. You’re a bunch of pussies who don’t—” 

“Real  men  don’t  treat  women  the  way  you  do, scumbag,”  the  security  chief  told  him.  The  radio  in Allen’s hand squawked. “Yeah?” he asked, pushing a button. “Andrea, you’re on speaker. What ya got?” 

“I  have  Serena  going  into  Mark’s  office  at seven,”  a  woman’s  voice  replied.  “A  delivery  of  food ten  minutes  later.  Just  after  eight,  Serena  comes running out the door.” Obscenities filled the air. “Oh, shit!  Boss,  her  turtleneck  is  ripped  down  the  front and he’s coming after her with his belt.” 

“Save that to a separate file. Make two copies for the police,” Keith ordered as Paul’s hands tightened on his arms. “And tell the cops we have another one for them.” 

“Yes, sir!” 

“Pussies,” Mark snarled as Allen stepped toward him. 

Keith struggled to control his anger. 

“Get  this  sonuvabitch  out  of  my  office.  Same thing as the rest. Mark, you’re fired. And if I see you near Penny, God alone can help you.” 

“Oh,  shit,”  breathed  Allen.  “I  forgot  this  P.O.S. 

was  engaged  to  your  cousin.  No  wonder  you’re pissed. Let’s get you out of here, asshole,” he grabbed Mark’s shirt. 

Allen  quickly  pulled  the  man  out  of  the  office. 

Keith fell into his chair in frustration and despair. 
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“You need Serena here,” Paul said quietly. “The police are going to want her side of the story.” Nodding, Keith just stared at a spot on the wall. 

Taking the initiative, Paul pulled out his cell phone. 

“Claire,  it’s  Paul.  Serena  is  needed  back  in  the office.  Would  you  be  able  to  contact  her?  It’s  an emergency.” He nodded. “Thank you.” 

“She’s doing it?” Keith whispered. 

“Yes,  although  I  think  she  nearly  hung  up  on me.” Paul lips thinned. “It’s a personal matter.” 

“Want  to  talk  about  it?”  Keith  muttered.  “It seems  as  if  nearly  everyone  else’s  personal  life  has been discussed.” 

“Not now, thanks. Unless you want to talk about yours?” Paul gave him a studied look. “Your reaction was a bit much for a CEO finding out someone might have  assaulted  his  assistant.  You  and  your  family are not what most would call close, not even Penny. 

You 

only 

suffer 

their 

presence 

for 

public 

appearances  like  your  grandmother’s  balls.  So what’s  the  real  reason?”  Keith  just  looked  at  him. 

Paul shrugged and shook his head. “Hey, if you don’t want to talk, that’s fine. You can probably guess my situation with Claire.” 

Relenting,  Keith  nodded  and  briefly  explained the weekend. Paul’s eyes widened. 

“You  better  hope  she  falls  in  line  with  this  or you’re  screwed.  And  not  in  a  good  way.  Especially after everything that’s gone down so far.” 

“Yeah,  I  know,”  Keith  muttered.  But  he  hadn’t known! Serena had been attacked just down the hall and  he  hadn’t  known.  Keith  frowned,  trying  to remember  recent  conversations.  There’d  been several  opportunities,  he  realized.  “Dear  God,”  he breathed.  “That’s  why  she  wanted  me  to  tell  Penny about how Mark treated her and Claire.” 

“What  about  Claire?”  Paul  leaned  forward,  his voice  sharp.  “What  has  Mark  done  to  Claire?  She’s 141 
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never said anything to me!” 

“His 

attitude 

toward 

her, 

Serena, 

and 

apparently  other  women.  Serena  wanted  me  to  talk to  Penny  about  it.”  Keith  worked  his  jaw  and clenched  his  fingers  into  fists.  “If  I’d  only  pushed  a little, asked the right questions, she might have told me what had happened.” 

“Any hints over the weekend?” 

“Yeah,” he whispered, eyes haunted. “Tom left a strap in my playroom a few months ago. She saw it, assuming I meant to use it, and said her safe word.” 

“Oh, shit,” Paul inhaled sharply. 

“Yeah,” Keith nodded. “Dammit! If I’d pushed…” Keith’s phone rang. 

“Private  line,”  he  murmured.  “It’s  probably Penny.”  With  obvious  reluctance  he  picked  up  the receiver,  but  smiled  when  he  recognized  the  voice. 

“Serena. I know, but things came up. I don’t know if you want to bring Debbie back, but I need you back as  soon  as  possible.  Thank  you.”  He  hung  up  and looked  at  Paul.  “One  stroke  of  good  luck.  They  just finished lunch around the corner. Debbie’s getting a cab back to the brownstone and Serena’s on her way here now.’ 

“This  could  be  very  hard  for  her,”  Paul  said cautiously.  “I  don’t  know  how  much  about  her personal  life  you  know,  but  she’s  been  through  a hard time the last few years.” 

“I  know  about  her  grandfather’s  failing  health and  death  this  past  summer,”  Keith  replied carefully.  “I  think  she  said  something  about  an  ex-boyfriend a couple years ago.” He nodded slightly. “I don’t  know  that  much  about  her  personal  life  and  I understand  her  preference  to  keep  certain  things private. We all have our little secrets.” He met Paul’s gaze  in  understanding.  “However,  this  directly affects the company.” 

“And your cousin?” Paul added. 
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“Oh,  shit!”  Keith  grimaced.  “I  really  don’t  want to  think  about  that  right  now.  Penny  thinks  Mark hung the fucking moon! How the hell am I supposed to  explain  this  to  her?  Not  to  mention  that  I’ve  no fucking  way  of  explaining  how  all  this  could  have been  going  on  under  my  nose  and  I  didn’t  have  a clue!”  He  stood  and  paced  over  to  the  window.  “I think  I  have  learned  more  in  one  week  about  my employees  than  I  have  the  past  twelve  years!  It’s fucking  nuts!  There  has  to  be  a  reason  for  all  of  it. 

Someone is behind all this.” 

Paul frowned. “Are you thinking conspiracy?” 

“Hester said it. She came from one of my father’s companies  to  make  sure  I  ran  mine  the  way  a MacLauren  should,”  he  said  quietly,  finally  giving voice  to  his  thoughts.  “Duncan  and  Mark also  came over from my father’s company.” 

“You’re  thinking  sabotage,”  Paul  murmured. 

“But why?” 

“No  idea,”  he  admitted.  “Unless  you  want  to count  envy—I  made  something  of  myself  without their help. Or anger that I didn’t fall flat on my face and come running back with my tail tucked between my legs.” 

“As  if,”  snorted  the  lawyer  who  had  been  with Keith from the beginning. 

“I feel as if I’ve got to start allover again,” Keith muttered. “I’m going to have to weed out anyone who came over from ML and…” 

“Take it  easy,”  Paul  cautioned.  “Not  all  of them are assholes. Some of them genuinely prefer working for  you  than  for  your  father  and  brothers. 

MacLauren  Limited  has  had  a  high  turnover  rate the past ten years.” 

Someone knocked on the door. 

“Come in,” Keith sighed. 

A man and woman entered. 
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nod,  leather  wallets  were  opened  and  badges displayed.  “Detectives  Sanders  and  Erickson.  Have you called your assistant?” 

“Yes.  She’s  on  her  way  in.  I’m  sorry,  Detective. 

This entire thing has gone way beyond what I…” he shook his head. “Mondays need to be banished, don’t they?” 

“In  many  ways,”  the  man  nodded.  “Personally, I’d prefer if assholes like we’ve dealt with today were put away on a remote island.” 

“However,”  the  woman  added,  glancing  at  her partner, “we have to get both sides and let the courts decide.” 

“I  understand,”  Keith  nodded.  “Do  you see  a  lot of this?” 

“A  lot  of  harassment?”  the  man  questioned. 

Keith  nodded.  “More  than  I’d  like.  We  don’t  see  too many people at your level taking action the way you have.”  He  gave  Keith  a  wondering  look.  “It’s  both refreshing and disturbing.” 

“Disturbing? How?” 

“If more CEOs did what you did, Erickson and I would be out of a job all too soon.” Sanders grimaced. 

“Maybe  this  will  start  something,”  Keith murmured. “No woman should go through what they did.  I  can’t  believe  it  went  on  so  long  without  me having  a  clue.”  He  clenched  his  jaw.  “If  Serena,  my assistant, hadn’t brought Debbie in, then I’ve no idea how  long  they’d  have  gotten  away  with  it.  I  just…,” he  shook  his  head.  “There’s  no  excuse.  This  is  my company.  I  should  have  seen…,”  he  exhaled  and shook his head again. “I should have seen  something.  

Something that…” 

“Mr.  MacLauren,  your  actions  right  now,  what you’re  doing,”  Erickson  leaned  forward.  “Are  more important than you realize. I’ll be honest with you,” she smiled slightly. “My younger brother has talked about  your  company  and  how  innovative  you  are. 
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But to be honest, your reputation with ladies is less than stellar. So when we got the call to come here, I thought  you  would  try  some  kind  of  smoke  and mirrors job on us.” 

“My father didn’t treat my mother very well,” he said  simply.  “My  mother  went  through  hell.  I  don’t want other women going through that.” Keith’s phone rang again. 

“Private line?” Paul guessed when Keith glanced at it and scowled. 

“Yeah,”  he  nodded,  picking  up  the  receiver. 

“Hello?” His head fell forward.  “No, Penny. I  realize you think he’s a wonderful guy…I didn’t accuse him of  anything!”  he  bellowed.  “Yes,  he  just  admitted  it to  me.  And  he  was  recorded  saying  it  in  front  of witnesses.”  He  shook  his  head.  “No,  Serena  doesn’t want  him  and  neither  does  Claire…well,  for  one thing, I don’t think either of them like Mark and for another  they’re  both  involved  with  other  men.” Sitting  down,  he  rested  an  elbow  on  the  desk  and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Penny, I know this is hard  as  hell  for  you.  I’m  sorry.  Mark  pulled  a  fast one  on  you.  Just  be  glad  you  found  out  before  you married the guy. I promise that…” His head came up sharply.  “What?  You  still  plan  on…are  you  out  of your  mind?”  Swearing,  he  put  the  receiver  back  in the cradle. “She hung up on me.” 

“She’s taking his side,” Paul observed. 

“Yeah,  she  won’t  listen  to  a  word  I  say.  She refuses to leave him.” 

“She  loves  him,”  Serena’s  voice  came  from  the door. “Of course she won’t leave him.” Taking off her black  trench  coat,  she  draped  it  over  her  arm  and stepped  in.  “Hello,  Paul,”  she  smiled.  “What’s  the emergency?  It  looks  like  everything’s  over.  And  I thought you said on Friday that you weren’t going to tell Penny about how Mark behaved?” Keith shook his head. 
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“I  didn’t.  Something  else  came  up.”  He  met  her puzzled  gaze.  “You  better  sit  down,  Serena.  This concerns  you.  These  are  Detectives  Sanders  and Erickson,” he gestured. 
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Chapter Nine 

The  only  thing  Serena  could  think  of  was  that Keith had somehow found out about Master and was going  to  fire  her.  Her  legs  trembled  so  much  she nearly  collapsed.  Paul  was  there  first  only  because he  was  closer.  Keith  was  there  in  the  next  breath and the two of them helped her sit down. 

“Concerns me?” she rasped out, eyes wide in her pale face. “How?” 

“Mark  was  in  here,  ranting  that  I  couldn’t  fire half  my  Programming  division  and  that  he  was getting calls from the media.” Keith hesitated. “I told him  I  wouldn’t  tolerate  harassment  toward  any  of my  employees  and  he  started  talking  about  a  date the two of you went on about a year and a half ago. 

Apparently  he  thought  since  he  bought  you dinner…” 

“Keith,  you’re  leading  the  witness,”  Paul interrupted, starting the tape recorder. “Serena, tell us 

what  happened 

when 

you 

dated 

Mark 

Hammond.” 

“We  never  dated,”  she  said  firmly.  “My immediate  replacement  had  just  left,  about  three and  a  half  months,  I  guess,  after  I  became  Keith’s assistant.  He asked  if I  could come by  after work to review  some  of  the  files  Hester  had  sent  him.”  She bit  her  bottom  lip.  “He  said  since  the  first  one  had left  so  quickly  he  thought  maybe  I  could  help  him find  someone  who  could  handle  the  pressure.”  She swallowed  nervously.  “There  were  nearly  two  dozen and  it  was  late  so  he  ordered  dinner  before  I  came down to his office.” 

147 



Abby Gordon 



“Did  you  see  it  as  dinner  on  a  personal  level?” Paul questioned. 

“No,  I  didn’t,”  she  confirmed  in  a  certain  voice. 

“A  former  supervisor  was  asking  for  my  help.  That seemed normal and…” She spread her hands slightly in a helpless manner. “Well, business-natured.” Paul  glanced  at  Keith.  This,  he  realized,  was where things could get very sticky. 

“Did  you  kiss  him  or  lead  him  on?  Do  you remember what you were wearing?” 

“I  never  kissed  him  or  even  tried  to.  I  certainly never flirted with him,” she said firmly. “As for what I  was  wearing?”  She  frowned,  then  shook  her  head. 

“It  was  early  spring  and  rainy  so  I  was  probably wearing something like a turtleneck or sweater, wool slacks, and boots.” 

“All  right,”  Paul  nodded,  encouragingly.  “What happened after you ate?” 

Keith ground his teeth as she wrapped her arms around her herself. He gripped the armrests so hard his knuckles turned white. 

“We were nearly done reviewing the files,” came her  whisper.  “I’d  pulled  out  about  five  or  six  that  I thought  looked  like  good  prospects.  And  he…,”  Her breath  hitched.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  she  plunged on.  “He  was  suddenly  on  top  of  me  and  pulling  my clothes  up  and  down.  When  I  tried  to  push  him away,  he  grabbed  my  arm  and  started  hitting  me with his belt. He kept saying I would learn my place and  it  didn’t  matter  who  my  boss  was  now  because he could get me to do what he wanted.” 

“How did you get away?” Paul asked quietly. 

A ghost of a smile appeared on her face. 

“Paul,  I  have  three  older  brothers  and  seven male  cousins.  They’ve  taught  me  all  sorts  of  self-defense tricks.” 

“Why didn’t you file a police report?” 

“I  did,”  she  whispered,  lifting  her  head.  “I  don’t 148 
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know what happened to it, but I did go to the police. 

They  took  pictures  and  my  statement  and everything.” 

“Do  you  remember  who  the  officer  was?” Sanders frowned, focusing on his notes. 

“I  kept  his  card,”  she  nodded,  voice  low  and shaky. “I might still have it at home.” 

“I’ll look it up,” Erickson promised her. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Keith wanted to know. 

This  was  way  beyond Debbie  feeling  intimidated  by the  CEO.  This  was  his  assistant  not  telling  him she’d  been  assaulted  by  one  of  his  VPs!  In  his  own damn building! “My God, Serena, how could—” 

“I’d only been working for you four months,” she told  him.  “I  didn’t  know  you  well  enough  to  say something like that. And after,” she shook her head. 

“Shame can keep people quiet as well as fear.” 

“Shame?  There’s  no  shame  there  for  you,”  he said  firmly.  He  studied  her  bowed  head.  He  was certain what her answer would be, but needed her to answer  for  the  police.  “This  is  why  you  pushed  so hard for me to tell Penny about Mark.” 

“Yes.” 

“God, I wished you had told me then,” he said. 

“You said it yourself, though. She wouldn’t have believed either of us. She doesn’t now.” Her eyes fell on  the  tape  recorder.  “You  can  probably  play  that back for her and she won’t believe it. She won’t want to.  She  might  eventually,  but  that’s  something  she has to decide.” 

Paul  leaned  forward.  His  hand  covered  both  of hers on her lap. 

“Serena,  Allen’s  men  went  through  the recordings. They have a file of you going into Mark’s office,  the  food  arriving,  and  then  you  leaving  just after eight.” 

Her head came up. 

“I never thought of that,” she whispered. 
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“He  tore  your  clothes,”  Keith  said,  his  voice sounding  strangled.  “They  also  have  him  coming after you, holding his belt.” 

She moaned softly and curled around her purse. 

“I  got  in  the  elevator  and  managed  to  close  it before he  could stop me.  I  put  my  coat on  and went straight to the police.” 

“And you didn’t hear anything about this?” Paul scowled, glancing at the two detectives. “Nothing?” 

“No,”  she  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  know  what happened.” 

“Something else to look into,” muttered Sanders. 

“God,  if  the  officer  was  paid  to  bury  this complaint…”  he  shook  his  head.  “Internal  Affairs will  have  a  field  day.  I’m  sorry,  miss.  This  should have been prosecuted.” 

“How the hell have you been able to work on the same  floor  with  him?”  Keith  wanted  to  know.  He held up his hand. “The other day when the rose was delivered.  That  was  part  of  it,  wasn’t  it?  He’s  been intimidating  you  the  entire  time.”  He  shook  his head. “Dammit, Serena! That doesn’t sound like you! 

You’re  not  intimidated  by  anyone.”  He  studied  the way she twisted her fingers on her lap. “Serena, look at  me.”  Slowly  she  lifted  her  chin.  “Who  did  he threaten?” 

“Claire. Others…” 

Keith’s phone rang. 

“I’m  about  to  disconnect  my  private  line,”  he growled.  “Yes!”  he  barked.  “No,  Kevin,  I  am  not taking  him  back!  We  weren’t  dating,  for  crying  out loud! It was business and no, I am not going to take him  back  for  Penny’s  sake.  If  you  think  he’s  so damned  wonderful,  then  find  him  a  job  in  one  of your  companies,  but he  can’t  have  one  in  mine.”  He slammed  the  phone  down.  Seeing  Serena  wince,  he quirked a smile. “At least I didn’t break this one.” 
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slightly. Catching Paul’s puzzled look, she shook her head. “Late night conference call. Don’t ask.” 

“‘Nuff 

said,” 

he 

murmured, 

eyeing 

the 

thoroughly irate man. 

“All  right,”  Keith  finally  said,  glancing  at  the detectives.  “Paul,  stay  in  touch  with  the  detectives and  find  out  what  happened  to  Serena’s  file  from before. See if that can be prosecuted on its own or be added into everything else.” 

Sanders  glanced  at  Erickson  and  they  both stood.  With  practiced  ease,  they  handed  Paul  their cards.  He  pulled  his  out  and  the  white  squares disappeared. 

“We’ll  be  in  touch  as  soon  as  we  find  out anything.  Miss  Traydon,  we  may  need  you  to  come down  to  the station  and  give a  statement  regarding said the incident in question.” 

“I  understand,”  she  nodded.  “If  it  helps,  I  think his  name  was  Andrews.  And  the  other  name  was Jackson.” 

“Shit,” muttered Erickson. 

“What?” Keith frowned. 

“They’re  already  under  suspension,”  Sanders replied.  “We’ll  get  this  information  to  Internal Affairs and our lieutenant. We’ll take care of this.” 

“Thank  you,”  Serena  smiled.  “I’m  sorry  I  didn’t follow up on it.” 

“We’ll take care of it now.” 

“Thank you,” Keith replied, hand out. 

The detectives left and Serena lifted her gaze to meet Keith’s. Blue eyes held hers. She could see the anger, the sympathy, all the turmoil he’d been going through.  For  a  brief  moment,  she  nearly  rose  and went  to  him,  wanting  nothing  more  than  to  hold him.  To  take  care  of  him.  And  then  all  she  could think  of  was  Master.  What  would  his  reaction  be? 
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Master  to  hold  her.  She  had  to  force  herself  to remain still and not rush out to her desk. To pull out the  special  phone  and  call  him.  To  tell  him  she needed  him.  To  tell  him  everything  that  had happened and beg him to hold her and  tell her  that everything would be all right. 

“Everything will be all right, Serena,” Keith said quietly.  “The  company  will  provide  your  legal representation  and  call  in  more  if  needed.  Bronson would be able to help, wouldn’t he, Paul?” Paul nodded as a voice called out for Serena. 

“In here, Claire,” she called, turning her head. 

The younger woman ran in. 

“You wouldn’t believe what is going on!” she told her,  skidding  to  a halt  between  the  chairs.  She  saw Paul  and  backpedalled  so  fast  she  nearly  fell  into Serena’s  lap.  “What  are  you  doing  here?”  she demanded. “You stay away from Serena!” 

“Easy, Claire,” Serena murmured. “He was here helping  Keith. The big anthill we  poked a stick into this morning caused a few headaches that Paul gets to try to calm down.” 

“Oh,  my  God,”  Claire stared.  Her  gaze  swiveled from one to the other. “I didn’t think about that. You mean, he and… and…” 

“David?” offered Serena helpfully. 

“Don’t  say  his  name!”  she  insisted,  backing  up towards the door. “I’m going back to my desk. I don’t need to be here.” 

“Claire,” Paul started. 

“Don’t  talk  to  me,”  she  glared  at  him.  “You… 

You… You…” 

“Claire,  please,”  Serena  moved  towards  her. 

“Calm down.” 

“How can you take his side?” she shrieked. 

“I’m  not  taking  sides,”  exclaimed  Serena.  “I’m simply  trying  to  tell  you  that  Paul  being  here  had nothing to do with you.” 
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“Why not?” she asked indignantly. 

“Claire,  you’re  getting  hysterical,”  Serena  told her gently. “Go back to your desk. Send Jason here. 

Keith’s  going  to  need  his  help  dealing  with  the  PR 

aspect  of  everything.”  Turning  her  around,  Serena gave  her  a  little  push  out  the  door.  “Go  on.  Tell Jason to come here.” 

Only  after  she  was  sure  the  other  woman  was headed  down  the  hall  did  Serena  turn  around.  Her eyes went to Paul. They were slightly censorious. 

“You  did  a  number  on  her,”  she  told  him, returning to the chairs. “I don’t blame her for acting like that.” 

“You know about that? From whom?” 

“First Debbie, then Claire,” came her calm reply. 

“I  don’t  think  either  has  an  accurate  outlook  on  the situation.” 

“Why is that?” he asked as she sat down. 

“Claire  got  so  upset,  she’s  not  even  sure  what she heard and saw, much less what she told Debbie.” She gave him an understanding look. “Give her some time  to  calm  down  before  you  try  to  straighten anything out. Or at least let her focus on Debbie for a while.” 

Keith suddenly remembered he wasn’t supposed to  understand  what  was  going  on.  At  least  not  to Serena. 

“Do I want to know what’s going on?” he asked. 

“Or is this like my breaking the phone?” 

“Only insofar as the less said the better,” Serena managed,  definitely  not  wanting  to  go  into explanations on either at the moment. Or any future moments.  She  leaned  back  in  the  chair,  something Keith  could  remember  her  doing  only  a  few  times. 

“This  is  not  going  down  as  one  of  my  favorite Mondays.” 

“Not a good shopping trip?” Keith wondered. 
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clothing  and  no,  I  don’t  know  if  she’ll  actually  wear any of it.” 

“Who went shopping?” Paul frowned. 

“Serena  and  Debbie,”  Keith  answered.  “And  I agree  with  Serena.  This  is  not  making  my  top  ten list of good Mondays.” 

Jason appeared and Serena left, closing the door behind  her.  Almost  gratefully,  she  sat  at  her  desk. 

What a day! And it wasn’t even one in the afternoon. 

By  five,  she  was  shaking  with  exhaustion. 

Detective  Sanders  called  and  asked  if  there  was anyway  she  could  confirm  the  identities  of  the officers.  The  detectives  met  her  at  her  apartment, where  she  found  her  planner  for  the  previous  year and  retrieved  the  business  card  of  the  officer  she’d spoken with. The date and time were marked on the back. While Sanders took  it to the station, Erickson and two officers from Internal Affairs had gone over everything with her. 

Keith did a press conference at two and steadied the  stock  price of the company. With all  the  rumors about  the  dismissals,  the  price  of  MC  stock  had plummeted.  Keith’s  determination  to  root  out everyone  involved  in  the  sexual  harassment  had impressed 

people. 

Already, 

several 

women’s 

organizations  were  issuing  statements  of  support and  three  politicians  representing  the  area  had called. 

Debbie  had  called  several  times  during  the afternoon  to  keep  Serena  and  Claire  abreast  of  the latest  news.  She’d  been  giddy  after  Keith  spoke  to the  press,  then  despondent  and  panicky  when Duncan, Mark, Hester, and two other men had their say  an  hour  later.  Between  her  own  thoughts, Debbie’s 

apologies, 

and 

Keith’s 

anger, 

self-

flagellation, she decided, had become the newest fad. 

Hopefully, she thought, as the door closed behind the men, it would be short lived. 
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Penny Davidson had called, berating Serena for chasing  after  an  engaged  man  and  trying  to browbeat  her  into  retracting  the  statement  she’d made  to  the  police.  Losing  her  patience  from  the stress, Serena told the younger woman in a flat voice everything—that  she  was  involved  with  a  man  and had absolutely no interest in Mark, nor had she ever considered a relationship outside the office with him. 

When  Penny  hung  up  on  her,  Serena  sighed  and reached for the little bottle in her middle drawer and shook out two small tablets. 

All  she  wanted,  she  told  herself,  shutting  down her  computer,  was  a  nice  long  yoga  stretch,  a  hot bath, and sleep. Well, not quite, she admitted with a smile.  What  she  really  wanted  was  Master  to  hold her  and  make  the  rest  of  the  world  go  away.  She checked  the special  phone and there was a message from him saying work was going to keep him at the office late and he didn’t know if they’d be able to get together.  The  last  remaining  bit  of  energy  in  her slipped away. 

“Have  you  bought  a  car  since  Friday?”  Keith asked. 

“Uh,  no,”  she  replied,  blushing.  “I  was  busy  all weekend.” 

He nodded and locked his office door. 

“Then I’ll take you home.” 

“Keith, you don’t have…” 

“I know,” he nodded. “But we’re both tired. And since  you  seem  to  keep  things  from  me,  I  need  to make sure you get home safely.” 

“You’re  angry  that  I  didn’t  tell  you,”  she whispered. 

“Hell,  yes!”  he  nodded.  Visibly,  he  fought  for control  of  his  emotions.  “Serena,  one  of  my  Vice Presidents hurt  you and  you  didn’t  feel  confident  in telling  me.  I’m  thoroughly  pissed  about  that.  I’m glad you brought Debbie to me, but I am still pissed 155 
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that you didn’t tell me when this happened!” Sparks practically shot out of his blue eyes. 

She  opened  her  mouth  and  he  held  up  a  hand. 

She  closed  her  mouth.  “I  realize  intimidation  can make  people  do  things  they  normally  wouldn’t.  You thought you were protecting Claire and others, even as you insisted Debbie talk to me to protect her and other  women.  I  understand  that,  but  I’m  not convinced  you  would  take  the  same  steps  to  keep yourself  safe.  So,  I  will  give  you  a  ride  home. 

Understood?” 

“All  right.  I  promise  that  next  time  something happens,  I’ll  tell  you  in  excruciating  detail,”  she relented,  giving  him  a  small  smile.  “And  I’ll  let  you drive me home.” 

“Now you’re being sensible,” he nodded. 

“But  only  because  I’m  exhausted  and  I  really liked your car.” 

“Gee,  you  do  such  wonderful  things  to  a  man’s ego,” he drawled. 

“I’ll let your women inflate your ego,” she teased. 

“Who  was  it  this  weekend?  Or  should  I  say,  what color hair did she have?” 

“Actually,”  he  replied  quietly  as  they  reached the  elevator.  “I  spent  a  memorable  weekend  with  a blonde. Very different from the Jekylls and Hydes.” Serena  froze  and  felt  her  heart  stop.  She shouldn’t be feeling this, she told herself. She knew, had known five years ago, he was only interested in women  who  were  tall,  supermodel  thin,  gorgeous, ultra-wealthy,  and  sophisticated.  And  she  didn’t meet  a  single  one  of  those  qualifications.  She  had known there was no chance of Keith ever looking at her  as  anything  besides  an  efficient  assistant.  So why  did  she  suddenly  feel  as  if  her  heart  had dropped out his office’s thirtieth floor window? 

The  elevator  doors  opened,  but  Keith  didn’t move.  Glancing  up  at  him,  Serena  saw  him  staring 156 
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at her quizzically. 

“Really?”  she  answered.  “I’m  happy  for  you both.” 

Keith  stared  at  her.  The  doors  started  to  close and Serena quickly pushed the button to keep them open. 

“You  coming?”  she  frowned,  confused  at  his hesitation. 

Slowly,  he  stepped  into  the  car  and  pushed  the button for the garage level. 

If  he  didn’t  know  better,  he  would  have  sworn she’d been hurt when he mentioned he’d been with a woman  all  weekend.  Get  your  ego  in  check.  That doesn’t mean she’s in love with you.  Besides, she was with a man all weekend and…she was with me, but is  upset  that  I   was  with a  woman.  She is  jealous  of herself! He nearly grinned, until he realized she was jealous  while  she’d  been  with…him.  The  ironic circles  hurt  his  head  after  everything  that  had happened that day. 

He groaned. 

“Headache?”  she  murmured  as  the  elevator slowly  started  moving  down.  “I  don’t  blame  you.  I had to take two aspirin around four.” 

“Did they help?” 

“Didn’t  even  put  a  dent  in  it,”  she  sighed, leaning  back  against  the  back  wall.  She  closed  her eyes,  trying  not  to  think  of  what  had  happened  the last  time  she’d been  in an elevator  with a  man.  Too late.  Her  pussy  clenched,  ready  for  another  go.  “I don’t  know  whether  to  do  my  workout,  eat,  or  go straight to bed and sleep until tomorrow.” 

“Tough weekend?” 

“No,” she smiled. “It was a wonderful weekend. I just didn’t sleep much.” 

“Ah,”  he  nodded,  as  if  remembering.  “The  man who sent the rose.” 

“Yes,” she replied simply. 
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“Maybe you should call him to get your mind off today.” 

“He  already  called  and  left  a  message  that  he was  working  late,”  she  sighed.  “I  knew  it  would  be tough  for  us  to  get  together  during  the  week, though.” 

“What’s he do?” 

Serena shook her head. 

“I’d rather keep that part of my life private,” she told  him.  “Especially  considering  what  I  had  to  tell you today.” 

“You should have told me when it happened,” he said  sharply.  “Serena,  think  about  what  happened because you didn’t.” 

Pain  and  shame  filled  her  eyes  as  she  nodded with each word. 

“I  know,”  she  whispered.  “I  have  to  live  with that.” 

Keith  studied  her.  From  her  pallor  and trembling  lips,  she  appeared  stricken  with  guilt.  If she knew who he was, he would punish her. Not too much, as he could tell that her conscience was giving her  mental  lashings  that  surpassed  anything  he could  do.  He  sighed.  She  didn’t  know  who  he  was, though,  so  he  couldn’t  do  anything.  He  considered that 

angle. 

When 

he’d 

called 

her, 

barely 

remembering  to  use  the  voice  disrupter,  he  didn’t think  she  would  want  him  around  her.  Not  after what Mark had done. Now, seeing how disappointed she was and how the entire day had affected her, he reconsidered.  Maybe  a  night  of  submission  was  just what she needed. And he would tell her the truth. 

The  elevator  beeped  at  the  basement  and  he quickly guided her to his car. 

Keith  gripped  her  elbow  tightly,  unable  to believe  what  he’d  done.  He  had  brought  her  to  the basement! If she took a good look around, she would realize it was the same basement she’d been in over 158 
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the weekend. Then she might wonder just who lived in  the  building  and  start  putting  pieces  together before he was ready. Fortunately, she was too upset to  notice  much  of  anything.  He  could  only  hope  she hadn’t  been  paying  much  attention  when  the  driver had picked her up and dropped her off to notice the building’s exterior. 

“Why  don’t  you  do  all  three?”  he  suggested, pulling out of his spot. 

“What?”  she  frowned,  glancing  at  him.  “What three?” 

“Workout, eat, and then get some sleep.” 

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “I…I just want to be with him.” 

“Must  be  quite  a  guy,”  Keith  couldn’t  resist saying. “I’ll have to meet him some time.” There was a short bark of laughter. 

“I don’t know,” she murmured. “He was the one who convinced me to get Debbie to tell you what was happening  in  Programming.  Considering  all  the trouble  that  caused  today,  you  might  not  want  to meet him.” 

“Serena,  do  you  really  think  I  would  rather  be ignorant  of  what  is  going  on  in  my  own  company?” he  demanded.  “I  mean,  come  on!  What  kind  of  man do you think I am?” 

He  couldn’t  believe  it.  Did  she  really  think  he would prefer to not know about the harassment and intellectual theft? Toward the end of the day, it had become  clear  that  the  theft  was  as  extensive  as  the harassment. 

“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean that. I just  meant…”  she  sighed  and  shook  her  head.  “I’m sorry.  It’s  just,  most  CEOs  don’t  think  of  the  rank and  file  in  their  companies.  They’re  flying  over  the forests while the majority of the people are trying to make their way through thorns and thick brush.” 

“Interesting way of putting things,” he observed. 
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“I’m a country girl at heart,” she shrugged. “And I was always trying to keep up with my brothers and cousins.  They  have  legs  at  least  a  foot  longer  than mine  and….”  She  smiled.  “I’m  babbling.  Sorry.  I didn’t  think  you  would  tolerate  harassment  or anything. It’s just that it’s never really been on your radar screen.” 

“Let’s make a deal,” he suggested, pulling up in front  of  her  building.  “As  we  work  our  way  through the pile of shit that got dumped on us, we make sure the  other  knows  what’s  going  on  around  us.  We might just make it of this mess.” 

“Deal,” she smiled, then looked at him seriously. 

“You look like you could do with a good night’s sleep as  well,  Keith.  Otherwise  you  won’t  have  the strength  to  pick  up  the  shovel  tomorrow,”  she grinned, hand on the door. 

His  answer  was  his  own  bark  of  laughter  and she  grinned  as  she  got out  and  headed up  the  front steps.  Claire  and  Debbie  opened  the  door  and hugged her. 

Keith  pulled  away,  smiling  as  he  saw  the delivery van come around the corner. 

The  entire  walk  to  Serena’s  apartment,  Debbie cried  about  how  sorry  she  was  for  giving  Serena  so much grief about her clothes, but also for not telling her  what  was  going  on.  Claire  fussed  over  Debbie, and  after  a  few  minutes  Serena  told  them  she  was exhausted and going to call it a night. 

Deciding  one  lazy  night  was  good  for  the  soul, and the rest of her, she started the tea kettle. At the knock, she went to the door and saw a plain, brown box.  Blushing,  she  accepted  the  box  from  the  super and  eagerly  carried  it  into  the  kitchen.  She  cut  the tape  and  lifted  the  flaps.  Her  jaw  fell  open—cuffs, tethers, and anchors. A blindfold. And at the bottom sat a typed note. 
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 your  bed,  and  blindfolded,  with  the  vibrator  inside your hot pussy for ten minutes on button one. 

 Master 

Carefully,  she  put  the  bondage  gear  in  her nightstand drawer with the vibrator, the books, and his  previous  notes.  She  hugged  herself.  He  was coming  to  her!  Her  exhaustion  fled  as  she  scurried about  her  apartment,  cleaning.  Because  she’d  been with  him  all  weekend,  she  hadn’t  done  any  of  her usual  weekend  chores  and  now  rushed  through them.  She  did  yoga  to  loosen  her  muscles  before getting  on  the  treadmill.  Anticipation  had  her jogging as she wondered what he would do. 

As  she  finished,  she  heard  three  knocks  on  the door.  Glancing  at  her  clock,  she  saw  it  was  just before  eight.  Probably  Claire  or  Debbie,  she  sighed, wondering how long it would take her to get them to leave so she could be ready for Master. 

“Girls,  I….”  She  opened  the  door  and  stared. 

“Who are you?” 

For a brief second, Serena’s heart leaped. It was Master! No,  it  was a  masked  man a  good  six  inches shorter  and  thicker  around  the  middle  who  stepped forward. 

“Bitch,” he snarled, grabbing her wrist. 

Before  she  could  take  a  deep  breath,  the  man shoved her back inside the apartment and slammed the door shut. 

Screaming  at  the  top  of  her  lungs,  Serena battered at his head with her fists. 

“Help! Help! Somebody help me!” 

“Troublesome little bitch,” he growled. 

His  gloved  hand  groped  roughly  at  the  neck  of her  T-shirt.  As  the  thin  cotton  ripped  away,  her panic  increased  tenfold  and  she  flashed  back  to Mark’s  attack.  No!  This  couldn’t  happen  again! 

Adrenaline  pumping,  she  jerked  her  knee  up. 

Connecting  with  his  groin,  she  felt  his  hold  loosen. 
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Shoving  at  him,  she  twisted  away,  if  only  to  get  to her room. All she could think of was Master’s phone. 

He would come. He would save her. 

Her  attacker  staggered  back  and  she  sprinted for  her  room.  She  grabbed  the  phone  off  the nightstand as he reached the door. 

“Oh, no, bitch,” came the low, gravelly voice. 

Before she could flip the phone open, he was on her,  shoving  her  onto  the  bed.  Frantically,  she shoved at him, unable to scream as fear clogged her throat. Again  self-defense  lessons from  her  brothers came  to  her.  Gritting  her  teeth,  she  stabbed  her thumb into his eye. 

Now  he  screamed  in  pain  as  he  rolled  off  her. 

Scrambling off the bed, she stumbled into the living room, the phone  still  clutched  in  her  hand. Gasping for  breath,  she  got  it  open.  Too  late,  she  heard  the floorboard  creak  behind  her.  She  whirled  around as he tackled her. The phone skittered across the floor. 

Her head crashed against the wood as he landed on top of her. 

“Just be a good girl and keep your mouth shut,” he whispered hoarsely in her ear. “I’m going to fuck your ass.” 

As  his  hands  worked  on  the  strings  of  her shorts,  Serena  felt  a  new  emotion.  A  will  to survive surged through  her.  No!  She  would not  give  in.  She was not going to quietly let him rape her! 

“Help  me!”  she  screamed,  thrashing  her  body around. “Help! Help!” 

“Shut up!” 

Pinning  her  legs,  he  reared  up  and  slapped  her face.  Wicked  laughter  filled  her  ears  as  he  gave  up on the strings and just ripped her shorts and panties off. 

“Help!” 

His hand slapped across her cheek and knocked her head against the wood. As she struggled to stay 162 
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conscious, his hands locked around her neck. 

“No! Serena!” 

The  man  turned  his  head  as  Claire  and  Debbie appeared  in  the  doorway.  Swearing,  he  banged Serena’s  head  against  the  floor  once  more  before standing and facing them. Debbie moved first and he laughed  at  her  efforts  to  punch  him.  Easily  he grabbed  her  and  tossed  her  toward  the  living  room. 

She crashed into the wall and slid down it. 

Claire  jumped  on  his  back,  screaming  for  help, as she wrapped her arms around his neck. 

“Get  his  mask!”  Debbie  yelled,  trying  to  get  to her feet by holding onto the end table. “Claire!” Nodding,  Claire  lifted  one  hand  and  caught  at the  top  of  the  hood.  With  a  laugh,  he  grabbed  her wrist and tore her off his back. Her  fingers  clung to the  hood  for  a  second  and  pulled  it  up  enough  for Debbie to see his face before he jerked it back down. 

He threw Claire toward the living room. 

“What  on earth  is  going  on  in  here?”  demanded Serena’s  across-the-hall  neighbor.  The  middle-aged man  stared  and  punched  in  numbers  to  his  cell phone. “We need the police at—” 

With  a  furious  roar,  the  masked  man  rushed him,  punched  his  nose,  and  disappeared  down  the hall  before  any  of  the  other  residents  were  able  to think to stop him. 

Blood  spurting  from  his  nose,  the  neighbor gasped  for  breath  and  staggered  to  Serena’s  door. 

Seeing the injured women and Serena not moving on the floor, he moaned. 

“Oh, my word,” his wife breathed, taking his cell phone  with  the emergency operator’s voice trying to get someone’s attention. 

Claire and Debbie crawled to Serena’s still body. 

“She’s  breathing,”  Debbie  cried  out.  “Serena! 

Serena, wake up.” 

“Did  you  see  his  face?”  Claire  asked,  pushing 163 
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herself  up  to  stand  and  lurching  to  Serena’s  purse. 

“I’ve got to call her parents or someone.” She saw the open  cell  phone  and  punched  at  the  numbers.  “This one won’t take any numbers.” 

“She’s  coming  around,”  Debbie  told  her  as  the couple  came  in.  “Serena,  how  do  we  dial  your phone?” 

“Speed  1,”  she  whispered  before  her head  lolled to one side. 

Claire pushed the buttons. 

“Serena…” 

“I’m  Claire,  a  friend  of  Serena’s,”  she  said quickly.  “I…I  don’t  know  your  name,  but  Serena’s been hurt.” 

There was a muttered curse. 

“Claire,  this  is  Keith  MacLauren.  What happened?” 

“Debbie and I heard her screaming. There was a masked man attacking her! He tried to strangle her, but…” 

“Is she alive? Is she all right?” 

“She’s  alive,”  she  nodded,  falling  to  her  knees next to Serena. “But she’s unconscious.” 

“Have you called the police? An ambulance?” 

“Neighbors did.” 

“Listen to me carefully, Claire. I want the two of you to stay with Serena. Understand me? Do not let her  out  of  your  sight.  You  go  with  her  in  the ambulance  and  stay  with  her  in  the  hospital.  Tell her you called me and that I’m on my way.” 

“You  think  this  is  because  of  what  happened today?” 

“Yes,”  he  replied.  “And  that  means  the  police will  be  looking  at  a  short  list  of  suspects.  Tell  the neighbors and the police if they get there before the ambulance  leaves  that  I  will  meet  you  at  the hospital and give them a list.” 

“Debbie saw who it was.” 

164 



Beck And Call 



“Shit,”  he  breathed.  “I’ll  bring  security  to  the hospital. Ask the neighbors to watch your apartment and Serena’s. I’m sorry, Claire. I never imagined this would happen.” 

Claire  blinked  as  the  line  was  disconnected. 

Debbie  looked  at  her  in  astonishment.  Carefully, Claire  repeated  the  instructions.  Several  neighbors were  in  the  apartment,  including  a  retired  Army officer  who  quickly  took  charge  and  organized things. 

Medics and police arrived at the same time. The police  took  preliminary  statements  from  the roommates  before  one  of  the  medics  said  they  were ready to take Serena to the hospital. They held onto Serena’s  hands  during  the  brief  ride,  whispering that  Keith  was  on  his  way.  She  murmured unintelligibly, but her eyes never opened. 

Serena  felt  fingers  at  her  neck  and  was screaming before her eyes opened. 

“Shh, now,” came a woman’s voice. “You’re safe, Serena. I’m Dr. Gordon.” 

Panicking,  Serena’s  eyes  darted  about  the examination room. 

“Where am I?” she tried to say. 

Her  poor  throat  had  been  so  abused  that  she couldn’t manage anything over a rough whisper. The doctor tsked and continued her exam. 

“St.  Vincent’s,”  she  informed  her.  “We  just  got your  friends  to  leave  your  side  so  they  could  be checked.  I  think  the  handsome  man  outside  might have  had  something  to  do  with  it,”  she  grinned. 

“Keith MacLauren. Your boyfriend?” Serena shook her head. “Boss.” 

“Mm,” came the doubtful noise. “I don’t know of many  bosses  who  charge  into  an  emergency  room, demanding  that  the  senior  doctor  take  charge  of  a patient’s  care.  You  sure  he’s  not  your  boyfriend?” Serena  nodded  with  a  small  moan.  “Well,  whoever 165 
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he  is,  he’s  turned  the  hospital  upside  down, demanding the best care for you.” Serena  didn’t  understand,  but  Claire  rushing into the room distracted her. 

“Oh,  Serena!”  she  cried  out.  “I  can’t  believe  it! 

It’s just too incredible.” 

“Quiet or leave,” Dr. Gordon said sternly. 

“Sorry,”  Claire  whispered,  holding  Serena’s hand. “I had no idea you had a direct line to Keith. I mean, it does make sense in case he needed to reach you  while  he  was  traveling  or  something,  but  you never mentioned it. Not a single word!” 

“What are you talking about?” Serena croaked. 

“The  cell  phone,  silly,”  Claire  giggled.  “Speed  1. 

Sheesh, I thought I was going to meet the new man in your life. I nearly dropped the phone!” Serena  frowned.  Claire  had  to  be  confused. 

Speed 1 was to Master’s phone. Her eyes went to the doctor who understood the silent plea. 

“All right, now,” she said briskly. “I think that’s enough.  Miss  Traydon  is  going  to  be  taken  to  her room.  She  needs  quiet,”  she  said  sternly.  “That means no visitors.” 

“I  need  to  talk  to  her,”  a  deep  voice  behind Claire said. “Claire, why don’t you wait outside with Debbie?” Keith suggested. 

“You’ll  both  need  to  leave,”  the  doctor  told  him. 

“She  has  been  through  a  traumatic  experience and…” 

“Just  one  moment,  please,”  Keith  said  urgently as Claire moved toward the door. 

“She  needs  her  rest.  The  police  are  going  to badger her enough once she’s in her room.” 

“I don’t want her to be alone,” he said. “I fired a number of people today.” 

“So  I  heard  on  the  news,”  Gordon  replied, smiling.  “Good  job  sticking  up  for  the  women  who work for you. I think there was a huge cheer for you 166 
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across the country.” 

“Thank  you,  but  any  one  of  them  could  come after  her.  One  already  did.”  He  took  Serena’s  hand. 

“Is she going to be alright?” 

Relenting slightly, the doctor nodded. 

“She  has  a  mild  concussion  and  the  bruises  on her  face,  neck,  and  throat  will  be  sore  for  about  a week.  She’s  a  very  lucky  woman.  If  her  friends hadn’t come when they did, well,” she glanced down at Serena. “She’s very lucky.” 

“Yes,  she  is,”  he  whispered,  his  thumb  gently rubbing her hand. 

“She is. Now, you really do need to leave and let her rest.” 

The doctor emphasized her directive by going to the  door.  Keith  bent  low  over  Serena’s  head  and whispered in her ear. 

“I’m  so  sorry,  Serena,”  he  murmured.  “I promised  to  protect  you  and  failed,  but  I  will  make sure  the  one  who  did  this  pays  dearly.  I’ll  do everything I can to protect you in the future.” Serena  heard  him,  but  couldn’t  get  her  eyes  to open.  Her  tired  brain  confused  his  voice  with Master’s and she sighed, thinking he had come. Her fingers curled around his hand. 

“Mr.  MacLauren,”  the  doctor’s  voice  was impatient. 

Reluctantly, Keith brushed a kiss on her temple and left the room. 

A  college  friend  and  former  member  of  the Special  Forces  who  had  gone  into  security  was waiting  outside  the  door.  Beyond  him  were  five  of the toughest-looking men Keith had ever seen. 

“Thanks, Ben.” 

“No  problem.  These  three  will  do  a  rotating schedule at her door once they put her in a room. No one in or out who hasn’t been approved by you. If the police go in, these guys go in too so she will never be 167 
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alone.” 

“Thanks,” he nodded. 

Ben gave him a hard look. 

“It  really  never  occurred  to  you  that  someone might do this?” 

“I’m  the  one  who  fired  them,  not  Serena,”  he shook his head. “Damn! What else could happen?” 

“Don’t  ask  things  like  that,”  Ben  advised.  “It’s never  a  good  idea.”  He  looked  at  the  men.  “Adams, you  take  first  watch,  then  Watson  and  then Jackson.”  They  all  nodded.  Two  left  while  Adams entered the room. “Any idea who did this?” 

“Her friends pulled the mask off long enough to see his face,” Keith said quietly. 

“Who was it?” 

“Mark Hammond, my former PR VP… 

“How could you?” came a shrill shriek. 

“Damn,”  Keith  replied  as  Penny  ran  down  the hall. 

Watson  and  Jackson  turned  to  chase  after  her. 

With a scream of fury, Penny launched herself at her cousin,  hammering  her  small  fists  on  his  chest.  He easily caught her wrists. Ben raised his hand to halt his men in their tracks. 

“How  could  you  do  this  to  me?”  she  demanded, struggling  to  get  away  from  him.  “You’re  pathetic! 

You’re  jealous  of  Mark  so  you  bribed  Serena  to  lie. 

Just  like  all  those  other  women  lied  about  Duncan and the other men.” She gestured at Debbie who was talking  to  the  police.  “So  desperate  for  attention that—” 

“We did not!” Debbie yelled, turning from where she’d been talking to the police. “We did not lie!” 

“And  you!”  Penny  turned  on  Claire.  “You  just want him for yourself so you—” 

“What!”  Claire  protested.  “I’ve  had  a  boyfriend for  months.  I  wouldn’t  date  Mark  for  a  million dollars.” 

168 



Beck And Call 



“Look at us,” Debbie demanded. “Do we look like we  had  a  good  time  with  your  fiancé?  He  attacked Serena  eighteen  months  ago  and  nearly  raped  her tonight, ripping off her clothes before we could get to her!” 

Penny  didn’t  move.  She  shook  her  head  at Debbie’s words. 

“That’s  impossible.  Daddy  and  Uncle  Ken  said he  was  a  good  man,”  she  whispered.  “They  said  he was the only one they’d approve of.” 

“Then  your  daddy  likes  a  rapist,”  Debbie  told her,  lowering the  ice  pack  she’d been holding  to her cheek. “Does this look made up?” Penny  stared  at  the  two  indignant,  bruised women for a long moment then turned to Keith. Her complexion was ashen, blue eyes wide with shock as she faced him. 

“Daddy said if I didn’t marry Mark by the end of the year that he would cut me off and find a way to control my trust. It’s all true, isn’t it? He…I can’t go on  like  this  anymore,”  she  shook  her  head.  She wrapped her arms around her narrow waist and bit her  bottom  lip.  “No,  I  won’t  marry  Mark,  no  matter what  Daddy  says  or  does.”  She  whispered.  Keith watched  the  conflict  of  emotions  on  her  face  as  she gazed  at  Debbie  and  Claire.  Taking  a  deep  breath, she turned to face him squarely. “Whenever someone talks about how successful your company is, they get very angry.” She cocked her head sideways. “Do you think all of that is connected?” Keith studied his cousin. Normally frivolous and ditzy, it seemed that his cousin had finally grown up. 

Or  had  everything  been  an  act?  Given  the revelations  he’d  gone  through  the  past  week,  could he trust her? 

“Penny, what kind of game are you playing?” 

“Survival,”  she  replied.  “In  our  family,  if  you have  brains,  you  become  a  target.  So  I  act  like  the 169 



Abby Gordon 



stereotypical  blonde.”  She  smiled.  “I  did  just graduate  from  Vassar  Magna  Cum  Laude.  In business.” 

A  slow  smile  curved  Keith’s  mouth.  This  was going to piss a lot of people off, but the idea of having even  one  person  in  his  family  on   his  side  nearly made him dizzy. 

“You want a job? I have a few openings.” Penny’s jaw dropped and she gasped, before she flung her arms around his neck. 

“Yes!”  she  grinned  up  at  him.  “What  do  you want me to do?” 

“Come  by  my  office  tomorrow  and  we’ll  figure out  what  works,”  he  smiled,  kissing  her  forehead. 

“The rest of the family won’t like it,” he warned her. 

“Our fathers don’t like it when they’re not obeyed.” She nodded. 

“I  have  some  information  that  may  help.”  He gave  her  a  quick  look  and  nodded.  She  smiled slightly, relieved he understood her. “Now, I have to ask  you  this.  Did  you  really  beat  up  Uncle  Ken fourteen  years  ago?  I  overheard  Kevin  and  Kyle  a few  months  ago,  but  no  one  will  answer  my questions.” 

“Yes,”  Keith  nodded.  “I’ll  explain  it  tomorrow.” He  looked  at  Ben.  “Do  you  have  anyone  who  can keep  an  eye  on  her?  If  she sides  with  me,  she could be in danger.” 

Ben gave him a hard look. 

“Only myself.” 

“Works  for  me,”  Keith  nodded,  glad  his  friend understood.  Except  for  Serena,  Penny’s  safety  came first. “Don’t let her out of your sight.” Penny’s gaze went from one man to the other. 

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” she said firmly. 

“Penny,  someone  attacked  Serena,”  Keith started patiently. “And if you don’t marry Mark and side  with  me,  you  just  became  another  target.” 170 
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Mostly,  he  added  to  himself,  because  they’d  already gone after Serena. 

She  paled.  Beyond  them,  Sanders’  radio squawked and he answered in a low voice. 

“Me?  Keith,  this  is  our  family  you’re  talking about.” 

“I’m  not  taking  a  chance,”  he  said  gently. 

“Please. Let Ben protect you.” 

With obvious reluctance, she nodded. 

“I  hate  Mondays,”  he  muttered.  “I  really,  really do.” 

Paul  and  David  arrived  and  nodded  at  Keith before  going  to  Claire.  Paul  pulled  her  to  him.  Too grateful for his strength to resist or protest his being there, Claire relaxed against him. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. His eyes went over her  face  and  he  muttered  an  obscenity  under  his breath. “Where the hell is he?” 

“In  police  custody,”  Sanders  replied.  “He  was just  apprehended  in  his  apartment.  He’s  being processed  and  has  requested  his  lawyer.  I  take  it you’re the boyfriend she just said she had?” 

“Yes,”  Paul  nodded.  “Are  you  done?  Can  I  take her home?” 

“I’ll  need  her  to  come  down  to  the  station  and sign a statement.” 

“Can’t leave Debbie alone,” Claire whispered. 

Ben  spoke  up,  looking  at  the  last  man  at  his side. 

“Quincy  will  take  you  home,”  Ben  told  Debbie, then looked at Keith. “You need to get home as well. 

You’ve been a busy boy today.” 

“And tomorrow looks like it will be just as much fun,”  he  sighed.  “I  hate  Mondays.  I  really  do.”  He looked at Adams. “If she wakes up, call me.” 

“You got it,” he replied with a nod. 

Exhausted,  Keith  drove  home  and  rode  the elevator up to his apartment. Slowly he hung up his 171 
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coat  and  walked  down  the  hall.  Inputting  the  code, he  opened  the  door  and  entered  the  playroom. 

Closing his eyes, he inhaled, imagining he could still smell  Serena’s  scent.  He’d  kept  her  safe,  here. 

Here…his  eyes  fell  on  the  spanking  bench.  Here, he’d  been  able  to  make  sure  nothing  hurt  her.  She had felt only pleasure here. Here, he’d felt more joy, more contentment, more sexual pleasure, more…just more everything. They had fucked, talked, slept, and repeated the cycle until he’d finally had to let her go. 

He  hadn’t  slept  at  all  Sunday  night.  He  kept reaching  for  her  warm  little  body  and  she  hadn’t been there. Because he’d let her go. 

He  went  to  the  window.  While  their  office suite overlooked  the  lights  of  Manhattan,  this  view displayed  the  river,  the  Statue  of  Liberty  and  the endless  horizon  of  the  ocean.  Serena  had  stood staring  out  at  it  late  Saturday  night.  Coming  from the bedroom, he’d seen her, pressed her to the glass, and fucked her from behind. She’d been hoarse from her screams,  but  managed  to  tell him  she  loved  the sight  of  the  ocean.  Would  she  want  to  come  here again after tonight? He’d promised to protect her yet failed miserably. Turning, he looked at the spanking bench,  the  padded  table  where  he’d  bound  her  and tormented  every  sensitive  nerve  in  her  body  until she’d begged him to fuck her, the large X they hadn’t yet used, and the chest with all his toys and gear. 

She wouldn’t want to come back, and he couldn’t imagine using anything on anyone else. Head bowed, he left the room, closing the door behind him. 
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Chapter Ten 

Keith  concluded  that  Tuesdays  were  almost  as bad  as  Mondays.  To  take  advantage  of  her  social contacts,  he’d  put  Penny  in  PR  to  help  Jason.  Her obvious delight in being able to do something useful had put the day in the plus column. But just barely. 

Flanked  by  Paul  and  David,  he  discussed  the legal  situation  all  day.  Mark’s  firing  was  fairly  cut and  dried  especially  after  his  attack  on  Serena  the night  before.  Duncan  and  the  others,  however,  had already  filed  lawsuits  for  wrongful  termination. 

While  Keith  and  the  company  were  media  darlings and had the support of the public, the legal situation was  not  as  clear-cut.  Duncan  and  his  underlings claimed they’d had nothing to do with Mark. 

Paul  and  David  were  working  with  the  police and private investigators to establish a link between Duncan,  Mark,  and  Keith’s  father,  uncle,  and anyone  else.  The  police  were  skeptical  when  Keith brought  it  up,  but  Penny  had  been  able  to  provide more information. 

He’d  called  the  hospital  four  times  and  each time Serena had been sleeping. Guilt convinced him that  she’d  realized  he  was  Master.  Because  he  had failed  so  spectacularly  at  protecting  her,  he  figured she  was  avoiding  him,  that  she  didn’t  want  him  as her  dominant.  Returning  to  his  penthouse,  he  put something  in  the  microwave  and  stared  off  into space.  When  the  appliance  beeped,  he  jumped. 

Pulling the cardboard container out, he stared at it, trying  to  remember  what  it  was.  Standing  at  the counter,  he  ate  half  of  it  before  tossing  the  rest  in 173 
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the trash and dropping his fork in the sink. Going to his  room,  he  didn’t  bother  turning  on  the  lights. 

Letting  his  clothes  fall  to  the  floor,  he  crawled  into bed.  It  was  nearly  midnight.  Closing  his  eyes,  he inhaled Serena’s scent and flinched as if receiving a physical  blow.  Rolling  off  the  mattress,  he  went  to his exercise room to work off some demons. 

On  Tuesday  he  discovered  another  side  of  his cousin.  Penny  liked  to  mother  people.  Apparently deciding  that  Keith  wasn’t  taking  care  of  himself, she  went  to  the  cafeteria  and  brought  him  lunch. 

Barely knocking, she came in, Ben a step behind her. 

Keith nodded at him. 

“I’ll keep an eye on her.” 

“I’ll  be  at  Serena’s  desk  catching  up  on  my laptop,”  Ben  nodded,  stepping  back  and  closing  the door behind him. 

Penny sighed loudly. 

“I  really  don’t  think  I  need  a  babysitter,”  she told him. 

“I  really  think  you  need  a  bodyguard,”  he replied,  saving  his  document  and  slowly  looking  up at  her.  “It’s  not  up  for  debate,  Penny.  I’ve  already had  calls  from  both  our  fathers  to  send  you  back home.” 

Grimacing she nodded and sat down. 

“What’s  wrong?”  she  asked,  putting  the sandwich and salad before him.  “Don’t  give me  that look.  Eat.”  She  put  a  pint  of  milk  next  to  the sandwich. “Is Serena okay?” 

“I’ve  no  idea,”  he  grumbled,  peeling  the cellophane off the turkey sandwich. “No one will tell me anything.” 

“Have you called her friends?” 

Giving her a quick smile, he pulled out the piece of  paper  with  the  women’s  information.  Stabbing  at the  numbers  on  his  phone,  he  closed  his  eyes  as  he waited for someone to answer. 
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“Claire?  Keith  MacLauren.  The  hospital  won’t tell me…” He nodded, relief on his face. “Thank you. 

No,  no,  she  shouldn’t  worry  about  coming  in. 

Monday  is  fine,  or  whenever  she  feels  up  to  it.”  He listened, nodding. “Of course. Please tell her. Thank you.” 

“Well?” Penny prompted. 

“She’ll be released tomorrow. Claire said Serena was talking  about  coming  in  to work as  soon as  she left the hospital.” 

“She  has  a  concussion,”  Penny  shook  her  head. 

“Plus  everything  else  that  beast  did  to  her.”  She shivered.  “Keith,  promise  me  that  you  won’t  hide anything about any man I date from me again.” 

“Hey!”  he  protested  around  a  bite  of  sandwich. 

“That was as much a surprise to me as anyone else! 

And  you’re  the  one  who  didn’t  want  to  believe  that he’d hit Serena.” 

She slumped in the chair, nodding. 

“God,  I  know  how  to  pick’em,  don’t  I?  Maybe  I should  take  a  vow  of  celibacy  or  something.  Join  a convent.” 

“I  don’t  think  you’d  make  a  very  good  nun,” Keith  told  her  wryly.  “I  think  they  have  to  take  a vow of poverty as well.” 

“Okay,  that  might  be  a  problem,”  she acknowledged  with  a  laugh.  “Feel  better  now  that you’ve eaten?” 

“Yes, mother dear,” he smiled. “Get back to work before your boss reprimands you for slacking off.” Laughing,  Penny  stood  and  leaned  over  the desk. 

“Between you and me,” she whispered, “My boss needs  a  vacation.  Like,  now.  Somewhere  warm. 

Away  from  the  bullshit  he’s  had  to  deal  with.  Find someone to take his mind off of everything.” 

“Enough, Pen,” he frowned, not liking her talk of companionship.  He’d  blown  that  and  didn’t  want  to 175 
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think about it. 

Hours  later  Penny  stormed  back  into  Keith’s office and she started in on him about Ben’s constant presence, 

“Enough  already  with  the  mother  hen,  all right?” she told him in exasperation. “I can’t even go to  the  ladies’  room  without  Mr.  Brooding  standing outside.” 

“Penny, I won’t take a chance on someone else I care  about  being  hurt,”  he  said  quietly.  “When Serena  leaves  the  hospital,  are  you  volunteering  to replace her there? 

Leaning back in his chair, he watched his cousin and  regretted his  words  and actions.  It  was obvious Penny  saw  the  exhaustion  in  his  every  move.  And more  than  he  realized  he’d  revealed.  But  this  was his cousin, he told himself. He could relax his guard around her, right? 

“You love her, don’t you?” she whispered, sitting down. 

“I’m  not  loving  anyone,”  he  retorted.  Okay, Penny was more observant than he thought. 

“You’re  not  Uncle  Ken.  You’re  not  my  father,” she offered. “And you would never treat a woman the way  they have.  Or  the  way  Mark did.”  Approaching him,  she  stood  next  to  his  chair.  “Keith,  why  don’t you talk to her?” 

“Talk to who?” 

“Serena,  for  Pete’s  sake!  She’s  supposed  to  be released  from  the  hospital  tomorrow.  Go  get  her. 

Take a huge bouquet of roses. Tell her you love her!” 

“I can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“Penny, why the hell would she want to be with me?” 

“Well,”  Penny  frowned,  tapping  her  finger against  her  chin.  “You  dress  decently.  You’re literate.  Your  hygiene’s  pretty  good.  And  you  have 176 
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decent  table  manners.  Oh,  and  the  most  important thing...you  can  spit  a  watermelon  seed  farther  than anyone I’ve ever seen.” 

Keith snorted, remembering the summer on the Cape so many years ago. 

“How  can  you  remember  that?”  he  murmured. 

“You were barely four.” 

“I’ve always thought you were the best,” she told him. 

“Except when I’m jealous of Mark?” She winced. 

“Sorry  about  that,”  she  sighed.  “I  wasn’t thinking clearly.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Keith, go tell—” 

“Penny,  I  didn’t  protect  her  from  Mark,”  he ground  out,  shoving  his  chair  away  from  the  desk. 

He  paced  over  to  the  window.  “Why  the  hell  would she want to be with me?” 

“How  could  you  have  known  Mark  would  go after her?” Penny demanded. “You’re not God, Keith. 

You’re a man.” 

“I didn’t protect her,” he whispered, shaking his head.  “She  won’t  want  to  be  with  me.”  His  head whipped  around  to  pin  her  with  a  look.  “And  don’t say  anything  to  her,  understand  me?  This  is  my personal life and I want you to stay out of it.” 

“You are a stubborn, bull-headed man who is so caught up  in  your own ego that you’d rather let her go than be human like the rest of us,” Penny glared at him. “Why would she want to be with someone so stupid, blind, and narrow-minded?” Stalking out, she slammed the door. 

Clenching his jaw, Keith turned back to stare at his city. 

That  evening,  he  went  to  the  brownstone.  The super  recognized  him  and  let  him  into  Serena’s apartment.  It  was  still  a  mess  from  the  previous night.  Not  wanting  her  to  return  to  that,  he  began 177 
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straightening  things  as  much  as  he  could.  A  lamp clicked on. Startled, he turned around and stared at the  painting  highlighted  by  the  spotlight.  Serena had said that her buying the piece, instead of taking Todd  on  a  cruise,  had  led  to  their  break-up argument.  Keith  moved  closer  to  examine  it.  A deceptively  simple  scene  at  first  glance—a  peaceful meadow  with  a  creek  and  mountains  in  the background.  If  one  looked  closer,  the  eye  could  see the  details  of  the  flowers  and  butterflies  in  the meadow,  animals  just  inside  the  trees  and  hawks soaring  about  the  mountains.  Fairly  impressive,  he thought,  realizing  she  knew  art.  Just  as  she  had recognized the quality of the vase. 

Suddenly  wondering  where  it  was,  he  glanced into  the  kitchen  before  going  to  her  bedroom.  The bed  was  rumpled  and  a  pillow  was  on  the  floor. 

Keith  fought  down  the  fury  as  he  realized  just  how close  she’d  come  to  being  raped.  Grimacing,  he turned  to  leave  and  paused.  On  the  nightstand, resting  on  a  lace  doily,  was  the  vase  and  wilting rose.  Following  his  instincts,  he  opened  the  double drawer  and  smiled  at  the  sight  of  the  things  he’d sent  her.  Reaching  in,  his  finger  brushed  the  cuffs. 

How he would have loved to have seen her in them! 

Suddenly the pain of never having Serena again, of  being  nothing  more  to  her  than  her  boss,  made him  fall  to  his  knees  and  lean  against  the  bed.  He turned his face to the mattress to smother his shout. 

All  the  fury  and  helplessness  he’d  felt  since  Claire described the attack broke free. Resting his head on the  mattress,  he  beat  his  fists  against  the  bed.  His Serena had been threatened, attacked, and saved by others. He hadn’t done anything. 

Emotionally drained, he replaced the pillow and straightened the comforter. Turning the light off, he closed  the  bedroom  door  and  went  to  the  painting. 

Penny was right, he admitted. He loved Serena. And 178 
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would never be able to tell her. Fighting back tears, he left the apartment. 

Finally  able  to  see  visitors,  Serena  knew  she should  be  more  grateful  to  see  Claire  and  Debbie. 

And she was. They’d saved her from being raped and possibly  killed.  But  they  weren’t  who  she desperately  wanted  to  see.  Their  chatter  about  all the  changes  at  work  didn’t  get  a  reaction  from  her. 

Debbie had been promoted and given a major project to  work  on.  Claire  already  loved  working  for  Jason, compared  to  what  she  called  her  ‘indenture’  under Mark.  Serena  just  stared  at  the  skyline.  The  floor was high enough for her to see the Statue of Liberty. 

And that brought back erotic memories she  couldn’t think  about  with  her  friends  present.  She  didn’t even  react  when  Claire  passed  on  a  message  from Keith  that  she  was  to  take  the  week  off  to  recover and  not  return  until  the  following  Monday.  When she  was  finally alone,  she  pressed the  speed  dial on her  phone  and  after  two  rings  got  voice  mail.  The distorted  voice  she  knew  as  Master  didn’t  say anything more than “leave a message.” Finally, after the nurse  checked  her vitals  at  two  in  the  morning, she called again. 

“Master?” she whispered. “I need to talk to you. 

Please, call me.” 

Closing the phone, she stared out the window of her hospital room. 

For two days, she lay there, forbidden to get up beyond  going  to  the  bathroom.  One  of  the  three guards was always in the room. She asked who had told them to watch her. When they mentioned Keith, she fought the disappointment that washed over her. 

She  knew  she  should  be  grateful  for  Keith’s concern.  He’d  come  to  the  hospital  right  after  the attack, arranged for her and Debbie’s protection—as it was clear Paul and David were not leaving Claire’s side—and understood that she would not want to go 179 
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to  work  until  the  bruises  started  to  fade.  Even though  he  knew he  would  need  her in  the  office,  he had insisted she not come in until she was ready. 

Relieved  and  able  to  focus  on  recovering,  she was  also  left  to  her  own  thoughts.  Thoughts  that increasingly  reviewed  the  weekend.  Had  she unknowingly  done  something  that  upset  or  angered Master?  She  couldn’t  figure  it  out.  She  was  fairly certain  she  hadn’t  done  anything  before  Mark  had burst  into  her  apartment.  If  she  had,  he  wouldn’t have sent  the box  with  the note saying he  would be coming over. So why wasn’t he answering the phone? 

Why  hadn’t  he  come  to  see  her?  The  attack,  along with all the corporate turmoil, had been on the front page  of  every  NYC  paper—“CEO’s  Assistant Attacked After Mass Firings” and “PR VP’s Revenge on CEO’s  Assistant” and  “MacLauren Cleans  House and  Assistant  Pays  Price.”  She  hated  that  one  and knew  Keith  was  grinding  his  teeth  about  all  the publicity. 

And  still  no  word  from  Master.  Each  hour without hearing his voice hurt more. 

Finally allowed to leave the hospital Wednesday evening,  Serena  spent  most  of  the  next  few  days resting.  Her  parents  called  daily,  trying  to  convince her to leave the “big, bad, dangerous city” and come home. It was what they’d been saying ever since she had  left  college,  but  now  she  was  seriously considering  it.  She’d  gone  as  far  as  she  could professionally  unless  she  went  into  management. 

With Master ignoring her daily messages asking him to call her, she knew there was nothing here for her personally.  She  promised  her  mother  she  would think about it and let her know at Christmas. 

Serena  called  him  daily,  but  couldn’t  bring herself to say anything besides a few words. She was afraid  she’d  break  down  and  beg.  Trying  to  feel closer  to  him,  she  poured  through  the  books, 180 
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especially  the  second  one  he’d  given  her.  It  only increased  her  conviction  she  had  been  a  born submissive.  Her  dreams  had  been  made  real  and then snatched away. She desperately wanted Master to  call  her,  to  claim  her,  to  control  her.  She  even tried to repeat the previous Friday night and nearly screamed  in  frustration  when  she  couldn’t  reach orgasm. The book explained why, but that only upset her  more.  Evidently  once  a  submissive  surrendered to  a  dominant,  especially  if  an  emotional  bond  was established,  it  might  be  nearly  impossible  for  the submissive to orgasm without the dominant present in some way. 

After working nearly twenty-hour days, exhaustion demanded  Keith  rest—whether  he  liked  it  or  not—

on  Saturday.  Unable  to  sleep  in  his  bedroom,  he’d transferred a few clothes to the guest room and slept on top of that bed’s covers. 

Waking  Sunday,  he  focused  bleary  eyes  on  the clock,  shocked  to  see  it  was  nearly  noon.  He’d actually  slept  for  twelve  hours.  With  coffee  and  a decent breakfast in his system, he went to his home office.  After  fifteen  minutes  though,  he  reached  for the  phone.  There  were  certain  advantages,  he grinned,  in  owning  the  building  that  housed  your company,  your  home,  and  that  of  the  person  most likely to offer insight into your current situation live in. 

“Francine?  It’s  Keith.  Is  Grant  there?”  A moment later the older man’s voice came on. “I need your advice. Mind if I come by?” Eschewing the elevator, Keith took the stairs to the  floor  below,  where  Grant  had  the  entire  level. 

Francine,  dressed  in  a  pale  lavender  silk  caftan, waited with the door open. 

“Hello,  Keith,”  she  smiled  warmly,  kissing  her cheek. “Finally get some sleep?” 

“I’m  punchy  I  got  so  much,”  he  nodded.  “How’s 181 
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the little one?” 

“Not  letting  me  get  any  sleep,”  she  grimaced, patting  her  rounded  tummy.  “Come  on.  Grant’s painting in the nursery.” 

As they went down the hall, Keith realized how the  penthouse had  changed. Before Francine, it had been sparsely furnished, except for Grant’s dungeon. 

As  he  was,  or  rather  had  been,  as  much  of  a workaholic  as  Keith,  Grant  had  bought  furniture only  when he needed  it.  A  year ago,  there had  been only  a  grand  piano  in  the  living  room.  Now,  there were  paintings  on  the  walls,  Oriental  rugs  on  the polished  wood  floors,  and,  as  Keith  knew, comfortable  furniture  in  the  living  room.  Francine had created a home. 

“Yo, Grant!” he called down the hall. 

Reaching  the  door,  he  blinked  before  laughing. 

Turning,  paint  roller  in  hand,  Grant  glared  at  him, before seeing his wife beyond the other man. 

“You,  stay  back,”  he  ordered  her.  “Paint  fumes aren’t good for you.” 

“Yes,  dear,”  she  smiled,  peering  over  Keith’s shoulder. “It looks wonderful, darling.” Putting the roller down, Grant pulled the paint-spattered  tee  over  his  head  and  let  it  drop  to  the floor.  Keith  stepped  out  of  the  way  as  Grant  strode directly  to  his  wife.  Undeterred  and  unrepentant, she smiled up at him. 

“I’m  serious,”  he  said  quietly,  framing  her  face with his hands. 

“I  know,”  she  nodded,  wrapping  her  arms around his waist. “You need a break and Keith needs to talk.” 

Keith  glanced  away  at  how  the  expression  in Grant’s  eyes  was  returned  in  full  measure  by Francine.  All  he  could  think  about  was  he  and Serena in a similar situation. And it hurt like hell to know it would never be. 
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“So,”  Grant  murmured,  guiding  his  wife  back down  the  hall.  “What  is  the  problem?”  He  went  to bar  and  began  preparing  their  usual  drinks.  “I’m assuming this isn’t business related. The last subject we discussed?” he asked. 

“Serena,” Keith confirmed with a nod. 

Looking  up  from  behind  the  bar,  Grant  put  the last glass on the tray. Joining his wife and friend in the sitting area, he sat down and picked up his glass. 

Francine took the glass of milk her husband handed her and relaxed against him on the couch. 

“What’s the problem?” 

“I love her.” 

The  couple  exchanged  amused  glances  that irked  Keith.  Standing,  he  paced.  Grant  tossed  his whiskey back. 

“Okay,  I’ll  bite.  Just  how  is  loving  Serena  a problem?” 

“Dammit,  Grant!”  Keith  exploded.  “I  can understand  Penny  not  having  a  clue,  but  how  can you tell me you don’t understand why?” 

“You can either watch your language in front of my wife or leave,” Grant replied in a hard voice that gave no other options. 

Keith drew himself up and looked at them. 

“I’m sorry, Francine. I’m just…” 

“You’re  upset  you  weren’t  there  when  Mark attacked  her  last  Monday  night,”  she  said  softly. 

“When  there’s  no  way  you  could  have  suspected  he would do such a thing.” 

“I  should  have,”  Keith  insisted.  “I  knew  he  had assaulted her before. I knew he was fixated on her. I just…”  He  groaned  and  shook  his  head.  “I  failed  to protect  her.  She’s  my  submissive.  Or  was,”  he corrected himself. “And I failed to…” 

“This  sounds  ridiculously  familiar,”  Francine chuckled. “Grant went through this as well.” 
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rumors  the  week  before  Grant  had  appeared  at  the breast  cancer  fundraiser.  After  punching  Keith’s older brother Kevin in the nose, he’d found Francine and  proposed  with  his  grandmother’s  ring.  Keith shook  his  head.  “Francine,  it’s  a  totally  different situation.” 

“There’s more to what happened than what was in  the  papers,”  she  said  quietly.  “I  won’t  go  into details,  but  it  was  actually  very  similar  to  what Serena went through.” 

Keith stared at her before looking at Grant. 

“But  you  haven’t  been  arrested  for  murder,”  he pointed  out.  “Which  is  what  will  happen  to  me  if  I ever  see  the…,”  he  stopped  himself.  Swearing  in front  of  Francine  again  would   not   be  a  good  idea. 

“See Mark again.” 

“It  was  a  near  thing,  trust  me,”  Grant  said, pulling his wife tight against him. “When I found out everything that she’d gone through…” 

“He  nearly  had  me  tie  him  to  the  St.  Andrew’s cross,”  Francine  shook  her  head,  fond  indulgence  in her expression as she remembered. 

Keith nearly dropped his glass. 

“I can relate to that,” he whispered. 

Francine groaned. 

“God  save  me  from  men  and  their  egos!  Keith, listen  to  me.  Grant  didn’t  know  what  was happening, but as soon as he did, he acted swiftly to not  only  protect  me,  but  to  exact  justice  for  me. 

Those who hurt me can never do so again. No one is ever going to say or do anything to me because they know  what  Grant’s  reaction  will  do.  Knowing  my man will protect me is the most incredible feeling in the world.” 

“But I didn’t protect Serena!” he exclaimed. 

“Did  you  act  when  you  knew  the  danger?” Francine  pressed.  “Did  you  make  sure that  she  had the best care in the hospital?” 
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“Yes, of course…” 

“Has she called you since?” 

“Every day,” he whispered. “She leaves the same message asking me to call her.” 

Francine rose and came to him. Gently she took one of  his  hands  and  put  it on  her  stomach. Keith’s eyes widened as he felt the baby move. 

“This is a miracle. Love is a miracle. When God gives  you  a  miracle,  you  don’t  throw  it  away.  You hold  onto  it  with  both  hands  and  protect  it  with everything you can. She’s reaching out to you, Keith. 

Go to her.” 

Unable to speak, Keith considered her words as her child thumped against his palm. 

“You really think so?” 

“Don’t  tell  me  my  daughter’s  godfather  isn’t  as smart as her daddy says he is,” Francine chided with a twinkle in her eyes. 

Her words struck him and he glanced at Grant. 

Crossing his legs, Grant just grinned. 

“Well?  If  you  make  me  look  like  a  liar  to  my wife, I’ll be pretty pissed.” 

“Then I guess I better not do that,” Keith smiled. 

“Considering the last MacLauren who pissed you off got a broken nose.” 

“Get out of here,” came the order. Grant grinned at him. “Get your hands off my wife and go get your own.” 

Gallantly  bringing  Francine’s  hands  up,  Keith kissed them. 

“You’ll help Serena?” 

“Of course,” she nodded. “Go to her, Keith.” Nodding, his brain already spinning out a  plan, Keith headed for the door. 

“Grant, I’ll call you tomorrow about nine.” 

“It better be to say you didn’t screw this up!” he called after him. 

Laughing, Keith closed the door behind him and 185 
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took  the  stairs  two  at  time.  He  had  lots  to  do  and little time to get it all done. 

As  she  got  ready  for  bed,  the  black  cell  phone rang.  She  stared  at  it.  Now  he  called?  A week  after she’d nearly been killed. She almost didn’t answer it. 

She was so tempted to throw it away. A weekend of heaven and he ignored her when she needed him. 

“Hello?” Serena couldn’t believe she’d picked the darn thing up. 

“Are you alone?” 

“No,  I’m  having  a  wild  orgy  with  four  other men,” she replied sarcastically. “My other boyfriends came  to  the  hospital  and  have  been  taking  care  of me. They cared enough to—” 

“Serena, I care,” he whispered. 

“Then  why  didn’t  you  come?”  she  cried  out, curling up on the bed. “I called you every day and got that  damn  voice  thing!  I  needed  you!  And  you ignored me.” 

“No,” he said. 

“Yes,”  she  insisted.  “I  needed  you  and  you weren’t there. I needed you to hold me so I’d know I was  safe.”  Tears  flowed  down  her  cheeks.  “I  needed you, Master! Why weren’t you there?” There  was  a  long  pause  and  she  nearly  threw the phone across the room. 

“Do you trust me?” 

“I’m  not  sure  I  should,”  she  whispered,  closing her eyes. 

“You’ll  soon  know  who  I  am,”  he  told  her.  “I want you to unchain your door. Did you get the box I sent last week?” 

“Yes,” she whispered. 

“Follow the directions. I’ll be there at ten.” Serena  shook  her  head,  but  he  cut  off  the connection.  She  was  crazy.  She  had  completely  lost her  mind.  After  everything  she’d  gone  through,  she shouldn’t even consider doing what he wanted. 
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She  glanced  at  her  watch.  It  was  nine  o’clock. 

She  pulled  her  legs  up  and  wrapped  around  her arms  around  them.  He  finally  called,  giving  no reason  for  not  being  there  this  past  week,  then expected  her  to  cuff  herself  blindfolded  to  her  own bed and wait for him! 

Serena  groaned  as  the  thought  of  being  so helpless,  waiting  for  him  to  come  to  her,  made  her nipples tingle and her pussy tighten in need. 

“I’m hopeless,” she muttered to herself, pushing her  body  off  the  couch.  “Absolutely  and  completely hopeless.  Like  you  need  this,  Serena  Marie.  You need  this  like  you  need…everything  you  ever wanted,” she sighed. “Oh, hell!” She  took  a  shower,  carefully  shaving  and scrubbing her body clean. She blew her hair dry and, wrapped  in  her  fuzzy  robe,  checked  the  door.  With twenty  minutes  to  go,  she  went  to  get  the  box  and the  vibrator.  The  ends  of  the  tethers  went  around the posts of the bed frame. 

“He’s  lucky  I  don’t  have  a  heavy  bed,”  she muttered  to  herself  as  she  went  around  and  lifted each  post  to  slip  the  loop  around  the  frame.  “Now how am I supposed to adjust these so it’s right?” She shook her head. “I can’t get it perfect, but he can fix it when he gets here.” 

She pulled the cuffs toward the center of the bed and  figured  she  could  shorten  the  ankle  tethers  a bit. The silence was making her anxious and she put in a soothing meditative CD then lit some candles. 

At  ten  ‘til  ten,  she  lubed  the  vibrator  and  put her  ankles  in  the  cuffs.  Impressed  with  how  she’d gotten  the  lengths  right,  she  eased  the  vibrator  in and  turned  it  on.  Easing  herself  back  against  the pillows,  she  figured  that  she  needed  to  position  the blindfold  on  her  forehead,  cuff  one  wrist,  pull  the blindfold down and loosely cuff the second. 
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concubines  or  captives  in  a  harem  had  felt  waiting for  the  sheik  to  see  if  they  were  worthy  of  his,  um, attentions. She couldn’t  restrain  the nervous  giggle. 

And felt the vibrator shift inside her. Okay, a harem girl  probably  hadn’t  had  a  vibrator  in  her,  but  the book on Domination/Submission had mentioned that dildos had been around for centuries. 

Closing  her  eyes,  she  let  her  body  relax  and thought  of  her  master  finding  her.  Waiting  for  him in obedience.  What would he do? Would he jump on the  bed,  rip  the  vibrator  from  her,  and  fuck  her  in desperate need? Would he find fault with something and  tease  her  with  a  punishment?  Or  would…she twisted her head toward the open bedroom door. 

She  heard  the  apartment  door  open  and  softly close. But when long moments passed and she heard nothing  besides  the  music,  she  wondered  if  it  had been her imagination. She shifted on the bed and the nub of the vibrator hit her clit just right. 

“Oh!” 

She  twitched  her  hips  and  relaxed  as  the pressure lightened. 

Until it came back. Without her moving. 

“Master?” she whispered. 

The  cuff  on  her  right  wrist  was  tightened  and then all the tethers were adjusted. 

The  mattress  dipped  and  she  felt  his  body  heat just before his mouth covered hers. 

With a sigh, she surrendered. 

“I  missed  you,”  she  breathed.  “I  needed  to  tell you…” 

“Shh,” he murmured, moving his head to take a nipple  in  his  mouth.  “I’m  here,  sweetheart.  I promise,  you’ll  understand  everything.  Right  now, though,  I  need  to  assure  myself  that  you  are  all right.” 

“I’m  fine,”  she  told  him,  moaning  as  his  teeth raked the sensitive tip. “The hospital let me go…” 188 
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“I 

was 

planning 

on 

my 

own, 

unique 

examination,” he whispered. “The doctor might have missed something and I simply can’t have that.” 

“What  kind  of  examination?”  she  wondered, gasping as his fingers captured the puckering nipple and pinched. 

“The  very  thorough  kind,”  he  chuckled  at  her moan.  “First  things  first,  though.  Do  you  remember your safe words?” 

She  smiled.  He  was  serious  about  those  damn words! 

“File  is  all  right.  Recycle  is  break.  Submissive and  desperate  to  be  taken  is   in-box.  Sherlock  is cannot deal.” 

“Very good. I promise that tonight there will not be  any  punishments.  Only  pleasure.  Now,  sweet Serena,  I  brought  some  friends  who  missed  your tender nipples and your hot little ass.” She sighed as his fingers tugged on both nipples. 

Strong hands fondled her until she whimpered. Heat flooded  her  pelvis  and her  nipples  had  become  hard nubs.  When  he  finally  pinched  a  nipple,  Serena moaned,  knowing  what  was  coming.  She  held  her breath  as  he  put  the  clamps  on.  He  moved  on  the mattress.  She  felt  one  large  hand  part  her  ass cheeks just before the cold tip of the plug pressed for entry at her anus. 

“Master, please,” she whimpered. 

“Shh,”  he  told  her,  pushing  the  plug  past  the resistant ring. 

In  anticipation,  her  pussy  flooded  and  from  his chuckle she guessed he could see how her folds were gleaming and opening for him. “Oh!” she gasped. Her hips tilted up in silent supplication. “Master!” 

“Serena, if you start making too much noise, I’ll have to gag you,” he warned. 

“I understand, Master,” she nodded. 

There was a moment of stillness. 
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“Have you read any more from the books I gave you?” 

“Yes, Master.” 

With  so  much  time  on  her  hands,  she  had  read them  both  thoroughly.  She  used  the  vibrator  in  an effort  to  make  herself  orgasm  and  failed.  She  had needed his voice telling her to. Pride wouldn’t let her tell him that now. She was still too hurt he’d left her alone.  Although  she  was  tempted  to  ask  where  he’d been all week, she didn’t want to ruin the mood. 

“Did you read about clubs? And collars?” She hesitated before slowly nodding. “I did.” 

“In  the  future,  we  might  go  to  a  club.  I  would never have you naked as other doms sometimes have their  subs  or  slaves.”  One  large  hand  splayed possessively  over  her  abdomen.  “I’ve  found  I’m  too possessive and don’t want anyone looking at what is mine.  I  would  have  you  dressed  in  soft  silks  and veils, maybe a toy strapped to you that I could make vibrate. Would you like that?” 

“A toy? What kind of toy?” 

He  stretched  out  next  to  her,  careful  to  keep their bodies from touching. 

“There are several I could choose from. One that just teased your clit. Or just your pussy. Or your ass. 

Or your nipples. Or any combination I want. Picture it,  Serena,”  he  whispered  in  a  husky  voice.  “I  put  a harness  around  your  waist  and  attach  a  toy  you can’t remove.” 

“Why can’t I take it out?” 

“Oh,  did  I  forget  to  tell  you  that  your  hands would  be  secured?  Either  behind  your  back  or  at your  sides?”  His  breath  was  warm  against  her  ear. 

“You’d  be  helpless  as  I  used  the  remote  to  send delightful  vibrations  into  whichever  area  I  wanted. 

And  you’d  never  know  which  I  would  pick,  how strong  I  would  make  it,  or  when  I  would  do  it.  But, be certain of this, sweetheart.” His tongue traced the 190 
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curve  of  her  ear,  sending  shivers  of  anticipation throughout her body.  “I would  take  you  to a  private room  so  no  one  could  see  your  orgasms  or  see  me fuck you. That is only between us. And the same for any punishments.” 

Serena  felt  her  face  heat  at  the  image  he painted of her in a crowded room. She liked that he didn’t want other men to see her naked. 

“I  would  like  that.  Thank  you,  Master,”  she smiled, turning her head toward him. 

“If we went to a club, though, you would have to wear  my  collar.  Then  everyone  who  saw  it  would know they’d have to deal with me.” 

“I get a feeling not too many people would want to  deal with you,” she said softly. 

“At least not twice,” he drawled. “Will you wear my collar now, Serena? It’s more like a choker so you can wear it in public and no one would know what it really means.” 

Speechless  at  what  his  words  implied,  Serena could only nod. 

“Thank you,” he said quietly. 

She felt him leave the bed. A moment later, the bed  dipped  on  her  left  and  she  felt  something  cool and  metallic  placed  around  her  neck.  His  fingers traced  the  fading  purple  bruises  from  where  she’d been choked. 

“That  sonuvabitch,”  he  growled.  “If  I  ever  see that  bastard  again  the  police  won’t  have  to  worry about anything but a burial.” 

Serena gasped. 

“Shh, sweetheart,” he murmured. 

“No,”  she  insisted.  “I  don’t  want  you  doing anything to him.” 

“Sweetheart,  part  of  being  a  man  is  defending what is his. This,” he touched the collar, “makes you mine.” 

“No.” She shook her head. “Don’t say things like 191 
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that. I don’t want anyone fighting or—” 

“I didn’t  protect  you last  week,” he  said quietly. 

“I’ll make damn sure no one else hurts you.” 

“Promise?” she whispered. 

His lips pressed a tender kiss on her lips. 

“With my life.” 

She sighed and relaxed. 

“Master?” 

“Mm?”  His  mouth  explored  her  jaw  and  found her earlobe. 

“In-box.” 

“Minx,”  he  chuckled.  “I  need  to  make  you  come at least twice.” 

“Twice?”  she  repeated,  moving  her  head  back and forth on the pillow. After being without him this week? “I’ll never be quiet.” 

“I  know,”  he  said  smugly.  “That’s  why  I’ve  got the gag handy. You sure you can’t be quiet?” 

“No,” she shook her head. “I can’t.” 

“It’s all right, sweetheart. Open your mouth.” Almost  gratefully,  she  opened  her  mouth  and felt the small ball slide in. He secured it around her head and checked the blindfold. 

“Good  girl,”  he  murmured.  “I’m  going  to  make you come with the vibrator to get your pussy hot and wet  for  my  cock.  Then  I’m  going  to  fuck  your  pussy until  you  come  again,”  he  pulled  the  chain connecting the nipple clamps and she moaned. “Then I’m  going  to  fuck  your  sweet  ass,  Serena,  while  I work  the  vibrator  in  your  pussy.  And  you  will  come hard and fast for me.” 

Serena  couldn’t  believe  it.  He’d  talked  about taking  her  in  the  ass  at  some  point,  but  she  hadn’t thought it would be this soon. She’d had trouble just sitting  after  having  the  butt  plug  in  most  of  the previous weekend! 

She  groaned  as  he  began  working  the  vibrator. 

He  turned  it  expertly,  knowing  exactly  where  her 192 



Beck And Call 



nerves  were  and  how  to  leave  her  quivering  and dripping.  He  pushed  her  hard  and  fast  as  he’d promised  and  in  minutes  she  exploded,  screaming around the gag as her body tensed then relaxed. 

Keith smiled as he  pulled  the vibrator from her pussy and saw the juices clinging to it. His cock was more  than  ready  to  plunge  into  her  and  she  was  so wet that he practically slipped inside of her. Now, he thought,  for  a  surprise.  Reaching  to  his  right,  he picked up the thumb-sized vibrator and held it to her clit.  Her  body  jerked  and  she  writhed  as  he  held  it firmly. 

It  was  hard,  having  his  cock  inside  her  but  not fucking  her.  After  a  week  of  being  so  sure  she wouldn’t  want  anything  to  do  with  him,  of  wanting nothing  more  than  to  bulldoze  his  way  through everything that stood between them, he wanted only to lose himself in her sweet heat. And he would. He would have a lifetime of her sensual sweetness. But not  tonight.  Tonight  was  about  her.  Tonight  was  to ensure she knew she came first. She would know by sunrise  that  nothing  else  mattered  in his  life.  She’d been  through  so  much  because  he  hadn’t  thought things  all  the  way  through.  Her  earlier  words  hurt, but  he  understood  her  pain.  He  just  hoped  she understood  his  need  for  deception  when  she  knew the truth. 

The  whimpers  from  behind  the  gag  grew  more frantic as perspiration appeared on her skin. He felt her  pussy  tighten  around  him.  He  pressed  the vibrator  harder  and  she  arched  up  off  the  bed.  Her orgasmic  cry  was  audible  and  he  was  glad  he’d  put the gag in. 

“That’s my sweet submissive,” he smiled. 

Serena told herself to relax. This was what she’d read about. As a submissive should, she had followed his  directions  and  been  ready  for  him.  She  trusted her  dominant  to  take  care  of  her  sexual  needs  and 193 
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all she had to do was let him. Taking a deep breath, she  put  herself  fully  in  his  hands.  She  hadn’t thought  she  could  find  all  her  dreams  in  one  man. 

Until  he  touched  her.  Until  he  talked  about  the future.  Okay,  so  she  had  no  clue  as  to  what  that future  might  mean  to  him,  but  there  were  a  few important details in his words. He didn’t want other men  to  see  her  naked.  Her  hands  might  be restrained, but he would protect her. He would keep private  the  most  intimate  parts—her  orgasms,  him fucking  her,  her  punishments—those  would  be  just between them. 

She  felt  the  heat  spreading  through  her  body and her pussy clench around his cock. Dammit! How could he stay so still? He wanted her. That much she figured  out  because  he  still  felt  hard  as  steel  inside her,  so  maybe  she  could  do  something.  She  moaned around the ball and felt her pelvis tilt up. Her pussy tightened.  When  he  increased  the  pressure,  she exploded. 

With a sigh, she let the euphoria fill her body. 

His upper body lifted and his hands removed the clamps. She gasped as the blood rushed unrestricted and  her  nipples  throbbed  with  delicious  pain  that nearly  had  her  orgasming  again.  With  a  quick  flick of  his  wrist,  he  pulled  the  gag  from her  mouth.  She gasped for air. Between the orgasm and the way her nipples  felt,  she  would  swear  she’d  never  breathe normally again. 

His hips lifted and pulled his cock nearly out. 

“Who do you belong to?” 

“You,”  she  moaned,  feeling  the  tip  of  his  cock. 

“Just you, Master.” 

“Oh,  yes,”  he  agreed,  sliding  further  into  her heat. “Hot, wet, and, God, so sweet and tight.” He  lowered  his  head  and  captured  her  mouth. 

He  devoured  her.  His  tongue  swept  through  her mouth,  tangled  with  her  tongue  and  tugged  on  it 194 
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until  she  moaned  under  him.  Following  the  line  of her delicate jaw, he nibbled the tender skin until he reached  the  pulse  that  throbbed  at  the  top  of  her neck. 

“I  don’t  think  I’ve  put a  hickey  on  anyone  since high  school,”  he  murmured.  “But  you  are  so absolutely  delicious  I  can’t  resist.  Besides,”  he swirled his tongue in the hollow of her collarbone. “If some  idiot  doesn’t  understand  the  collar,  he’ll  have the sense to leave you alone when I’ve marked you.” A gurgle of laughter bubbled from her throat. 

“Is that why guys do that?” she asked. 

“Yes,”  he  frowned  down  at  her.  “How  many boyfriends have—” 

“Master, I’ve only been in two somewhat serious relationships.” She shook her head, smiling softly. “I told you about them. No one has ever…um…” He was fascinated by the blush covering her face and  making  its  way  south  to  turn  her  breasts  a delightful rosy hue. 

“What? What has no one ever done?” 

“Wanted  me  as  much  as  you,”  she  answered. 

“Made me feel the way you do.” 

“Which is?” 

“Desired. Wanted. Treasured. Protected.” 

“I didn’t do a very good job of that last week,” he muttered. 

“No  one  could  have  known  Mark  would  react that way,” she protested. “If anything, I was worried about  Duncan  or  one  of  the  others  going  after Debbie.  She  started  the  whole  thing.”  She  smiled. 

“Oh,  Master,  you  should  have  seen  her.  She  didn’t want to tell Keith anything. I won’t tell you what she was  wearing,  but  it  was  slightly  better  than  what she  had  on  when  I  went  to  their  apartment  that morning. She was so brave.” 

“Like  you,”  he  whispered.  “I  heard  how  you fought back when Mark attacked you.” 195 
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“I had to,” she managed, fear tingeing her voice. 

“I… I was terrified, but all the self-defense tricks my brothers and cousins taught me kicked in and—” 

“Shh,  sweetheart,”  he  murmured,  cradling  her trembling body close. 

“I should have known better,”  she  whispered. “I didn’t  even  look  to  see  who  was  at  the  door.  And when he tore my shirt, all I could think was that he couldn’t touch me. Not after you had.” He  understood  her  hesitation  and  unspoken question.  It  was  something  Dr.  Gordon  had  warned him  about.  Women  who  had  been  raped  or  nearly raped  often  blamed  themselves  for  the  attack,  and worried  their significant  others  wouldn’t  want  them after having been attacked in such a manner. 

“Sweetheart, what he wanted to do would never have come between  us.  Him  attacking  you,  whether he  managed  to  rape  you  or  not,  would   not  have changed how I desire you.” He traced her cheekbone. 

“If anything, I’m surprised you’re not pissed at Keith for  not  anticipating  such  a  thing.  Or  me  for  not protecting you.” 

“What?”  He  saw  her  jaw  slacken  in  surprise. 

“Why would I be angry at Keith? Or you?” She shook her  head.  “No,  Master.  I  opened  the  door  without looking.  He  didn’t  succeed  because  of  Claire  and Debbie.  They  were  coming  back  from  kickboxing class and heard me. They saved me.” 

“Remind  me  tomorrow  to  order  them  both  a dozen  red  roses,”  he  smiled,  before  kissing  his  way across  her  face.  Her  lips  pursed  slightly  and  she turned her head. “You want something, sweetheart?” 

“You,”  she  whispered.  “Please,  Master.  He…” she  swallowed.  “Could  you  touch  me  all  over?  Wipe his  touch  completely  from  my  mind?  Fill  me  up  so much  that  he’s  just  a  very  bad,  barely  remembered dream?” 

“Oh,  sweetheart,”  he  groaned,  feeling  emotions 196 
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he was just starting to recognize for what they were. 

“Yes.  You’re  mine.  All  mine.  No  one  else, sweetheart,”  he  grunted  as  he  buried  his  cock  fully into  her  wet  heat.  “I’ve  a  possessive  streak  in  me.  I won’t  share  you.  I  do  hope  that  meets  with  your approval.” 

“Yes,”  she  nodded,  smiling.  “I  think  you’re  man enough to handle me.” 

He  paused  and  chuckled.  That  was  all  Serena. 

 His  Serena. 

“Feisty, are you?” 

“Just a little,” she shrugged. 

“That’s  all  right,”  he  decided,  his  mouth  at  her neck. “A little spice in life is good. God knows having a  woman  in  bed  without  a  mind  of  her  own  would bore  the  hell  out  of  me.”  His  mouth  hovered  over hers. “Just remember who is in charge.” 

“Of  course,  Master,”  she  smiled  up  at  him.  “In-box.” 

His  mouth  covered  hers,  his  tongue  stabbing through  her  lips  and  claiming  her  heat.  And  he claimed  her  body.  His  hips  pistoned  up  and  down. 

Spread-eagled under him,  Serena  could only  receive him. She wanted desperately to touch him. To wrap her  arms  and  legs  around  him.  But  she  could  do nothing. 

He  wanted  her  to  do  nothing.  It  was  all  him  as he  pounded  into  her  and  withdrew.  Harder  and faster.  As  if  nothing  else  was  as  important  as fucking  her  until  they  were  both  exhausted.  Until neither of them could move. 

“Master!”  she  whimpered,  feeling  her  orgasm building. “May I come?” 

“Not yet,” he grunted, pulling nearly completely out of her. 

“Please!” 

“Not yet,” he repeated, slamming back into her. 

Twice  more  and  she  was  trembling  from  her 197 
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fingertips to her toes in her effort to hold back. 

“Master,” she sobbed in need. 

“Now,” he told her, pulling out. “Now!” He  drove  back  into  her  and  felt  her  muscles clench  around  him.  And  lost  himself  in  her. 

Groaning as his cock pulsed, he collapsed on her. 

“Oh,  Serena,  it  gets  better  each  time,”  he murmured, nuzzling her sweaty neck. 

“Yes,” she sighed. 

Releasing  her  cuffs  from  the  restraints,  he  held her as they rested. 

“Master? Where were—” 

“No  questions,”  he  covered  her  mouth  with  a quick hand. “You will have every question answered tomorrow. I promise, Serena.” His hand drifted over her  body.  “I  know  it’s  been  difficult  for  you.”  His mouth  nuzzled  her  throat,  kissing  the  bruises. 

“Things happened I never anticipated. God, it nearly killed me when I found out what had happened. I am doing everything I can to make sure Hammond pays for what he did. Don’t ask,” he reminded her, as her mouth  opened.  “I  mean  it.  You  will  have  all  your answers  tomorrow.”  He  gathered  her  to  him.  “What do you want most in the world?” 

“I think  I have  it all  right now,”  she whispered. 

“Except for your name.” 

He chuckled, nipping her ear. 

“Nice  try.  Can  I  guess?”  he  asked.  “Perhaps  a man  devoted  to  you,  putting  you  first  and encouraging you to explore your dreams and grow as a woman.” His hand covered her stomach. “A family. 

If  you  want  to  keep  working  you  can,  but  if  you want, you can do something else.” 

“Like what?” 

“No questions,” he teased. 

“No  fair,”  she  complained,  laughing  softly.  “You can’t  say  something  like  that  and  not  expect  me  to ask questions.” She covered his hand with hers. “Do 198 
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you  really  mean  all  that?  You  really  want  me  like that?” 

He  shifted  their  positions  so  she  was  on  her back,  her  head  pillowed  on  a  muscular  bicep.  His fingers traced her jaw. 

“Yes,  sweetheart,”  he  replied,  his  voice  full  of tenderness.  His  woman.  He  wanted  her—body, heart,  and  mind.  “I  really  want  you  like  that.  I promise,  tomorrow  you  will  have  all  the  answers. 

Trust me?” 

The smile on her face was all he needed. 

“Rest a little, sweetheart,” he whispered. 

Safe  in  his  arms,  Serena  fell  into  a  deep  sleep. 

Gradually  she  became  aware  of  hands  stroking  her body  in  long  sweeps.  What  brought  her  from  the edge  of  sleep  to  wakefulness  was  the  hard  cock pulsing between her thighs. 

“Master?” she murmured, reaching for him. 

She  felt  the  broad  chest  tighten  as  she  stroked the  velvety  steel.  His  breath  quickened  and  she could  feel  the  heat  rising  in  him.  Emboldened,  she moved  her  hand.  His  swift  inhalation  when  she touched the balls beneath his cock created a counter-move  in  her  own  body.  To  her surprise,  she  felt  her pussy  pulse.  With  a  hungry  moan,  she  began exploring. Giving in to something that had kept her awake  at  nights,  she  pressed  kisses  against  the strong  column  of  his  throat  before  working  her  way to his chest. His skin was slightly salty and all male. 

She  kissed  along  his  left  side  to  his  hip.  To  her surprise,  he  twitched  when  she  reached  the  small hollow  leading  to  his  pelvis.  It  gave  her  a delightfully erotic idea. 

“Master?” 

“Mmm?” 

“Can a woman put her mark on a man?” 

“What?” 

Before  he  could  stop  her,  she  began  sucking  on 199 
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the  spot  full  of  nerves.  When  his  body  jerked  in response, her hands soothed him. Slightly. 

“You  taste  so  good,”  she  murmured.  “I’ve  never tasted  a  man  before,  never  knew  how  wonderful  it was.”  Her  tongue  flicked  out.  Her  hand  returned  to his  cock  and  stroked  as  her  mouth  worked  the  skin at his hip. “Delicious,” she sighed. 

Keith  closed  his  eyes.  He  couldn’t  remember  a woman ever exploring his body the way Serena was. 

Her  focus  was  entirely  on  him.  The  dom  in  him pondered  the  wisdom  of  letting  his  sub  be  so  free with his body. What if she took such liberties all the time?  The  man  in  him  was  enthusiastic  about  that. 

Especially  if…Serena’s  hot  mouth  left  his  hip  and spread  a  fire  along  the  inside  of  his  thigh.  Her talented  fingers  lightly  stroked  his  other  leg  then gently  cupped  his  balls.  His  cock  jerked  and  he groaned.  If  she  wanted  to  explore  his  body  every night,  he  wouldn’t  have  a  problem  with  it.  But  she would  know  who  was  in  charge.  He  reached  down and  threaded  his  fingers  through  her  silky  blond tresses. 

“Serena,”  he  whispered,  pulling  her  head  from his body. 

“What do you want me to do?” she asked. 

Pulling  her  off  the  bed  and  onto  her  knees,  he clipped  the  wrist  cuffs  together  at  the  small  of  her back  and  stood  before  her.  At  his  quiet  words,  she opened her mouth and received his cock. 

Serena  moaned  as  his  thickness  filled  her mouth.  The  first  drops  from  his  cock  slipped  down her  throat  and  she  tried  to  press  closer  to  get  even more of him. 

“Take me, Serena,” he urged. “Come on, baby.” Keith couldn’t remember the last time he lost it in  a  woman’s  throat.  He  did  now.  No  other  woman had  caressed  him  or  kissed  him  with  such  an innocent  sensuality.  He  would  have  done  anything 200 
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for  her  before,  but  now,  he  knew  he  would  never, ever, need or want another woman in his life. With a long,  drawn-out  groan,  he  arched  back  and  poured himself  into  her.  His  grip  on  her  head  brought  her off  her  knees.  Off  balance,  dependent  on  him  not  to crash to the floor, she kept sucking him. 

“Oh, God,” he gasped. 

Drained,  he  lifted  her  to  the  bed  and  collapsed next  to  her.  Unhooking  her  cuffs,  he  drew  her  close to his chest and they slept. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The alarm clock went off and Serena groaned. 

She reached over to hit the snooze and felt paper beneath  her  hand.  Surprised  enough  to  open  her eyes,  she  stretched  up  to  turn  the  light  on  and  saw the note. Seeing that it was typed, she smiled. 

 Sweet  Serena,  wear  what  is  in  the  bathroom.  I will find you today when and where you least expect me and claim you so every other man knows you are mine. Last night was  only  the  first  of the  rest of our lives. 

 Master 

Serena read it three times before the words sank in. 

Oh, my God, she breathed. 

He  was  serious.  He  wanted  her.  Publicly. 

Permanently. 

She  curled  up  and  hugged  her  knees  with  the note  held  carefully  in  her  hand.  This  she  was keeping  as  a  memory  of  the  start  of  her  life with…oh,  my  God,  she  groaned.  She  didn’t  even know his name. 

With  a  slight  smile,  she  wondered  just  what  he had in mind. It really sounded like he intended their relationship to be a public one. Idly, she wondered if he  knew  Keith.  Were  they  friends?  Business  rivals? 

Enemies  since  they’d  attended  the  same  exclusive private school? 

It didn’t matter, she realized. She would have to resign. Today. 

It was time to  move on.  She knew what kind of women  Keith  preferred—the  socialite/debutantes 202 
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she  had  teased  him  about.  Granted,  he  was  rarely with  the  same  woman  twice,  but  she’d  never  seen him  with  any  other  type.  And  she  was  as  far  from that type as one could get. Keith would never see her as  more  than  his  executive  assistant.  She  frowned. 

Obviously Master was in the same echelon, but most certainly  considered  her  as  more  than  an  assistant. 

But that didn’t make sense if he worked in the same company.  As  far  as  she  knew,  Paul and David  were the  only  ones  from  the  same  background  as  Keith, and  Master  couldn’t  be  either  one  of  them  because they were focused on Claire. 

“I need coffee,” she muttered to herself. 

Sliding  out  of  bed,  she  was  halfway  to  the kitchen  before  she  realized  she  was  naked.  Master was having an impact on her in many ways! Turning the  coffee  on,  she  paused  at  the  counter  and continued  to  mull  the  situation.  Master  wanted  her with him in public. He wanted her in the future. He wanted   her.  He  knew  her  background  and  didn’t care.  She  went  back  to  her  room  but,  when  she reached for the robe on the chair, her eyes fell on the note. Sitting on the bed, she picked it up. Rereading the letter, she sighed. 

Master  wanted  to  take  care of  her  sexually  and every other way. A smile curved her lips. Nothing in the  books  had  mentioned  a  sub  being  permitted  to touch  a  dom  the  way  she  had  last  night.  That  had been  more  like  something  from  a  romantic  movie. 

Not  once  had  he  tried  to  stop  her.  In  fact,  he’d enjoyed  and  encouraged  her,  which  made  her  more confident in how master would treat her. 

That  give  and  take  during…  She  frowned.  Sex? 

Making  love?  Fucking?  Whatever,  she  decided.  It was  important  to  know  that  that  aspect  of  their relationship  would  be  pleasurable  for  both  of  them. 

More  importantly,  she  knew.  Master  deserved  her complete  loyalty.  Otherwise  their  relationship  as 203 
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Dom/sub wouldn’t work. 

She  groaned.  How  could  she  contemplate  a Dom/sub  relationship  with  a  man  whose  name  she didn’t  know?  Could  she  really  think of being  with  a man when their relationship centered on sex? 

“Arrgh!”  she  howled,  pounding  the  mattress with her fist. 

She remembered the emotions that had whirled through  her  after  he’d  pulled  her  off  the  bed.  Her tongue  wrapped  around  his  cock.  Her  cheeks hollowed  as  she  sucked  on  him  the  way  he  had taught  her.  Above  her  head,  she  could  hear  him moan.  She  felt  her  own  juices  running  down  her thighs as the taste and smell of his lust affected her. 

She drew on him with all the hunger and need she’d felt since she’d left him the previous Sunday. All the fear during and after Mark’s attack as she struggled to  understand  what  had  happened.  Everything  in her now centered on the cock in her mouth. 

Her entire world had been him. 

She  didn’t  know  if  she loved  Master,  but  it  was clear  he  wanted  her.  Publicly.  But  her  heart  was torn  between  the  two  men  in  her  life.  One professional and the other personal. It would be best, she  sighed,  to  make  a  clean  break  with  Keith  and see  how  things  worked  out  with  Master.  If  they didn’t,  well,  she  had  quite  a  bit  saved  and  invested that she  could  live  on  for  a  while.  She  could  always go  back  home,  never  telling  her  family  about  the relationship,  and  find  a  job  through  one  of  her relatives.  Reaching  out,  she  slapped  the  snooze  off and closed her eyes. She would have to resign. There was simply no other way. 

Slowly,  she  slipped  off  the  bed  and  went  to  the bathroom.  The  glint  of something  catching  the  light reflected  in  the  mirror  and  she  stared  at  her reflection.  Who  was  this  wild  woman?  Pale  hair flowed  around  her  shoulders,  brushing  the  tips  of 204 
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her  breasts.  Her  eyes  were  glowing  despite  the fading  bruises  on  her  face,  and  her  lips  were  soft, ready to be kissed. What held her attention was her neck.  And  not  the  remnants  of  Mark’s  fingers.  She still had the collar on. And just below, barely the size of  her  thumbprint,  was  the  faint  purplish-reddish mark  his  mouth  had  made  on  her.  She  couldn’t believe either thing she saw. 

Leaning  forward  she  fingered  the  collar.  As thick as her thumb, gold links surrounded glittering diamonds  and  rosy  pearls  alternating  around  her neck. It was large enough to make a statement, she grinned,  like  when  they  went  to  the  club  he’d mentioned. Or in public, to remind her that she was his  submissive, even  if no one else understood what it meant. And just below was the physical mark he’d left  on  her.  Never  having  a  hickey  before,  she studied it almost as much as the necklace. 

“Serena,  what  is  happening  to  you?”  she  shook her head. 

In the reflection, she saw something on the back of  the  bathroom  door.  Turning,  she  read  the  store name  on  the  dress  bag  hanging  on  the  hook. 

Unzipping  it,  she  stared.  Everything  was  there—

lingerie,  shoes,  and  a  note  telling  her  not  to  wear anything  but  what  he  had  given  her.  In  awe,  she touched  the  dress’s  material.  It  was  finer  than anything she’d ever owned. 

Tears  flowed  as  she  leaned  back  against  the vanity  and  glanced  over  her  shoulder  at  her reflection.  The  diamonds  sparkled  and  the  pearls gleamed. She smiled, lifting her hand to touch them. 

This  wasn’t  what  mattered  most,  she  knew.  Her fingers traced the mark made from his mouth. 

That  meant  more.  It  wasn’t  the   things  Master could  give  her,  but  something  Keith  never  had. 

Himself.  Even  if  she  didn’t  know  Master’s  name,  or what  he  looked  like,  Master  had  given  her  himself. 
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They  had  talked,  laughed,  and  shared.  He’d  given her time, respect, and tenderness. And passion. 

Taking a deep breath, she pushed away from the counter and went to the shower. 

Two hours  later,  she entered the office and  was surprised  to  see  Keith’s  door  already  open  and  the coffeemaker  percolating  contentedly.  Although  she tried  to  be  quiet,  he  heard  her  as  she  hung  up  her coat. 

“Serena!” he called. 

She  closed  her  eyes  briefly.  That  tone  was  his I’m-in-a-bad-mood-and-heads-will-roll  voice.  She  so did not need to deal with an irritated Keith. Yes, she knew  he’d  had  a  bad  week  dealing  with  last Monday’s  fall-out.  Well,  she  straightened  her shoulders,  her  week  hadn’t  exactly  been  entirely bucolic either. Except for last night. 

“Serena!” 

She  sighed.  Handing  him  her  resignation  her first  day  back  was   not  going  to  go  over  well.  What was  she  supposed  to  tell  him?  She  was  resigning  to be  the  mistress  of  a  man  whose  name  she  didn’t know? 

“Serena!” 

He  appeared  at  his  door.  As  she’d  expected, there was a scowl on his face. 

“Where’s the folder for the Brown contract?” 

“Unless someone moved it, that file should be in your  in-box,”  she  replied,  putting  her  purse  in  the drawer. When he didn’t answer, she glanced up into his piercing gaze. “Is it not there?” 

“What did you say?” 

“The Brown file should be in your in-box.” Master’s  words  came  to  her  and  she  flushed, turning away. 

“Serena,”  Keith  said  in  a  low  voice.  “Could  you come in my office a moment?” 

“Of  course,”  she  nodded,  glancing  at  the  coffee 206 
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which  was  finishing  its  automatic  cycle.  “Do  you want coffee?” 

“No. Now.” 

He went to the hall door, closing and locking it. 

Puzzled,  she  nodded  and  moved  ahead  of  him  into his office. He turned the lights off as he followed her. 

“Keith,”  she  started,  deciding  to  bring  up  her resigning now. “I need to tell you something.” 

“Nice necklace,” he commented. “New?” 

“Thank  you,”  she  replied,  touching  the  collar. 

“Yes, it…it was a gift.” 

“By  someone  with  excellent  taste  and  who knows what suits you.” 

“Yes,”  she  nodded,  pausing  between  the  leather chairs  that  faced  his  desk.  She  heard  the  door  lock behind  him.  “Keith,  there’s  something  I  need  to  tell you.” 

“You  told  me  what  you  need,”  he  whispered, coming  up  behind  her.  “You  told  me  you  were  all right  and  desperate  to  be  submissive  and  taken  by me.” 

Serena whirled, eyes wide as she stared at him. 

“What did you say?” 

But  she  could  see  the  truth  in  his  eyes.  Keith was   Master?  She  felt  her  legs  tremble  and  threaten to give out on her. He caught her shoulders. 

“Yes,  sweet  Serena,”  he  murmured,  gathering her close. “Yes.” 

“I don’t understand,” she breathed, shaking. 

Keith  was   Master?  How?  Why?  Her  mind  spun as she tried to understand what was happening. One thing suddenly blazed across her mind like a falling star streaking across the sky. He’d tricked her! 

“Don’t think,” he told her. “Just feel what I do to you.”  His  hands  moved  up  to  frame  her  face.  “Feel how we are together.” 

His mouth brushed hers lightly, before claiming her in a full hard kiss that spread heat through her 207 
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until her toes curled. His arms went around her and cradled  her  to  him.  But  she  was  still  shaking,  with love, with desire, with exhaustion, with anger. She’d been  through  hell  the  past  week—physically, mentally  and  emotionally.  She  wasn’t  about  to  just fall into his arms. He had some  major explaining to do. Bringing her hands up, she planted them on his chest  and  pushed  him  far  enough  away  to  see  his face. 

“How  could  you  do  that  to  me?”  she  demanded. 

“Why?  And  last  night?  Was  that  some  sort  of  test? 

Did I pass?” 

“I  didn’t  know  how  to  approach  you,”  he  said quietly.  “Not  after  what  you’d  said  about  Charlotte and  the  socialites.  I…I  didn’t  think  you’d  be interested in me that way.” 

“Only  since  the  first  day  I  saw  you  in  the elevator,”  she  shook  her  head.  Dammit,  that  would make  him  think  he  didn’t  need  to  do  anything. 

“Actually  after  that  conversation,  I  was  convinced you’d never look at me because I wasn’t a socialite.” 

“Whereas I started to truly see you,” he replied, fingers  brushing  over  her  forehead  to  her  temples. 

Cradling her jaw in his palms, he kissed her gently. 

“I  couldn’t  get  you  out  of  my  mind  or  the  things  I wanted  to  do  with  and  to  you.  I  stayed  up  all  night working on  how  I  would  seduce  you,”  he  whispered, gathering  her  close  again.  “When  you  didn’t  throw that  book  away,  I  took  a  chance  at  putting  the second  one  in  the  drawer.  I  was  fairly  certain  you were a submissive, but there was always the chance you would not accept it.” 

“Keith,  do  you  realize  the  risk  you  took?”  She stared  up  at  him.  “The  books  in  my  desk?  Even thinking  of  seducing  me?  Much  less  coming  to  my apartment  last  night?  Especially  after  everything that happened last week?” 
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nodded. “Do you know how much last night meant to me?” 

“Tell me.” 

Her voice was barely audible. 

“Let me show you,” he smiled. 

He tugged loose the tie belt for the wrap-around dress and in seconds pulled the dress from her body. 

Leaving  her  dressed  in  a  black  lace  bra  and  thigh-high stockings, along with the impossibly high heels that were the most comfortable she’d ever worn. And her collar. His clever hands flipped the front clasp of the bra. 

She reached for his head and searched his eyes. 

She  still  didn’t  know  what  he  wanted  from  her. 

Would the passion be enough? He didn’t give her any time  to  think.  His  hands  roamed  her  body,  finding the  nerves  he’d  discovered  and  exploited  so  well before. 

“Gorgeous,” rasped his voice. “And mine.” 

“Keith,” Serena breathed, finally relaxing at his familiar touch. 

“Mine,” he murmured several times. 

As if it was his new mantra. As if it would make it  true.  As  if  it  was  what  he  wanted  more  than anything  else.  He  demanded  her  response  and  she gave  it  to  him.  Hands  clinging  to  his  shoulders,  she let  her  head  fall  to  the  side.  He  bent  her  back  and feasted on her neck and breasts. 

“Master,” she sighed. 

It  was  as  if  she’d  said  a  magic  word  that unleashed the animal within the man. 

She’d been able to feel his cock as he’d held her close. She’d known he wanted her. But now, now, he made sure she had no doubts as to his intentions. 

His  hands  braced  her  upper  back  as  his  mouth lavished  attention  on  her  breasts.  One  after  the other,  he  suckled  until  she  was  crying  out  in  her need. He caught one nipple in his mouth and slowly 209 
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drew  as  much  of  her  in  as  possible.  Her  head  fell back  as  her  body  caught  fire.  When  his  tongue circled  just  before  his  teeth  closed  on  the  hardened tip,  she  moaned.  Her  hips  shifted  desperately against him. 

“Please, Master, please,” she begged. 

He  laid  her  on  the  desk  he’d  already  cleared. 

Firm  hands  held  her  thighs  wide  apart.  For  a  long moment he stared at her dripping pussy. 

“You’re wet,” he observed, tracing her folds with a finger. “But are you hot?” 

“Yes!” she panted, wriggling her hips. “Please!” 

“What do you want, Serena?” 

“In-box.” 

“Tell me.” 

“You inside me,” she managed. 

Two  fingers  slid  inside  her.  With  a  moan,  she arched  off  the  desk.  He  hooked  his  fingers  as  his thumb went to her clit. 

“So 

wet 

for 

me, 

sweetheart,” 

he 

said 

approvingly. “Hot and tight.” 

“Oh,  God,”  she  moaned  as  he  applied  exquisite pressure  on  the  nerves  he’d  discovered  during  their weekend together. 

It  was  her  G-spot,  he  had  told  her.  With  the right  amount  of  pressure  applied  inside  and  out,  a woman’s  orgasm,  if  she’d  been  thoroughly  aroused, would  be  mind-blowing.  He’d  demonstrated  it repeatedly until she couldn’t walk on her own. 

Now,  his  fingers  stroked  her  insides  as  his thumb  circled  on  her  clit  and  just  above  it.  His  lips caught  a  breast  and  she  felt  her  entire  body surrender.  It  didn’t  matter  that  she  wasn’t  tied  up, blindfolded,  or  gagged.  He  commanded  her  body completely.  He  would  give  her  pleasure,  give  her carefully applied pain, and protect her throughout. 

“Master,” she whimpered. 

His  lips  covered  hers  and  she  couldn’t  talk. 
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Couldn’t think. Could only feel. 

One  of  his  hands  left  her  body  and  in  a  few seconds  she  could  hear  his  zipper.  Her  hands reached for him. 

“Let me help,” she panted. 

“I’ve got it, sweetheart,” he chuckled. 

His  fingers  and  thumb  pinched  her  clit  and wrung a  cry  from  her  throat.  Pulling his  hand  from her, he tugged her hips to the edge of the desk. And drove straight into her slick folds. 

“Yes!” 

Serena’s exulted cry was more a whisper than a shout, but she didn’t know. She wouldn’t have cared. 

She  had  the  man  she  had wanted  for  years  and  the Master who had taken her body and made it his. 

Keith’s hips pistoned his cock in and out of her. 

His  hands  gripped  her  hips  to  hold  her  still.  This was  wild.  This  was  hot.  This  was  sheer  animalistic possession. 

And  she  reveled  in  it.  A  thumb  went  to  her  clit and pressed hard. 

“Yes,  yes,  yes,”  she  panted.  “Master,  please.  I need… I need…” 

“Come  when  you’re  ready.  Come,  sweet.  Come for me,” he grunted. 

His  head  moved  down  and  he  latched  onto  a breast.  Hard.  Moaning,  she  threaded  her  fingers  in his hair and held him to her. 

As  his  hips  increased  their  speed  and  urgency, his  tongue  and  teeth  devoured  her  breasts. And  the animal inside her roared to life. 

And  she  came.  Again.  And  again.  And  felt  him surge into her. 

“Oh,” she sighed as he held her close. 

“Oh,  sweetheart,”  he  breathed.  “Mine.  Just mine.” 

He stepped back, still holding her, and carefully sat down in the leather chair. He was still inside her 211 
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as her legs wrapped around her waist. He didn’t lean back  but  focused  on  stroking  her  hair  and  nuzzling her neck. 

“Keith?  Master?”  she  frowned.  “What  do  I  call you?” 

“Master  when  we’re  alone.  Keith  in  public,”  he replied,  a  gleam  in  his  eyes.  “Or  you  could  call  me husband.”  He  saw  the  surprise  in  her  eyes.  “Oh, sweetheart, I put you through so much, didn’t I?” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m sorry, Serena. I’ll make  it  up  to  you.”  His  hands  framed  her  face.  “I swear, I never imagined Mark would come after you. 

I  would  have  kept  you  in  the  playroom  for  a  year before I let that bastard come near you. I would have done anything…” 

Two fingers gently covered his mouth. 

“I know, darling,” she whispered. “And you were there for me. Claire kept saying she talked to you on the  phone,  but  I  thought  she  was  confused  about which phone. And the way you had the guards with me constantly and…” She closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder. “And you were the one who insisted  I  bring  Debbie  to  you  so  she  could  tell  you what  had  been  done  to  her.  I  know  you  didn’t  have any  idea  what  would  happen,  but  you  knew  what you were  going  to  do  to  Duncan and  any  other  man involved. Didn’t you?” 

“Yes,” he answered. His hands stroked her back. 

“I  wanted  to  come  to  you.  I  wanted  to  call  you.  As your boss. As your master. I thought you would want time  to  heal,  to  think.  Each  time  you  called,  your message was so short I wasn’t sure if you were about to end things.” 

“I  was  afraid  I’d  start  crying  and  beg  you  to come  to  me,”  she  told  him,  closing  her  eyes  and snuggling  closer.  “I  couldn’t  understand  why  you didn’t  call  or  come  see  me.  Wasn’t  what  happened big enough to—” 
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“It  was,”  he  nodded,  arms  tightening  around her.  “But  you  had  enough  to  deal  with  last  week without  suddenly  finding  out  I  was  your  Dom  and,” he sighed, glancing at the three stacks of files on the credenza. “I’ve been a little busy myself. The fall-out has been interesting.” 

“The company?” 

“Actually  doing  better,”  he  smiled,  lips  twisting slightly. “Much to my family’s chagrin.” 

“How’s Penny?” 

He sighed and rested his cheek on the top of her head. 

“She  finally  realized  just  what  kind  of  man Mark  is  and  ended  the  engagement.  Her  father’s  in control of her trust fund and cut her off.” 

“What?” Serena gasped. “Why?” 

“That,”  he  sighed,  “is  the  sixty-four  thousand dollar  question.  We’re  not  sure  what  the  connection is  between  Mark,  Duncan,  Hester,  and  my  father and uncle.” 

Serena  pulled  her  head  back  slightly  so  she could see his expression. 

“You think your family was trying to ruin you?” 

“Maybe  not  completely,  but  enough  to  drive  me to  sell  the  company  to  the  family  holdings.  Their professional  and  personal  reputations  have  taken some knocks lately.” 

“Your brothers?” 

“Possibly,” he conceded. 

“I’d  heard  that  Kevin  didn’t  like  your  success,” she said slowly. “And after what happened last year with  Grant  Franklin,  he  really  was  pissed  you  took Grant’s  side.”  She  frowned.  “But  what  would Penny…”  her  eyes  widened.  “Did  her  trust  have shares or something they needed?” He stared at her. 
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of  us  ever  thought  of  them  needing  her  shares. 

That’s got to be why he cut her off.” 

“But  she’s  over  twenty-one,  right?  Doesn’t  she have  full  access?  Or  at  least  to  all  the  interest  or something?” 

“I’ll have to check on that,” he nodded. 

“So what is she doing in the meantime?” 

“I  gave  her  a  job.  As  the  company’s  special events coordinator, she’s very busy setting things up for  our newest  division.  I  also  pissed  her  off  a  bit.  I figured  since  she  took  my  side  someone  might  come after her, so she’s had a bodyguard full-time. Neither she nor Ben have looked very happy.” 

“You  have  been  busy,”  she  observed.  “A  new division?” 

“You’ve opened my eyes to many things,” he told her. “So I thought, since you can’t stay my assistant once  people  know  about  us,  that  you  might  like  to head  up  a  section  devoted  to  philanthropy.  Raising money for hospices, computers for schools, and…” With  a  gasp  of  happiness,  Serena  kissed  him hard. 

“Yes.”  She  studied  his  face.  “I’m  figuring  your family isn’t one we’ll have to spend much time with, is it?” 

“No,” he  shook his head.  “I  told  you my  parents divorced when I was young. I didn’t understand any of  what  was  happening.  All  I  knew  for  certain  was that my mother wasn’t there anymore. Over the next fifteen  years,  I  had  three  stepmothers  who  were  all under  thirty  when  they  married  my  father.”  He grimaced.  “I  didn’t  think  much  about  relationships between men and women. That may have made me a dominant,  to  keep  women  submissive,  but…”  he shrugged. 

“I’m  not  complaining,”  she  told  him,  tilting  her head to look at him. Now seemed like a good time to tell  him  about  how  she  felt  about  his  family.  He 214 
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didn’t seem very fond of most of them, but she didn’t know  many  people  who  liked  wholesale  criticism  of their  family.  “I  don’t  think  I’ve  met  your  father.  I talked with him on the phone a couple times. He was rather abrupt and patronizing. Your mother came in once. I liked her. She seemed much too sweet to have married  your  father.  I’ve  met  Penny  on  her  way  to see Mark, but no one else.” 

“That’s because when I was twenty-two, I found out  just  what  my  father  had  done  to  my  mother during their marriage and when they divorced. I …” he broke off and closed his eyes. His arms tightened around her even as she held him close. 

“How  old  were  you  when  they  divorced?”  she whispered. 

“Seven. That age when your parents are perfect. 

Until  you  suddenly  don’t  see  your  mother  anymore and hear terrible things about her.” 

“You’re close with her now?” 

“Yes,”  he  nodded.  “I’d  never  understood  why Mom  had  just  disappeared.  No  one  even  mentioned her. My father acted as if she had never existed.” He worked  his  jaw  and  swallowed.  “I  tracked her  down after  I  earned  my  MBA.  I  was  horrible  to  her.  I yelled  and  accused  her  of  being  a  terrible  mother and…” Keith clenched his jaw. Serena’s heart broke for the little boy who’d felt so alone for so long. “She lost  her  temper  and  told  me  everything.  My  father had  threatened  her  with  all  sorts  of  things  if  she ever  tried  to  contact  me.”  He  met  Serena’s  steady supportive gaze. “He’d only married her so that their children  would  be  part  of  her  family.  After  I  was born,  Mom  had  several  miscarriages.  That  didn’t  fit in  with  his  plan,  so  he  divorced  her.  Her  brothers were  more  concerned  about  maintaining  their business  ties  with  my  father.  I  did  little  besides drink  for  about  three  months.  On  my  twenty-third birthday, my father and older brothers made bets as 215 
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to  how  fast  I  could  drink  myself  to  death.  I  lost  my temper and attacked my father.” Serena gasped and he nodded. “Yep. And, about the only thing I’m sorry about is that I didn’t kill him.” 

“Keith!” 

His hands ran soothingly up and down her back. 

“Shh, don’t worry. It is difficult to do more than sit  on  anyone  when  you’ve  finished  off  a  bottle  of vodka all by yourself.” He shuddered. “I haven’t had more than one drink a week since. I promised myself I  wouldn’t  stand  for  any  woman  around  me  to  be treated the way my mother had.” He gave her a wry look.  “Yes,  I  know  it  might  not  fit  with  the domination streak in me.” 

“But 

it 

explains 

why 

you 

don’t 

like 

sadomasochism.  And  why  you  reacted  the  way  you did when I told you about Debbie,” she said quietly, thinking  over  everything  he’d  told  her.  “Have  you seen or talked to your father since?” 

“Oh, yeah, but he stays out of my reach as do my brothers,”  he  grinned.  “And  I’m  not  going  to  ever leave  you alone with him. He’s convinced he’s God’s gift to women and would be all over you.” 

“He can try,” she shook her head. “But I already know that his son is God’s gift to me.” 

“Mmm,  good  answer,”  he  told  her.  “Any  other questions?” 

“Tons,”  she  nodded.  “I  just  don’t  know  which  to ask first.” 

“Then let me ask one,” he said, pulling her dress up  her  arms  and  securing  it.  Standing,  he  set  her down  gently  on  the  chair.  He  picked  up  a  small velvet  box  from  the  corner  of  the  desk  and  dropped to one knee before her. “Serena, I have found in you everything  I  ever  dreamt  a  woman  should  be. 

Someone I could spend the rest of my life with.” One hand  covered  hers  as  they  rested  on  her  lap. 

“Serena,  will you  marry  me? Will you  wear  my ring 216 
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as well as my collar?” 

She  pulled  one  hand  free  and  touched  the diamond and pearl choker. 

“The  rest  of  our  lives,”  she  whispered,  tears filling  her  eyes.  It  was  real.  Keith  was  Master  and she  had  everything  she’d  thought  she’d  never  have. 

She  had  the  man  of  her  dreams.  A  lover  who  was devoted  to  her  sexual  and  sensual  pleasure.  A husband  who  would  protect  and  defend  her.  “I  was going  to  resign,”  she  whispered.  “I  was  so  sure  you wouldn’t want me and—” 

“Shh,  sweetheart.”  His  fingers  tightened  on  her hand. “I  can’t  imagine not  having  you with  me.”  He rested  his  head  on  her  lap.  “Serena,  I  hardly  slept last  Sunday  after  you  left  my  apartment.  God knows,  I  didn’t  sleep  more  than  an  hour  or  so  once Claire called and told me you’d been attacked. I…” Serena held her breath. She could feel moisture on  her  hand.  Was  he  crying?  For  her?  Because  of what had happened to her? 

“Keith? I do have one question for you.” He  met  her  gaze  and  smiled.  He  could  see  it  in her eyes. 

“I  love  you,  Serena.  I want  to  be  your husband. 

Your master. All our lives.” 

“Yes,”  she  smiled,  touching  his  cheek.  “Be  my husband,  my  master.” Her fingers traced his  jaw.  “I love  you,  Keith.  So  much,”  she  whispered,  tears welling in her eyes as the emotions overflowed. 

With  a  sigh  of  relief,  Keith  opened  the  box  and revealed a diamond the size of her thumbnail. 

“Oh, my,” she stared. 

Keith slipped it on her finger and scooped her up in his arms. 

“Now,  I’m  going  to  show  you  a  secret,”  he  told her,  striding  toward  what  she  had  thought  was  a closet. “Push that knot on the paneling.” Puzzled,  she  reached  out,  pushed  and  stared  as 217 
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the panels slid apart to reveal an elevator. 

“Keith?” 

“You’ll see,” he grinned, stepping in. Setting her down, he entered a code. 

“Where are we going?” 

“You  don’t  recognize  this  elevator?”  he  grinned, backing her against the wall. “Or is it the way you’re seeing it?” 

He spun her around to face the wall and pulled her  wrists  behind  her.  She  felt  the  soft  cuffs  close around her and knew what was coming. 

“Master,” she sighed. “What can I do for you?” His  hard  cock  pressed  against  her  ass  as  his body surrounded hers. 

“Be mine.” 

“So I’ll be at your beck and call completely?” she summed up, tilting her head with a teasing glint. 

“Every minute, my sweet.” 

The  doors  opened  and  he  guided  her  down  the hall. 

“You  live  in  the  building?”  She  glanced  at  him. 

“That’s  why  you  walked  so  fast  through  the  garage last Monday! When you were going to give me a ride home.” 

Opening the door, he nodded and gave her a wry look. 

“I  was  worried  you  might  look  around  and  see the  second  elevator  or  realize  you’d  been  here  over the  weekend.”  Securing  the  door  behind  them,  he pulled her to him and relished the feel of her against him. “Would you like to see your new home?” 

“Only  if  it’s  on  the  way  to  the  playroom,”  she whispered. “Keith, I was a bad girl this week.” Realizing what she was doing, he smiled. 

“What did you do?” 

“When  I  was  reading  the  books  you  gave  me,  I played with myself. I used the vibrator and—” 

“Did you come?” he asked sternly. 
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“Several  times,” she  said pertly,  lifting her chin as if to dare him. 

“I  didn’t  give  you  permission  to  play  with yourself. And I most definitely did not say you could come,”  he  told  her,  marching  her  down  the  hall. 

“That deserves punishment, Serena.” Serena  caught  glimpses  of  Oriental  carpets  and rich leather furniture in a living room, a large table in the dining room, and then several closed doors. At the end of the hall, he stopped. 

“Only you and I will know the code for this,” he told  her,  showing  her  the  sequence.  “Inside.  Take your dress off. Get on the spanking bench.” 

“Yes, Master,” she whispered. 

Undoing  the  belt  he  had  just  secured,  she  held his gaze and shimmied her shoulders. He inhaled in a sharp hiss as the dress fell to the floor. She’d never sashayed  before  in  her  life,  but  she  did  now  as  she walked  to  the  bench.  Draping  herself  over  it,  she relaxed as he secured her ankles and wrists. Serena felt  a  lilt  of  feminine  triumph  at  the  flush  in  his cheeks. And the tenting of his slacks. 

“Since you were such a bad girl,” he murmured. 

“I  think  we’ll  have  to  make  this  a  very  severe punishment.” 

Swallowing  in  nervousness,  even  as  her  pussy clenched, she watched him go to the chest. He pulled out  a  leather  strap  contraption,  a  dildo,  lube,  and a remote.  She  held  her  breath  as  he  put  the  harness on  her,  held  the  dildo  in  front  of  her  as  he  lubed  it and  then knelt  next  to  her.  She  gasped  as  the  dildo was  inserted  in  her  pussy  and  secured  in  the harness. 

“Master, what…” 

He  held  the  remote  where  she  could  see  it  and pushed  the  button.  Her  green  eyes  widened  as  she felt  the  vibration.  She  knew  she  wouldn’t  last  long. 

But  if  all  he  did  was  spank  her,  then  she  might 219 
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make  it  if  he  didn’t  wait  too  long  before  giving  her permission to come. If he put the clamps on her…in near  dismay,  she  watched  him  return  to  the  chest and pull the clamps out as well as the paddle. 

He  chuckled  at  the  look  of  trepidation  on  her face. 

“You  can’t  seem  to  resist  these,  can  you?”  he smiled,  carefully  securing  them.  “Are  you  wet, sweetheart?” 

“Yes,  Master,”  she  moaned.  “Please,  Master.  I won’t do it again. I promise.” 

“I  know,  sweetheart,  but  you  still  have  to  be punished.” 

“Yes, Master.” 

The  vibrations  started  in  her  nipples  and  she whimpered. 

Keith  brought  the  paddle  down  carefully, constantly  checking  her  body  and  listening  for  her reaction.  After  six,  he  smiled.  If  he  increased  the vibrations, and gave her two more, he was willing to bet that she came. With or without permission. 

“Master, may I come?” 

“No.” 

Serena groaned as the heat grew in her pussy. If he spanked her one more time, she would come, and then  she  really   would  earn  a  punishment!  Deep breaths,  she  told  herself.  She  tried  to  inhale  as  he bent down and picked up the bottle of lube. Smiling at  her,  he  squirted  a  generous  amount  on  his  hand, before coating his cock with it. 

Her eyes widened as they lifted to meet his fiery blue  ones.  He  was  going  to  take  her  in  the  ass.  It made  sense,  some  still-coherent  part  of  her  brain rationalized.  He’d  fucked  her  pussy  and  mouth.  To complete his domination over her he would fuck her ass.  A  shiver  swept  through  her  body.  She  wasn’t sure  if  it  was  fear  or  erotic  anticipation  at  the thought of this man,  her  man, her  master, taking her 220 
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absolutely and completely. 

“Serena?” 

“Master, in-box. Please!” 

He gave her one more swat and caught her hips. 

The orgasm tore through her. Lifting her as she came, he steadily pressed his engorged cock into her anus. Serena gasped at the intrusion. His cock came against  the  still  strongly  vibrating  dildo,  pushing her  into  another  orgasm.  Instinct  told  her  to  resist but  as  a  third orgasm  began  to  build  in  her,  all  she could do was surrender. 

“Master,”  she  sighed,  relaxing  completely against the spanking bench. 

He  drove  completely  into  her.  For  a  long moment,  he  didn’t  move,  just  letting  her  mind process  his  presence  in  that  area  of  her  body.  She didn’t  know  how  he  knew  when  she  was  ready  to continue. As her body accepted him, her hips shifted. 

His  hands  gripped  her  tightly  and  he  began stroking. 

Serena’s  arms  strained  to  free  herself  as  her head  came  up.  A  low  keening  sound  came  from  her throat.  Her  hips  lifted  in  silent  plea  for  his possession.  She  wasn’t  Serena  anymore.  She  was female. She was his. Whatever he wanted of her. 

“Master!” her hoarse voice begged. “Please. Take me.” 

Reaching  forward,  he  released  the  clamps, letting  them  fall  to  the  floor.  His  heavy  male  body rested on hers. Their musky scents filled her nostrils with every breath and she moaned. 

“Now you are completely mine,” he whispered in her ear. “Completely.” 

“Yes,” she sighed. 

Gripping  her  hips,  he  pounded  into  her  as orgasms ripped repeatedly through her. With a roar, he  lifted  off  her,  frozen  in  time  as  his  cock  pulsed into  her.  Serena  felt  a  few  much  smaller  orgasms 221 
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with  each  throb  of  release,  her  body  attuned  to  his. 

It  didn’t  matter  how  he  took  her,  she  realized.  She would  adjust  to  whatever  he  needed.  Whatever  he wanted. 

But her body had been through much and, with a sigh, she felt herself go limp. 

He  pulled  the  dildo  and  harness  from  her. 

Flipping  the  catches  for  the  cuffs,  he  lifted  her  and carried  her  to  the  bed.  Curving  his  body  around hers,  he  closed  his  eyes,  relishing  the  knowledge that this woman was his in every way. 

“Master.” 

“Keith,” he told her. “Only in the playroom am I master.” 

“I have another confession.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I exaggerated. I played with myself, but I didn’t come,” she whispered. “I just…” 

He groaned. She’d lied to get a punishment! 

“Serena,  what  the  hell  am  I  going  to  do  with you?” 

Turning  in  his  arms  so  they  faced  each  other, she smiled, wrapping her fingers around his cock. 

“I’m sure you’ll come up with something.” 

“I just don’t know if I’ll have any energy left.” 

“I’ll  take  very,  very  good  care  of  you,”  she promised,  placing  kisses  on  his  chest.  “I  read  in  a book that it’s what a submissive does.” 

“Just  remember  that  you  are  at   my  beck  and call,”  he  told her,  running  a  hand  down  her  back  to squeeze an ass cheek. “Not the other way around.” 

“Of course, Master,” she grinned. 

“Minx,”  he  muttered,  covering  her  mouth  with his to silence her. 
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Being published has been a dream of mine for so long  that  it's  appropriate  that  my  first  story accepted, Beck And Call, was inspired from a dream. 

I believe that dreams come true, that there are such things as soul  mates  and  that  there  is a  crazy  little thing called love. 
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One look is all it takes for Enzo Saldana to crave her.  One  touch  on  the  dance  floor  is  all  it  takes  for lust to blaze red-hot. His heart follows and he makes plans  to  spend  the  rest  of  his  life  with  his  English Rose—until  she  betrays  him  in  the  cruelest  way possible. 

Lexi  Mayfield  is  best  friends  with  heartache. 

They’ve kept constant  company since a bad decision and  the  resulting  accident  shattered  her  life  and four  others.  Even  Enzo  walked  out  on  her  without explanation,  forcing  her  to  hang  up  her  salsa  skirt and flee the horrific nightmare her life had become. 

One  year  later,  Fate  brings  Lexi  face-to-face with  Enzo  in  LA,  and  one  look  rekindles  their  fiery lust.  One  explicit  text  message  seals  the  deal.  No talk  of  the  past,  no  plans  for  the  future  –  just  no holds barred, soul-searing sex. 

But  when  old  threats  resurface,  can  their passion withstand the burden of survivor’s guilt, the dark  secret  haunting  her  very  existence,  or  Lexi’s desire to publicly shed her “prude” label once and for all? 
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Chapter One 

Early Summer 2008 




“C’mon, ladies, bottoms up!” 

“Bottoms  up?  The  way  you’re  going,  it’ll  be bottoms   out  before  the  hour’s  up!”  Lexi  Mayfield shouted over the din of pumping music to her friend and bachelorette party honoree, Cara Saldana. 

“That’s fine by me. I have a very nice ass, so if it wants  to  hang  out,  I  just  might  let  it.”  The statuesque brunette rose, planted red-tipped fingers on  the  table,  and  performed  an  exquisite  little wriggle  with  said  ass,  earning  several  appreciative whistles  from  the  guys  at  a  nearby  bar.  Fiona  and Sally,  the  other  two  girls  forming  their  quartet, giggled  and  joined  in  the  dance.  One  sported  a cheeky  veil  and  the  other  a  red  halo.  The  catcalls grew  louder,  and  Lexi  watched  the  girls,  buoyed  by countless  cosmopolitans,  start  an  impromptu  conga line around the table. 

Friday night, and  Manjaro’s, the latest “in” club on  the  London  social  scene,  was  packed  to  the rafters.  From  their  center  booth,  Lexi  observed  the beautiful and not-so-beautiful drink, dance, and flirt, wishing she’d gone with her original suggestion of a spa weekend to treat her soon-to-be married friend. 

Nightclubs  weren’t  her  thing,  especially  the headache-inducing  strobe  lights  and  deafening electric  noise  that  passed  for  music.  Manjaro’s,  as she’d  rightly  predicted,  was  a  wall-to-wall  meat market. Guys in tight fitting clothes—some showing off  honed  muscles,  others  desperately  sucked-in 225 
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paunches—performed  improbable  gymnastics  to  the throbbing  music,  alongside  women  in  barely-there outfits.  She  grimaced,  looked  away,  and  shuddered as  the  short,  comb-over  guy  at  the  next  table  gave her a lecherous once-over. Give her a salsa club with soft  lights  and  sensual  Latin  music  any  day.  Or better yet, the serene atmosphere of her favorite spa, which  is  where  she  planned  to  celebrate  her  own bachelorette party in a month’s time. 

The  now  much  longer  conga  line  approached. 

Cara  whooped  and  swayed  in  front,  leading  ardent followers between the tables. 

“Come  on,  Lexi.”  She  made  a  grab  for  her  as they passed by the table. 

“No, thanks. I’d rather sit here and watch you.” Lexi hated making a spectacle of herself and joining the  conga  line  clad  in  the  short,  tight  black  mini skirt Cara had all but forced her into was definitely out of the question. 

She cringed as Cara stopped, planted her hands on her hips, and glared at her. “You promised, Lexi. 

You promised me a fantastic time tonight. These are my  last  days  of  freedom,  for  Chrissakes!  The  least you can do is help me enjoy myself.” Lexi  refrained  from  reminding  her  semi-inebriated friend that she didn’t need anyone to have a good time. Cara could have a full-blown party in a padded cell all by herself. 

Instead, she put down her mineral water and let herself  be  pulled  up,  her  protests  ignored  as  Cara forced her in front of the line. 

“Now wriggle that ass and show me what makes my brother so hot for you!” she commanded. 

“Cara!” 

“Oh,  don’t  be  such  a  prude,”  Cara  replied,  her American  accent  distinctive  in  the  jumbled  mix  of Cockney  and  middle-class  tones.  Her  hands  slid  up over Lexi’s hips and anchored at her waist. “What is 226 
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it you English say? Don’t be such a big girl’s blouse? 

Now move!” 

Pushed  from  behind  by  the  restless  line,  Lexi moved  forward,  going  with  the  sway  of  bodies.  She opened her mouth to explain that the expression was normally  reserved  for  wimpy  men  not  women,  but stopped  as  she  felt  Cara’s  warm  breath  tease  her ear. 

“Don’t think I haven’t heard you and Enzo going at  it  like  crazed  monkeys.  You  don’t  fool  me  for  a second  with  that  Mary  Poppins  facade.  Underneath those  don’t-touch-me  clothes,  you’re  a  sexy  little vixen.” 

Lexi  turned  shocked  eyes  to  her  friend, frantically  trying  to  recall  when  Cara  could  have heard her with Enzo. It must’ve been— 

“The  night  of  your  birthday  party  last  month,” Cara  supplied  helpfully.  “You  probably  thought  I’d left.  I’d  crashed  in  the  back  room.  Your  screams woke me up. For such a prude, you’re very...vocal in bed, aren’t you? Or was it your brand new status as my brother’s fiancée that got you so hot?” Her crude chuckle grated on Lexi’s nerves. 

“Sorry  if  the  noise  woke  you...”  She  flinched  as the  hand  around  her  waist  tightened  almost painfully. 

“If that’s your thing, then go for it, I say. But do you think you’re doing the right thing?” 

“I  beg  your  pardon?”  The  loud  music  made  her think she’d misheard, but when she glanced over her shoulder,  the  look  in  Cara’s  eyes  told  a  different story.  Lexi  tried  not  to  react  to  the  mild  venom  she saw there. 

“It’s easy to confuse great sex with love. And as much as I love him, Enzo can be a jerk sometimes. I mean, he’s not exactly the homebody type. He works really  long  hours.  Hell,  sometimes  he  doesn't  come home  at  all,  just  sleeps  at  his  club.  You  sure  you 227 
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want to put up with that?” 

Lexi  frowned.  “Should  you  talk  about  your brother that way?” She tried to pull away. 

Cara stayed right behind her. “He's my brother; I'm stuck with him.” She paused a beat. “But there's no reason why you should be.” 

Lexi missed a step and stumbled as the restless dancers  pushed  the  conga  line  forward.  “Are  you trying  to  tell  me  something?”  Were  the  fears  she’d harbored  since  becoming  engaged  to  Enzo  real?  Did Cara hate the thought of her  marrying her precious brother? 

The  younger  woman  gave  a  shrug.  “I  just  think all this happened  too fast.  Maybe you need to  think about  it  some  more  before  you  rush  into  a  mistake you’ll regret.” 

“The 

same 

way 

you 

rushed 

into 

your 

engagement to Ian after only three weeks?” Her  hands  dropped  from  Lexi's  waist  and  she stopped in the middle of the dance floor. “You think I'm  making  a  mistake?  Or  are  you  jealous  because Ian  asked   me   to  marry  him  even  though  you  dated him first?” 

“I’m  not  jealous  and  I  never  said  you  were making  a  mistake,  but  obviously  you  think   I  am  by marrying  your brother.” 

Cara’s lips turned downward. “Maybe I'm giving you  advice  that  I  hope  my  own  brother  would  give me if he thought I was making a mistake.” 

“And does he?” 

“No, he knows I'm happy with Ian.” 

“And  I'm  happy  with  your  brother,  so  let's  drop this,  shall  we?”  For  several  seconds,  the  mutinous look remained in Cara’s eyes. “Cara?” 

“Come  on,  keep  the  conga  movin'!”  someone shouted from behind. 

“Fine,  just  make  sure  you're  doing  the  right thing,  considering  your  age  and  all.”  Undisguised 228 
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malice accompanied the words and Lexi’s heart sank even further. 

“Gee  thanks,  but  I  don’t  think  twenty-nine qualifies me for the recycling dump just yet.” Cara  flicked  back  her  hair,  shameless  at  her insult. “You know what I mean.” 

“No, I don’t.  And  I  don’t think  I want  to know.” When  Cara  tried  to  force  Lexi  to  resume  the  conga, she pulled away. “I think I'll go and sit down now.” Heart  pounding,  she  returned  to  the  table  and swallowed  a  mouthful  of  mineral  water.  It  wet  her throat, but she wished it was something stronger. As designated driver, however, she had no choice but to stick  to  water.  Unfortunately,  it  did  nothing  to  stop the anxious emotions rampaging through her. 

She placed the glass on the table and paused as she caught sight of her engagement ring. 

Enzo. 

Warmth calmed her anxiety. 

Enzo,  the  love  of  her  life.  Her  other  half.  Her soul mate. 

She  hadn’t  believed  such  intense  feelings  could exist between two human beings until she met Enzo. 

Four  weeks  ago,  after  only  three  months  of dating,  he’d  asked  her  to  marry  him,  and  all  her dreams had come true. Eastwell Manor was booked, courtesy  of  a  last-minute  cancellation,  and  her fairytale  dress  now  hung  in  her  closet.  In  two months’ time, she’d walk down the aisle, join her life with  Lorenzo  Saldana’s,  live  happily  ever  after,  and make gorgeous babies. 

A smile broke over her face. All of a sudden, she couldn’t  wait  to  get  back  home,  coax  him  round  to her apartment, and have monkey sex with him. 

God  bless  the  day  Sally  had  talked  her  into joining her salsa class. 

She’d  spied  Enzo  the  minute  she’d  walked  into the  salsa  bar  on  the  third  week  of  lessons—a  dark, 229 
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brooding  figure  in  the  corner  of  the  main  bar. 

Having  already  met  him  and  received  his  frosty reception  at  the  house  she’d  showed  to  him  and  his sister  that  morning,  she’d  been  reluctant  to approach  him  again,  even  though  his  eyes  seemed pinned  on  her.  She’d  watched  surreptitiously  as  he rebuffed all attempts from the women in the class to seduce him onto the dance floor. 

Tall,  sleekly-muscled,  clad  in  jeans  and  a  tight black  T-shirt,  the  word   smoldering  seemed  to  sum up  the  raven-haired  hunk  who’d  watched  with  lazy amusement  as  she  attempted  the  complicated  salsa moves. 

In  the  end,  she  suspected  that  he’d  taken  over her  practice  out  of  pity  as  she’d  tortured  the  dance steps. 

But  all  it’d  taken  was  one  touch,  one  look  into his  deep,  green  eyes,  and  she’d  lost  her  heart.  Well that,  and  him  molding  her  to  his  body  halfway through  a  particularly  sensual  move,  fisting  one strong hand in her hair and whispering hotly in her ear, “I’m gonna fuck the hell out of you tonight.” Of course, she’d slept with him that night, swept away  by  feelings  so  strong,  Mount  Vesuvius  at  full rage couldn’t have stopped her from claiming him as hers. 

That  he  felt  the  same  made  heaven  a  truly wonderful, glorious place to be. 

Except for the snake in paradise. 

From  the  start  of  her  relationship  with  Enzo, Lexi  had  felt  Cara’s  mild  disapproval.  She  couldn’t pinpoint the problem because they’d seem to hit it off after  being  introduced  by  Lexi’s  childhood  friend, Sally.  Cara  hero-worshiped  her  brother,  so  her blessing meant so much to Lexi. 

But lately, she’d begun to wonder whether Cara had faked her goodwill. With her stark warning just now,  Lexi  could  no  longer  pretend  that  she  had 230 
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Cara’s blessing. But why did she hate the idea of her marrying Enzo so much? Couldn’t she see how happy she made Enzo, and vice versa? 

Lexi’s  solitaire  ring  glinted  in  the  strobe  lights of  the  club,  and  her  warm  glow  receded  as  she recalled  how  disastrous  her  previous  relationships had been. 

Take  Ian,  for  instance.  Contrary  to  Cara’s inference that she was jealous, she’d felt nothing but relief when Ian had turned his attentions to someone else.  Although  they’d  dated  for  a  while,  Lexi  had never  felt  he  was   the  one.   And  frankly  by  the  time she broke things off, Ian’s intensity had scared her a little.   

Cara had struck a nerve, calling her a prude. Or at  least  that’d  been  the  label  hung  on  her  before Enzo had showed her that gentle loving could also be red-hot. Her experience with Ian had left a bad taste in  her  mouth.  But  with  Enzo,  she’d  discovered  the true meaning of  making love. 

A tingle shimmered through her and her nipples puckered  as  she  recalled  his  hands  on  her  just  this afternoon.  The  dramatic  cut  of  her  blue  silk  halter-top  had  meant  no  bra  tonight  and  the  material chafed  with  a  delicious  pleasure-pain  sensation, which  caused  her  to  bite  her  lip.  Warmth  flooded Lexi’s face as she acknowledged that no matter how often  she  made  love  with  him,  she  always  yearned for  his  touch.  And  as  she’d  come  to  realize,  there would  be  no  relief  until  she  received  what  she craved—him between her legs. 

She  shifted  in  her  seat,  desperate  to  ease  the swirling  heat  in  her  pelvis.  The  seam  of  her  thong pressed  against  her  clit,  the  damp  material  causing delicious  friction.  A  moan  escaped,  but  the  sound was  thankfully  swallowed  by  the  loud  music.  Eyes shut,  she  took  a  deep,  restorative  breath.  Another hour, give or take, and she’d be with Enzo. He’d ease 231 
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her need and make things right. 

As for Cara... 

The shout of the returning conga line ended her thoughts.  She  arranged  a  presentable  smile  on  her face,  pressed  her  thighs  together  to  stem  the throbbing,  and  looked  up  as  Cara  plopped  down  on her  seat.  The  silver  and  jade  beads  of  her  long necklace  swung  over  the  bosom  of  her  tight  green tube dress. 

“Ready  to  leave?” Lexi asked  the trio of sweaty, smiling women. 

Fiona, the pint-sized, blonde American friend of Cara’s,  reached  for  the  pitcher  and  poured  drinks. 

“Not  yet.  I  need  to  cool  down  a  bit  first.  That  guy  I was dancing with sure sent my temperature soaring. 

Woohoo.”  She  fanned  herself  with  one  hand  and tipped her glass to her lips with the other. 

“Yeah, his hand soared all the way up your top,” Sally  grinned,  flicking  her  black  hair  off  her shoulders and reaching for her drink. 

“He  was  just  making  sure  his  number  was stored  in  a  safe,  secure  place.”  Fiona  grinned  back, batting false eyelashes. 

“That  rules  out  your  panties,  then,  doesn’t  it?” Cara winked at her. 

“It would’ve, if I wore any,” Fiona shot back. 

The  table  erupted  in  hoots  of  shocked  laughter, and Lexi couldn’t hold back her grin. As much as she would’ve  preferred  the  spa,  she  was  glad  to  see  the girls enjoying themselves. 

When  they  tottered  off  for  one  last  dance,  Lexi pulled  out  her  cell  phone  and  sent  a  text  message. 

 Half an hour. Your place or mine? 

She  received  a  response  within  seconds.  Mine. 

 Hurry. I’m ready and waiting. Love U. 

 Me too. See you soon. XX 

Smiling, she put her phone away. 

“Right,  shall  we  go?”  she  asked  as  soon  as  they 232 
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returned from the dance floor, itching to be away. 

“Oohhh!”  Cara  protested.  “Five  more  minutes, please?”  she  pleaded,  and  gulped  down  another drink. 

Lexi  succumbed.  “Okay,  five  minutes,  but  no more.”  It  was  almost  three  o’clock  in  the  morning, and she’d had enough. All she wanted was Enzo. 

“I  know  what  we  can  do.  Truth  or  dare.  One question  each.  Then  we’ll  leave.  Deal?”  Cara  asked, earning  rapturous  enthusiasm  from  the  other  two. 

But  she  didn’t  look  at  them.  She  stared  straight  at Lexi. 

A feeling of foreboding crept up her spine. 

“Umm, I don’t think—” 

“Exactly,  don’t  think.  Just  play.  Okay?”  Cara dared. 

Before  she  could  respond,  Fiona  piped  up, 

“Okay, I’ll go first. Someone ask me.” 

“Right,” Sally jumped in. “Truth or dare.” 

“Dare,  always,” Fiona replied. 

“I  dare  you  to  flash  your  tits  at  that  bald  guy sitting at the bar.” 

“Done!”  Giggling,  she  rose  on  unsteady  feet, sashayed  to  the  man  in  question,  leaned  down,  and whispered in his ear. He shot up from his seat, eyes wide, and nodded eagerly. Fiona yanked up her top, giving  him,  and  everyone  else  in  the  vicinity,  an eyeful  of  her  bountiful,  braless  bosom.  Throaty  wolf whistles and pleas for an  encore  followed her back to the table. 

“That was exhilarating. I  love  English guys! Can I do it again?” she begged, licking her full lips. 

Cara  shook  her  head.  “No,  you  shameless  slut. 

You’re in town for my wedding, not to get your rocks off.  You’re  only  limited  to  one  flash,”  she  grinned. 

“Now, my turn.  I, too, will take a dare, if you please.” Whoops  erupted  round  the  table  and  Lexi cringed at the brazen look in Cara’s eyes. 
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“Okaaay,” Sally looked around. “I dare you to do whatever  it  takes  to  get  a  hundred  quid  from  that guy over there with the blonde.” 

“Sally!” 

“Oh  relax,  Lexi,  it’s  just  a  game,”  Sally remonstrated. 

“Yeah,  stop  getting  your  thong  in  a  twist, girlfriend,  and  watch  a  professional  at  work,”  Cara chided. 

Pulling  out  her  compact  mirror  from  her  purse, Cara  checked  her  appearance,  and  tweaked  a  few hairs. She pushed back her shoulders to display even more  of  her  D-cups,  stood  up  and  with  casual  ease strode  toward  the  blonde  entwined  around  her target. 

She  tapped  the  girl  on  the  shoulder.  When  she had her attention, she leaned up to the taller woman and  whispered  in  her  ear.  The  girl  jerked  back, surprise in her eyes as her mouth dropped open. She leaned  over  and  spoke  to  her  boyfriend.  A  broad smile  broke  over  his  face  and  he  whispered  back. 

The  blonde’s  wary  stare  at  her  boyfriend  gradually turned  sensuous  and,  with  a  slow  sexy  smile,  she handed her glass to him, turned to Cara and nodded. 

Cara  stepped  closer,  ran  one  hand  up  the blonde’s  arm  until  she  cupped  her  shoulder.  She squeezed gently, then continued the trail up to slide around her nape. Gliding her other hand around her waist,  she  pulled  the  blonde  closer  and  covered  her mouth in a sensual kiss. 

For several seconds, the  kiss went on and, even though the others couldn’t see her, Lexi  tried not to cringe  at  such  a  public  display.  As  much  as  she hated the prude label and wanted rid of it, she knew she  would  never  have  enough  confidence  to  discard her inhibitions long enough to participate in such as voyeuristic act. 
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the  outrageous  floorshow,  she  fixed  a  smile  on  her face and cringed inwardly. 

When the two finally parted, she breathed a sigh of  guilty  relief.  Cara  sauntered  back  to  the  table, triumphantly  holding  up  the  money  the  boyfriend had coughed up. 

She  slapped  it  on  the  table  and  turned  to  Lexi. 

“Your turn.” 

“No, I’ll go last. Sally, truth or dare,” she asked, and prayed her friend wouldn’t go for the latter. She couldn’t  stand  another  floorshow  like  the  last  one, and she’d had enough of being called a prude for one night. 

“Truth.” 

Relief eased through her. 

“Okay.  Something  I’ve  always  wondered,”  Cara broke  in,  her  feverish  gaze  raking  Lexi’s face before returning  to  Sally.  “Have  you  and  Lexi  ever  slept together?” 

Sally  splattered  her  drink  all  over  the  table, surprise  plastered  on  her  model-thin  face.  “Are  you kidding?   I  always  have  and  always  will  prefer  my bed partners with a whole lot of meat between their legs. So does Lexi, I believe.” She winked at Lexi and took another sip of her drink. 

“And  last  but  not  least,  Lexi.  Truth  or  dare?” Fiona asked. 

She bit her lip, knowing she was caught between the  proverbial  rock  and  a  hard  place.  There  was  no way  she’d  take  a  dare  after  seeing  what  the  other two  had  entailed;  but  the  avid  faces  of  the  other three girls told her whatever truth she’d be asked to reveal would be very personal and very sexual. She’d look like a spoilt sport if she chickened out. “Truth,” she all but whispered. 

Cara  pounced  before  anyone  else  could.  “Have you  ever  fantasized  about  being  fucked  in  a  very public  place,  maybe  with  other  people  watching?” 235 
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She  grinned  at  the  gasps  around  the  table.  “I  just, you  know...wondered,  you  being  such  a  prude  and all.” 

Lexi  froze.  Somehow,  Cara  had  tapped  into  her deepest,  wildest  fantasy.  Had  she  blurted  it  out during  her  birthday  party,  the  one  occasion  when she’d drank way more than was good for her? 

After  years  of  being  called  a  prude,  she’d  often wondered  if  she  was  perhaps  too  conservative when it  came  to sex. With  Enzo,  she’d  begun  to think she wasn’t, but for years she’d imagined breaking out of her  shell  sexually.  And  the  one  recurring  fantasy she’d  had  was  of  being  fucked  in  a  public  place, where  all  the  guys  who’d  mocked  her  inhibitions could see her and regret their name-calling. But how on earth had Cara known? 

“Come  on,  Lexi,  we’re  waiting.  Truth,  truth, truth, truth,” they chanted. 

She  bit  her  lip.  “Okay,  okay.  Yes,  I’ve...thought about it. 

“And?”  Cara  pressed,  as  she  took  another healthy slug of her drink. 

Lexi  shrugged  self-consciously.  “And  nothing. 

I’ve only thought about it.” 

“W—would you like to?” Cara slurred. 

“Stop  it,  Cara,  now  you’ve  got  her  all  hot  and bothered.  Here,  Lexi,  have  a  drink,  calm  your nerves.” Sally shoved a cocktail glass in her hand. 

“No, I’m driving, remember?” 

“Fuck  it, one  little  drink won’t hurt.  Besides I’d rather  have  you  driving  with  calm  nerves  than  all twisted up the way you are now,” she teased. 

“Fine.”  She  grabbed  the  glass  and  downed  the mouthful. The unexpected heat of the vodka worked its  way  down  her  throat.  Grimacing  at  the  tartness of  the  cranberry  juice,  she  set  the  glass  down  and looked up to find Cara’s gaze on her. 
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Not  in  this  lifetime.  “No  more  questions.  I’ve played  the  game,  fair  and  square.  Now,  I  think  it’s time to go.” Hurriedly she stood, gathered the purses and handbags, and busied herself with making sure the  tab  was  settled.  All  the  while,  she  felt  Cara’s drunken  gaze  on  her.  Without  looking  her  way again,  she  led  the  other  two  girls  out  into  the  late night  air.  She  paused,  inhaled  a  welcome  breath  of fresh  air,  only  to  have  it  whoosh  out  of  her  when slim arms closed around her. 

“I  l—lo—ove  you,  Lexiiii.  You’re  my best friend, e—ever!” Cara exclaimed. 

“Hey,  I  thought   I  was  your  best  friend  ever?” Fiona whined from behind them. 

Cara  tried  to  focus  on  the  voice  behind  her, failed, and swayed on her feet. “Sure y’aarr, Fi,” she shouted, then turned to Lexi, “But I’m reeeeally glad you’re going ta be my sisthher, well, sort-a.” Regardless  of  the  hopelessly  slurred  and contrary  words,  Lexi  experienced  a  rush  of  warmth and  relief  at  hearing  them.  She  clung  to  the  hope that  Cara’s  negative  attitude  had  just  been  the unfounded fears of an insecure sister, rather than a future sister-in-law who hated her guts. 

She  mentally  crossed  her  fingers.  Everything would  be  fine.  She’d  probably  imagined  Cara’s disapproval.  After  all,  why  else  would  she  offer herself  as  bridesmaid  if  she  didn’t  like  the  idea  of her marrying Enzo? 

“Love you too, Cara. Now, are you okay to walk, or  do  you  want  to  sit  over  there  while  I  fetch  the car?”  She  indicated  the  bench  nearby.  Secretly,  she hoped they could make it to the car under their own steam.  Enzo  waited  for  her.  In  half  an  hour,  she would be in his arms again. If she hurried. 

“I’m  fine,  fine,  fine,”  Cara  sing-songed,  then broke into,  “I’m getting married in the morning, tra-la-la-la-la-la-la-la-la...” 
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Relieved,  Lexi  chuckled  as  she  hooked  an  arm around  her  and  steered  her  away  from  the  curb. 

“You’re  not  getting  married  for  another  eight  days, love,  and  the  car’s  this  way.  Girls,  are  you  all  right back  there?”  she  threw  over  her  shoulder  at  the other two, who propped each other up behind her. 

“We’re  fine,  mistress.  Lead  the  way,”  they chorused. 

She smiled. “Okay, Come on, then.” Fishing  the  keys  out  of  her  bag,  she  quickened her steps and rounded the corner. 
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