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Chapter One
Outed
* * * *
Pierce
"What do we have, Layton?” Draining my coffee cup and throwing it into the trash, I looked over at the rookie cop, who was frowning at something on his computer screen.
"Surveillance camera footage from outside the club—the smoking area.” Layton beckoned us over to his desk, and Beaumont and Santoro rose from their chairs to join us in front of the screen.
"There's our victim, Samuel Leigh,” Beaumont pointed out, gesturing to a figure leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette.
"There's a seriously hot chick,” Santoro added, tilting his head to the side as if that would enable him to get a three hundred and sixty degree view.
Wait. I know that face... I scowled at the screen, recognition clicking into place in my mind.
"And there's Santoro's hot chick picking Sam Leigh's pocket.” Layton glanced over at me. “We can get Faye to clean up the image, get a possible ID?"
"I already know her ID.” That got the team's attention, and they remained silent, waiting for more. I gave them the bare minimum. “Laura Morgan."
In my peripheral vision, I was dimly aware of someone stopping dead in their tracks, then changing course to approach. Glancing over, I recognised Faye Tate, one of our forensic specialists. She was the most efficient and the most beautiful, though I'd never breached the precinct's protocol in order to ask her out.
I was gonna have my hands full enough with the woman who'd shown up in my case's security footage.
"You know her, boss?” Layton asked.
"Uh-huh...” I stared at the image of the tall brunette, remembering times past and wondering exactly what else she'd been hiding from me back then.
"Let me guess,” Santoro said. “Gotta be an ex-girlfriend."
"Yup.” They were gonna find out anyway.
Might as well get the revelation over with so they can focus on the case, rather than my romantic connection to Laura
"Layton, pull me up her phone number—I don't have it on me."
As Layton obediently began to tap information into his computer, an interruption came from an unexpected quarter. “Cancel that order, Layton. I have her on speed-dial."
Now Faye had my attention. She leaned against Santoro's desk, toying with her cell phone and avoiding my gaze, and my mind came up with an idea I hoped like hell wasn't true.
Santoro beat me to the question. “How do you have Pierce's ex's number, Faye?"
She shrugged. “If you have the security tape of the dance floor, you'll see."
Layton switched to another tape, which showed the bar area and part of the dance floor. I transferred my suspicious glare from Faye to the screen and, in silence, we all watched Laura enter the picture, tucking something into her purse before grabbing the arm of a familiar, red-headed figure.
Faye.
While her image on-screen turned with a smile and hugged Laura, Faye stepped away from the team, hitting speed-dial and raising the phone to her ear. Quietly, she spoke to Laura, her voice a murmur I couldn't quite make out.
"Ahh.” Empathetic as always, Erica Beaumont was the first to catch on, and she shot a sidelong glance at me, which I chose to ignore. Before my eyes, Laura and Faye headed onto the dance floor, beginning to move together in a dance that began as flirtatious, then became teasing, then overtly sensual.
I hardly needed to look over at Santoro and Layton to know they were both acting as though Christmas had come early. If it wasn't for the fact I knew both of the women involved, I'd probably have found the wonderstruck expressions on my male cops’ faces amusing.
The whole team knew Faye was bisexual—when we'd all gone for drinks on Santoro's birthday last year, she'd brought a female date. I didn't get how Santoro and Layton could react exactly the same way today as they had then, but I had bigger things to worry about.
Faye ended the call just as the tape showed her pulling Laura into an almost possessive kiss. With an impatient growl, I rounded on her. “Stairwell, Faye. Now."
She hesitated, then nodded. Without waiting for her to move, I took off at a stride, trying to quell the conflicting emotions demanding my attention without identifying any of them.
Behind me, Faye plucked the remote from Santoro's hand and gave it to Beaumont with a pleading smile. “Do me a favour? Analyse the footage, but don't let them—"
"Over analyse? Don't worry, Faye.” I glanced back to watch Beaumont give her a knowing nod. Before anyone could begin to bombard her with questions, Faye took a deep breath and walked towards me.
We waited in silence for the stairwell door to close behind us, then I stepped forward, invading her personal space to scowl down at her. “You know she was my ex when you started dating?"
"We met the night you two split up,” Faye said, scuffing one boot against the concrete floor. “Laura was crying into her drink, and I asked her what was wrong. She told me she'd split up with someone, and I offered her a sympathetic ear, but it was nearly an hour before I figured out it was you, Zach, I swear."
Exasperated, I verbally pushed her. “But you started a relationship with her anyway."
"Why not?” Her voice was slightly rebellious. “You didn't want her anymore. And don't tell me you've never hit on a girl who's on the rebound, just because she's too pretty to be hurting alone?"
I had, and she probably knew it, but it wasn't what I wanted to talk about—there were way more pressing issues at hand. “What did she tell you, Faye?"
She couldn't stop herself smiling through her irritation. “Nothing bad that I hadn't already figured out about you. I learned some interesting new things, though..."
My gut twisted, and I prayed I was wrong
If she knows...
I had no idea what I'd do then. “And you didn't think to stop her out of courtesy to me?"
My confrontational tone just pissed her off. “Zach! She didn't use your name until she'd started to repeat herself—how was I supposed to know she meant you?"
She had a good point, which irritated me even more. Forcing myself to calm down, I waited a few seconds before asking the vital question. “She tell you where we met?"
The air seemed to thicken with tension, and Faye's eyes widened with sudden understanding. Even before she gave a brief nod, I saw it coming, and I cursed under my breath, backing off to give us both space while I processed the situation.
"So you know.” This was the one thing I'd planned never to reveal to her. My feelings for Faye were so complex that most days I couldn't make sense of them, but I'd always known I wanted her. I'd kept it hidden for a long time, partly because she was a close friend and co-worker, but mostly because of the way I wanted her. Countless times I'd imagined her kneeling at my feet, waiting for me to subvert her to my will.
Now she knew I had those tendencies inside me, it would be harder to resist the urge to act on them. Things had just got a hundred times more complicated than I'd ever wanted.
I couldn't look her in the eye...until her slightly amused response shocked me into it. “That you're a Dominant? Zach, I've known that since the first day I met you. What I can't figure out is how I've never seen you around at Rack and Ruin in all the time I've been going there."
As she named the bi-monthly fetish night at Club Alterna, I could only stare at her slightly lifted brows and the smile that played about her lips. Right then, I was so far out of my comfort zone I had no idea how to react. “You go there regularly?"
Faye shrugged casually. “On and off. Sometimes I'll be there every time for a few months, then I stop for a while. It was my first night there in nearly three months when I ran into Laura."
"You met her there? Faye, are you topping my ex-submissive?” The question fell from my lips before I could stop it, the slow smoulder of jealousy at the back of my mind roaring into an inferno.
"I didn't play with her that first night—she was way too over-emotional!” Faye said defensively.
"Not the point, Faye."
"Then what is the point?” she demanded, frustrated. “I mean, how can you act so crazy when Laura says it was only casual between the two of you?"
I didn't know how to answer her. The fact she was topping Laura made me a little jealous, but Faye was right—we had only been seeing each other casually, and it didn't affect me as much as the other side of the coin did. Telling her my jealousy was double-edged would only complicate matters, but the thought whispered through my mind nevertheless.
You should have been mine.
It was ridiculous—I had no way of knowing if she was as sexually submissive as I sometimes imagined she was, and it wasn't my place to ask, but the confirmation that she was on the local BDSM scene was enough to make me possessive. Sometimes I had trouble remembering I could only control her as part of our working relationship, and even then, only to a point.
Instead of answering her question, I asked, “Did you manage to call her in?"
"Yeah. We were meeting for lunch anyway, at the bistro down the street. I just moved the time forward a little. We should go if we're gonna make it."
Is it serious between you?
I couldn't ask—as much as I hated to admit it, I didn't want to hear the answer. Instead, I nodded curtly. “The rest of the team don't need to know this, understand? I used to date Laura, and you're dating her now. That's all the background they need."
"Got it,” Faye said with an ironic mini-salute.
The opening was just too tempting to pass up. “No ‘Sir', Faye?"
Grinning, she started down the stairs. “I don't submit easily."
Faye
During the short walk to the bistro, Pierce got around to asking the question that mattered. “Did you know Laura was a pickpocket?"
I shook my head, thinking back over the past couple of months. “She never acted suspiciously around me...even when she had Leigh's wallet in her purse. She lifts his wallet, and now he's dead? It could be a coincidence..."
"No such thing.” I'd been pretty sure he was gonna say that. “You go on ahead and meet with her. I'll wait a couple of minutes, then join you."
"You think she'll run if she gets spooked?” I kinda doubted it, but I was the scientist, not the cop.
"She can try,” he said, almost to himself.
I watched him thoughtfully. There was a tension in him I'd rarely seen before—it was as if he was carefully holding back what he really wanted to say.
I wanted him to question me about the things I'd revealed to him that day. I wanted him to ask if I submitted as well as topped, and how often that happened. I wanted him to tell me about his involvement in the local scene, about his kinks and desires, about what he looked for in a submissive. Okay, I probably didn't fit the bill, but I could dream, at least...
But instead he was shutting me out. He hadn't acted this reserved around me since the first month I'd worked at the precinct. I didn't know what he was afraid of, and until this was over and done with, it wasn't a good time to ask. So I focussed on the plan instead, lengthening my stride to put distance between us.
Within a minute, the bistro came into view, and a familiar figure was waiting by the door. The dark-haired, curvaceous woman smiled as I approached, stepping forward to hug me. “Ready for peach pie and ice cream?"
Returning Laura's embrace, I forced myself to act normally, though the thought of food turned my stomach. “Definitely."
While Laura headed for the door, I glanced back down the street, relieved to see Pierce approaching slowly. He nodded encouragement and I shot him a brief, anxious smile before following my submissive inside.
I took a seat across a small table from Laura, who was watching me with concern. “Are you okay? You look a little worried."
"That's one way of putting it, I guess. Work's a little confusing right now."
One of the things I really liked about Laura was that she didn't act overly submissive unless we were in a scene. She was mostly talkative and laid-back, though her wit occasionally had bite. Picking up her menu, she rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. Zach's running you into the ground again."
Frowning a little at her obvious disdain, I shook my head. “Actually, no. I haven't even started the forensics yet."
"But you have time for an early lunch? Must be an interesting case.” Laura's expression was curious.
"Yeah... I can't tell you much, but a businessman turned up dead, and it wasn't pretty.” I didn't mention the vicious beating the guy had received before he died—it wasn't the kind of detail I was authorised to repeat during an open investigation. Especially not this open investigation.
"Maybe you'd know him, Laura?” Pierce's voice made me jump—I'd known he was coming, but I hadn't even heard him approach. “Name's Samuel Leigh."
Laura's eyes widened, then her expression became guarded as she looked from him to me, and back again. “What is this?"
"Need to talk to you about his death. Let's go over to the precinct, where it's a little more private.” Pierce's eyes were hard as he watched his ex, and that was more intriguing than I liked to admit. Something was going on in his head, but I couldn't fathom exactly what. Yet.
"I've never even heard of him. You can't force me to go anywhere."
Pierce held his badge out towards her, his face impassive. “I can legally detain you for questioning."
"On what grounds?” she snapped. “I know my rights."
Wow, she's defensive. I'd never seen her like this. “Laura..."
She sighed, speaking for our ears only. “Faye, don't Mistress me outside the bedroom. That's not what we negotiated."
Taken aback, I stared at her. That had been the furthest thing from my mind, and, if she didn't know that, we had a serious problem.
Before I could speak, Pierce intervened. “On the grounds that we have surveillance footage of you stealing his wallet the night before his death."
She was beaten, and she knew it. With a sigh, Laura glared at me and got to her feet. “This better not take long. I have a meeting at two."
While she gathered her jacket and purse, Pierce touched my shoulder, leaning in close to murmur, “Careful. She's playing you."
Before I could process that, he followed Laura outside. A million questions flitting through my mind, I brought up the rear, shooting an apologetic look at the confused waitress hovering nearby.
Exactly who was the girl I'd been seeing for the past few weeks? And what side of her had Pierce seen that I hadn't?
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Pierce
We escorted Laura back to the precinct in near silence, and when we headed into the squad room it wasn't just my team that had its collective eyes on us. Gossip travelled fast, and I was almost certain Santoro was to blame.
I could deal with him later. “Beaumont. Escort Ms Morgan to an interrogation room."
Beaumont rose immediately, nodding to Laura. “Follow me, please."
Faye made as if to follow them, and I spoke her name quietly as she passed, shaking my head. Her brow creased in a frown, and she pulled me aside. “She's my submissive, and I need to talk to her. I'm not gonna help her set a story straight, or fill her in on any case details. If I'd wanted to do that, I could have called her in private or gone back to my desk to email her, or told her before you joined us at the bistro."
It wasn't exactly standard operating procedure, but this was Faye, and I had a weak spot where she was concerned. After a second's hesitation, I stepped away, and she continued after Beaumont and Laura.
"What do you have?” I snapped at Layton and Santoro, who were trying to figure out what was going on.
They gave me a babbled rundown of Leigh's background, which included no mention of Laura. On Laura herself, they'd barely started, and could only tell me that she had no criminal record. When they'd exhausted themselves, I told them to keep going and made my way towards the rear of the building where the interrogation rooms were.
I passed Beaumont on the way, nodding my thanks as she told me which room she'd left Laura in. Instead of going straight to interrogation, I opened the adjacent door, the door to the observation room.
Faye was sitting cross-legged on the desk in the middle of Interrogation One, looking down at Laura, who sat in the suspect's chair. “So, what—you just decided you were a little short on cash? He's dead, Laura!"
"And you think I killed him?! Gee, thanks, Mistress.” Laura's sarcasm was caustic.
"No! If I thought you'd killed him, I'd have walked in here, told you it was over and left again. I just wanna understand... Can't you see that?” Faye was annoyed, confused, a little sad—but she wasn't heartbroken. Laura hadn't dug her claws into Faye's heart yet, and I was relieved, for more reasons than I should have been.
I knew the heart-to-heart wouldn't get us the information we needed, so I cut their relationship talk short, leaving observation just as the audio-visual tech entered and headed into interrogation.
"Need the forensics, Faye."
She and Laura both stood when I walked in and Faye swallowed whatever she'd been planning to say to me, turning to Laura instead. “Talk to you later."
"Yeah.” Though a little reluctant, Laura let herself be drawn into a brief hug, her brunette hair mingling with Faye's amber locks.
I waited until Faye had closed the door to speak, though I wasn't naive enough to think we were alone and unheard. Even if Faye had actually heeded my words about the forensics and gone to her lab, Layton and Santoro wouldn't pass up the opportunity to eavesdrop on me interrogating an ex.
Taking my time, I shrugged off my jacket, hung it on the back of the chair and settled myself into a seat, the one-way window at my back and my case notes in a folder on the desk between us. Laura fidgeted across from me, steepling her fingers, then twisting them together.
"This is an official investigation, and I need to state for the record that anything discussed during this interview will remain pertinent to the case, disregarding any personal history between us. If that's not acceptable, I can get another cop in here to question you on my behalf.” I kept the words formal and clear, to be picked up by the microphone recording everything.
Laura hesitated and I raised an eyebrow at her out of habit—the way I'd always indicated to a submissive that an answer was required. Her gaze turned stormy, but her words were calm. “It's acceptable."
Nodding, I turned my mind to the case. “Did you know a man named Samuel Leigh?"
"I already told you, I've never heard of him,” she said, overly patient.
I took Leigh's picture from my folder and slid it towards her. “How about now?"
Something shifted in her expression and a piece of my own personal puzzle slotted home within my mind. The first time I'd taken Laura to my place, she'd wandered around my living room while I made coffee. I'd returned just as she was reaching out to pick up the picture Faye had handed out to all of us last Christmas. Using her digital know-how, she'd manipulated the image so Faye, me, my team and a couple of others we worked with were all grouped together for the shot.
When Laura had picked it up from my mantelpiece, something in her face had changed. I hadn't known her well enough to interpret it, then, but watching her in the interrogation room, it became clear to me. She'd recognised Faye, just as she recognised Leigh right then—she'd probably seen her around at Rack and Ruin.
I had no idea why she would go after Faye after I'd broken up with her, but that was something I could mull over later.
Faced with Leigh's picture, Laura chose to play dumb. “I don't recognise him."
"We have surveillance footage of you stealing from him,” I reminded her mildly.
"How do you know it was me? Those cameras barely show enough detail to pick out a black cat in the snow."
I turned to the one-way glass and gave the standard signal, then crossed to hit the switch on the side of the TV mounted on the wall. The smoking area footage ran, then froze on the clearest shot of Laura's face as she turned to leave, stolen wallet in hand. “We know it was you."
Her mouth twisted bitterly and she sighed, leaning back in her chair with an air of defeat. There was nothing submissive about her tone when she asked, “What do you want?"
"Where's the wallet now?"
Her voice was flat as she answered my questions.
Yes, she'd taken the wallet. No, she hadn't kept it or spent the money. Had she given it to someone, or stolen the wallet at someone else's behest? No—she'd lost it.
It was right about then I started to lose my cool, but I kept outwardly calm. Had there been anything in the wallet that wasn't cash, credit cards or ID?
No. And no, she hadn't chosen Leigh on purpose—he'd been in the right place at the right time.
I didn't believe a word she said, and she knew it.
"What did you do when you left the club?"
"I went home with your forensic scientist, Zach.” Her tone was a little smug, as if she delighted in rubbing it in my face.
Biting my tongue until the urge to snap at her passed, I clarified, “Faye Tate."
"Yup."
"Stay with her all night?"
"Yup.” She gave me an angelic smile with an edge, as if she knew exactly how much that got to me. “You're welcome to check with her. We didn't even get out of bed until eleven the next morning."
I didn't take the bait, though it was tempting. “Did you know the victim was dead before I told you?"
"Nope. Are you done? Can you just charge me, or whatever it is you do, so I can go?” She drummed her fingernails on the table, feigning boredom.
"Not done yet. Can you think of anyone who would want him dead?"
"No.” She rolled her eyes, belligerence radiating from every pore. “Come on, Zach. What are you expecting here? Petty theft and murder are two totally different leagues."
My cell phone rang, and I glared down at the display. Faye. “I'll be back,” I tossed over my shoulder as I left the room, and shut the door before she could reply.
"I'm in the middle of something here, Faye..."
"Sorry,” she said automatically. “I wouldn't interrupt, except I know you're probably done with going after Laura for petty theft and you're trying to work out if she killed Leigh. Which she didn't, unless she handed off the murder weapon to someone else once she was done, without leaving a single trace of DNA. Possible, but unlikely."
Sceptical, I asked, “You're telling me you have Laura's DNA profile worked out already, when usually I have to wait overnight?"
A touch of bitterness coloured her tone. “Nope. But I have the DNA profile of her brother, John Collier, who we sent down for multiple counts of sexual assault about six months ago..."
I dimly remembered the case, but the idea that Collier and Laura might be related hadn't occurred to me—for obvious reasons. “They're probably half-siblings related paternally. Laura's surname is Morgan."
"Sorry, Zach—they're fully related, and the mitochondrial DNA isn't a match to the DNA on the knife. Laura took her surname from one Garth Morgan when she married him three years ago."
I went still as I processed that one. “She's married?"
"Yup. And still living with her husband, according to her tax records. Whether or not he knows about it, we've both been dating a married woman."
Typical. The irritated thought didn't make it to my lips—I'd been through similar things before, and with women I'd had longer and more intense relationships with. Faye's revelation might have surprised me, but I didn't feel much more than that. “You okay?"
"I will be.” She hung up without saying goodbye, obviously annoyed. If there was one thing guaranteed to piss Faye off, it was being lied to—even by omission.
Instead of going back into the interrogation room, I opened the door to observation. Inside, Santoro, Layton and Beaumont all turned to face me a little sheepishly, and I stared them down. “How's it going, boss?” Santoro ventured. “Think she did it?"
I told them about Faye's discovery, staring through the glass at Laura when I got to the part about her marital status. I could already imagine the lifted eyebrows and swift exchange of glances—I didn't need to see it, too. “We worked the case that sent her brother down. I wanna know if he was connected to the victim in any way. While you're at it, do the same for Garth Morgan and pick him up. Laura could be covering for him."
They nodded, keeping quiet so as to avoid my ire. As Layton edged toward the door, I added, “Don't let me see you back in this part of the building until you're escorting Morgan.” All three of them shifted uncomfortably, recognising the warning for what it was, and filed from the room at my dismissal.
The audio-visual tech was already gathering his jacket when I turned to him. “If that's all, Detective Pierce, I'll be taking my lunch break now."
"Make it a long one,” I recommended, and he beat a hasty retreat, shutting off the video and audio equipment first.
Alone at last, I contemplated Laura for one moment more, then headed back into the interrogation room. It was time to go off the record.
Faye
When I stepped off the elevator, Santoro, Layton and Beaumont were waiting to get on. I could tell by their faces that Pierce had set tasks for them—far, far away from Interrogation One. “Hey, guys."
"You okay, Faye?” Santoro watched me carefully. Pierce must have told them about Laura's husband.
"Yeah, Santoro. Thanks.” With a small smile, I touched his shoulder, then stepped back to let the elevator doors close. Once the numbers above the door indicated they'd gone all the way to the ground floor, I made for the interrogation room.
There was no tech in observation, and Pierce was just settling down in his seat on the other side of the glass. Laura stood opposite, her hands on her hips. “What more do you want from me, Zach?"
Calmly, Pierce replied, “Let's go off the record now, Mrs Morgan."
Laura's eyes widened—for a moment she seemed frozen, unable to handle the curveball.
"My cops are on assignment, picking up your husband and looking into your brother's history. The guy who handles the technical side on the other side of that mirror is on his lunch break, and your girlfriend's in her forensics lab trying to find evidence to clear you of Leigh's murder."
I briefly considered going back to the lab, but it was only a fleeting thought. I needed to be there for this—though technically, it was none of my business. I knew Pierce wouldn't want me there, but Laura had wronged me, too, and yeah, I knew I needed to confront her myself, but I wanted to know what Pierce said to her.
Okay, okay—I shouldn't be in here. It's eavesdropping. But somehow, I couldn't make myself move.
"I'm not interested in the fact you were married when we were together. And I know Faye will be taking that issue up with you personally once I'm done with you. What I need to know, Laura, is this—Why Faye?"
Laura leant back against the wall, looking down at Pierce as if that made her the more dominant one in the room. “What are you implying?"
Pierce remained motionless, not at all intimidated. “I'm implying that you recognised Faye in the picture in my living room. I'm implying that you knew we work together, and that when I ended things you headed over to Rack and Ruin to get her sympathy with crocodile tears."
Wait, what? I didn't get it. It wasn't like Pierce to make outlandish accusations, but I really couldn't follow his logic this time. If it was true...what was Laura's game?
She laughed a little too loudly, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “And why would I do that?"
"I don't know. You tell me."
Her tone was thick with disdain. “Oh, I'm sorry—did I break a law? I don't have a clue where you're going with this, Zach, and I don't care. You ended it, remember? Whom I date is none of your business."
Pierce stood abruptly, his chair almost toppling over as he stalked around the desk to get in Laura's face. “Faye is my business. She's off-limits."
Something about the way he said it—soft and dangerous, with just a hint of an edge—turned me on way more than it should have. I really needed to get a grip on this—just because Pierce knew I was kinky, that didn't mean he'd want to play with me.
"What's she got that I don't, huh?” Laura asked, her eyes narrowing. “I'm pretty. I'm tall. I obeyed your every word—"
"That's not the only virtue of a good submissive. A little resistance makes things interesting, and obedience doesn't necessarily mean you give yourself over completely. You didn't."
This was getting juicy. I was starting to feel a little guilty for listening in, but I'd already heard too much to back out with a clean conscience.
"And you think she would? Trust me—I've played with her a fair amount, and she's as dominant as they come."
I frowned through the mirror, as if that would stop her from putting ideas into Pierce's head. Okay, so I didn't submit to many people, but Zach Pierce...? I'd craved his collar for so long I wouldn't even have to think twice if he approached me.
"This isn't about me wanting Faye for myself. It's about you singling her out because you knew I know her. What were you planning?” You'd have had to know Pierce well to see he was near the end of his tether. It was in the tense way he held himself and the way he was speaking. I could see the signs, and so could Laura. Was it just me, or was she enjoying this?
"Shut up, Zach. You're just sore because I know what she feels like under my hands. I know what turns her on, I know how she looks after an orgasm...and that's eating you up inside."
Pierce became very still, and I had to remind myself to breathe. Had she actually just said that? Was it the truth?
Laura pushed off the wall she was leaning against to give herself some space, walking over to the one-way mirror and reaching up to push a loose strand of hair into place. I didn't recognise the expression on her face. She seemed smug—victorious, even. I'd obviously never known the real Laura Morgan at all.
Pierce spun to watch her with ice in his eyes, ready to give her hell. Though a huge part of me would have loved to hear what came next, I couldn't let her manipulate him like this. Pulling my cell phone from my pocket, I hit the speed-dial key that would call him.
His phone rang just as he was opening his mouth to speak, and he answered without checking the caller ID, scowling at Laura. “This better be important."
I spoke the words he'd murmured to me back in the bistro. “Careful. She's playing you."
His eyes widened, flitting past Laura to the mirror. Although he couldn't see me, I could have sworn he was looking right at me. “Corridor. Now."
Pierce
Faye's phone call came just in time. Hearing her voice brought a sudden moment of cognition, bringing with it conflicting emotions of dread and relief.
Dread, because I should have known Faye would sneak back into observation, and I was pretty sure she'd overheard Laura's obscene assessment of my attitude. Relief, because she'd interrupted the conversation before I'd actually said anything to confirm the suggestion I was jealous.
Hitting the button to end the call, I strode towards the door without a backwards glance at Laura. The corridor was empty, and I waited a couple of seconds for Faye to emerge before losing patience. I pushed open the door to observation just as she was stretching out an arm to open it, and she jumped, retreating a couple of feet to let me in.
She avoided my eyes for the first few seconds, and when she did meet them, it was my turn to look away. Her hands were clasped before her, the thumb of one hand nervously rubbing the palm of the other. Laura's words lay heavy in the air between us.
You're just sore because I know what she feels like under my hands. I know what turns her on, I know how she looks after an orgasm...and that's eating you up inside.
It was all too true. Even remembering the words brought a torrent of forbidden urges to the forefront of my mind. I wanted to continue to walk towards her, forcing her to step backwards until her back hit the glass partition. I could imagine her tiny gasp as she realised she had nowhere left to go, and I could almost feel the glass against my palms on either side of her as I trapped her between the wall and my body.
She bit her lip uncertainly, and a muscle in my shoulder twitched—the impulse to touch her made it from my brain down to my arm before I could hold it in check. I had to stop this. Stop it now, before I went too far.
"Go back to your lab."
If it had been that easy, I'd have been surprised. “I wanna talk to her."
"Not an option.” I focussed on Laura, who was pacing the interrogation room impatiently. “And I need to figure out what her endgame is."
"Zach!” Faye's tone was pure frustration, now. “She just wound you up like a clockwork toy! You really think you're gonna get anything out of her that way?"
It was true. If she hadn't called me, I'd have turned the conversation into a personal argument, and Laura would have won. But I couldn't see how Faye would do any better. “You go in there, you're just giving her more of what she wants."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Let's see.” I heard a rustle of clothing, and turned sharply to find her heading for the door.
"Don't even think about it, Faye.” Ah, hell. The only time I'd ever used that voice was during scenes, and instinctively she knew it, stopping in her tracks. I steeled myself for the moment she spun to look at me, but she remained in place, her hands lightly curled into fists at her sides.
"You can't stop me."
Before I could respond to that, she left the room, and I cursed softly as I waited for her to appear on the other side of the one-way glass. It took longer than I'd expected, and I imagined her pausing outside the door, taking a breath to ready herself for the confrontation, and—
The door opened, and Faye quietly let herself into interrogation. Laura turned mid-pace, her expression showing genuine surprise as she recognised Faye. “Are you the good cop, or the bad cop?"
Faye halted a couple of feet from her, taking something from her pocket and holding it out. “Recognise this?"
After a second's hesitation, Laura nodded slowly. I could almost hear the wheels in her head turning as she tried to figure out the best way to manipulate the situation to her advantage.
"I kinda doubt you're surprised, but I'm taking it back now.” Faye tucked the black training collar back into her pocket. It was simple, but elegant, with a D-ring attachment at the front. She must have taken it from Laura's bag, which Beaumont would have taken to the temporary storage lockers down the hall.
Laura sank down into her chair, her shoulders slumped and her eyes filling with tears. “You're breaking up with me?"
Wow, she's good. Faye seemed slightly taken aback by the sudden emotion, though she covered it quickly. “You expected me to find out you've been married this whole time, and suggest we go out to dinner?"
Wiping away a tear, Laura shrugged. “I guess not... But my relationship with my husband is an open one. We're free to see other people if we want to. And I got the feeling you'd want a monogamous relationship, so I didn't say anything."
"If I was gonna be part of your polyamorous lifestyle, I think I'd wanna know about it. And, come on, I'm hardly the most conventional person you've ever met—there is no way in the world you thought I'd have a problem with going poly!"
Sighing, Laura stared at her hands, still playing the part of the wounded lover. Faye scowled at her, snapping, “I was on the other side of that glass, you know. You're not fooling me."
All pretence at sadness abandoned, she spat, “Take it, then!"
Faye's eyes narrowed, and her voice emerged slow and precise. “What was your big plan? Did Leigh even fit into it, or is that a coincidence? Were you just trying to hurt Zach? Or me? Or both of us?"
Laura looked from her to the one-way glass, ignoring her completely. “Is he in there?"
"Oh, you know he is, so don't even try to play dumb!"
"Hmm.” She got to her feet, brushing up against Faye and nuzzling her neck, whispering something I couldn't make out. I gritted my teeth, the part of my brain that categorised Faye as mine crying out in protest.
To her credit, Faye didn't react or step away. She held herself perfectly still, her body rigid with tension, not giving Laura the satisfaction of pulling back or lashing out. It wasn't until Laura's hands began to wander that she moved, twisting out of her reach and across the room just as I was ready to barge in there myself.
"You really thought that'd work? Wow, you're getting desperate, huh?” Faye's voice held a faint tremor now, though it was almost indiscernible.
Giving up, Laura sighed and sat down once more. “Desperate? No. Bored of this little drama? Hell, yes. If you really have to know, I only hit on you because Zach kicked me out, and I knew you were his weak spot."
I winced, hating the slightly hurt resignation that fell over Faye's face. I'd suspected as much, but the way Laura had slammed her with the truth was callous and calculated.
"And once I got to know you, I realised it was gonna be easier to hurt him than I first thought, since you so obviously carry the same torch for him that he does for you. God, the way you were thinking about him the entire time my fingers were inside you... I should have stuck a knife in your gut the second I realised. But, no—you had to find out before I could really use you to kick him in the balls."
Faye stepped into the corner, leaning against the wall just next to the one-way glass. I couldn't see her reaction, but mine was no mystery to me—the tension that filled my body was expectant, demanding, even a little jubilant, despite Laura's urge to hurt Faye. It wouldn't subside until I'd grabbed her and kissed her until she was breathless...and my mind needed to stay the hell away from that thought, or else there was no way I could leave the room until I'd calmed down.
There was a long pause before Faye spoke, and when she did her husky voice was only a touch lower than usual. “You just keep going on and on about things you don't understand, don't you?"
"I understand Zach just fine,” Laura said breezily. “And I think I have a pretty good handle on you by now, too."
"Are you gonna tell me what I need to know?” Faye asked, stepping towards the door. “Cause if not, we're done here."
Laura intercepted her, grabbing her wrist and driving her up against the wall. My limbs were in motion even before I heard her startled cry, and I made it from observation to interrogation in less than five seconds.
During that time, Faye had managed to smack her assailant in the mouth, effectively freeing herself, and when I barged in she was just reaching for the doorknob to complete her retreat. We froze, staring at one another for a second that seemed to stretch on for eternity, then Faye stepped back to admit me to the room, her gaze dropping from mine.
"You okay?” I asked, briefly touching her shoulder. Faye nodded. She didn't seem hurt—the self-defence lessons Beaumont had given her last year seemed to have stuck.
Laura wiped a trickle of blood from her split lip, still managing to drawl, “Yeah, I think I get what makes Zach tick."
I'm gonna get her convicted of every misdemeanour she's ever committed.
"You ready to talk, now? Or do I leave you here to stew while I have a conversation with your husband?"
He hadn't arrived at the precinct yet, but she didn't have to know that. The threat didn't intimidate her, though. It even seemed to fire her up.
"I'll talk—about that night a week or so before you left me."
Something at the back of my memory screamed at me to get Faye out of earshot, but a bigger part wouldn't give Laura the satisfaction of making me flee. I remained where I was, while she continued, “I always suspected you were thinking of someone else while we were together, but that night I found out it was true..."
Her eyes were on Faye now, and her smile was vicious. “We'd been playing for a while, and he ordered me to give him head...so I did. And after a minute or two he called me his ‘little'...something...I don't remember."
Oh, God. It was the one moment in our relationship I'd least wanted Faye to hear about, but Laura was in full story mode now, and trying to stop her from continuing would have been futile. I gritted my teeth as she carried on. “I stopped and smiled, cause I liked it. But he came to his senses, and cursed, and ordered me to get back to it, and he never used that pet name again."
I could see Faye in my peripheral vision, shifting slightly as she absorbed the information, but Laura wasn't done.
"What was it? Little... God, I still can't remember. But it doesn't matter.” With a triumphant grin, she raised an eyebrow in my direction. “Guess this is who you meant, huh, Zach?"
Why the hell had I left my gun in the squad room? The only saving grace was that she didn't remember exactly what I'd called her. Faye had always unintentionally teased and tempted me with her eyes and words, and in my fantasies she was just as provocative in the bedroom. I didn't often give my submissives pet names, but the one my imagination had come up with for Faye fitted her like a glove.
Laura still hadn't finished, although both Faye and I had been rendered speechless and uncomfortable. She twisted the knife one more time. “Newsflash, though—she'll never be yours. She's just too sadistic—believe me, I know. I've been on the receiving end of it so many times. She loves to hurt me as much as I can take, then she forces me between her legs. She gets off on being in control...and so do you. What a shame."
She was playing on a thought I'd had all too often, and it tore the wound I'd been nursing right open. I dug my nails into my palms, fighting the urge to rise to her bait.
Before I could cross the line, salvation came from the woman at my side. “So, you're going to talk to her husband now?"
Thank God for Faye. “Yeah,” I said, turning my back on Laura. I couldn't meet Faye's eyes, but I doubted she was trying to make eye contact right then. Stepping casually towards the door, I asked, “You wanna watch?"
"Sounds like a plan,” Faye agreed, her tone lighter than the blush that coloured her cheeks.
My hand was on the doorknob when Laura drove her point home, sending a wave of mortified disbelief through me. “Little...tease, that was it!"
Fuck.
Faye went stock-still, her eyes closed, as if she was fighting attraction...or humiliation. After a second, she tossed a glance over her shoulder. “We'll tell your husband you said ‘hi'."
It was way past time to get out of that damn room, before any more damage was done. Faye was right behind me, and as she pulled the door closed, shutting Laura inside, we both exhaled with relief.
I didn't know what to say to her, and she was having the same problem. The silence stretched on, and when I chanced a look over at her, her eyes dropped to the floor.
"Faye...” I trailed off, shaking my head. There were no words to erase what had just happened—there was no way to shrug it off and carry on like it had never existed.
"I know,” she murmured, and rested a hand on my shoulder as she leaned in to brush her lips over my cheek. The kiss was chaste, and it was over all too soon. “I'd better go finish those tests."
I watched her walk away, and wondered if that fleeting touch of her lips against my cheekbone would be the last kiss she'd ever give me.
Faye
Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, oh my—
When I tuned the lab's radio in to a local station, filling the air with classic rock, a tiny knot of tension unravelled in my stomach. My thoughts slowed from their hyperactive babble to a comprehensible level.
What just happened? Was it a good thing? Was it a bad thing? How do I feel about it? How does Zach feel about it? Where do we go from here? How can I look at him without hearing those words in my head?
Okay, slow down. Think of the facts.
Little tease.
That's not a fact, Tate! It's a rumour. Unsubstantiated evidence. Hearsay... Really good hearsay..
Focus!
He knew I wanted him, now...and according to Laura, he wanted me, too. What if it wasn't true? What if he hadn't been thinking about me that night? What if he felt uncomfortable because he knew how I felt, but he just wanted to be friends? Could I pretend Laura had been lying?
Little tease, little tease, little tease, little—
Oh, God. What if he wants me, but believes Laura that I won't submit?
It wasn't like I could just stroll up to him and say, “Hey, Zach, wanna top me this weekend?"
Well, I guess I could...but I'm scared.
If he turned me down, I didn't know how I could go back to acting normal around him...
Damn you, Laura!
Turning the music up a couple of notches, I started looking through the case evidence again, trying to distract my alternately hopeful and fearful imagination.
Pierce
I stood in the stairwell, savouring the stillness around me. It made it easier to think—I didn't know how the hell everything had got so complicated all of a sudden.
Within a couple of hours, my relationship with Faye had been turned completely on its head. I could still feel the touch of her lips against my cheek—my mind was playing tricks on me. The image of her standing in the interrogation room, her eyes closed as she'd absorbed the pet name I'd never planned to tell her, just wouldn't leave me alone. It was impossible to read her this time—I didn't know how she felt.
Part of me believed Laura—that Faye's nature was too dominant for her to submit, that she'd never agree to cede control to me. Her personality switched, depending on the situation, but a strong need for autonomy and independence shone through every part of her.
There was no point in standing there all day, debating whether or not I should go to her, to ask her what was going on in her head and find out what had changed between us. I wouldn't be able to decide how best to handle her until I was away from the precinct—if I even figured it out at all—so I decided to get back to work.
...you so obviously carry the same torch for him that he does for you. God, the way you were thinking about him the entire time my fingers were inside you...
A primitive urge stirred within me at the mental image, and I almost decided a visit to Faye's lab would solve the whole problem. Maybe it would have, maybe not. I valued her friendship too much to go with my impulses.
Stifling my creative imagination, I returned to the squad room, arriving just as Santoro called my cell phone. “We've got Morgan, boss. On our way back now."
Grateful for the imminent distraction, I began to look over the case again from the beginning, attempting without success to chase the thoughts of Faye from my mind.
Faye
I got the call around thirty minutes later, while I was staring at a tox screen result and trying to get my whirling brain to comprehend the usually obvious composition. It was just no use—all I could think about was him.
Snatching up my phone, I mumbled distractedly into it. “Lab."
"Just about to start the husband's interrogation, if you're interested.” Zach Pierce's voice sent a light shiver through me and I had to catch my breath before I replied.
"Thanks. Go ahead and get started—I'll be up in a minute."
The line went dead, which wasn't unusual for a call from Pierce, but I couldn't help but wince at the abrupt end to the conversation. On a normal day, I wouldn't have read anything into it, but today I was thinking way too hard.
I made my way up to Interrogation Two and went into observation, greeting Santoro, Layton and Beaumont as I joined them at the one-way glass. They greeted me distractedly, torn between the drama of knowing Pierce and I had both dated the same married woman, and the unfolding scene in the interrogation room.
Garth Morgan looked younger than I'd expected, but he carried the instantly recognisable tough-guy attitude of your typical thug. What did Laura see in him? He didn't look like her type...though it seemed I'd never known her well enough to make an accurate judgement.
Pierce was settling himself down in the chair opposite, his posture casual for now. “Recognise him?” He slid forward a photograph, which I was pretty sure was of our dead guy.
As the first round of denials started, I tuned out. I'd watched the cops in interrogation enough to know conversations like this worked in cycles. First the guy would insist he didn't even know the victim. Then he'd say he did, but he didn't know the other people involved. Then it would turn out that he did know them, but he didn't know a crime had been committed. Then he'd know about the crime, but that would be all. It might even go as far as, “Yeah, I was there, but it was all the other guys,” or, “I did it, but only ‘cause he was gonna kill me, my wife, my kids and my mom's neighbour's dog if I didn't.” It was usually at least two of those arguments—in some cases, it was all of them.
I didn't wanna hear it. Santoro, Layton and Beaumont loved this stuff the way I loved forensics, and they made a game out of predicting when a suspect would break, and under what kind of interrogation technique. They wouldn't be leaving observation any time soon, assuming I could pull this off without them getting suspicious.
As soon as I was sure none of them were focussing on me, I made a show of starting slightly, then pulling my phone from my pocket. Thank God for silent mode... Stepping back and murmuring a ‘hello', I shot apologetic glances at the others and headed for the door. Wouldn't want to distract them with my fictional phone call, after all.
A quick glance behind me as I left confirmed they were fooled. Once they thought they knew what was going on, they returned their collective attention to Pierce, and I was home free.
Shutting the door softly behind me, I pocketed my phone and made for Interrogation One's observation room. Finding it empty, I quickly crossed to the technical desk and switched on the recording equipment.
If I can keep Laura focussed on Leigh rather than our relationship, this might just work.
If.
Casting a glance through the glass at her, I took a second to collect my thoughts, feeling a slight pang of loss at the way things had turned out between us. She was pretty, despite the harsh fluorescent lighting and the split lip I'd had to give her when she attacked me. Before I'd found out what a duplicitous bitch she was, I really had liked her. Not that it mattered now.
Taking a deep breath, I left observation and went into the interrogation room. Laura raised her head from her hands, her expectant look becoming a scowl when she recognised me. “Back for more?"
Her eyes flitted to the one-way glass, and I realised she thought Pierce had put me up to this. That was easy enough to fix—I leaned over to flip off the light, and the effect of the one-way mirror reversed to reveal the deserted observation room. “He's not there."
And he would have had a serious glare ready for me if he'd known I was alone in a room with a woman who'd been talking about killing me an hour ago, but I wasn't about to bring that up.
Laura gazed through the glass, then up at me. “Didn't know those things did that."
I turned on the light again, and the glass became a mirror once more. “Whichever side is brightest gets the mirrored effect. And Zach is in the other room, talking to your husband."
Her eyes widened slightly as I sat down opposite her, and I shrugged.
"We can hold both of you if Zach charges him. Him as a murderer, you as an accomplice. Or the other way around, depending on if he says you were the one who killed him."
"I have to be somewhere tonight,” she snapped, and I gave myself a mental pat on the back for breaking her composure so quickly.
Not a bad interrogation technique for a forensic scientist!
"Zach doesn't care about that."
"Damn right, he doesn't! That bastard put my brother away in the first place."
"That's where you're going? To visit him?” I watched her carefully. Okay, so Pierce would have been way more observant in this situation than I was, but I hoped I could pick something up.
"He's innocent,” Laura said, with a stony glare that challenged me to contradict her. She really believes it—whoa. Denial is a scary thing.
"He's a serial rapist!"
She surged upright, knocking her chair to the ground, and grabbed my shoulders, hissing into my face, “John is a good man who took the fall for an evil son of a bitch! Your Zach did that to him. I don't know how, or why, but he manipulated the evidence and let an innocent man go to jail!"
Maybe it'd be like waving a red rag at a bull, but I thought I might be able to get through to her. “Do you really think I'd let him screw around with my evidence reports?"
"You'd let him do anything he damn well wants.” The double entendre, caught on tape, wouldn't have been obvious to anyone but Pierce, Laura and me. I had to divert her before she said anything too explicit, though, and I summoned my own anger to counter hers.
How dare she question my scientific integrity?!
"Maybe when it comes to a lot of things, but not this.” I pulled her hands away from my shoulders and shoved her a pace back, out of my personal space. “Now sit the hell down and listen to me!"
She wasn't the girl I'd thought she was, but she was still submissive enough to react to my tone of voice. Shooting me a murderous glare, she set her chair upright again, sat down and shut up.
"Zach Pierce is an amazing detective,” I said. “He loves truth and justice. Why would he want to send a man to jail for something he didn't do?"
"Isn't it obvious? He's protecting someone!"
I snorted at the absurdity of that statement. “The other suspects in the case were a junkie with an armed robbery conviction and a strip joint bouncer, Laura! If Zach was gonna break the law to protect anyone, it would've been your brother!"
She had nothing to say to that—her eyes filled with doubt.
"If Zach charges a man with a crime, that man is guilty. End of story. Now tell me why you picked Leigh's pocket, damn it!"
For a long moment, she just stared at me defiantly, but then her shoulders slumped. “Garth asked me to do it."
Finally, we're getting somewhere...
"Your husband knew the victim was gonna be there?"
She seemed exhausted all of a sudden, though I was wary of buying into her emotions in case this was another act. It was what came out of her mouth that counted. I kept my distance and let the question hang in the air—maybe I could have been a cop, after all.
"He owed Garth money. Not a ton, but some. My husband runs a...poker ring, downtown."
The case was finally starting to make sense. “Is he violent?"
"Not if I do what he tells me,” Laura said bitterly.
Ouch.
I was tempted to go over and give her a hug—forgiveness is one of my strong suits—but I still didn't completely trust her. “I...actually meant towards people who owe him."
Shrugging, she answered, “I don't ask. He doesn't tell me."
I was in a little over my head, now.
Give me a quadratic equation or some mystery fluids to test, and I'm your girl, but an evasive woman who may or may not be telling the truth about her possibly abusive husband's gambling business? Get me out of here.
"Laura...did he tell you to get with Zach?"
A brief hesitation, then she nodded. When I asked her why, she only shrugged. “God knows why he tells me anything he tells me. He insisted Zach was crooked—said he took a bribe from the real criminal to make it look like John did it."
"He didn't,” I told her, holding her gaze. “I swear to God."
"Which would you prefer to believe?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. “That your brother's a sick bastard who's committed multiple rapes, or that Zach is a lying, manipulative sack of shit?"
Double ouch.
I decided not to ask her what she'd been planning to do to mess up Pierce's life before he'd broken up with her—I didn't wanna know, and anyway, I felt kinda sad for her. “I'm sorry. I really am."
"Yeah, yeah.” With a wave of her hand, she dismissed me. “Go run to Zach and tell him whatever you want."
Compassion and caution staged a swift battle in my mind, and compassion won out. After a brief hesitation, I stepped closer and kissed the top of her head. “Thank you. I mean it."
"I don't need your pity,” she spat back at me, and I backed off, a little hurt. Vulnerable or not, she still wasn't the Laura I'd thought she was.
It took only a couple of seconds to zip into the observation room, stop the recording equipment and send a simple text message—'911, observation 1'—to Pierce. I wasn't suicidal enough to call and interrupt his interrogation twice in one day, and our agreed signal for important evidence would be enough to grab his attention, especially on this case.
It took him less than two minutes to arrive, his eyes darting between me and the one-way glass. “What do you have?"
Grinning, I cued the playback, and as it began he shot a disbelieving stare at me. “You went in there alone? She could have—"
"Oh, please,” I interrupted him, my fingertips tingling a little as I realised his irritation masked anxiety. “I have, like, twenty pounds on her, and she already tried that on me once today."
He looked me over, checking for signs I was hiding injuries, but there was nothing to see. Dropping the subject for the time being, he turned his attention to the video, and slowly he lost his pissed off demeanour as he realised I really did have something.
His jaw tightened at the end, when I kissed the top of Laura's head, but I wasn't sure whether he was jealous or just worried for my safety. When the tape ended, I waited for his reaction, feeling a slight flutter of apprehension in my stomach.
Pierce was quiet for a moment, processing the new information, but then he leaned in close, brushing his lips softly across my cheekbone. My knees went weak...and was it my imagination, or did he linger for longer than he should have?
Before I could work out an answer to that, he was striding towards the door, his parting words sending a jolt of accomplished pleasure through me. “That's good work, Faye."
Alone again, I leant back against the technical desk, murmuring to the empty doorway, “Thank you, Sir."
Pierce
Standing at the door to Interrogation Two, I took a second to collect my thoughts. What Faye had done had been reckless and damn stupid—what if Laura had been serious about killing her?—but the result was something I could work with.
I'd taken an instant dislike to Morgan, and not just because he was Laura's husband. My instincts had told me from the start not to trust him, and it looked as if I'd just been proved right.
I stepped back inside the room and slammed the door behind me, drawing on my anger that, even if he was innocent of murder, this guy had committed domestic violence. “Just had a conversation with your wife."
He hadn't known we had her in custody, and his face paled a little. He was guilty as hell—all I had to do was prove it. “Tell me about your poker ring.” As he opened his mouth to deny it, I held up a hand. “And let's skip the part where you pretend you have no idea what I'm talking about."
"What about it?” Morgan said. “I get together with a few friends now and then, play a few hands. All legal and totally above board, and nothing for goddamn cops to get involved in."
"Sam Leigh owe you money?” I shoved the dead man's photograph across the table. “That why you sent your wife to lift his wallet?"
"Nope.” He'd got hold of himself, and now leant back in his chair, giving me his best poker face. “If she took it, that's her business, not mine. She knew Sam owed me. Maybe she just figured she was helping me out."
"And she thought he'd have enough on him to pay you back?” I sat down opposite him and leaned over the table, invading his personal space just a little. “You don't kill someone for pocket change. And there's no way your wife had the strength to give that beating."
"Hey, I know nothing about this, man. Believe it or not, it's the truth."
Shrugging, I pulled his water glass away from him, using only my finger and thumb to pinch the rim. “Then you won't mind if I take this for fingerprint and DNA comparison."
Morgan grabbed the glass so violently it overbalanced, spilling water into his lap. With a muttered epithet, he got up from his chair and swiped at his wet jeans. “I want my goddamn lawyer."
I'd learnt to hate those words. “Lawyer or no lawyer, we're gonna place you at that scene."
He leant back against the wall and folded his arms. “Lawyer."
He wasn't gonna give me anything else for now, so I left him to stew for a while, taking the details he scrawled down and heading back into observation. “Layton, get the lawyer here, then take a break. Santoro, get a warrant for his house and find out how much our dead guy owed him. Take Beaumont with you."
I watched them file out, then headed back into the interrogation room. I'd need to wait for Morgan's lawyer for some of my answers, but not others.
"Got a question for you."
"And until my lawyer gets here, you're not getting another word out of me.” Morgan had taken my seat, since he'd spilt water on his own, so I took up his former position against the wall.
"Personal question, not business. Your lawyer's on his way. Until then, I wanna know why you told your wife to get involved with me."
Morgan's eyebrows shot up, and I couldn't help but be amused by his shock. “Yeah. Laura told me that, too."
"Is there a reason I should tell you?” he drawled.
Shrugging, I pushed off the wall and took a step towards the door. “I'm not gonna play games with you. This is your one chance to tell me what I did to piss you off. Take it or leave it."
After a brief hesitation, he decided the benefits outweighed the risks. “I knew Johnny Collier for years before I met Laura. By the time he introduced me to his kid sister, we'd been through college together. We were frat brothers. We were practically related."
Two things crossed my mind simultaneously. The first was that though I could understand the brotherly bond between cops, who watched each other's backs in dangerous situations every day, I'd never get why frat brothers acted the same way.
The second was the thought I chose to voice. “So you married your frat brother's sister. And that didn't seem a little incestuous to you?"
Morgan's face contorted with anger and he balled his hands into fists atop the table as he gave me the usual spiel about shutting the hell up about things I didn't understand. Recognising the warning signs, I lay a cautious hand on my service weapon until he calmed down enough to let me get a word in.
"How many times did Johnny assault women while you were frat brothers? I'm betting he started before you married Laura, and if you two were as close as you say you were, there's no way you didn't know about it."
Morgan's gaze wavered, and my gut kicked. Mentally adding the aiding and abetting of a serial rapist to his rap sheet, I pushed him a little more—he wouldn't talk until his lawyer arrived unless I really rattled him. “So I send Johnny to jail, and you decide to get even with me by...sending your wife to my bed? I gotta tell you, Garth, that showed me."
It was more Santoro's interrogation style than mine, but it worked.
"She was just getting to know what really mattered to you when you kicked her to the kerb. And once you did, she went straight for that little bitch you'd die for. I was away on business when it happened, and that's why Faye Tate is still untouched. Within a few more days, I'd have ruined her life and broken her mind, and that would have been my revenge."
Chills rippled over my skin, and I remained stock-still to counter the urge to knock him to the ground and drive my foot into his ribs. I could deal with this information later—for now, I shoved aside the instinct to pre-emptively defend Faye and took stock of the conversation.
"I'd advise you not to say anything else until your counsel arrives. And when he does, I'd let him know that our recording equipment just caught everything you've said."
Without waiting for his response, I let myself out of the interrogation room and straight back into observation to stop the tape, my jaw set so tightly it began to ache. Adrenaline born of fury and fear pulsed through my blood, and my entire body tensed with it as I stared through the one-way glass at Morgan.
More than anything, I wanted to check Faye was safe, even though I knew the one threatening her was accounted for and unable to leave. If I headed to her lab in this state, though, I'd be taking this out on her one way or another—whether it was by starting an argument or by pushing her up against the wall and fucking her until she screamed.
I needed to get out of the building.
Faye
There was a light breeze coming off the river, and it stirred my hair as I stared out at the water, coffee in hand. Today had been...really intense. As much as I loved the lab, I'd needed to get out of the building for a while.
So much had happened, and it wasn't even three-thirty yet. In less than four hours, I'd admitted my involvement with the kink community to Pierce, lured my submissive downtown so he could detain her, found out she was married, taken her collar, been attacked by her, found out Pierce might or might not feel what I felt, conducted my own interrogation...
I'd totally given up on trying to figure out what came next. Whatever it was, bring it on—it couldn't be any crazier than what had already happened.
I should probably get back to work, though.
Throwing my empty cup into the nearby trash can, I turned to begin the short walk back towards the precinct, and my breath caught in my throat as Pierce strode into view. He made straight for the railings overlooking the drop to the river, leaned against them and sipped his coffee as he glared at the water.
There was a tension in him I hadn't seen for a long time—he practically radiated edgy frustration. Part of me sensed he wanted to be left alone, but another part wanted to be there for him. Taking a deep breath, I walked towards him, speaking before I got within arm's reach. “What happened?"
He had been drumming his fingers frenetically against the metal railing before I'd spoken. Now, he stilled—the only sign he'd heard me. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but there was so much tension coiled in his shoulders that I had a suspicion he'd instinctively lash out.
"Did Morgan walk?"
Pierce looked over at me sharply, as if expecting to see something specific in my face. I waited him out, confused, and after a second he exhaled slowly, a little of the tension flowing out of him. “No. And he won't."
Joining him at the rail, I asked, “Then...what?"
He shook his head. “Not right now, Faye. I'll tell you, but if you don't let me calm down first, I'm gonna end up shooting something."
From the way he was acting, I believed it. After a slight hesitation, I asked, “Need a hug?"
Pierce blinked, as if he was having trouble connecting my words to their meanings. Then he pulled me into a tight hug, breathing in deeply against the side of my neck. His embrace was different from others he'd given me—more intimate, somehow.
Half-convinced he could feel my pounding pulse, but hardly caring, I squeezed him back, feeling more of the tension ebb gradually from his muscles as I closed my eyes. Being this close to him, thinking back over everything that'd happened today...it was arousing, but weirdly calming at the same time.
Little tease...
Unbidden, Laura's revelation flitted back through my mind, and my next breath was a little unsteady. He tightened his arms a fraction, but then he pulled away almost abruptly, turning back toward the river and picking up the coffee cup he'd balanced on one of the railing supports.
I wasn't sure what to make of that, but he began to speak before I could decide. “I need to head back. Morgan played the lawyer card, and the guy should be here soon."
"Okay,” I said, trying not to let on how much his hot-and-cold approach had unsettled me. “I'll walk back with you."
Pierce took a final moment to watch the rippling water, then nodded. We walked slowly, and in silence—I didn't know what to say, and he'd always been comfortable with the quiet. It wasn't until we reached the building and prepared to go our separate ways—me down the stairs to the lab, Pierce up in the elevator to the bullpen—that he spoke.
"Morgan was Collier's frat brother before he even met Laura. He sent her to me so she could figure out my weak spots, and he planned to use them to hurt me. When I ended it with her..."
For a second, I wasn't sure he'd continue, but he did, his fingers flexing and curling into fists at his sides. “Morgan was on a business trip, and Laura found you. If he'd been in the country, he would have gone to you himself and, best case scenario, you'd be dead."
I returned his gaze, forgetting to breathe, putting it all together. I understood his words, and the significance of the phrase best case scenario rather than worst, but emotionally, it hadn't sunk in yet. Too many things had happened already. “Zach—"
"I'm sorry, Faye."
I blinked up at him, the uncharacteristic apology taking me by surprise.
"If he hadn't been on that business trip, he would have taken you before I even realised there was a threat."
He was trying to hide it, but I could sense it all—the anger, the frustration, the helplessness he felt. I wished I could make him see he wasn't solely responsible for my safety.
"You can't wrap me in bubble wrap and stick me in a drawer somewhere. I'm a grown woman."
His eyes darkened a little at my words, and when he spoke, his voice was low, gruff and too damn masculine for its own good. “I know."
I took an instinctive step forward, narrowing the space between us to inches. He was just a little taller than me, and I looked up at him through my lashes, my pulse kicking up a gear at the way his dark hair caught the daylight.
He dropped his gaze to my lips, and my every sense became perfectly attuned to him in the inevitability of what came next. He leaned in, so close, his breath lightly tickling my face. I fought the urge to close my eyes, swaying towards him in return until—
His cell phone rang and we both froze, rousing ourselves from the spell that had fallen over us. Stepping away from me, he answered with his usual terse greeting, and I headed for the stairs, needing to get away before the unavoidable, awkward ‘I gotta get going’ moment arrived.
Once I reached the lab, I flopped down into my desk chair and tried to calm down.
It will probably never happen again, right?
He knew how I felt, and in that perfect moment of helpless frustration he must have channelled his emotions into something less painful, something he'd definitely have regretted later. Pierce wasn't the type to let his guard down that far more than once, so all I had was this memory, which was growing less intense by the second.
I dropped my head into my hands and closed my eyes, intent on savouring the warm surge of pulse-pounding desire for as long as it lasted.
Pierce
Once I'd narrowly resisted firing Layton for keeping me in the loop, I turned to find Faye gone, and I couldn't even begin to unravel the tangled knots of emotion her absence spun me into.
Part of me was relieved—I didn't even know what I would have said to her if she'd still been standing there. I'd judged my mood right when I'd decided not to go to her after I'd got the truth out of Morgan.
When I'd heard her voice, out by the river, I'd known I was going to make a bad call one way or the other. When she'd asked me if I needed a hug, my imagination had gone into overdrive.
How could one person be so fragile, yet so tough at the same time? Seeing her there, with my mind still full of Morgan's vitriol, I'd needed to hold her close and reassure myself that she was okay—that even though I'd failed to perceive the threat, she hadn't come to harm. Once she was in my arms, though...it was as if she was the one who was protecting and comforting me.
And once I'd processed that she was safe, everything about the embrace drove me crazy—her scent, her warmth, the sound of her breathing... Then she'd nuzzled my shoulder just a little, hardly aware she was doing it, and I'd started to feel myself slipping out of control. If I didn't move away, she'd feel what she was doing to me, and then...
So I'd stepped away, pulled myself together, and we'd headed back here. I hadn't known how to tell her, but I hadn't wanted her finding out from someone else. So I'd given it to her straight, and I'd apologised.
That had shocked her—I wasn't usually one to let my guard down. But of all the people in my life, there was no one less likely to exploit my weaknesses than Faye.
"Hey, Zach! What, no coffee for me?"
Remembering the words she'd uttered on so many occasions, I couldn't help but smile. In some senses, there was no one more likely to exploit my weaknesses than Faye, but only in the most benign of ways.
One of those weaknesses had surfaced when she'd reminded me she was a grown woman. I'd never doubted it, despite her sometimes childlike enthusiasm. And she'd heard it in my voice, seen it in my eyes, and she'd responded to it as if she'd been waiting for me for years.
I'd been a heartbeat away from kissing her, calling the elevator without breaking off, pulling her inside, slamming my hand against the emergency switch and...
That had been two minutes ago.
Now, she'd beaten a fast retreat, leaving me with no clue how much of the last few minutes was wishful thinking, and how much of her reaction I'd actually interpreted right.
One thing I knew for sure was that under normal circumstances, Faye wasn't the type to avoid discussions. There had been times when she'd been distressed and uncommunicative, but for that fraction of a second before my cell phone had interrupted us there'd been no trace of that in her expression.
If she was avoiding me, she needed time to think. How long she needed and what we'd say to each other once she was done, I couldn't fathom.
I didn't second-guess myself often, but today I was making a habit of it.
The only thing I could do right then was go back upstairs, make sure Morgan talked himself into as many years in prison as possible, and ensure he was never in a position to hurt Faye again.
* * * *
"I mean, Pierce has a certain type, right? And so does Faye. She dated that guy in the CSU for a while, remember? And then that girl she brought along on my birthday, that time. What I can't figure out is what this chick has that appeals to both of them. If I was dating someone Pierce used to date... Well, he has pretty good taste in women; it wouldn't be surprising. But Faye sharing romantic tastes with Pierce just doesn't—"
"Don't you have something more productive to be doing, Santoro?” I snapped, heading for my desk.
Santoro winced. “Sorry, boss."
"Keep talking and you will be. That warrant in yet?"
"It's just come through,” Beaumont confirmed, getting to her feet.
"Go,” I said, then beckoned to Layton. “Come."
Morgan's lawyer looked more like an apprentice accountant than an attorney, and did Morgan about as much good as one. Layton followed me into the interrogation room, shattering their expectation that I'd be outnumbered two to one, and Layton and I alternated questions, giving them no breathing room to think or anticipate.
When I asked for Morgan's alibi for Leigh's murder, he said he was watching TV at home, alone, and I knew we'd got him.
"What'd you watch?” Layton asked, before I could.
"Don't answer that,” the lawyer advised, buying Morgan some time to think.
"Come on, Mr Hawkins,” I said to him. “If he's innocent, he won't mind the question."
Morgan named a show, and Layton busied himself pulling up TV schedules on whatever new gadget he'd bought that week. “Hmm. Weird. I can't find that on any of the schedules for that night. What channel did you say it was?"
After that, it was over in a matter of minutes, and I left Layton, with a word of praise, to make the arrangements for transfer to a holding cell. I headed next door to take care of the final issue.
Laura raised her head wearily from her arms when I went in. “How much longer do I have to stay here?"
"Not long,” I told her, sitting down. “We've just arrested your husband for the murder of Samuel Leigh."
Her eyes widened with genuine shock, then filled with bitter tears. “No... First my brother, now my husband? You monster!"
"It's not personal, Laura.” Part of me felt bad for her—some women surrounded themselves with people with inclinations toward violence and crime, without even realising they were doing it. Laura was one of them.
She stubbornly clung to her anger—she needed someone to hate, and I was the easiest target. “Oh, spare me."
Shaking my head, I told her, “We have you for theft of property. Your alibi for the night of the murder is watertight—I know you weren't there. What I do need to know is whether or not you knew what your husband's plans were."
"I don't get into my husband's debt problems,” she snarled. “I took the wallet, I looked through it in the ladies’ room, and there was no credit card and not much cash. I sent him a text message telling him there wasn't enough, then I went back out to finish my drink and go home with Faye. I don't ask him anything that might make him angry—don't you get that? You can't even imagine living with someone like him."
"I'm a cop, Laura. I've seen a lot of things,” I said quietly, receiving only an eye-roll in return. Conniving bitch or not, she didn't deserve the life she'd been given. And I believed her about not knowing about Leigh's murder.
The more pressing thing on my mind was whether she knew about the plans her husband had for Faye.
"You told Faye you should have knifed her while you had the chance. That what your husband wanted to do?"
I didn't think it was possible for her to get any paler, but she managed it, whispering, “Is that how he killed that guy?"
If she hadn't been a hell of an actress that would have been all the proof I needed to find her innocent—Leigh had been beaten to death. Because it was Laura, I lied. “Yeah. And the thing I've found about coincidences like that? They're not coincidences."
She drew into herself, staring at the table top without seeing it. “I didn't know, I swear. I just... I lay awake that night, after Faye fell asleep, a-and I wondered what Garth would ask me to do. I knew he was working up to something involving her, and my mind, it just threw up all these possibilities... Earlier today, I wanted to hurt her, I wanted to scare her, but I swear to God I didn't—"
Satisfied with her answer, I got to my feet, and she blinked up at me. “What...?"
"He wasn't knifed,” I said, and watched her face darken with anger at my ruse. If I'd been within arm's reach, I was pretty sure she'd have tried to slap me right about then. Maybe she'd even have been justified. “I needed to test your innocence, and you passed."
"Great,” she said sarcastically. “I'll just take my conviction for petty theft and get back to my ruined life. Thanks, Zach."
Sighing, I offered my hand to her. “C'mon. I'll escort you out."
"Don't you have to charge me or something, first?"
"If I was gonna charge you, yeah. As it is, I'm letting you off with a caution.” The conflicted gratitude and loathing on her face was hard to watch. “Do you wanna talk to your husband first?"
Laura stared at her hands, rubbing the finger that must have held her wedding ring, when she wasn't trying to fool people into thinking she was single. Abruptly, she rose, and there was steel in her posture and voice as she replied, “No. Let's go."
She didn't speak on the way to the foyer, and neither did I. There was only one thing left unspoken, and I waited until she stepped out of the elevator to say it.
"Laura."
She turned to look at me, her bravado almost crumbling to misery as her eyes met mine.
"Take care of yourself."
Surprised into speechlessness by my statement, she just stared at me, unable or unwilling to process the concern. I reached out and pressed the button that would take me back to the bullpen, and as the elevator doors slid shut she spun and began to walk quickly towards the exit, scrubbing at her face with her hand.
If she looked back, the doors closed before it happened.
Faye
I expected Pierce to call when he'd finished in interrogation, but I heard the scuttlebutt about Morgan's conviction from Palmer, who'd heard it from Layton, who'd been in there with Pierce when it happened. Allegedly.
So when thirty minutes had passed without a call from him, I started to worry. Our friendship had survived Pierce learning about me and Laura. It had survived Laura's vicious words in the interrogation room, though that had definitely strained things a little. It had survived Laura's revelation that she'd been using me to hurt Pierce, and Morgan's that he'd planned to do God-knows-what to me.
That tense, breathless, electrifying moment when we'd almost kissed might have been the last straw. What if I'd lost his friendship in a search for something more?
Curling into my desk chair, I watched my computer screen flicker as AFIS discounted print after print. It was gonna be a while before I got anything, and technically I had other stuff I could have been doing, but I needed a few moments to order my thoughts first.
The lab phone rang, and I almost jumped out of my skin.
Could it be Zach?
"Lab..."
"Hey, Faye.” It was Santoro, and I suppressed a disappointed sigh. “Guess who just got roped into a two-day firearms safety workshop?"
"I'm guessing you?"
"All of us,” Santoro said glumly. “Me. Layton. Beaumont. Even Pierce."
So that was where he was. “They're making a team leader take a firearms safety workshop?"
"Public relations pacifier after that uptown cop misfired and killed a civilian. It's mandatory—commissioner's orders. We got unlucky by wrapping up a case in time to be in the first wave. They're even putting us up in lodgings for the night so we don't skip out. Guess Pierce's reputation precedes him.” Santoro sounded about as impressed as I expected Pierce was.
"So why are you calling me? Need me to bust you out?” I teased him.
"Just call me if you find any leads to follow up on in any of our active cases?” Santoro pleaded.
"I promise, Santoro.” Biting back a grin, I placed the phone back in its cradle, feeling a lot better than I had a couple of minutes ago. Now Pierce's absence was explained, I was less freaked out.
Plus, it gave me a little breathing room to figure out my next move. Not that I had any idea what that was.
Pierce
Being stuck in one of the precinct's safehouses with a bickering team of cops, an hour's drive from my place, wasn't what I'd envisioned for the evening. I pointedly stayed out of their way, sitting out in the garden, staring up at the stars and tuning out the faint noise of their conversation.
I didn't need to be there, but I didn't have a choice. It was all about politics and nothing to do with actual proficiency, so all I could do was sit there and overanalyse the events of the day.
Part of me wanted to call Faye, just to hear her voice. I didn't even know what my next step with her would be. The way our last conversation had ended, I couldn't even be certain what she expected from me.
All I knew was what I wanted to believe—that Laura's words about Faye wanting me were accurate. That she wanted to submit to me as much as I wanted to top her.
At least I didn't have to worry about how to tell her I was in the BDSM scene.
Guess all I can do is wait until I next see her, scope her out and go with my gut.
I'd never had much difficulty picking up on Faye's train of thought, even if it sometimes took me a couple of days.
If she really was too dominant to submit, the way Laura insisted she was... I could cross that bridge later.
My focus tonight should be on not letting my imagination run away with me. If I start taking for granted that she'll want to be my sub, I'll miss signs I'd pick up on otherwise.
But, God, the thought of ordering her to her knees was a tempting one.
Faye
"What do you have for me, Faye?"
I'd had a while to think about it, and I thought I had it figured out. Okay, so it had taken a fairly sleepless night and a lot of stupid ideas to get there, but at least I had a plan of action.
Shooting a smile and a sideways glance at Pierce, I answered, “What do you want?"
Allowing him a second to process the question, I spun and looked at the evidence strewn over the table. “Ummm...shell casings, fingerprints, carpet fibres, blood. Take your pick."
He shrugged. “Lady's choice."
He was smiling a little, but with Pierce that could have meant anything. And he'd just missed a perfect chance to give me an order. Did that mean he was stepping back, saying he wouldn't get involved with me? Or was I overthinking?
"Okay...” I immersed myself in the science of the case, shoving my insecurities to the back of my mind...for now. Part of me wanted to look at him while I gave my reports, but I was too afraid I'd see rejection in his face, or lose my train of thought and stutter like an idiot. So I just kept focussed, giving him what he'd asked for.
Maybe it was the only thing he'd ever want from me.
When I'd finished, he leaned in closer to me, and it was almost instinctive to tilt my cheek towards his kiss. It was the first time he'd touched me since the hug we'd shared out by the river—the hug that had started out comforting and ended awkwardly.
His fingers were warm against my skin and I looked up into his face, startled that he hadn't just kissed my cheek and left me to think over his latest actions. His touch was gentle, his gaze searching, but there was something deeper about this connection.
He could have ordered me to my knees with a word, and I couldn't hide it from him. Not when I could sense the darker desires beneath the concern and affection in his face.
I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, then let it go.
Submitting.
He dropped his hand from my face to my shoulder and squeezed, the move simultaneously reassuring and possessive. Then he spoke, and I forgot how to breathe.
"Do we need to have a conversation, little tease?"
My brain might have played over the pet name dozens of times, visualising over and over the scenario Laura had described. I might have whispered the words last night, alone in my apartment, my hands wandering and my breath quickening.
Hearing him address me as little tease for the first time was still a million times better than I could have imagined. Acutely aware of his touch, I opened my eyes to meet his gaze.
"I think so, Sir."
He smiled, and there was as much relief in it as there was hunger. “I'll come by your place when we're done for the day."
I nodded, and he leaned in to kiss my cheek, changing course at the last moment to nip at my earlobe. The pain was mild but glorious, and I bit back a plea for more as he withdrew completely.
"Good job,” he murmured, and then he was gone. I stared after him, still not a hundred per cent sure I hadn't imagined the conversation. That...was intense.
* * * *
It was around nine when Pierce called up to my apartment. I let him in with a tiny smile, trying to quell my nervousness. “Rough few days, huh?"
"That'd be an understatement.” He followed the scent of fresh coffee to my kitchen, helping himself as he had for the past four or five years.
Nothing new about that.
I waited for him to sit, knowing our dynamic had changed enough that I shouldn't fall into my usual habits. When he'd chosen his spot on the couch, I acted on instinct, kneeling at his feet and glancing up to take in his reaction.
Nodding approval, he took a sip of coffee, then set the mug aside. Something in his ice-blue gaze heated, and I tried to keep a straight face as I lowered my eyes.
It didn't fool him, and I could hear the answering smile in his voice. “Questions, Faye?"
I had that one all planned out. “What happens now?"
It was a tactically-worded question, and it put the ball squarely in Pierce's court. He hesitated for a moment, then said slowly, “Laura said a few things...that we need to talk about."
"I know,” I said, my voice emerging almost too quiet for him to hear it.
We stared at each other, neither of us willing to speak. The words Laura had spoken hovered in the air between us—intangible, invisible memories, yet with enough presence to leave us both mute. When Pierce finally broke the silence, he was as evasive as I was. “Any of it not true?"
...she'll never be yours. She's just too sadistic...
"Some. You?"
He hadn't been expecting that. Though he was already completely focussed on me, his gaze sharpened still further. “Tell me."
"She said I was too sadistic to submit to you."
He leant forward, tilting up my chin with a firm touch. “I don't doubt you have a sadistic streak."
"How about you? Masochism?” It would have been so easy to let myself fall completely under his spell. The submissive mindset was within easy reach, but I wouldn't go all the way there...not until this conversation was through.
Pierce tugged a lock of my hair—a reprimand. “That's not on offer."
I hadn't been expecting any other answer. “Anything Laura said about you not true? I mean, aside from that you set her brother up?"
She'd thrown more at him than she had at me, including an incredibly personal moment between them. At least when she'd described the way I topped, she hadn't singled out a specific example.
His expression was a little guarded—after all that had happened, he still wasn't totally sure how I'd react.
"No, little tease."
A better submissive would probably have lowered her head, waited for his orders and obeyed them.
Screw that.
I'd already overheard him telling Laura obedience wasn't as important to him as other things.
I'd been sitting on my heels, but now I rose to my knees again, slipping a hand to the back of his neck and kissing him. There was a breathless moment before he reacted, but then he took control, his answering kiss growing in intensity when I moaned encouragement against his lips.
He gripped my shoulders firmly, pressing down to force me back onto the floor in front of him, and the gesture was all it took. I closed my eyes, resting my head against his knee and waiting for his first command, anticipation heightening my senses.
Pierce
Looking down at the expectant, smiling woman at my feet, I ran my fingers gently down her face. She was ready for my orders, my touch and everything beyond.
"On your feet. Hands behind your back."
She obeyed, standing straight and lacing her fingers behind her. I figured her head would be clearer if she was standing, and it needed to be, for this.
"Give me the basics of what I need to know, as you'd expect it from your submissives."
Faye listed a few limits and boundaries, none of which surprised me. By the time she'd finished telling me she had no injuries or illnesses that I was unaware of, and had given me her safe word—'chemistry'—I almost had our first scene mapped out in my mind.
She fell quiet, and I got to my feet, stepping into her personal space and making no attempt to hide the slow path of my gaze down her body. “I don't mind a little resistance—so long as you know I will put you back down where you belong, little tease. You want a full-on resistance scene, we discuss that beforehand. Clear?"
"Clear, Sir,” she murmured, her voice lower and more husky than I'd ever heard it. Her bedroom voice...and it just so happened I had one to go with it.
"Strip down as far as your underwear."
She drew a slightly shaky breath, her eyes cast down. Then a flicker of mischief crossed her face, and she nodded.
Taking her time, she pulled off her shirt, exposing the pale, smooth skin of her abdomen before turning her back to remove the garment entirely. I'd expected her to be wearing a bra, and the sight of her naked back sent a jolt of fresh adrenaline through my system.
Faye looked over her shoulder at me, eyes wide with feigned innocence, and I filled in the unspoken words.
Am I wearing less underwear than you expected, Sir?
Part of me wanted to order her to face me, but I was too curious to see how she'd handle the rest of my command. Instead, I raised an expectant eyebrow, and she continued, undoing her pants and pushing them down over her hips.
She took it slow, letting me admire the toned, smooth flesh of her ass—a perfect canvas for me to redden with spanks and bruise with paddles. The view was obstructed only by the mostly-transparent lace of her thong, and I couldn't help but shake my head in appreciation.
Faye let the pants slip down towards the floor. She didn't really need to bend over much to shake the fabric free of her legs, but she did it anyway, letting me admire her for a few seconds longer.
As soon as she straightened, I moved in close, pressing against her back and resting my hands lightly on her hips. “Think you've earned your new name yet, little tease?” I breathed against her neck.
"Working on it, Sir.” She leant back against me and I trailed my fingers up her ribs, enjoying the way she squirmed at the tickling touch. When my thumbs brushed the undersides of her breasts, I stopped for just long enough to draw a whimper from her throat before continuing.
"Or maybe you're the tease..."
Laughing softly, I rolled her nipples between my fingers. “Haven't even started yet. I could torment you for hours, and I'd enjoy it."
Then again, the way she was shifting against me was definitely testing my willpower, and she could feel it getting to me.
Time to change the pace.
"Show me your toys."
As soon as I let my hands drop, she turned toward the bedroom. I followed her, stopping only long enough to take the collar I'd brought with me out of my pocket. We might be using her equipment, but she'd be wearing my collar while we did.
Her toys were in the ottoman at the foot of her bed, and once I'd surveyed the room, which was decorated in rich, warm hues, I told her, “Kneel."
At my command, she sank to her knees. It had quickened my pulse when she'd done it out in the living room—the sight was even more powerful now she was barely clothed.
Crouching in front of her, I tilted up her chin with a finger, then brought the collar into her line of sight. “Any problem with wearing this in-scene?"
Seeming captivated by the idea, she shook her head slowly. “No problem at all, Sir."
"Take off the necklace."
Her fingers fumbled with the clasp of the chain around her neck, then steadied enough to carry out my request. The necklace coiled in my palm, and I set it out of harm's way before positioning the collar around her throat.
It took only a few seconds for me to fasten the strip of black leather, dragging the straps through the twin silver buckles. Once it was secured in place, I tugged gently on it, staking my claim on her with one whispered word in her ear—"Mine."
Faye
Wearing Pierce's collar was something I'd fantasised about for years, but this...it was different. It didn't fill me with wild, orgasmic delight or send my mind into a submissive haze.
It was like a part of me had been calmed or tamed—like something I'd mislaid was back with me.
It was real, and it was powerful. And his kiss sealed the deal—possessive, firm and confidently seductive. Before I could get too into it, though, he drew away and began to rifle through my toy chest.
He pulled out wrist cuffs, fleece-lined leather for comfort, though his police-issue handcuffs must have been close by. I wondered how many times he'd used them in situations like this.
"Kneel on the bed. Hold on to the headboard with both hands and spread your legs, little tease."
Blushing a little, I knelt up in the middle of the mattress, knees apart, and leant forward to curl my fingers around the wrought iron of my headboard.
"More.” Pierce sat casually on the edge of the bed, looking me over, and I closed my eyes in titillating self-consciousness as I widened the space between my knees.
He cuffed my wrists to the headboard, his fingers practised against the leather and metal. Then he sat back again, satisfied.
"Now I know your fetishes, let's talk about mine. We'll explore them over time...but let's start with this one."
He took a small tube of something out of his pocket, uncapping it and holding it close enough to my nose that I could smell it.
Menthol.
"Sir...” He hadn't even used it yet, but my imagination offered up enough predictions to set me squirming. I didn't know whether I was asking him for it, or pleading for him not to go there.
Pierce set the tube down on the bed, then leaned over to leave a trail of teasing kisses over my abdomen, gradually working his way south. Supporting himself on one elbow, he lay across the bed, slowly caressing my clit with his tongue.
I bit back a moan of encouragement, but wow—the man had some serious technique. My spread legs trembled, threatening to give out and leave me sitting on my heels—which would not make Pierce happy.
He drew back, sitting up and substituting his fingers for his tongue, watching me writhe and sigh. Then he squeezed a little of the mentholated hand moisturiser onto one fingertip, and I closed my eyes, waiting for the inevitable.
He rubbed it into my skin, starting at the outer edges and moving gradually inwards. For a moment, I didn't feel anything, then a cool tingle began to creep across the area.
"Please,” I begged, just as he coated my clit with moisturiser. “Sir—"
He sat back with a tiny smile...and the menthol kicked in, a cold, mild burn that shocked the breath from my lungs and sent a wave of intense want through me.
"You have permission to come, little tease. If you can."
As long as my hands were tied, I didn't have a chance. I gave a quick tug at my bonds, just in case, but it was wishful thinking. And I got the feeling he wouldn't let me close my legs enough to generate any kind of friction...
"I need your help, Sir."
Pierce laughed softly. “I know that."
While I groaned with frustrated resignation, tingling and trembling and completely helpless, he shrugged out of his shirt and returned to my toy chest. Ignoring me.
I watched him over my shoulder, hoping the visual stimulation along with the menthol would be enough. My fingers twitched with the urge to reach out and run my hands over his shoulders, down his chest and abs. I'd always thought he was seriously attractive, but seeing him with his shirt off, with those cool, phantom caresses between my thighs... I'd never wanted anyone this much, ever.
And it still didn't help me over the edge. Damn him!
With a whimper, I rested my forehead against the headboard, closing my eyes. Letting memories run through my mind, searching for something strong enough to make me come... Please, something, anything...
My thoughts lingered on his smile, his scent, the feel of his lips on mine, his hands on my breasts...
Argh! Nothing helps. I need more, more, more...
The many smooth tails of a suede flogger struck my ass, hardly enough to hurt, but the touch sent an extra jolt between my thighs. Gasping incoherently, I waited for the next blow, but he drew it out too long.
"Sir... please..."
"What, little tease?” His amusement was palpable.
"Hit me again, Sir?"
He did, again and again and again, alternating strikes between the left and right side, building slowly to an agonising crescendo. I was almost sobbing with pain and desire when he paused, and when he flicked the tails of the flogger up between my legs, against my clit, I cried out sharply.
So close...
Pierce stopped, and I bit down on the babbled pleas that wanted to come, listening intently for any sign of his next move.
He repeated his last strike, the blow lighter than the ones against my ass and thighs, but a hundred times more delicious. The moan tore from my lips, raw with need.
"Sir..."
"Ask, little tease.” His voice was a low growl, now. Was he hard for me, ready to drive inside me, to fuck me harder than I'd ever been fucked before?
"Again... Please..."
He did, and I clutched the headboard tighter, not trusting my trembling legs to support me.
"Mmmm..."
"Ask."
"Harder, Sir..."
The next blow was almost enough, and I bit my lip, shaking with pain and mentholated pleasure.
"Ask."
"Don't stop, Sir, please—"
His strikes came faster now—one, two, oh God, three, four—
And finally I unravelled. Strong pulses pulled the entire fabric of my existence apart and left me in tangled threads, collapsed on the bed, my hands still tethered above my head.
Pierce joined me, unclipping the cuffs from the headboard and easing me horizontal. His naked skin seared mine, and wow, when had he taken off his pants? But I didn't care, didn't care, just wanted him inside me, my arms and legs around him and his breath against my neck and his cock right there—
He was good, so good, and even after all that build-up, he was still holding off, ordering me to come before he did, his fingers digging into my skin. His hands still had menthol residue on them, and he reached down between us to find my clit again, rubbing fast and light and oh, my God—
I came hard, digging my fingers into his shoulders, my cries muffled by his brief, savage kiss before he followed me over the edge.
We lay together, relearning how to breathe, and damn it, I was so tired, but the menthol was starting to drive me crazy again...
"Sir?"
He tugged on my collar with a faint smile. “Hmm?"
"Permission to wash this stuff off before I ride you into an early grave?"
Pierce laughed softly. “That good, huh?"
"Yeah, but I can't move..."
He wouldn't leave me like this...would he?
He stroked a finger up and down my side, teasing me, before nodding. “C'mon, little tease. Shower...then coffee."
I stumbled towards the bathroom, and a couple of minutes into my shower Pierce joined me, pulling me into his arms.
The shower spray hit my face when I looked up at him, and he pulled me out of its way gently, bringing his lips down to mine in a kiss of contented affirmation. The warm water ran over our bodies, washing away any lingering doubts that we belonged together.
* * * *
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Chapter Two
Owned
Pierce
"Try to get free."
Obediently, Faye writhed on the bed, tugging at the handcuffs that restrained her wrists and the silk scarves I'd used to tie her ankles to the bedposts.
"Can't, Sir,” she said, half smiling, half apprehensive, as if she was unsure whether the response would lead to reward or punishment. Hell, with Faye, the punishment usually was the reward.
I didn't keep her in suspense. “Good."
When I brought the riding crop up into her line of sight, her eyes widened and she bit her lip, a shiver of anticipation thrilling through her body. I paused for a second, giving her time to back out if she needed to, making no attempt to hide the way my eyes swept over every part of her.
"Are you ready?"
She swallowed hard, her eyes on the crop. Shaking a tendril of damp hair from her cheek before answering, she nodded, her words just barely whispered.
"Yes, Sir."
The way she submitted, unquestioning, to my authority made me want to throw aside the crop right then. I needed to be inside her, needed to hear her beg for release, needed to lose control completely. But not yet. The scene had yet to be played out.
Faye looked from the crop to my face, and from the slight upward quirk of her eyebrow I could tell she'd caught on to my train of thought.
"Or we could just...” she said softly, shifting seductively against the mattress.
Snapped back into my role, I stared her out until she stilled and broke eye contact.
A flicker of amusement remained in her voice as she conceded, “I'm sorry, Sir. I was outta line."
"You're damn right,” I said, and without warning cracked the crop down onto her breast, just below the nipple.
She yelled with combined pleasure and pain, attempting to suppress the grin on her face.
I paused to let the blow register, knowing she was hardly even trying to be properly submissive. Most of the time, she let it wash over her, sinking so far into the state that it took time for her to come back from it. Tonight she was in a playful mood of a completely different kind—cheerfully insolent and willing to take all the punishment I could meter out. I already knew she'd let me whip her until she was sore all over, then defy me for just a little longer, setting her tolerance for pain against my willingness to give it.
I've never been one to back down from a challenge.
Faye looked down at the red mark rising on her flesh, then up at me. “That the best you can do, Sir?"
I raised the crop, never letting my pissed-off facade slip. “I haven't even started—"
Faye's phone rang, the unexpected sound disorientating us both. She groaned, scowling at the offending object as if it was sentient.
"Damn it! Not now!” She tugged expectantly at her handcuffs. “Okay, let me out of these."
I stood there, impassive, and she rolled her eyes.
"Zach, seriously. Someone's probably dead and we'll have to go to work."
I knew she was right, but that didn't mean I had to like it. Dropping the crop and stepping over the tangle of our clothing, I crossed to the dresser and checked the caller ID. Sure enough, it was Santoro. For a brief moment, I entertained the irrational thought of firing him, but it passed.
Without releasing Faye from her bonds, I hit the speakerphone button to answer the call.
Taking a deep breath to steady her breathing, she spoke. “Santoro, this better be good. I'm a little tied up right now."
As I stifled a chuckle, Santoro replied, “I know, it's really late and I'm sorry. But we have a problem. There's been a triple homicide, and Pierce isn't answering his cell. His home phone's off the hook."
I didn't remember taking my home phone off the hook, but I'd left my cell phone switched off in the car, which was parked outside Faye's place.
"He probably let the battery run down again,” she told Santoro. “I'll stop by his place on the way into work, okay?"
"Are you sure? It's not out of your way?"
"I'm sure. You get going, and I will handle Pierce.” She winked at me.
"You're risking an awful lot, here,” I murmured, quietly enough that the cell phone wouldn't pick it up.
"Relax,” she mouthed back.
"That'd really help,” Santoro said wearily. “Thanks."
"So what do I tell Pierce when I see him?” Faye asked.
Silently, I sat on the edge of the bed. Faye's eyes widened, and she shook her head at me, though I could tell her heart wasn't really in the denial.
As Santoro began to outline the case, his tinny voice just barely audible in the quiet of Faye's bedroom, I trailed light kisses over her breasts and stomach. When I glanced up, I could see she wasn't taking in anything Santoro was saying. Her eyes were closed, and a tiny smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
"...Faye?” Santoro's voice brought us both down to earth.
"Hmmm?” she replied languorously, before shaking herself out of it. “Sorry, what?"
Santoro laughed. “Oh, Jeez... When you say you're tied up, you really mean that literally, don't you?"
Faye and I stared at one another for an instant before she cracked up. “I knew there was a reason you're Pierce's right-hand man, Santoro. Nothin’ gets past you."
"Yeah, I'll be sure to tell Pierce that,” Santoro said, amused. “I'll see you when I get back. And feel free to supply me with some kinky details later."
I swallowed laughter as Faye bade him goodbye. He hung up, and she sighed.
"Triple homicide, Zach. Doesn't sound like something you can just blow off."
As much as I'd have liked to deny it, it was the truth. I untied her restraints, and she sat up.
"Can we continue this later, Sir?"
"Count on it,” I said, pulling her into my lap.
She kissed me, pouring all her pent-up sexual frustration into the contact, and desire flared through me. For long moments, I allowed the kiss to continue, pushing the awareness that I had no time to spare to the back of my mind.
Faye trailed her lips from mine, down my neck. If I let her carry on, I already knew where it would lead, and though there was nothing in the world I'd rather be doing...
"Faye,” I said reluctantly.
She stopped, getting up and taking a few steps back. Every nerve sensor in my body felt the loss of contact as she said, “Okay, this is minimum safe distance. If you come any closer, I can't be held accountable for my actions.” She tossed my clothing across the room, then turned to her wardrobe.
As she flicked through the rail of clothing, obviously looking for something specific, an idea tugged at the back of my brain.
I wonder if..
"Not that one."
She looked up from the shirt she'd pulled out, puzzled. “Huh?"
I pointed at a dark green, work-appropriate but low-cut shirt hanging at one end of the rail. “Wear the green one."
She got it then, taking the shirt from the wardrobe and staring down at it as she pondered the implications. If she were to comply, she'd be letting me take my control of her up a notch, out of the realm of just bedroom play. I didn't know if she was ready for that, or even if it was something she'd considered.
Faye was silent for so long that I began to pull on my clothing, giving her time to think. A quick trip to the bathroom later, I returned to find her wearing the shirt, nonchalantly leaning into the mirror to tie her hair back. Her gaze caught mine in the reflection, holding it for a second before she broke eye contact, laughing softly.
I stepped up behind her and gently pulled out the hair tie, combing my fingers through her red locks. She let me have my way, watching my reflection as I reached for her comb and ran it through her hair.
"I can't wear my hair up?” she murmured. “You know I'm gonna have to tie it back when I'm working so none of it contaminates evidence."
"Uh-huh,” I answered, dropping the comb and sliding my arms around her waist from behind. “But until then..."
"Keep my hair down,” Faye finished. “Yes, Sir.” She twisted in my arms, looking up at me. “I'm all ready to go. Wanna give me a kiss for the road?"
I was only too happy to oblige.
Faye
I yawned, feeling the effects of yet another sleepless night. Not that it was my fault. I'd scheduled in some quality sleep time—right between fun with Pierce and getting up for work the next morning.
It had been three hours since I'd arrived at the lab, which meant it wouldn't be long until Pierce and his team got back with a truckload of evidence for me. I'd spent the time tidying up loose ends and making sure we had the slots for high-priority evidence. A triple homicide was only ever one of two extremes—an open-and-shut, or a gigantic nightmare that swallowed up all my free time for weeks. Usually I didn't mind the overtime, but I hadn't been this into a relationship in a long time.
With every other Dom I'd had, there was always something that was just...off. They'd given me orders, but I'd never quite believed there'd be consequences for disobeying. They had all been too worried about accidentally going too far, even while they were yelling at me. I seemed to bring out that protective instinct in people.
Pierce, though... He was different. When he gave me an order, it was like he expected to be obeyed, the first time he asked, without question. It wasn't an unspoken, “Do this, unless you don't want to, I'm not pushing too far, am I?” It was just, “Do this.” And it was hot.
Maybe it was ‘cause we'd known each other for so long. He could always sense when something was bothering me, and we both knew it. He accepted that if I needed to stop the scene, I'd safe word, and if I didn't—as if I'd be stupid enough not to—he'd be able to tell.
Tonight, before we'd been interrupted, I'd been trying to test his limits, see if he was capable of giving as much as I could take. Okay, so sometimes I could be a bad sub, and I deserved any punishment Pierce decided on—and he would decide, later. But right before Santoro had phoned, I'd been able to see he knew what I was up to, and he wasn't gonna hold back.
I touched a hand wistfully to the red welt on my lower breast. A slight pain flared through it, bringing the events of a few hours ago back to vivid life. At least I had something to look forward to...
"Hey, Faye.” Santoro staggered into the lab, two plastic containers of bagged evidence weighing him down. Snapped out of my thoughts, I ran over and caught the one on top as it fell, setting it safely on the workbench.
"Thanks. Pierce is in the crappiest mood ever—he made me carry all this down here by myself. Did you wake him up with a bucket of ice water, or something?"
"Do I look suicidal to you?” I started picking through the evidence boxes, and the bangles on my right wrist slid down my arm, revealing the slight marks Pierce's handcuffs had left there. Santoro let out a knowing whistle, and I flushed, shaking my wrist so the marks were covered again. I needed to be more careful—I trusted Santoro, but I didn't want the entire precinct to know I was playing kinky sex games. “Oops."
Santoro chuckled. “Your secret's safe with me. And I wasn't kidding about those details I talked about on the phone..."
I set the samples for DNA-testing to one side, then reached for my hair tie. Hair firmly secured out of the way, I gloved up and opened the first bag.
"Don't count on it..."
"Gonna at least tell me who he is? Or is it a she?"
I opened my mouth, my mind scrabbling for a convincing lie. Before I could utter a syllable, a brusque voice cut me off.
"I don't give a damn. Faye, what have you got?"
Catching my sigh of relief before it could escape, I frowned up at Pierce. “Wow, Zach, you really did get up on the wrong side of the bed, huh?"
"Faye..."
"Okay, okay. I have nothing for you. Santoro brought me the evidence, like, five minutes ago, and though I know I'm good, I'm not that good. You should know by now I'm not a miracle-worker!"
"Detective Santoro, don't you have work to be doing?” Pierce asked him pointedly.
Santoro backed towards the door. “Talk later, Faye."
"Count on it."
As he left the room, I continued to sort through the evidence, conscious of Pierce invading my personal space when I was trying to work—as usual.
When I'd first started at the precinct, it'd been something that had pissed me off. As I'd got to know him, it had become less irritating and more comforting. Lately, the sound of his breathing close to my ear made my knees weak, and it was such a relief not to have to pretend it didn't affect me anymore.
I opened my mouth to ask how long before the case was wrapped up and we could go home to continue what we'd started, but before I could utter one syllable, one of my colleagues, Jackson, wandered through the door, a stack of evidence bags in his hands.
"Hey, Faye...Detective Pierce. Putting in some overtime, too?"
"Triple homicide,” I said, and he winced.
"Ouch. As if we didn't have enough to do. If you need help with high priority samples, give me a yell."
"Thanks.” I smiled at him and he got to work, quickly becoming engrossed.
Pierce took my arm, steering me away from the testing area and over towards the door. “I want the ballistics report on the Winston case."
Incredulous, I stared at him. “Isn't this a little more important? It's gonna take me an hour just to prioritise this stuff, let alone start running DNA—"
"The director wants it now."
At last I caught on to his subterfuge and let him nudge me into the hallway, with a melodramatic sigh for Jackson's benefit.
There was a bathroom down the hall, and at Pierce's urging I headed for it, feeling his eyes on me every step of the way. He followed me closely and locked us inside the small room.
I turned expectantly to face him and nearly melted into a puddle of mush on the floor at his expression—predatory and considering at the same time.
"Up against the wall."
I so wasn't worrying about my workload any more. I did as he asked and waited, trembling a little. What if we were caught?
Pierce listened for footsteps in the hallway before speaking again. “Calm down. I'll only keep you here a few minutes,” he told me.
He could have kept me there forever—as long as he kept looking at me like that, I wouldn't have cared.
Pierce closed the distance between us, kissing me hard, dominating my mouth and making my entire body scream out with need.
"Do you want to come, little tease?” he breathed in my ear, and I almost lost it then and there.
"Please, Sir,” I whispered, the words falling unplanned from my tongue.
He stepped back, leaned against the opposite wall, leaving me dazed and bewildered. “Then touch yourself,” he murmured—a quiet order, but an order nonetheless.
A shock of conflicting emotions shuddered through me. Even as my pulse leapt and my knees grew weak, self-consciousness reared its head.
"I...” I bit down on the rest of the sentence, knowing it was a lie.
I can't.
I knew I could, and it would only take a matter of seconds, but we were so close to the lab...
"It's this way, or not at all,” Pierce told me, breaking through my muddled thoughts.
Just thinking of being left like this was enough to strengthen my resolve. I didn't relish the idea of redoing all my tests because I was too distracted the first time around.
"Yes, Sir,” I replied helplessly, and basked in the reward of his half-smile.
"Good girl."
Hesitantly, I slipped a hand up and under my skirt, pushing my panties aside to seek out my aching clit. At the first touch, I had to swallow a cry of pleasure, managing to turn it into a ragged gasp instead. I fell back against the wall as my caresses became more urgent, and I could feel myself beginning to tip over the edge...
"Go easy, little tease. Not yet."
With a low whimper of frustration, I slowed down, letting the sensations fade to a bearable level. When I opened my eyes and dared to chance a look at Pierce, the sight of his cock pushing against his pants sent me rocketing out of control again as I imagined how good it would feel to have him inside me.
"Sir, please, I can't take this!” I gasped.
For long, interminable seconds, he didn't reply. By the time he spoke, I was half-sobbing with frustration, hot and dishevelled and burning for release.
"Go on, little tease. Let it all go."
One touch was all it took. Trying hard not to scream Pierce's name loud enough for everyone in the building to hear, I leaned into the corner and let the orgasm overtake me, barely aware of my surroundings as all the tension flooded from my muscles. Suddenly boneless, I slid down the wall to the floor, trying to get my breath back.
Pierce crouched beside me, stroking my hair, and I rested my head gratefully against his knee.
"Thank you, Sir,” I whispered shakily.
For a couple of minutes, we stayed that way, calming down, regaining composure. Finally, Pierce pulled me to my feet and kissed my forehead, pulling errant strands of hair back into place.
"Okay. You're good to go."
I took a step towards the door, and was pulled up short by Pierce's hand on my shoulder. Puzzled, I looked up at him.
"From now on, your orgasms belong to me. You have them when and where I say you have them, and nowhere else. Clear?"
Resisting the urge to kneel at his feet in total submission, I swallowed hard. “Clear, Sir."
"Good girl.” He gave me a swift kiss. “And maybe one day soon, you'll wear my collar around that pretty neck of yours for real, out of the bedroom."
He moved past me out into the hallway, leaving me dumbstruck and speechless. Officially collared to Pierce? I couldn't think of anything I'd ever wanted more. A huge smile spreading over my face, I smoothed down my skirt and returned to the lab, turning to the piles of evidence with renewed enthusiasm.
* * * *
Around six months passed. We were far from casual—in private, we rarely called each other by our real names, and though I challenged him when I wasn't happy with a situation, I was mainly happy to defer to his orders.
My submission to him gradually deepened, growing outside the boundaries of bedroom play. I wore what he instructed, sought his consent before making plans, and climaxed when—and only when—he allowed it. Whenever I transgressed, he punished me, purging me of the sin and the guilt it carried. Whenever I completed a task he'd set me, he rewarded me with cheek-kisses and coffee in public, and with pain and pleasure in private.
Every now and then, we debated the terms of a formal Master/slave agreement between us. Pierce even wrote things down, including what my limits in a twenty-four seven power-exchange relationship would be. I got the sense a collaring was imminent, but as weeks passed with no direct mention of it, I decided I was probably reading too much into it, and he was just being thorough as a Dom.
On the night before my birthday, on one of the rare nights Pierce was working and I was free, I found a box on my kitchen worktop, wrapped in silver paper. Nothing as frilly as a bow, of course—that wasn't Pierce's style. But the label attached to the gift told me I could open it then and there, so I did, my fingers made clumsy by anticipation.
The gift inside took my breath away—a delicate silver ring, engraved with a pair of handcuffs. The idea of being able to wear something at all times that Pierce had given me made me smile, and I slipped the ring on to my finger, wondering why he hadn't chosen to give it to me in person.
There was a note nestled inside the box, and I unfolded it carefully.
This is only the first part of your gift, little tease. Tomorrow night, your place, nine pm. Wear the ring and your wrist cuffs—and nothing else.
My birthday seemed to crawl by, and, in between seeing family and friends, I tried to imagine what my birthday scene would entail. I was pretty sure whatever Pierce had in mind, it would be amazing.
A couple of hours before our assignation, I took a long, luxurious bath, carefully applied my makeup and styled my hair just right, clipping crimson hairpieces into my hair.
I fastened my black leather wrist cuffs, leaving the connecting chain on the coffee table, just as the doorbell rang. Smiling at the weight of them, I sank to my knees within sight of the front door and called for him to come in.
The look in Pierce's eyes captivated me from the moment I met them, and the words of greeting I'd planned fled my lips. For long seconds, he was silent, looking me over, his eyes going to the cuffs on my wrists and the ring on my finger first. Then he nodded, ordered me to my feet and stepped in close.
"It suits you,” he said, running his finger carefully across the handcuff ring.
"It's beautiful. Thank you so much, Sir.” I tried to keep my attention on him, rather than the box he was holding—a box bigger than, but otherwise identical to, the one he'd left in the kitchen yesterday.
Amused, he held it out to me. “Go on, open it."
I thanked him and ripped open the new gift, trying not to act like a five-year-old at Christmas. The collar inside was stunning—heavy-duty black leather with silver studs, and an O-ring I just knew Pierce was going to love tugging me around by.
Speechless, I looked up at him, wanting to ask if this was really what I thought it was, but unable to find the right words.
Pierce smiled. “Yes, little tease. If you want it."
Then he kissed me hard, as if he could see longing etched clearly into my face, driving the thoughts from my head and the strength from my limbs. Trembling, I stood on tiptoe to press myself closer, letting him know that he was exactly what I wanted for my birthday, and his arms closed tightly around me, crushing our bodies together.
"Happy birthday,” he said when we drew apart. “The ring is for you to wear at all times. The collar, I expect you to wear at home, unless we have company."
He brushed his fingers over my naked neck, and when he spoke again I knew a dramatic shift in our relationship was beginning.
"You know what these gifts signify?"
It was a formality. We both knew exactly what was happening.
"Yes, Sir."
"Tell me."
"They mean you own me, Sir."
He nodded approvingly. “They do. Once I put the collar around your neck, you'll become my slave."
His slave...
I let the words leave their signature on my soul, finally allowing myself to believe.
His property. Owned by him. Collared to him. Bound to him.
He read the wonder and excitement on my face and smiled. “Are you still with me, little tease?"
I grinned, realising I'd been miles away. “Yes, Sir. Sorry."
"Stay there and close your eyes."
He moved away from me as I complied, and I listened to the sounds of him moving around.
A shock went through me as something cold brushed my breasts, and I gasped, realising it was the cuff-chain I'd abandoned on the coffee table. My nipples hardened, partly from the chill and partly from the touch, and I sighed when Pierce's warm mouth replaced the cool of the metal, his tongue teasing each peak for a fraction of a second before he withdrew.
Aching for his touch, I waited. Pierce took one wrist and clipped one end of the chain to the cuff, then repeated the motion with the other, restraining my hands behind my back. I couldn't help but give a tug at the cuffs, testing the restraints.
"Open your eyes."
I did, to find him looking me up and down with an expression that made me want to melt.
He circled behind me, and it took all my willpower not to turn my head to follow his movements. I could feel his appreciative gaze heating my skin.
"I should make you come to work like this,” he said idly.
Oh God, oh God, oh God...
The pleasurable ache between my thighs intensified at the thought, and I tried to hold still. But if there was a hotter scenario in the world, I couldn't find it.
"I should make you give me evidence reports while I push inside you and finger-fuck you until you can't stand..."
Had I just thought there was no hotter scenario? I'd been wrong.
Biting back the urge to beg for his touch, I squirmed a little, squeezing my thighs together to try and ease the demands of my pussy.
Pierce slapped my ass lightly as a reprimand, barely hard enough to sting, and I tried to relax. “I'm sorry, Sir."
"Since it's your birthday, I'm gonna go easy on you for that, little tease,” he said, but as I met his eyes I saw he didn't expect as much control as the words implied. At least, not tonight.
"Thank you, Sir,” I replied softly.
He smiled, stepped behind me again, and there was a rustle of clothing as he stripped off his shirt. When his chest pressed against the bare flesh of my back, I almost fell back against him.
He encircled my waist with his arms and pulled my body in line with his, my bound hands pressing against his obvious arousal. I closed my eyes as he began to trace his fingers back and forth over my abdomen, travelling lower with each pass. His measured breath against the side of my neck was driving me insane. For what seemed like an eternity, I waited.
He finally brushed one fingertip across my clit, and I couldn't help but cry out. The touch was gone as quickly as it had come, his hand moving lower, exploring my pussy with infuriating slowness. When his finger returned a second time, I clenched my hands reflexively into fists, pushing them back against Pierce's cock. His breathing caught, and he began to work on me in earnest, plunging two fingers inside me, bearing down on my clit with his thumb at the same time.
Shaking now, I tried to concentrate on keeping upright, involuntarily pushing down on his fingers, unable to keep from gasping out incomplete phrases of encouragement—Oh my...oh, yeah...more, please, you have no idea what this...ah! Just like that, just a little more, oh God, I'm so...
And all the while he kept his fingers moving, adding a third as I moaned unrestrainedly. The only things keeping me from collapsing were his free arm wrapped around my waist and my own willpower.
"And Santoro...Layton...Beaumont...all the techs you work with... If they all walked in to find you there, hanging in my arms, trying to remember what a fingerprint match is while I had three fingers buried inside you...I wouldn't stop. I'd let them watch the show, let them see you're mine."
It was too much—I could hardly stand it. I'd thought I couldn't get any more turned on, but his words lit a fire in my mind that burnt all the way down my body, and without warning I found myself on the verge of climax.
"Permission to come, Sir?” I whispered desperately, terrified I wouldn't be able to hold on for his assent.
For a long moment, he drew out my torment, and I felt myself beginning to tip. Mortification dawned in my mind as I realised I was going to disappoint him, and it was enough to pull me back from the edge for an extra split second, long enough for him to growl in my ear, “Come for me, little tease. Let me hear you..."
His palm grinding down against my clit was all it took. I cried out wordlessly, riding wave after rhythmic wave of pent-up pleasure as it ebbed from my muscles. He withdrew his fingers, holding me up as I sagged against him, trying to regain awareness of where I was.
"Thank you, Sir,” I murmured, as soon as I could remember how to talk.
"You're my slave in everything but name, little tease,” he said when I could stand without support, his gaze intense and affectionate all at once. “Are you ready to wear my collar?"
"Of course, Sir."
He really has to ask?
He kissed me, and I melted against him again, basking in my Dom's love. Drawing back, he told me, “Go to the bedroom, kneel and wait for me."
Without further discussion, I did as he asked, dropping into position beside the bed.
It was at least ten minutes before he joined me. I resisted the urge to fidget, feeling my nervous expectancy fade to calm acceptance. The message was clear—this would happen on his terms, not on mine.
After a while, he entered the room, stood in front of me and said, “Look at me, little tease."
I did, drinking in the sight of him as my eyes travelled up to meet his. He held the collar in both hands and, as I watched, he unbuckled it, then gestured for me to stand up.
"Do you consent to become my slave?” The words were as formal as any wedding vow, and I answered accordingly.
"I do, Sir."
"We'll work on your slave contract more over the next few days. For now, turn around and hold your hair back, little tease."
I did, closing my eyes as the leather strip brushed against my throat. It took him a couple of seconds to fasten it, but when his hands dropped away, the collar settled around my neck. It was little weightier than the play collar I'd been wearing up until then, and my newfound status finally hit home.
As he gently turned me to face him, my eyes filled up with tears. I wasn't actually crying with happiness, but I was close.
Pierce looked into my face, a small smile on his lips. “My slave,” he said, kissing my forehead and enfolding me in his arms, squeezing tight. “My beautiful little tease."
"Yours, Sir,” I whispered against his shoulder. “All yours."
This was a gift I would carry with me always.
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Chapter Three
Worth Your While
* * * *
Pierce
"So."
Faye appeared at the top of the basement stairs, wearing a suggestive smile. I looked up from the box I was clearing out, playing dumb. “So?"
She rolled her eyes, skipping down the stairs to stand in front of me. “Santoro's into kink, Sir."
I stared her out, knowing exactly where she was going. “I noticed."
She bounced a little on her toes as she realised I wasn't going to make it easy for her. “Permission to speak freely, Sir?"
I drew it out—the idea of bringing Santoro into our game was one I was pretty happy with, and I felt almost playful. “Am I gonna regret it if I say yes?"
"No, Sir.” Her eyes begged me to hear her out.
I relented, keeping my amusement inside for now. “Go ahead."
"Can I call Santoro out here to come and play with us, Sir? Please, pretty please..."
Santoro had always carried himself a little delicately on certain Monday mornings—sitting down slowly, keeping his wrists covered by his shirt to hide the cuff-marks, occasionally wearing a turtleneck to hide the marks left by overzealous use of lips and teeth.
Faye was enough for me on her own, but earlier this week, I'd noticed her watching Santoro with a small, secretive smile hovering about her lips. When I'd questioned her about it later, she'd said, “Oh, come on, Sir. He's probably been bound and gagged all weekend..."
"You noticed too, huh?"
Her answering giggle had been devilish, and I'd tugged a little on her collar, prompting her to meet my eyes. “Think he knows about us?"
She'd pondered that question, weighing up variables before shaking her head. “I don't think he could hide it if he knew."
"Want to tell him?” I'd asked casually, and heard her breath catch even as I'd turned to pick up my coffee. I'd already known the answer—it was just a matter of time until Faye enticed him into our bed.
I hadn't expected her to jump at the chance this quickly, though. It had only been three days.
I pretended to consider it, turning away to set down the box of junk. Faye waited in silence, watching me, showing more restraint than she had when I'd first began to top her, nearly a year ago. She'd come a long way, and I was proud of her.
"Yeah,” I said finally. “Call him."
Faye shrieked, throwing her arms around me, and I grinned into her hair as she almost squeezed the air from my lungs. “I love you, Sir!"
She released me, and I handed her my cell phone. She dialled immediately, perching on the edge of the workbench in the corner and swinging one leg as she waited for an answer.
"Tommy! What'cha doing?” She watched me watching her as she listened to the response. “Cancel it. Trust me—I have a more fun way for you to spend your night. If you come over here, Zach and I will make it worth your while..."
She cocked her head closer to mine, and I could just about hear Santoro's baffled response come from the phone. “You and Zach? As in, you and Pierce, you and Zach?"
"Yup."
"Okay—one, when the hell did that happen? And two, why does this sound like you're offering me a place in a threesome?"
Faye grinned. “A while ago. And because we are."
We waited as Santoro fell silent. I could practically hear the wheels in his head turning as he considered his next words—could almost see the fear and desire in his eyes. The next few moments were critical, and I laid a hand on Faye's shoulder in warning. She nodded up at me, a touch of anxiety on her face.
Finally, Santoro spoke. “Ummm...Faye? I don't swing that way. And even if I did, I'm pretty sure Pierce doesn't—"
"C'mon, Santoro. This is me you're talking to,” Faye said quietly. “I want this. Zach wants this. And I'm pretty sure you want it, too."
I took stock of the junk I still had to clear out as silence descended again. Faye fidgeted. Then Santoro sighed. “He wants what? To watch me fuck you? For me to watch him fuck you?"
Rolling my eyes, I took the cell from her hand. “Amongst other things, Santoro."
"Boss?” His voice was alarmed, and I sighed inwardly
Should have got him over here before spooking him.
"Come over to my place. My girl and I wanna make you an offer.” Without bothering to negotiate further, I hung up.
Faye bit her lip. “Think he'll come?"
My mind already beginning to map out possible scenes, I kissed her forehead reassuringly. “He'll come."
* * * *
While we waited for Santoro's arrival, I calmed Faye's nerves, pressing her up against the wall and kissing her until she was pliant and relaxed in my arms. By the time we heard the knock at the front door, we were both more than ready to welcome him into our bed.
I cocked my head at Faye, and she dashed for the basement steps with a grin. I watched her go—loose, tangled hair falling around her shoulders, clothing in disarray and lips swollen from my kisses. Santoro would know immediately what she'd been doing for the past twenty minutes, which had been my intention.
As she greeted Santoro and invited him in, I followed her slowly, giving him time to take her in, to realise how much he wanted her. As I ascended the stairs, their conversation became clearer.
"Glad you could make it.” Faye's voice was slightly coquettish—not overplaying it, just enough to be noticeably different from the way she acted at work.
Santoro was cautious—something I sympathised with. He was reluctant to give up his only safety net—the suggestion he'd misunderstood the meaning behind Faye's call and was shocked by the idea we might think him interested in a threesome involving only one woman.
"Faye...have you gone crazy all of a sudden?"
She laughed softly. “No more than usual."
I reached the top of the steps soundlessly, in time to watch Faye pull his jacket from his shoulders. He relinquished it without a fight, his eyes hungrily tracking her movements, belying his nervous chuckle. It was enough to send a brief spark of territorial irritation through me, though I knew how irrational that was. I wasn't used to sharing her, but this had been my decision. And if things went the way I hoped, she'd be sharing me, too.
Santoro didn't notice my arrival—Faye was standing too close, looking at him too intently, for him to be aware of anything else. I leaned against the kitchen doorframe, waiting for the right time to step in.
"So this is...what? Some kind of alcohol-fuelled character assessment Pierce thought up?” He fidgeted a little, still clinging tight to his feigned ignorance.
In response, Faye slipped her arms around his neck, pressing her hips against his, and kissed him gently. In typical Santoro fashion, he held out for only a fraction of a second before he reciprocated.
Never could keep his mind on a puzzle with a pretty girl within fifty feet.
Watching him crush her against him, deepening the kiss as his hands began to wander, I fought the temptation to grab Faye by the hips and pull her out of his arms, back against me. That'd only scare him more—he might have wanted Faye, but the idea of sleeping with his male boss was still gonna give him some trouble. Instead, I waited them out, and within a couple of minutes Faye extricated herself from his embrace, stepping back three paces and turning to look expectantly at me.
I gave her a faint smile, tugging her against my side before turning my attention to Santoro. His libido was blurring the edges of his wariness, but he still reminded me of a rabbit caught in headlights.
"Boss—” he began, then faltered, speechless.
"Santoro.” I looked him up and down, not bothering to hide my intentions. From his Faye-tousled hair to his half-open shirt to his obvious arousal, he was the missing piece of our puzzle, and I was pleased with what I saw.
He flushed a little, obviously uncomfortable with the blatant way I was checking him out, and snapped, “Pierce, what the hell is going on?"
I shrugged. “No catches. You want a place in our bed tonight, you got it."
Santoro nervously licked his lips, looking from Faye to me and back again. He opened his mouth, then closed it again as he bit down on what he'd been about to say. He wouldn't dare to take the plunge without a little help, and I tilted up Faye's chin to give her a brief, hard kiss before sending her back to him.
She stepped into Santoro's arms and attempted to recapture his lips, sighing as he gently dissuaded her, made cautious by my presence.
"Faye—"
"Don't you want me, Santoro?” she asked plaintively, and I stifled a smile at the way she was handling the situation.
He groaned, his eyes flitting to mine. “You know I do, but how can I—?"
The words were cut off by Faye's insistent lips, and with a soft sigh of surrender he returned the kiss.
One of my girl's hands dropped from his hip, reaching behind her for me. Guessing her intent and only half-convinced it'd work, I stepped up beside her, putting my arm around her waist. Santoro felt it and broke off, but he was too intoxicated to step back, even though there were only inches separating the three of us.
Faye turned her face to mine without disentangling her arm from around Santoro's neck. I kissed her, slowly and deeply this time, putting on a show for our boy that Faye was only too happy to participate in. After a few seconds she turned her head again, resuming her kiss with Santoro while her free hand rested on the back of my neck.
So gradually that he barely noticed it, she coaxed his head further towards mine, and I laid kisses across her cheek, then over his. His eyes flew open, but from the way his breath caught, he couldn't deny himself what he wanted.
Faye pulled back, and I moved in to claim Santoro's lips. His eyes stared into mine, filled with conflicting emotions—doubt and hope, desire and fear, relief and confusion. His body was motionless to begin with, but then he slid his fingers through my hair, the touch rougher and more masculine than my girl's.
He responded to me, hesitantly at first, but then with more confidence. Dimly, I felt Faye step out of the way, but my senses were concentrated on our new playmate, the toned planes of his body and the way his erection pressed against my upper thigh, so close to my own.
I was the one to break the kiss, leaving him to crave more while I nodded at Faye. “Good."
Glowing with the praise, her eyes gleaming with lust, she nodded back. “Thank you, Sir."
Santoro watched the exchange with an investigator's eye. He wasn't a hundred per cent certain, but he suspected the truth, and I knew the idea of submitting to us intrigued him.
From the hungry way he was eyeing Faye right then, though, another possibility wasn't entirely out of the question. Though part of me jealously protested against her taking someone else's orders, Santoro seemed far too skittish to submit tonight, and in any case, he'd feel more at ease with her.
"When was the last time you let someone give you head, Santoro?"
His shoulder tensed under my hand, and I backed off, catching Faye's eye and cocking my head toward the stairs. She nodded and took Santoro's hand, guiding him along.
"C'mon. Let's get a little more comfortable."
He took a breath to voice a protest, then apparently realised he didn't want to and followed her without a fight, casting a half-wary, half-longing glance back at me.
Suppressing a smile, I headed into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water and three glasses, then waited a couple of minutes before ascending the stairs to find them.
Faye could be unbelievably intuitive sometimes. She'd seated Santoro on the bed and stripped off his shirt, and now she was alternately murmuring to him and trailing kisses over his chest. She heard me coming and began to rise from her spot between his knees, but settled back down, crossing her wrists behind her back, when I shook my head.
Whatever she'd said to Santoro, it seemed to have worked. He was leaning his weight back on his hands a little, and the hunted look on his face had faded, replaced by tentative intrigue.
I trailed my finger over Faye's collarbone, letting her know I was pleased, before repeating my question to Santoro. “When was the last time someone gave you head?"
While I set down the water and glasses by the bed, he glanced at Faye, then said, “Last weekend. In a quiet corner of a club. It was a guy I know."
"You return the favour, senior detective?"
His eyes widened at the title. It hadn't been hard to figure out from his obvious preening that he loved reminders he was my second-in-command, and I'd never addressed him as ‘senior detective’ before.
"No."
I kept my tone neutral, allowing myself the barest of smiles. “What position were you in?"
"Sitting.” He hesitated before elaborating, “He was under the table."
A mental picture began to form, and I nodded appreciatively. “You force him to get down there? Grab him by the hair? Order him to suck you harder?"
Santoro coloured slightly, the way he did when I caught him doing something he shouldn't. “A—a little. Sir."
Ahh, now I'm ‘Sir'.
The boy always had learnt fast, and there was so much I wanted to do with him... For now, though, I stuck to my original plan. “Hmm. More of a switch in you than I thought. And it just so happens I own a girl who loves giving head...if you're interested."
Santoro shifted his weight slightly, a reaction to the growing tightness of his pants, no doubt. Before him, Faye bit her lip, seemingly torn between mild embarrassment at my words and anticipation of what was to come.
Santoro's voice held an edge of hunger as he left his inhibitions behind, looking from me to Faye. “Oh, I'm interested..."
Laying a reassuring hand on his shoulder, I leaned in and tilted up Faye's chin with a finger. “Little tease...you okay with letting my senior detective take the reins for a while?"
With a quick nod and a grateful smile, she replied, “Thank you, Sir..."
I leaned against the wall beside the bed, reminding Santoro, “Nothing more than a blow job, senior detective. Anything more than that, and you need my permission."
"Thank you, Sir,” he echoed Faye, all his attention on my girl. For a second, he just looked her over, then he grabbed a handful of her long, loose hair and gave her a wolfish grin. “So you like giving head, huh?"
"Yes, Senior Detective,” Faye replied, taking her cue from me, though she used the term as a submissive addressing a Dominant instead of the other way around. Her tone carried only a small trace of the subservience I knew she was capable of, and I watched her closely, wondering where she was taking this.
"That's good,” Santoro told her. “Because I really wanna see your lips wrapped around my cock right now."
Faye ghosted one hand over his erection, making no effort to undo his pants. “Right now, huh?"
"Mm-hmm...” He waited expectantly, but she grinned up at him, testing his dominant instinct the way she'd submerge a toe in hot bathwater to gauge its temperature. After a second, he got it and tightened his grip on her hair, pulling her face into his lap. “Don't make me ask again, girl."
The token enforcement of his will was all she needed. Deftly, she unzipped his pants and licked him up and down like the little tease she was, taking her time so I could take in the sight of his cock. I'd seen him naked before, in the showers after the team's training exercises in the gym, but this was the first time I'd seen him erect. And if I could help it, it wouldn't be the last.
He yanked Faye's hair in earnest—a reprimand for the teasing—and with a muffled cry of surprise she closed her lips around his shaft, ceding control at last. Santoro gave a soft groan as she got to work, his hand still fisted in her hair as he encouraged her to take him in deeper, and my own pants grew uncomfortably tight as the seconds ticked on.
It was easier to focus on Faye's technique when I wasn't the recipient, and she apparently sensed my objectifying gaze, opening her eyes to meet it without faltering in her task. An extra shot of adrenaline pounded through my blood, and I briefly fantasised about pulling her away from Santoro and forcing her head into my lap instead.
Though I was pretty sure she'd love the forceful treatment, it wouldn't be fair to Santoro, and he'd only just started to get comfortable with this. Instead, I rested a light hand against his throat—not hard enough to restrict his breathing or moans, but a reminder that I was in the room.
His eyes flew open, and he tipped back his head in submission, his Adam's apple shifting under the skin of his throat as he swallowed thickly. The desperate desire in his face was too intense to ignore, and though his eyelids fluttered shut again after a couple of seconds, I kept my gaze trained on him. As his urgency grew, he guided Faye with a rougher touch, thrusting up into her mouth until he gave one final tug of her hair, echoing her cry of pained pleasure as his climax claimed him.
When Santoro's hand fell away from Faye's hair, she sat back, wiping her mouth with a satisfied smile. Amused, I met her questioning look with a slight shake of my head, and she remained where she was, waiting for Santoro to recover.
Once he'd regained his self-awareness enough to realise he'd just let Faye suck him off while I'd watched, he covered himself uncomfortably. Now he was thinking with his brain again, his doubts had resurfaced, and I let my hand drop back to my side, giving him space.
He noticed my obvious erection, and his tongue flicked out to moisten his lower lip. As if he was uncomfortable with his desire and retreating to familiar mental ground, he turned his attention to Faye, who was waiting patiently for acknowledgement.
"You okay, Faye?” There was a pleading tinge to his voice—I doubted he'd been that rough with a woman during a blow job before.
Faye rested her head reassuringly against his thigh, smiling. “Don't worry, Senior Detective. You didn't break me."
While Santoro sighed with relief, I poured them both some water, allowing them a respite.
"Good for more, little tease?"
Draining her glass, she thought about it for a second, then nodded. I hadn't really thought she'd want to stop there, but we'd never discussed her submitting to anyone but me, and I was treading carefully.
I kissed the top of her head and sent her to the bathroom to freshen up, then turned to Santoro. “On the floor."
This was obviously an order he'd become accustomed to taking, and he vacated his spot on the bed to kneel at my feet, his wrists crossed behind his back in the same position as Faye had been. I sat where he'd been a second ago, looking down at him.
"Still scared, senior detective?"
With an orgasm behind him, Santoro was a lot more relaxed. “Not so much, Sir."
"You don't need to be. If I didn't want you near Faye, you wouldn't be here."
He let the remaining tension drop from his shoulders, nodding.
"Questions.” It was a statement. I knew he had them.
"Are you just doing this because Faye asked for it?” He directed the question to my shoulder, as if too concerned about my reaction to meet my eyes.
I leant forward and rested my fingertips on his forehead, tilting his head back until he looked into my face. Whatever he saw there was enough—he wetted his lips and nodded. “Other questions,” I said.
"How's this gonna work? I mean, the pecking order's a little unclear..."
"I'm at the top."
He grinned. “I kinda figured."
"Faye's my collared property, but she switches. And so do you, if I'm right,” I said, going with my gut instinct for the last.
"I haven't topped before,” he admitted, fidgeting. “Thought about it, but..."
"But what?” I asked, when he trailed off.
"Always been scared that I'll go too far.” He looked a little ashamed, as if it made him a bad person rather than a responsible one.
"That's common enough,” I told him, nodding. “And between Faye and me, we can make sure you don't."
That surprised him a little. “You're okay with me topping her?"
There was a fine line between okay and not okay, and at times I walked it. I was close to that line in this case, but I was pretty sure I could handle it. “I trust her, and I trust you. She knows who she belongs to, and she knows what she can take."
"And voyeurism has its benefits, right?” Santoro added, grinning.
He wasn't wrong. I suppressed a smile, moving on. “Do you feel submissive to Faye?"
He nodded cautiously. “At times, yeah. I've wondered."
"Then we'll talk about that another scene. Do you feel submissive to me?"
"You're kidding, right?” Santoro asked, and I couldn't help but grin at the ‘you even have to ask?’ tone to his voice.
"Good."
Before either of us could continue, Faye returned from the bathroom, wearing only her underwear—black with purple lace trim—and her collar. She sank to her knees beside Santoro, lacing her fingers behind her back, and quietly waited for my instructions, a slight smile hovering about her lips.
Santoro, true to form, turned his head to look my half-naked girl up and down with an appreciative whistle. Faye lost the battle against her grin, but to her credit kept her eyes towards the ground.
"When you're finished, senior detective...” At my mild reprimand, Santoro straightened and cast his eyes downwards, tensing a little against my next words.
I didn't plan to punish him. Hell, I'd have been worried if he hadn't reacted that way. Instead, I moved on. “Little tease."
Faye looked up at me, awaiting her orders.
"The rules are the same for Santoro as they are with me. This time. When you get more comfortable with this arrangement, Santoro, you can set some of your own rules—provided they don't conflict with mine. All right?"
"Yes, Sir,” they murmured in unison, then glanced at each other, amused.
"Tell him your in-scene rules, then, little tease."
Faye's words came easily, born of habit. I'd made sure she'd learnt them well. “Don't come without permission, unless told otherwise. Don't speak unless I'm questioned, and if I am, answer honestly and promptly. Safe word when I need it. Resistance games need to be discussed before a scene."
"Sound reasonable, Santoro?” I held off on calling him ‘senior detective'—he'd be the Dominant one in the scene to come, after all.
"Yes, Sir."
Then again, some things were just instinctive.
Quelling my amusement, I said, “Tell me what you want to do to my girl."
His eyes flitted to Faye, and he hesitated, seeming conflicted. I waited him out, knowing how difficult it could be to come to terms with some of the darker desires inside.
"I want to blindfold her, cuff her and take her over my knee, and spank her until her ass is pink,” Santoro admitted finally.
Faye smiled, keeping her eyes cast down, and I nodded at Santoro. “That can be arranged. Anything else?"
"Do you have nipple clamps?” he asked after a moment.
"Answer the senior detective, little tease. Do I?"
Faye settled into her role with a light sigh, her attention focussed on Santoro, now. “Yes, Senior Detective."
Taking his cue from me, Santoro spoke directly to her. “Do you like them?"
She bit her lip, remembering a punishment I'd given her a while back. “Most of the time, Senior Detective."
I saw him file away her ambivalent reaction, and I relaxed a little more. She was in careful hands, if inexperienced ones.
"How would you feel about being clamped, cuffed and then fucked, girl?” he murmured, leaning in close to her ear.
Faye gave a tiny shiver, whispering, “Pretty good, Senior Detective."
Santoro turned to me. “Sir?"
Other than a momentary tingle of possessiveness, I didn't have a problem with that, and I nodded to him. His confidence growing, he turned back to Faye. “Okay, go grab everything you think I'm gonna need."
Faye got up and headed over to the closet, to go through the kink supplies stored there. Santoro got to his feet, watching her, and I moved from the bed to the chair in the corner, quietly vacating the play space.
Faye returned to kneel at his feet, holding out a pair of leather detachable cuffs, a pair of nipple clamps linked by a silver chain, and one of the scarves we used as blindfolds—a purple that matched the trim on her underwear, I noted, entertained by the sight.
Santoro took the items from her, examined them one by one, and stepped back to sit on the edge of the bed, beckoning to her. “Crawl."
It was only a couple of feet, but she did, coming to a stop between his legs and kneeling expectantly. Santoro cuffed each of her wrists in turn, fumbling the buckles a little but managing not to apologise for it. “Too tight?"
Faye shook her head and he tilted up her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes. “I can't hear you, girl."
"Sorry, Senior Detective. They're not too tight."
He kissed her, as if comforting himself with something familiar for a moment, and Faye gave herself over to him completely, leaning forward as much as the edge of the bed would allow.
After a moment, Santoro kicked off his shoes and sat up against my headboard, positioning a pillow behind him, and beckoned to Faye. She knelt at his side and held back her hair at his command while he tied the scarf across her eyes.
With her vision obscured, he seemed to gain a little more assurance, though he had to be conscious of my gaze. I didn't engage him in any way when he looked over at me, and he took the hint to concentrate on what he was doing.
"Safe words?"
She gave them. He nodded, comfortable with the arrangement. “Lie across my lap."
She positioned herself there with his help, pillowing her head on her arms, and Santoro tapped her head, slipping my other pillow under it when she lifted it. He clipped her wrist cuffs together behind her back and pushed her hands up enough that they weren't resting against her firm, recently-tattooed ass.
He took his time working her panties down her legs, then ran his fingers over the smooth skin and the loops and whorls of the oversized fingerprint tattoo on her left cheek. “Whose print is this, girl?” he asked.
Faye's voice was a little smug—she didn't often get to divulge this detail. “Zach's."
Only showing a little surprise, he looked over at me with a tiny mock salute. “Kinda gives new meaning to the words ‘on your six'..."
I smirked and, in his lap, Faye giggled. Santoro grabbed a handful of her hair and tugged, delivering a light slap to her ass with his other hand. “Think that's funny, huh?"
She quieted, knowing better than to answer the rhetorical question, and Santoro pulled her body in tight against his stomach, preparing to spank her in earnest. “How about I show you another meaning?"
I watched him draw on his own memories of being spanked as he warmed her up, increasing the force of his slaps by degrees until she gasped and wriggled, turning her head so I could see the pain on her face. Santoro kept up a steady rhythm, never hitting the same area twice in a row, allowing the sting to build and fade. When she relaxed again, becoming half numb to the sensation, he took the cue to hit harder.
Her cries were beautiful, and from the way she arched her hips against him, I could tell she was enjoying the pleasure of submitting to him as well as the pain of the spanking. Santoro was completely absorbed in his task, caught up in her reactions, and though Faye's body obscured my view of his lap, I didn't doubt he was hard and longing to take her.
When Faye forgot to breathe, tensing in anticipation of each blow and screwing her eyes up tight, I knew she was close to breaking. I sat forward, my instinct telling me to halt the session, but she hadn't given her safe word, and no matter what my protective impulse said, this wasn't my scene to put an end to.
Damn it, I want to, though.
Just as I opened my mouth, a sharp word for Santoro on my tongue, he stopped of his own accord. Rubbing away the sting he'd inflicted, he stroked Faye's hair and murmured words of encouragement to her.
I made myself relax as he turned her over and pulled her into a sitting position in his lap, wrapping his arms around her and pulling off the blindfold. Faye clung to him, her face turned from me, and the intimate moment between them didn't bug me as much as I'd expected it would.
When she'd calmed a little, she raised her head from Santoro's chest, and he kissed her provocatively, unclipping the cuffs and allowing her to put her arms around his neck. She met his hunger with her own, shifting against him in a calculated shimmy. Santoro forcefully broke off the kiss and with a voracious grin pulled back her head by the hair, looking over at me. “Starting to see why you call her ‘little tease'."
"And you didn't before?” Faye looked from one of us to the other as I continued as if she wasn't even in the room. “It's not just an act, either. If you feel between those spread legs of hers, you'll see what I mean."
Before Faye could correct her wanton pose by bringing her knees together, Santoro slipped his fingers down between her thighs, a soft groan escaping his throat when he encountered the slick heat I knew would be there. “Wow, she really has been getting off on this. Didn't think this actually happened outside porn movies."
Faye whimpered, seeming torn between humiliation at the way we were discussing her and frustration at the slow strokes of Santoro's fingers. He pulled away, drawing a sigh from her throat, and reached for the clamps on the bedcovers beside him.
"Okay, let's see if I can find somewhere for these."
At his instruction, Faye slid off his lap to kneel beside him again, and he unhooked her bra without faltering—it seemed his Casanova reputation really was based in fact. When he pulled the garment away, he gave another trademark Santoro grin, then leaned in to turn his tongue to her nipples.
I could tell the exact instant he bit down—Faye gave a sharp gasp, clutching his shoulders, and a second later he slipped the first clamp into place, licking his lips.
"Too tight?"
Faye tested the sensation with a deep breath, and nodded. “A little, Senior Detective."
He loosened the clamp, looking into her face with a concern that reassured me. “How about now?"
"Better, Senior Detective,” Faye said.
Santoro repeated the process with the second clamp, learning from the experience. “Tighter?"
Once they were both satisfied with the clamps, Santoro stood up and we watched him shed his pants, freeing his hard cock for a second time. Faye leant back on her elbows, watching him with appreciative eyes, and I admired the picture the pair of them made.
Santoro sat between her legs, running his hands lightly over her skin. “How about you and I put on a little show for our Sir, girl?"
Faye looked over at me with a smile, as if she knew just how much I'd enjoy the idea. “I think I can live with that, Senior Detective."
With a glance my way, Santoro delivered his final instruction. “And you don't get to come until he says you do."
The unexpected command intrigued us both, and I took up a better voyeuristic position, leaning against the wall by the bed.
"Think you can obey that order, little tease?"
She looked up at me through lust-veiled eyes. “I'll try, Sir."
Santoro slipped his fingers between her legs again, and she laid back with a soft moan, tilting her hips up in encouragement. As he cuffed her wrists to the headboard, I decided on a final change to the rules.
"As long as the senior detective's okay with it, you have permission to speak freely."
Santoro moved over her, giving her a brief, hard kiss. “I'm liking that idea. Talk to me, girl."
Faye tilted her head back while he nipped at her throat, and I could tell she was savouring every second of the attention. “What do you want me to say, Senior Detective?"
"Tell me a story,” he said, and immediately Faye's eyes met mine above his head. Her wicked smile held a question, and I gave her a slight nod just as Santoro lifted his head from her neck.
"Never thought I'd see you lost for words..."
"Sorry, Senior Detective. I was thinking."
He gave a light tug on the chain that connected her nipple clamps, and she gasped through the pain, wriggling a little. “Think out loud,” he ordered, and I eyed him with fresh appreciation. He had my little tease well in hand.
"Okay. Once upon a time, there was an incredibly hot detective named Zach Pierce..."
Santoro glanced up at me, his hair mussed, his lips parted and a playful expression on his face. “Gotta say, I agree with you there."
Faye giggled, and I gazed down at my senior detective, letting him see exactly how much I wanted him right then.
"Better get on with your scene, Santoro, before I decide to distract you."
He sat up, brows rising in a challenge. “You can decide anything you want, Sir."
It was too tempting not to take the permission he offered to step into his scene. I sat on the edge of the bed, grabbed him by the hair and kissed him roughly, possessing what was mine. He sighed into my mouth, and beneath us, Faye gave a quiet moan.
"Don't think he told you to stop, little tease,” I told her, as soon as we broke for air.
"Sorry, Sir,” she said, a smile in her voice. “So the incredibly hot detective had a submissive."
"Yeah?” Santoro asked, resting his head on my shoulder and trailing a finger down Faye's thigh. “What was she like?"
"Smart. And obedient.” At my derisive snort, she revised her statement. “Sometimes."
"This is a kinda boring story,” Santoro said. “When do we get to the sex scene?"
Faye grinned. “Well...the hot detective and his submissive had an amazing time in bed. And in his living room. And her apartment. And the bathroom at work. And—” Her words faltered into a sigh, and I looked over Santoro's shoulder to see that he'd put his fingers into play between her legs again, gathering plenty of moisture to rub over her clit.
She took a second to collect her thoughts, then managed to continue her tale, though Santoro's fingers didn't let up and her words were more hesitant. “And then the hot detective and his girl noticed their friend at work was hiding cuff-marks and cringing with the pain his bruises gave him when he sat down. And they started to wonder if he'd wanna play with—"
Her train of thought derailed as she gave a cry of pleasure, and she arched her back against Santoro's fingers, taking everything he would give her. I watched him watching her, and waited until Faye's eyes opened before claiming his lips again, knowing she got off on seeing us together.
"With...” she tried again, with no success. “Sir, I need..."
"We both know you can take more than that, little tease,” I murmured against Santoro's shoulder.
She bit her lip, trying not to writhe against Santoro's fingers, and nodded. I laid a hand over his, halting him for a second, and waited for her to continue.
"They wondered if he'd wanna play with them, and they talked about it, and the submissive got so turned on that she climbed into the hot detective's lap and rode him until she came and came and—"
Santoro pressed hard against her clit, and she moaned, arching her back then biting her lip as her nipple clamps pinched. The pain seemed to ground her a little, but there was a touch of desperation in her face as she begged me again for permission to come.
I shook my head, and she whimpered, attempting to squeeze her thighs together. “Don't even think about it, girl,” Santoro warned her, and she stilled, breathing as deeply as she could.
After taking a moment to contemplate her naked, trembling body, he looked up at me. “Wanna help out, Sir?"
"What are you thinking?” I asked him, making sure he knew he was still in control of the scene.
He leaned over to murmur in my ear, too low for Faye to hear, and once again he surprised me with his ingenuity. “One of us finger-fucks her while the other sucks on her clit?"
I didn't bother to keep my voice down, knowing the tidbit of information would set her imagination racing. Nodding, I told him, “I'll need my mouth free to give her permission to come."
Faye watched, squirming a little, while Santoro and I shifted positions. I took his place, and he sat by Faye's side, running a hand up and down her abdomen. “Okay. Enough story, but you can beg as much as you want, girl."
Her eyes flitted from me to Santoro and back again, and anticipation quivered through her body. She was a lucky girl that night, and she knew it.
"After you, Sir,” Santoro said, and I smoothed my hand up Faye's inner thigh, teasing her for a few seconds before taking up where my senior detective had left off.
She was already more than ready for my fingers inside her, but I took my time, enjoying her breathy cries of frustration. When I relented at last, she eagerly tilted up her hips to force me deeper, tugging at her wrist cuffs with a gasp.
"That enough, little tease?” I already knew it wasn't—that it'd take at least one more finger to be anywhere near enough to satisfy her.
She shook her head, silently pleading for more, and I slowly fucked her with one finger for a while before adding a second, curving up to hit her sweet spot.
Faye cried out so loudly that Santoro gave a startled laugh, looking from her to me. “Wow. Think that did the trick."
I stayed slow, drawing on experience and steering clear of the movements that would really put her in danger of losing control.
"Ready when you are, Santoro."
She wasn't entirely sure what to expect, so when he lowered his head close to my fingers and flicked his tongue over her clit, she tightened reflexively around my fingers, moaning his name. God, it made me wish it was my cock inside her instead, but I'd make up for that when this was all over.
Santoro's tongue lapped at my fingers, then back to Faye's skin, and that moment decided exactly how I would get my pleasure tonight. For now, though, I continued to finger my girl, gradually increasing my pace and watching her beautiful reaction.
"Sir, please...more, more, fuck me harder, let me come...” Her breathless torrent of pleas varied as Santoro switched from licking to sucking and back again, and I pushed her further and further towards the edge, watching for the tell-tale signs that she was about to climax.
By the time I relented, she was almost in tears, reduced to one mindless thought—"Please, please, please, please—"
She looked stunning—helpless, flushed and completely regressed to primal, hedonistic instinct. The only way she was managing to hold on was because I knew her triggers so well—if I gave her enough to push her over the edge she wouldn't even be capable of stopping herself. I could only imagine what the illusion felt like to her.
"Come for us, little tease,” I finally told her, and gave her what she needed as Santoro did the same.
She fell into fragments, her orgasm rippling against my fingers as she cried out over and over, aftershocks ebbing through her body until she sagged, gasping for breath, against the mattress. I withdrew my fingers slowly, then nodded at Santoro, who uncuffed her—not that she noticed.
"C'mon, girl. You need water."
He managed to coax her up on an elbow to drink, and she gave a grateful sigh when she'd finished, smiling. “Thank you, Senior Detective."
"Want the clamps off?"
She began to nod, then hesitated. “I thought you wanted..."
He grinned at her. “I can still fuck you without them."
While Santoro carefully removed the clamps, one at a time, and ensured she was comfortable, I got up from the bed again, clearing the space so he could finish. It wouldn't take long, then I could think about my own urges.
"Now, where was I before I got sidetracked?” He glanced mischievously up at me before stretching out beside Faye. As if magnetised to his body, she pressed close, giving in to temptation.
He kissed her, making no attempt to assert dominance, and Faye pushed her boundaries a little, nuzzling his neck before whispering something I couldn't make out into his ear.
In response, he dragged her atop him, and she reached down between them to take him in hand, muffling his groan with another kiss.
"Permission to fuck you, Senior Detective?” she asked innocently, kneeling and positioning the tip of his cock exactly where she wanted it.
Santoro didn't bother to answer—instead, he grabbed her by the hips and bucked up into her hard. Faye purred appreciation, meeting him halfway, and when she began to teasingly draw back he rolled her over, grinding her into the mattress with another breathless kiss.
She wrapped her arms around him and braced her feet against the mattress, his urgency seeming to ignite an answering response within her. Watching her arch up against his body, and the ripples of his arm and back muscles as he pounded into her, I shifted my weight, and the resulting friction of my pants against my cock almost tore a groan from my throat.
Separately, they were each alluring in their own ways. Together, they were almost irresistible.
In between husky cries of encouragement to Santoro, Faye gasped out, “Sir...?"
I'd tormented her enough tonight. “Whenever you're ready, little tease."
She gave me a brief yet dazzling smile before focussing on Santoro again, digging her fingernails into his back as he pushed her those final few steps towards her second orgasm of the night. Surging against him, she dragged him up to the brink with every shudder of her release, and it took him next to no time to follow her, smothering his groan against her neck as he pressed her into the bed.
Breathing hard, they lay entwined, and I sat on the edge of the bed again, brushing a strand of hair away from Faye's lips. She opened her eyes to gaze contentedly up at me, murmuring her thanks.
Santoro took a little longer to come around, though he did have the presence of mind to roll off Faye before his weight became too much for her. I didn't know if it was the sex, the exhibitionism or his newfound Dominant streak that had put the most strain on him—that was something I'd be able to gauge better with time.
"How're you doing, senior detective?"
He smiled without opening his eyes. “Never better, Sir."
Faye giggled, pulling herself into a sitting position and reaching over his head to grab some water. “You sure I didn't just blow your mind, Senior Detective?"
"Oh, I know you did,” Santoro told her. Then, looking up at me with a glimmer of post-coital insecurity, he joked, “Not that there's much there to blow, right, boss?"
If he'd been a little more composed, he'd have avoided that particular turn of phrase. As it was, I just raised an eyebrow at him. “From where I was standing, seemed like there was plenty to blow. Right, little tease?"
"Mm-hmm,” Faye agreed, aiming a wicked glance towards Santoro's lap and laughing as he preened a little. Then, looking down my fully-clothed body to my obvious arousal, she said, “He's not the only one, though, Sir."
Before I could respond, Santoro drained his water glass and joined her at my side, agreeing, “He's still fully-clothed, Faye. Is that fair?"
She returned his banter, risking the displeasure she knew I couldn't be bothered to aim at her for stepping out of line. “Personally, I don't think he should be allowed to wear clothes at all."
"The Naked Detective,” Santoro deadpanned. “That'd make a great movie."
"Porn?"
"Nah. Maybe more James Bond. Only without the tuxedo."
"Can I be a Bond girl?"
"You'd make a great Bond girl."
"Are you two done?” I interjected, before they got too carried away.
They exchanged a glance, then Santoro kicked the evening into its final stage. “That depends, Sir. Do we have permission to get you out of those clothes?"
I crooked a finger, granting them the permission they sought, and Faye was the first to get to her feet, pulling me with her. I claimed a brief, hard kiss, and she pressed close for a few moments, warm and tempting.
Behind me, I heard Santoro move, but Faye was tugging at my shirt, distracting me. I allowed her to strip it off, then she stepped in close for another kiss, her naked breasts brushing against me.
I didn't need any encouragement—I'd been watching her with Santoro all night, and I couldn't hold back anymore. Faye sighed against my lips, digging her fingers into my back, and I tugged gently on her collar in response.
It was then that Santoro reminded me of his presence, pressing his chest against my back as he slipped his hands in between my body and Faye's. She withdrew a fraction, letting him reach my belt buckle, and I half-turned in their combined embrace to give Santoro a heated kiss.
He slid his hand inside my jeans, caressing me through my boxers just as Faye began to kiss and nip her way down the side of my neck, and the combination tore a growl from my throat. I didn't know which one of them I wanted more at that moment—my little tease knew exactly how to drive me crazy, but Santoro was getting more confident by the second.
Faye tugged my jeans down over my hips. Santoro ensured that my boxers soon followed, then ran his fingers lightly up my cock. It was on the tip of my tongue to reprimand him for drawing out the encounter, but Faye's hand joined his, and they moved in unison, teasing me irresistibly.
After a while, it became almost too intense—the feel of them both against me, their kisses and whispers and touches. I needed to change the scene.
"Little tease, on the bed. Senior detective, kneel until I'm ready for you."
They complied immediately, and I lay on the bed, pulling Faye atop me. She straddled me, and my cock jumped as I contemplated just fucking her now, taking what I needed.
She whimpered and writhed against me, and I lost control a little, driving myself up into her and holding still with an effort.
"I wasn't even planning on fucking you tonight, little tease. And I won't—not for long, anyway."
Obviously a little confused, she watched me through eyes hazy with want, and I explained myself, keeping my hands on her thighs to still her.
"Now, you're gonna ride me until I tell you to stop, then you're gonna get up and kneel by the side of the bed. I will allow you to touch yourself until you come, and you don't need to ask for permission, but if you make me come before Santoro gets his turn, you're gonna be in big trouble. Clear?"
"Clear, Sir,” she whispered, unable to resist shifting against me a little. I tightened my grip on her thighs—a warning—before looking over at Santoro.
He was drinking in the sight of us together, and I had to catch his gaze before I spoke. “Senior detective, the second Faye leaves this bed, I want you on it and my cock in your mouth. Clear?"
He grinned. “Clear, Sir."
I released my grip on Faye, and she began to move, keeping the pace slow for the time being and leaving us both frustrated. I watched as her self-control crumbled by degrees, as she began to take me faster and harder, driving me closer to the edge.
I almost couldn't bring myself to say the words, knowing that if she kept going, I'd come within seconds. My voice was sharp as I forced the command out. “Now, little tease. Go."
Faye resisted for a split second, unable to ignore her body's instincts. Just as I thought it would be too late, she rolled away from me with a soft moan, and I bit back a curse as the pleasure subsided.
Then Santoro was beside me, taking me into his mouth and putting his lips, tongue and hands to expert use. I buried my hands in his hair, thrusting up against him, driving deeper, and he took it easily, meeting my eyes as I watched his endeavours.
Nearby, Faye cried out, her fingers busy against her own flesh, providing a provocative soundtrack to the moment. Santoro added a groan of frustration to the mix, the vibration against my cock almost too much to bear. My entire body was taut, aching for release, and my senior detective gave it everything he had.
A final, hard, almost violent touch was all I needed, coming in powerful surges that knocked out the capacity for thought entirely. Santoro swallowed it down, then stretched out beside me when I spoke his name, unable to stop himself from brushing his hard cock against my hip.
Amused, I looked over at Faye, on her knees beside the bed with her head resting against the mattress. Leaving her to her own post-orgasmic bliss, I pulled Santoro into a kiss, wrapping my hand around his cock and stroking firmly upwards.
"Ask me for it, senior detective..."
"Please, Sir,” he murmured against my lips, and groaned when I gave him what he wanted without holding back. He tensed in my arms, crying out roughly again and again until he came hard, thrusting into my touch a few more times before slowly calming.
He whispered his thanks against my lips, and I smiled, taking the towel Faye offered and beginning to clean us up.
"Any doubts about my motivations left, senior detective?"
He shook his head, still looking a little dazed, but smiling. Faye sat beside us, affectionately running her fingers through his hair, and I raised an eyebrow at her. “Have fun, little tease?"
She gave me a wicked grin, with a giggle to match. “I had the most fun. I'm actually scared I won't be able to remember it all."
Santoro turned in my arms, tugging her down to lie with us. “Well, if at any point you want a repeat performance..."
She rolled her eyes. “Tommy, please! That goes without saying. I'd take a repeat performance in, like, half an hour."
Santoro and I let out simultaneous groans—I could barely summon the will to move, and Santoro was so relaxed I could tell he felt the same.
"Gonna need to recharge for a little longer than that, Faye."
She pouted. “Men! Make you come a couple of times, and you're useless. See, this is why we should get Erica in on this. Once you guys are done you can just lie there and watch us."
This was the first time I'd heard her mention involving Beaumont. She was getting carried away, not to mention stepping out of line.
"Little tease...” I warned her.
"Sorry, Sir,” she said, a little reluctantly.
Santoro interjected, “Okay, question. If we get Erica in here—which is an awesome idea, by the way—are you then gonna want to bring in Layton? Cause I'm gonna have to draw the line. I see enough of that little subbie in the squad room—"
I decided to put a stop to the idea before it got out of hand. “It's just the three of us. Is that clear, senior detective?"
"Yes, Sir."
"Little tease?"
She nodded, seeming genuinely contrite now. “Yes, Sir. Sorry."
I watched my long-time submissive lie beside our new partner with a sense of satisfaction. Part of me wondered what exactly I was letting myself in for, trying to manage Faye and Santoro—they were both challenging enough to deal with on their own. But as I watched Faye snuggle into Santoro's arms, reaching one hand over him to lay it against my side, I got the feeling it'd be worth it.
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Chapter Four
Carte Blanche
* * * *
Pierce
"What do you have for me, Faye?"
Sighing, she looked up at me, her expression slightly irritated. I let it slide—I had to admit I'd been a little more impatient than usual with her that day. But the timescale on this one was tight, and my vague sense of unease was growing stronger with every second.
"Nothing, Zach. I have nothing. Just like the last time you asked. I'm working on it, okay? Just...give me some space.” Holding her hands up for emphasis, she crossed the lab, checked the display on one of her machines.
She has a strong work ethic, and I didn't doubt she'd been applying herself that day. Owning a girl for over a year gives you a sense of when she's stretching the truth, and today she wasn't. So instead of snapping at her, I stepped in close to her, murmuring into her ear, “Get me something in the next hour and I'll let you pick a reward."
Her ire abating, my little tease shot me a sideways glance. “Anything, Sir?” she asked, keeping her voice as soft as mine. One of the terms of her slave contract was that our games would be kept extracurricular, but I wanted my current suspect put away, and if this would help, then so be it.
A tiny voice reminded me that if she was working to the best of her abilities already, dangling a metaphorical carrot in front of her wouldn't change a thing. I ignored it, curious to see what she'd come up with. “Anything."
She flashed me a quick grin and headed back to her computer, her voice back to its usual volume. “I'll call you when I'm done."
Forty-eight minutes later she called my cell phone, her voice triumphant. “Got a match with twelve minutes to spare... You owe me!"
This should be interesting.
* * * *
When we got to her place that night, arrest made and the case neatly tied up, I reminded her of her prize. “What'll it be, little tease?"
She didn't stop to think—I could tell she'd been thinking about it all day, and anticipation was practically radiating from her now. “I want to switch, Sir."
I thought about the request. Although she leaned slightly further towards the submissive, Faye was a born switch, and that hadn't changed since we'd brought Santoro into our bed a few months ago. My senior detective was commitment-phobic, and after his first scene with Faye in the Domme role, he'd decided he preferred it that way rather than topping her. We'd agreed to change our arrangement—when she felt like inflicting a little controlled pain, we called on Santoro. I joined in with some scenes, and let her indulge herself completely in others. All three of us were satisfied with the way things were at the moment—casual, with maybe one intense scene per month.
It surprised me that Faye would ask for carte blanche on it, though. It was something I was usually disposed to agree to when she asked. “Okay. We'll call Santoro."
Faye shook her head, grinning. “Not Santoro. You, Sir."
"No, Faye.” The words were out of my mouth the instant I thought them, and she scowled, dropping down onto the couch and directing a sulky stare at me.
"But you said ‘anything'!” She was going about the accusation in an unnecessarily bratty way, but she was right. I had. And she'd come through for me.
As much as I loathed the idea of relinquishing control, I wouldn't break a promise to her. So much of our relationship was based on trust that I wouldn't destabilise it now. Sighing, I ran a hand through my hair. “One scene, Faye. No more than that."
She flinched at my tone, but softened a little as I sat beside her.
"Promise me you won't safe word just to get out of it early?” The look I gave her in response was enough to dissuade her from questioning me, and she backed down with a murmured apology.
I waited a few seconds before letting the issue of her insolence drop, running my fingers through her hair. “When?"
Basking in the show of affection, she leaned against me. “How about now, Sir?"
God damn it.
It was on the tip of my tongue to delay her, but there was never going to be a time when I was feeling more submissive.
Might as well get it over with.
"Yes, ma'am,” I drawled, resigning myself.
Suppressing a grin, Faye initiated a lingering kiss that set my blood boiling.
"Thank you, Sir,” she breathed against my lips, then she was gone in a flash of red hair and dark clothing, leaving my mind struggling to catch up.
Within seconds she was back, a collar I recognised held in her hands. Santoro's. Made of a leather strip thicker and wider than the ones Faye wore, it was noticeably masculine, and though my mind protested at the indignity of having to wear a collar, I was grateful that at least it wasn't one of hers.
"Hold still,” she instructed, and I recognised the tone she normally used with Santoro—calmly authoritative. She always managed to fall into this role so effortlessly that sometimes I wondered if she could really be happy without an owned sub of her own. But that wasn't a train of thought to be followed now.
With deft fingers, she fastened the collar around my neck—not tight enough to constrict but tight enough that I could feel it.
Sitting back, she nodded approvingly. “There. Much better."
I kept my mouth shut, not crazy about the idea of addressing her as a submissive would, and waited for her next orders. She got to her feet and clicked her fingers in my direction without looking at me, indicating that I should follow suit. Suppressing a sigh, I did, mentally swearing I'd never give her carte blanche again. In fact, I'd be adding a clause to her contract that prevented her from trying this in the future...
Jarring me from my thoughts, she gave me the same instructions she would have given Santoro. “Go to the bedroom. Clothes off, and lie on the bed face-up.” For a mutinous second I hesitated, and she scowled at me. “If you make me repeat myself, detective, you won't like the consequences."
With a reluctant nod I acquiesced, heading through into the bedroom. As I shed my clothes, my analytical brain threw up a possibility. I might be having so much trouble with this scenario because it was Santoro's collar I was wearing, Santoro's situation I was in. I was used to being his boss and his top, and being in his place grated on my nerves.
Naked, I settled back on the bed, waiting. A couple of minutes later, Faye appeared in the doorway, making no attempt to disguise her appraisal of me.
"Not a bad sight,” she said critically, heading straight to her play-cabinet and beginning to rummage through it. “We'll work on it."
Her aloofness was something that always had a profound effect on Santoro. I just found myself giving her mental points for it, analysing her technique rather than getting lost in the scene. She pulled out cuffs and silk scarves for restraining me, and I decided to go with the flow and give her some pointers later. After I'd punished her. I was hazy on exactly what for at the moment, but I sure as hell was gonna find something...
She blindfolded me, then cuffed my wrists to the headboard with a couple of firm, confident manoeuvres. When she'd secured my ankles to each bedpost, effectively spreading my legs, she hummed her approval and trailed a finger across my chest.
"Better. Still needs a little work, but we'll get there. How's the circulation, detective?"
Testing each restraint, I told her, “It's fine."
A short moment of silence later, something cracked down on my left thigh, hard enough to sting.
"While you're in this situation, you address me as Mistress, understand?"
When this was over, she was gonna get the cane. No other punishment was severe enough.
"Yes, Mistress,” I growled in the direction of her voice, and faintly I heard the pattern of her breathing change as she bit back a giggle.
"Now, you be a good boy and lie quietly for a while."
I heard her moving around the room, the sounds of rustling fabric, drawers being opened and shut, and several other noises I couldn't identify. For a good five minutes, all I could do was ‘lie quietly', but just as impatience started to get the better of me, she spoke again.
"Hmm. That should do it."
Footsteps approached, sounding slightly different from before, and then, without warning, she tore off the blindfold. The light in the room was dim, so it only took a second for my eyes to readjust and to seek her out. And when I found her...
I'd seen her Domme for Santoro in a corset and lingerie, but this was entirely different, and for a moment my mind went blank as my eyes swept over her. Her red hair was down around her shoulders, framing her pale face and the darkly dramatic eye and lip makeup she'd applied. Further down, her bra, thong and stockings were all complex swirls of black lace that left little to the imagination, and her heels were just chunky and platformed enough for her to be comfortable walking in them.
The overall visual effect was breathtaking, and I couldn't hide my arousal from her—why would I have wanted to? But this went deeper than the way she was dressed—the attitude she exuded was something I'd never seen before. She was dismissive, haughty, predatory, and as her eyes flicked down to my hardening cock, then back up to my face, she arrogantly arched one eyebrow.
It was as if Faye's extremely bitchy twin had stepped in, and I barely recognised her. I was taken aback, and as she interpreted the expression on my face she let the facade drop, giving me one of her warm, suggestive Faye-smiles to reassure me she was still in there. I laughed softly, shaking my head in admiration, and she winked at me before slipping back into character, tapping her riding crop against her palm.
"Something funny, boy?” she demanded, her gaze icy and her low, husky voice disdainful.
"No, Mistress,” I told her, unable to completely screen the amusement from my words.
Disapprovingly, she flicked the crop down on my thigh, and pain flared there, a sting that faded to a slow burn.
"There better not be. Because this is no laughing matter."
I lay still, sensing she had more to say, and she didn't disappoint me. Shifting her weight seductively from one foot to the other, she contemplated my bound and naked body. “I heard something about you. I heard you have a high pain threshold, and I'm sure hoping that's true. Wanna know why?"
I nodded, and she let me get away with it, telling me, “Because I've also heard you're a Dominant. And if you can Dom worth a damn, which I highly doubt...” Despite her words and her demeanour, her eyes were shining with amusement at the put-down, and I bit my tongue to stop myself from telling her exactly how well I was gonna Dom her later.
Beginning to move around to the side of the bed, she continued, “...then you'll know the amount of torture you can inflict on a willing subject with a high tolerance for pain."
Sitting on the edge of the mattress, she scratched her nails down my stomach. “Tell me your safe word, boy."
Unable to resist, I said pointedly, “It's ‘revenge', Mistress."
Her lips twitched as she struggled to hide a smile, and she took a second to get herself under control before responding.
"Really? I was just thinking something along the same lines. And I'm the one with the bound and helpless victim."
Leaning in to kiss me, swiftly and violently, she gave me a smile that went straight to my erection.
"Use it if you need it, boy, because there's no way I'm going easy on you. I held back with Santoro because he doesn't do mind-fucks. You don't get the same luxury. So... Where should I start?"
Recognising a rhetorical question, I kept quiet, captivated by the movements of her body as she paced around the bed. For long moments she deliberated, her eyes hungry as they traversed my figure.
"Pain...?” She snapped the crop down on my thigh again, leaving a sharp sting in its wake. I gritted my teeth and bore it without a sound, and she nodded her appreciation.
"...or pleasure?” She ghosted her fingers over my cock, lingering for a couple of seconds against the sensitive head. The feeling was electric, and I tilted up my hips a little, seeking extra friction. Faye dropped her hand back to her side, giving a slight smile at my frustration as I scowled at her.
I really am gonna make her suffer for this later...
"Since you're such a sulky boy,” Faye said, mild disapproval in her tone, “we'll start with a little pain and go from there. Say, twenty?” She raised the crop and waited for my reaction.
"Not like I'm in a position to say no, Faye,” I told her, deliberately neglecting to call her ‘Mistress', and she gave me another warning strike to the thigh.
"Don't fuck with me, detective,” she snapped. “You have no idea what I'm capable of."
To illustrate her point, she began to lightly tap the head of my erection with the end of the crop, the sensation more pleasurable than anything else. I felt myself getting impossibly harder, even when she increased the force of her strikes a fraction. Then I saw her stance change a little as she lifted the crop higher, and my brain screamed out a warning just as she brought it down sharply against my thigh, a scant couple of inches from my aching cock.
I hissed with reflexive relief, looking up at her with new respect. She was good. Really good.
"Try my patience again, and next time I'll be aiming a little to the left,” she told me coolly, giving me a second to contemplate that before moving on. “Twenty strikes, then we'll see. Count along, detective."
She dealt out the blows steadily against my thighs, and I marked each one with the appropriate number, grateful she hadn't insisted that I thank her after each stroke, the way she did with Santoro. When she had dealt the twentieth stroke, she set aside the crop, running her hands over my burning skin instead.
"The thing I've found,” she said thoughtfully, “is that the key to a successful scene is contrast. You cause the pain, and then you can just smooth it away..."
Her hands were slow but firm against the afflicted areas, massaging away the worst of the hurt and leaving my skin tingling. For the first time since she'd tied me up, I began to relax, enjoying the contact. After a minute or so, she turned her attention from my thighs to my chest, sitting beside me on the bed and trailing her fingers over my nipples and down my ribcage.
"Good boy,” she said softly, and I gave her a slight smile, relinquishing myself to her control. I still planned to punish her when this was through, but in the meantime I'd enjoy the moment, since I was incapacitated.
When she'd had enough of running her fingertips across my chest, she straddled me on hands and knees, holding her hips above mine and giving me an amazing view of her cleavage. It was a tantalising reminder of what—under normal circumstances—I'd be able to take advantage of.
"You know what?” she asked, leaning forward to brush her lips against mine.
I lifted my head from the pillow to meet her, attempting to take control of the kiss, and she allowed it for a couple of seconds before pulling back.
Then, meeting my eyes, she told me, “I could really fuck you right now. I mean, look at you..."
As if her body and her words weren't enough of a turn-on, she reached one hand down and stroked up my cock, teasing me until I groaned with frustrated longing.
She released her hold immediately, keeping her hips balanced just out of reach, and continued, “Just look at you. All hard and ready for me to just sink down and ride you with all the strength I have until you come..."
The mental image was so powerful I had to close my eyes against her gaze to keep myself in check.
"Then do it, Mistress,” I said, my voice emerging lower and huskier than I intended it to.
She laughed softly, the sound going straight to my cock, and lightly bit each of my nipples before blowing a light gust of air over the moist skin, tormenting me.
"You think I'm gonna end this scene so easily, detective? No way. I like having you in my thrall..."
Kneeling up, still straddling me, she slipped a finger inside her thong, moaning under her breath as she touched herself.
"But I'm so turned on that I can't focus. It's a problem, detective. I'm gonna need a little help, here..."
The last word was almost lost in a gasp as she rubbed harder, beginning a rhythm we both knew by heart. She'd come within a minute if she continued that way, and I tugged at my bonds, needing to go to her aid.
"Get me out of these,” I growled as she began to tremble, her muscles tensing more with every second that passed. “Let me touch you."
Faye stopped herself moments before she would have come, breathing heavily as she whispered, “You wanna help? Then let's see if your tongue is any substitute for my fingers, boy..."
Tasting her sounded pretty good, and I waited while she shimmied out of her thong and knelt over my head, within reach of my mouth.
"C'mon, detective. Impress me, and maybe I'll let you come tonight."
Her distinctive scent and obvious arousal were irresistible, and I began as soon as she got close enough, just tasting her hot, wet skin for long moments before zeroing in on her clit for a split second. She cried out as I drew back again, taking my time, deliberately frustrating her.
"Think very carefully before you decide to keep that up,” she said sharply, and I turned my attention back to her clit, amused.
"That's it... Make me come..."
Somehow, the order sounded impossibly sensual spilling from her lips. Spurred on by her whispers and sighs, I kept up my assault on her clit, varying in pressure, tempo and direction, until she ground against me and came with a cry of ecstatic relief.
Feeling accomplished and a little smug, I waited for her to recover as she curled up beside me, letting the mask drop for a couple of minutes. I could only lay there, my arms tethered, neglected and longing to hold her.
After she'd given herself a while to gather her composure, she rose from the bed, establishing distance and dominance between us again.
"Not bad, detective. Let's see what else we can do with you tonight..."
Now that her panties were off, she snapped her bra undone and let it fall to the carpet, leaving herself clothed only in black lace stockings and heels as well as one of the light chokers I'd picked out for her to wear to work in place of her collar. Turning to her play-cabinet, she pulled out a paddle—small, light and easy to wield.
"Now...since you held out on me, I think I'm gonna remind you who has the power here. By the end of the scene, you're gonna be begging me to let you come."
I couldn't help but raise an eyebrow at her overconfidence, but she didn't look intimidated.
"You don't believe me, detective? Permission to speak freely."
Seizing the opportunity before the offer expired, I told her, “If you think you're gonna have your Dom begging, you're sadly mistaken, little tease."
"Well, Sir...” Faye said, heavy sarcasm in the word, “we'll see."
Her shoulders were squared the same way they got when she found a forensic sample she couldn't puzzle out, and if it was anyone else she was challenging I'd have had no doubt she'd triumph.
I opened my mouth to respond, but she held up her hand.
"Permission revoked, detective. Shut the hell up.” Punctuating the words with a smarting slap from the paddle, she turned her back and deposited the implement back in the cabinet.
"I was gonna go for a little more pain, but you decided to smart-mouth me, so instead, we're gonna work on that begging I was talking about.” She sat between my spread legs, settling down, and made no attempt to hide the way her eyes swept over my body, finally coming to rest on my face. “If you come before I tell you to, detective..."
You'll what?
I bit back the irreverent words in case she decided she'd rather go and make some coffee and leave me to think about it for a while. She read the question in my eyes, however, and said, “Then you forfeit the right to get your own back, because I swear to God, I'll safe word every time you lay a hand on me for a month."
The words were light, as if it'd be no big deal for her. I knew it'd almost kill her, but she'd do it, and the thought of how much it would depress us both was enough to blackmail me into compliance.
She was really good. Maybe better than I was in the mind-fuck stakes. The knowledge just turned me on further, and from the look on her face, she could tell, letting enough of her own show to make me curse the cuffs she'd restrained my wrists with.
"What do you want, detective?” Her words were quiet and breathy, and her fingers danced up my thighs as she waited for my reply.
"I wanna get out of these cuffs, drag you on top of me, roll you over and fuck you until you can't move,” I said, and she shivered lightly, trying to keep calm.
"Too bad,” she said, throwing a nonchalant facade up as she shrugged and closed her hand around my cock again, beginning to move slowly. I swallowed the urge to groan as she continued, “We're doing it my way today. And you will not come from this."
Before I could ask what, she leant forward and took me into her mouth, her hand still at work as she moved her tongue into play. She'd been doing this to me for long enough that she knew every trick I loved, and she didn't hesitate to use them now, keeping it slow, torturing me with every flick of her tongue until I couldn't watch her anymore for fear of losing control.
When my jaw began to ache from clamping down on the moans I wouldn't give her the satisfaction of voicing, she took a break, her mouth still so close that I felt her every word as she said, “You're gonna have to let it out sooner or later, detective... I'm not gonna think any less of you for sounding like you're enjoying yourself..."
She waited a couple of seconds for my reply, then shook her head with a grin.
"Stubborn boy,” she said, sighing distractingly against my attention-seeking cock. “I haven't even started playing hardball yet..."
To prove her point, she returned to her ministrations with added determination, her loose hair falling around her face as she coaxed me to the edge with a skill that seemed effortless. Breathing hard, I wrenched at my restraints, knowing it was futile but too frustrated to care.
Instantly, she raised her head, then sat up and frowned at me. “If you break my headboard I'm gonna kick your ass,” she warned, and I grinned at the vainglorious statement. Now, that I knew she couldn't do. And if I broke her headboard I'd just buy her a new bed.
Returning the smile, she shifted positions, straddling my hips and reaching down to take hold of my cock again, rubbing her clit against the head and teasing us both. She was so hot and wet, so ready for me, that I couldn't help but buck my hips up, desperate to be inside her.
"Nuh-uh,” she told me, tapping me with a finger, and I settled down, waiting for her next move.
Carefully, she positioned me at her entrance, watching me for signs that I'd push her.
"Try it and you get nothing, detective,” she said, and waited for my nod before sinking down on me a little way, not more than an inch.
The urge to thrust deeper was almost overwhelming, and I held still with an effort as she tested my control. The feel of her tight flesh around me was incredible, and the friction as she pushed just a little further down before rising up again made me forget all about suppressing my groans.
"Fuck, Faye..."
She held still, raising an eyebrow at me. “You know, if I chose to interpret that as an order, that'd almost be begging...” When she calculatedly squeezed her internal muscles around me, making me pull at the cuffs again, I almost decided to just plead for her to fuck me and give us both what we wanted.
But—like she said—I was stubborn.
"It wasn't anywhere near an order."
"You gonna show me the proper respect, detective?” she asked, kneeling up and pulling me free of her, then returning to her spot between my legs. “Or do I go and get myself off while I shower, leaving you here to listen to my moans, then see if I can chat to some friends on the internet for a while?"
I doubted she actually would, but the threat was enough to make me toe the line.
"Sorry, Mistress,” I said, mentally adding another cane-strike to her punishment.
"You're learning,” she said, trailing her fingers over my cock again. “But I'm still waiting to hear you beg. Just one little word, that's all it takes...” For a second she paused, concentrating on teasing me, then looked up with a wicked smile. “Well, two. ‘Please, Mistress’ has a much nicer ring to it than just plain ‘please'..."
Before I could react, she resumed her little game, increasing my desire from a slow burn to an almost painful inferno within a couple of minutes. I grabbed the metal curls of her headboard to stop myself from trying to break the links in the cuffs, grinding out, “If you don't stop now I'm gonna have no choice but to come. You wanna be celibate for a month, just keep going..."
Her lips twitched around my cock and I knew she was trying not to smile, but she ignored me. I tried to hold on, but there was only so much mind-over-matter could do when your girl was reaching down between her own legs while sucking you off, her fingers coated in the juices you could still taste on your lips...
"Fuck, Faye, I can't—"
She withdrew from me at the instant that a single touch could have made me come, kneeling motionless between my legs as my mind rejoiced that I was still in control and my body cried out the strongest protest I'd ever known. I didn't realise I'd called her something I'd sworn not to call any woman until she laughed delightedly, switching positions again and sinking back down onto my cock before I had time to catch my breath.
"You better watch out there, detective... I might get offended and go for that shower."
Her actions belied her words, however, as she began to take me with delicious movements of her hips. I wanted so badly to reach out and touch her that I could almost feel her skin against my hands, but all I could do was let her take control—my legs were tied so I couldn't gain any purchase against the mattress to drive myself deeper. She'd planned for this, and the realisation frustrated me even more.
So I whispered the same insult again against her lips as she leant down to kiss me. “Teasing little cunt..."
She moaned without restraint, tense and trembling as the words took her higher. She loved the fact she'd made me say it, and the realisation that I'd discovered a new kink of hers swept me right up to the edge of reason. A fraction of a second after our lips met, she came hard, her orgasm pushing me, pushing me...
I was barely hanging on by a thread, not even caring about the consequences, just desperate to come, when suddenly she was gone. God knows how she'd managed to slide off the bed in the middle of an orgasm that strong, but somehow she had, and she was now on the floor, watching me through lust-darkened eyes as she recovered.
God damn it, she can read me too well...
She'd known exactly what letting herself come again would do to me.
"Faye...” I growled, using the tone she referred to as my ‘Dom voice'.
Regaining her equilibrium, she stood up, her limbs shaking a little, and sat between my legs again.
"This ends whenever you want it to, detective,” she reminded me, preparing to deny me for a third time. “I can get off whenever I want—I can go on like this all night if I have to."
I didn't doubt it, but I was hoping her sense of mercy would kick in before my stubbornness gave out. And so as she went down again, her hot, skilful tongue taking me back from barely-bearable pleasure to the edge of madness, the only pleas were in my mind, even as she took me higher than I'd ever thought I could go. I had no idea what she was doing to me, but I couldn't make myself feel this good...
The thought was fleeting, the last coherent one I had before I forgot how. And when I came to my senses again, aching and unfulfilled, she was sitting calmly in place, waiting for me to drop to a level where she could begin tormenting me once more.
I couldn't find the words to express how pissed off I was with her, and how much that fuelled my need for her. She read the anger at the edges of my shattered composure on my face and crawled up my body to meet my furious kiss, using her position on top of me to push back my tongue with hers and further take control from me. She tugged gently at the collar around my throat, reminding me of my status in this scene.
"You wanna come? It's in your hands. I can't end this for you, boy,” she whispered, and slowly guided me inside her again, as if wary of pushing me too far. When she started to move, I groaned my frustration, loving her, hating her, needing to stop, to safe word, to let go, to come or else to take a three-hour-long, ice-cold shower...
And as she rode me half out of my mind again, knowing what she was capable of and what she fully intended to do, I couldn't do anything but give in, using the only word that would get me what I wanted.
"Please..."
She didn't even pause, watching me carefully through her obvious desire, knowing I was at breaking point and could safe word if my pride wouldn't let me voice the word that grated against my nature so much. But seeing that caution, how much she cared for me and was keeping my mental state in mind, was the final turn-on that decided me.
"Please, Mistress..."
Her smile lit up the room—genuine pleasure, free of triumph at her victory—and she leant down to give me a brief kiss, breathing the words I'd been longing for.
"Come for me, detective."
Within two seconds, the most intense orgasm I'd ever had knocked me out of my mind, wiping out everything for seconds on end. I returned to conscious thought slowly, and registered a very satisfied Faye nuzzling my neck, her arms and legs still wrapped around me.
"And that is why you should let me top once in a while, Sir,” she murmured, sounding slightly smug for the first time.
No matter how much I might have wanted to retort, I had the feeling anything I tried to say would come out incoherent. I'd seen Faye after a hard scene, and she often looked as wrung-out as I felt at that moment. So I rested my cheek on top of her head, drawing comfort from her skin against mine, and relaxed, exhausted.
Too soon, she rolled off me to sit up, undoing the collar at my throat and slipping it off. A strange sense of loss touched the edge of my senses, and I frowned it away, berating myself for wanting the thing on me for a moment longer than necessary. Her hands went to the cuffs that restrained me next, and she kissed each slightly bruised wrist as she released it.
While I pulled my arms down to my sides, trying to readjust to the freedom, Faye untied the scarves around my ankles, shed her heels and stockings, then returned to my side, silently encouraging me to take her in my arms. Holding her, I felt my sense of self beginning to return, and eventually I was over the scene enough to be able to ask the critical question.
"How the hell did you do that?"
Giggling, she raised her head from my chest to look at me. Her hair was a mess and her lipstick was pretty much gone, but she'd never looked more beautiful, and the Faye I'd collared was completely back in my power.
"You can learn all sorts of cool stuff on the internet. It's orgasm denial, Sir. If you edge someone enough and then hold back, it makes it way more satisfying when they do come—and I'm guessing it worked."
There was a twinkle in her eye that made me wonder exactly what I'd said or done without knowing it, but I decided I was better off not knowing.
"It work on women, too, little tease?"
Her eyes widened, and I saw her preparing to lie to me before catching herself.
"Yes, Sir,” she murmured, dropping her head down to my chest, knowing she'd let herself in for it.
A plan for retribution beginning to form in my mind, I laughed softly at her mortification.
"Not today. Maybe not even tomorrow. But someday soon, I'm gonna get you back. I think I need to remind you of your place."
Her sigh was heavy. “Does this mean you won't switch again?"
"Ask me when I can think straight,” I said, reluctant to go near that subject when my mind was so muddled.
She grinned her amusement up at me, gloating a little. “Oh, come on, Sir. I didn't give you enough pain for you to fly properly..."
Gently, I slapped her thigh—a half-hearted reprimand. “I'm starting to think you want the cane, little tease..."
Quieting immediately, she curled closer to me, reaching out to pull the blankets up around us. I didn't pursue the subject, happy just to drift with her close to me, safe in the knowledge that I could discipline her at my leisure.
"Sleep, detective..."
"Don't push your luck, little tease."
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Faye
It had been two weeks since I'd managed to get Pierce to switch with me. He'd definitely been reluctant, and I was pretty sure I hadn't managed to convert him to the joys of submission, but, hey—it had been worth a try.
At the time he'd vowed revenge, but although we'd played out scenes since that night, he hadn't mentioned it. Trying to figure out his end game was driving me crazy, and he knew it. He was just waiting for his moment, and it was making me—
"What're you working on?"
The murmur in my ear was unexpected, and I turned to glare at Pierce, startled.
"Okay, that's it—I'm gonna get you a collar with a little bell on it."
He glanced over at the doorway before he spoke, checking we were alone.
"Thought I made it perfectly clear who wears the collar in this relationship, little tease."
If we'd been at home, his words would have been accompanied by a tug on the collar in question, but here he restrained himself.
"Oh, you did...but that kinda got undermined the day I had you tied to the bed, calling me ‘Mistress’ and begging to come for me."
I was undoubtedly in for a punishment later, but the opportunity to remind him had been just too good to pass up, and at least while I was at work I was safe from retribution. Kinda.
His expression warned me I was overstepping my bounds, and he tightened his hand on my shoulder.
"What're you working on?” he repeated, the change in his tone discernible only to me.
I held up the gun I'd been attempting to lift fingerprints from, laying out the details of the case I was working for Detective White's team. His cell phone rang in the middle of my spiel, and he answered with an apologetic glance at me, stepping away from my workbench to take the call.
"Looks like we got work to do,” he said when he returned, pocketing his phone. He kissed my cheek, his lips lingering a split second longer than was appropriate between friends and work colleagues. I smiled despite myself, a light shiver chasing down my spine.
"See you later."
* * * *
The day progressed pretty much as usual. I worked on evidence for other detectives and looked into the background of murder weapons, while Pierce's team was out and about, doing their thing. When he got back from the crime scene, bringing new evidence with him, I switched over to work on that, leaving the remainder of Detective White's evidence to my colleagues in the forensic lab.
I was so busy I almost forgot I was due a punishment, but when we got to his place that night, Pierce turned to me as soon as the door had closed.
"Upstairs."
I ascended to the bedroom immediately, dropping onto my knees beside the bed and linking my fingers behind my back without having to be told. Pierce followed me after a couple of minutes, sitting on the edge of the bed and regarding me in silence for a while.
When I began to fidget, he finally spoke. “Enjoy your day?"
Something told me I was on thin ice, and I gave a default answer while I scoped out the situation. “Yes, Sir."
"Seems to me my little tease is getting ideas above her station,” he said casually, and I bit my lip, preparing myself for the inevitable. “C'mere."
I obeyed swiftly, getting to my feet and standing before him. His eyes swept over me, and he raised a brow. “Too many clothes, tease."
It took less than a minute for me to strip down to my underwear, and after a split second's hesitation to read his reaction, I lost even that. Nodding satisfaction, he sat with his back against the headboard, beckoning to me. Obediently, I stretched out so I was lying across his lap, my arms folded under my head.
When he gripped my hip, pulling me tighter against his stomach, I closed my eyes. This definitely wasn't going to be a fun spanking—he was holding me so tightly it could only be a punishment.
I didn't know why I was surprised. Some of the things I'd said while I'd had him tied up and at my mercy...
But hey, it was fun...
He slapped his hand down on my ass, and I gasped. He wasn't even trying to be gentle or warm me up—that would have made the full-strength blows easier to bear, and he knew I enjoyed the pain, up to a certain point.
He alternated between left and right cheeks, dealing out stinging slaps that brought tears to my eyes and drew cries from my throat. Way before I expected him to stop, he ceased, leaving my flesh tingling and a little sore, yet not as badly as I'd feared. Maybe he hadn't been as destabilised by the submission as I'd thought.
Pierce slid his hands over my smarting skin, lending a small measure of relief to the pain, before tapping the small of my back.
"Sit up."
Unsteadily, I adjusted my centre of gravity, and he supported me while I lifted my upper body from the bed and sat gingerly on my heels. Blotting the moisture from my eyes, I chanced a look at him, comforted by the way he'd helped me up. His gaze was impassive, and I fought disappointment, knowing there'd be more punishment to come.
"I went easy on you.” Pierce's voice was quietly calm, betraying no hint of anger—or of affection. “While you were playing your little game with me, I was calculating the punishment I was gonna give you. Wanna know what I decided on?"
My muscles knotting with apprehension, I nodded, my verbal agreement emerging inaudible. He didn't pull me up on it, instead continuing, “The cane."
I couldn't help but flinch, knowing he meant full-on schoolteacher caning, not the fun kind of caning with smaller, lighter strokes. He'd only ever tried the disciplinary method on me once before—it had been experimental, and he'd ceased after the first stroke as the word ‘yellow'—slow down, go easy—spilt from my lips. It had just been a little too much for me to take.
Pierce sensed my anxiety, and after a long moment, he took pity on me. “Course, that was ‘cause I was pissed at having to switch. I got a little perspective later. Caning's for if you really screw up."
Relieved, I let out the breath I'd been holding, scowling a little at the mind-fuck. It's a skill he's adept at, but he uses it sparingly, so I never see it coming. Returning the glare with an amused quirk of his eyebrow, he told me, “But you still need to be dealt with, little tease. The spanking was for putting Santoro's collar around my neck."
Oh. Yeah. Shoulda thought that one through.
It was exactly that kind of thing that pissed Pierce off, and I'd been so into planning the rest of the scene out in my head, I'd overlooked that fact.
He leaned over and opened the nightstand drawer, pulling out an object it took me a second to identify. When I did, I could only blink in confusion and wait for him to enlighten me.
Uncapping the thin-tipped black marker pen, he regarded me thoughtfully. “Be thankful I'm a detective and not a tattoo artist.” Without waiting for my reply, he took hold of my arm and carefully wrote something I couldn't make out. The marker tickled my skin, but I held still and let him finish.
"This one's for making me call you ‘Mistress',” he said, releasing my arm, and I tilted it to read the capitalised accusation.
Insolent.
Somehow, having the word written on my flesh imbued it with a power it wouldn't have had if he'd just spoken it. Flushing uncomfortably, I let him take hold of my other arm.
"This one's for calling me ‘boy'.” The ink felt slightly cool as it was brushed onto my skin.
Arrogant.
"For implying that I can't Dom worth a damn."
I winced as I remembered that had been the exact phrase I'd used. Yeah, the power had definitely gone to my head... Glancing down at my left thigh, I read his assessment of my behaviour.
Brat.
"For telling me you'd take that riding crop to my cock..."
I almost opened my mouth to protest—I'd been kind of proud of that mind-fuck. It really had quietened him down, and it wasn't as if I'd ever actually have done it... Then again, I already knew he wouldn't appreciate my opinion on the subject. I didn't need to see the word bitch emblazoned over my right thigh to figure that one out.
"For touching yourself without my permission."
Nudging me so I leant back a little to support my weight on my hands, he wrote slut just above my left nipple.
"For denying me what you knew I wanted, over and over again."
Cocktease, above my right nipple.
Okay, I'll give him that.
"For letting yourself come while you fucked me, again without my permission."
The word stretched across the skin above my navel.
Whore.
"For making me beg you to let me come."
He wrote the word greedy on my left shoulder, though it took me a moment to tilt my head to an angle where I could read it.
"For threatening to leave me tied to the bed while you went to finish off in the shower."
Harlot, my right shoulder accused.
"For making me call you something I swore I never would."
Though I was ashamed to have my body marked by his disappointment in me, I couldn't help but smile a little at that one. I hadn't even known Pierce knew that word, let alone imagined he would ever use it in my presence. And I might have been getting punished for it now, but it wasn't something that offended me, and hearing him say it had just been mind-blowing.
He leaned in close to begin writing on the flesh just above my pussy, but when he saw my amusement, he changed his mind. Holding out the pen to me, he ordered, “Write it yourself. Upside down, so you can read it."
Hesitantly, I took the pen and pressed the point against my skin, then began to write.
Cunt.
Pierce got up off the bed, crossing to the closet, then searching inside for something. When he returned with a black leather leash, the insult was inked onto my body with the rest. He snapped his fingers, indicating that I should stand up, then attached the leash to the middle ring of my collar.
Our first stop was the bathroom, where he ordered me to look in the mirror. I took in the reflected criticisms and bit my lip, discomfited. Was this really how he saw me?
Releasing my leash, he left me to use the bathroom, and when I had finished I took a couple of moments to examine the writing in solitude. The longer it stayed on my body, the more ashamed I felt, and I turned from the mirror, trying to pull myself together.
Pierce was waiting outside the door, and he kept me on a very short leash as he led me downstairs, into the kitchen. The blinds over the windows were closed, and he'd turned the small fan-heater on, making the usually chilly room comfortably warm.
"There's one final thing we need to deal with,” he told me, and my shoulders slumped at the thought of more punishment. “You manipulated a reward I saw fit to give you. I let you get your way because I don't go back on my word, especially not in a relationship like ours. But I would never usually give up my control over you in a scene, and you knew that."
I whispered an apology, but he ignored it, throwing a square cushion down on the floor a couple of feet away from the kitchen units.
"Sit. Get comfortable."
I positioned myself in the centre of the cushion, drawing my knees up to my chest and hugging them, then nodded at him once I was in position.
"Don't move from that cushion. Just sit here and think about it."
Mental confinement? That was new. I hugged my knees tighter, biting my lip as I considered the risks of asking him how long I would be here. He saw it, and nodded.
"Speak."
"How long, Sir?” I whispered.
"Until I say so,” he said simply, and left me there, closing the kitchen door behind him.
I dropped my head onto my knees, sighing. This was an obedience test, to ensure I remembered my place. I didn't have any way of measuring the time—Pierce had covered all the clocks with cloths—so all I could do was wait. And think about it.
I'd known when I asked Pierce to switch for me that he wouldn't want to do it. But I'd asked anyway, and I'd bratted out at his refusal. I hadn't seen this extreme a punishment coming, but I knew I deserved it.
Stretching out one arm, then the other, I reread the words written there. Insolent and arrogant—definitely two words to describe me that night. Pierce loved a little resistance sometimes, but there was a limit to that, and I'd crossed it at a sprint and continued running for the next three miles.
Yeah, the end result had been incredible. I'd never seen him so out of control, never seen him come so hard—and I was still a little smug about that now. But just before I'd got him to plead for release, there had been something there I'd never seen with anyone else I'd topped. I'd been ready to stop at a moment's notice, even though I'd been just one touch away from coming, because I'd seriously thought he'd been about to safe word. I didn't know why he hadn't—why he'd given in. Why he'd held out so long before he'd even considered stopping me.
Shifting a little on the cushion, I sat lotus-style to give my arms a break, looking down at the words on my body.
Brat, bitch, cocktease, whore, greedy, harlot.
And the last one, in my own handwriting. The one that had startled me out of my Domme-headspace for a moment—the one that had sent heat rushing through my body as he'd growled it in frustration.
Teasing little cunt.
I'd regret my cocky attitude, and I'd regret that I'd overstepped my bounds, but I'd never regret that. I had never been shocked by bad language, but hearing friends use it in conversation was completely different to hearing Pierce—my idol, my Dom—snarl it at me while his eyes were dark with lust and his body was—
Okay, calm down and repent, already
I realised I'd fidgeted myself dangerously close to the edge of the cushion, and drew my legs back up against my chest, wondering how much time had passed. I was pretty sure Pierce didn't mean for me to spend the duration of the punishment recalling how much I'd enjoyed teasing him.
So I focussed—first on the flat refusal in his face when he'd realised what it was I'd been asking of him, then the irritated resignation as he'd given in. I should have backed off then, when I knew he was only doing it to honour his word. Or when I'd felt the muscles in his jaw tighten under my hand, while I'd angled his head so that I could fasten Santoro's collar around his neck.
I'd really screwed up.
Shaking my head, I glanced down at the epithets written over my skin again. Had I really not seen? Or hadn't I wanted to see? A little of both, maybe. I'd known he wasn't happy about it, but I hadn't realised how deeply ingrained his instinct to retain control was. The way he'd looked towards the end... He'd seemed out of his depth, almost. There'd been an anger within him I'd only ever seen directed at his suspects, but I'd known he wanted me, so I'd just kept right on going.
I'd really, really screwed up.
Closing my eyes against the instinct to cry, I swallowed hard. A heartbeat later, a finger ghosted across my shoulder blades, and I gasped, twisting to look up at Pierce. I hadn't even heard him come in.
He helped me to stand and pulled me into his arms, and I clung to him gratefully, burying my face in his neck. “I'm sorry, Sir... I'm so sorry..."
Effortlessly, he lifted me, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, letting him carry me up the stairs back into the bedroom. I relished his warmth and the sound of his breathing, and he kissed my neck before sitting, still holding me, on the edge of the bed.
He slipped his arms around my waist, drawing me close, and murmured, “Easy, little tease. I'm here."
Sighing, I nuzzled his neck, letting the affectionate circles his fingers made over my vertebrae soothe me. When he was sure I'd calmed down enough to allow him to do so, he unwound my arms from around his neck to look at me.
The warmth was back in his eyes, and he examined my expression for long moments before gently kissing me.
"Sit on the bed. I'll be back in a moment."
I didn't want to let go of him, but reluctantly I did as he asked, feeling a pang of loss as he left the room. Less than a minute later, he returned, carrying a bowl of steaming water, a bar of soap and a sponge. As he sat beside me, placing the bowl on the nightstand, I glanced down at the pen-marks on my body.
Wetting and soaping up the sponge, he took hold of my arm and began to scrub at the word insolent. The soap-bubbles became grey as the ink started to dissolve, and I enjoyed the slightly abrasive contact, feeling the weight of the accusation begin to lift from my shoulders.
When my skin was free of ink, Pierce kissed the area before moving on to the next word. Content to let him wash away my sins, I watched him quietly, moving into a horizontal position at his urging so he could deal with the words on my stomach, abdomen and thighs. As each one vanished, my mood lightened a little, but the guilt remained with me.
Halfway through, I whispered, “Sir?"
"Yeah?” he asked, glancing up.
"I screwed up."
I wasn't wearing any clothes, and he was still dressed, but we were both used to that. It was only when I uttered those words that I felt truly naked.
He didn't stop sponging the ink from my body, but he ran his free hand over my hip. “Punishment's over, Faye. You're forgiven."
I drew in a shaking breath, wishing I could believe him.
"I ignored the signs, Sir! I knew you weren't happy, and there were like five hundred times that I coulda stopped—"
He immediately set down the sponge, enfolding me in his arms again.
"Remember that safe word you asked me for? I could have used it."
"But you're—” I bit down on the rest of the sentence—I was already in enough trouble.
Amused, he tugged a lock of my hair. “Go on."
Sighing, I stared at his shoulder, unable to meet his eyes. “Too stubborn to safe word, Sir."
Pierce shrugged. “Too stubborn to submit, as well—but I did."
"I made you do it."
"And I'm responsible for my own choices."
He fixed me with a gaze that was as much an order for me to stop being so hard on myself as concerned affection.
"When you submit to me, who do you hold more responsible for keeping tabs on your mental state—me, or you?"
I wanted to protest, but decided to play along for now.
"Me."
"And do you expect me to stop before you safe word when you're in two minds about a scene?"
Two minds? But that would mean...
"No,” I said softly. “When you say ‘two minds'—"
He ignored me, putting a finger to my lips.
"Then what do you expect from me in a scene, safety-wise?"
"To know how to use the equipment safely. To be sober and calm. Not to do me permanent damage. To stop when I safe word or when you think I can't take it.” The list fell effortlessly from my lips—our roles were well-defined.
"And did you at any point think you were going to do me permanent damage, or that I couldn't take it?” he asked, running his fingers through my hair.
That moment flashed through my mind again.
"For a second,” I confessed, biting my lip. “Right before you gave in. I shoulda backed down, Sir. Before you got that angry."
"Because, of course, you're psychic and you knew I would get to that point,” Pierce said dryly. “You were being punished for putting me in that situation, little tease, not for being a bad Domme. And if you doubt that, I suggest you call Santoro and see if he has any complaints."
I might have been a little insecure right then, but I knew my scenes with Santoro had been well within his limits. With a long look at Pierce to make sure he really didn't hold me responsible, I let him guide me back into my previous position on the bed and resume cleaning the ink from my skin.
* * * *
Finally, Pierce dropped the sponge into the bowl of now-murky water and dried his hands, then helped me to sit up. I tilted my head to meet his lips, smiling a little as he kissed my nose instead.
"How're you feeling, little tease?” He watched me carefully, and I shrugged, knowing it was futile to lie to him.
"Wrung out, Sir.” It seemed to be the best description—like every droplet of overconfidence had been twisted and squeezed from my body. Subdued, I sat quietly, staring at my hands and waiting for Pierce's reaction.
He brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes, his touch gentle. “Hey."
I looked up at him, and he held my gaze, captivating me. “Why are you having such a tough time letting this one go?"
"I...” It was a good question. Usually when a punishment was over I felt absolved of my transgressions. It took me a couple of seconds to pin down the correct response.
"I guess it's because I enjoyed it. I mean, I know I shouldn't have done it, and I won't again, but I loved..."
I trailed off, not wanting to dig myself into a deeper hole. Better not to admit how much I'd enjoyed watching him lose control, hearing him beg for release.
"I feel bad because... When I think of that night, only a small part of me regrets it. And I know that will disappoint you."
"Ah...” Pierce murmured to himself, nodding. A slight smile pulled at the corners of his lips, and I gave an internal sigh of relief that he hadn't taken the admission badly.
Motioning for me to get comfortable on the bed, he stretched out beside me and drew me close. I rested my head on his chest, soothed by the steady beat of his heart and the rhythmic movements of his fingers stroking through my hair.
After a couple of minutes, he began to speak. “No one knows better than you that I'm not submissive by nature. Can't stand feeling helpless. Hate giving up control of a situation."
I must have tensed up a little, because he kissed the top of my head reassuringly.
"Relax, Faye. Punishment's over."
Biting my lip, I nodded and waited for him to continue. He didn't open up like this often, and I was always curious to know what went on in his mind.
"I had a safe word that night. Should've used it right from the start, before you began the scene. But I was too proud to go back on my word, so I let you go ahead. It was... irresponsible of me."
Surprised, I lifted my head to stare at him. This was as close to an apology as Pierce got, and it didn't happen often.
"I shouldn't have suggested it."
"Oh, I didn't say you were blameless,” he told me, arching an eyebrow, and I grinned, dropping my head onto his chest again. “You're right. You shouldn't have. But we've taken care of that, and it won't happen again."
It made me wistful to hear the words, but I knew where the line lay, and I knew not to cross it again.
"I didn't expect to get out of my depth. I knew you were good with Santoro, but I never thought you could take me to the same level. But you did, and you were careful and considerate."
I frowned up at him, confused. “But you looked like you were gonna break. I mean—"
He kissed me gently, silencing me. “And I gave in to you because you knew that. Because you were ready to step back if you needed to."
A glow of pride warmed me, and I curled a little closer to him. “So what you're saying is—"
"Don't feel bad that you enjoyed it, because you weren't the only one."
I exhaled slowly, and it seemed as though the remaining guilt I'd been hanging on to was expelled from my chest with my breath. Feeling lighter, I cast a playful glance at Pierce.
"Oh, really?"
Laughing under his breath, he reached over to the nightstand and picked up the pen he'd used to write on me before.
"Really."
Uncapping the pen, he wrote a new word on my left arm, where the word insolent had been before he'd washed it away.
"This is for asking for my safe word."
Responsible, my skin now read, and I realised I could get to like this new game of Describe-the-Tease.
"This is for the outfit you were wearing..."
Breathtaking replaced arrogant. I had kinda rocked the stockings-and-heels look, it was true...
"For managing to keep the attitude up the whole way through,” he told me, a smile playing about his lips.
Where he'd written brat an hour ago, he now scrawled focussed.
"For contrasting pain and pleasure."
Bitch became balanced.
"For the aftercare..."
Affectionate, he wrote over the ghost of the word harlot, and I smiled a little, remembering his assertion that he couldn't think straight. I loved it when my Sir let himself be vulnerable around me.
"For watching for warning signs,” he told me, writing cautious just below affectionate, on skin that he previously hadn't marked. He obviously had a plan for the rest of our little labelling session, and he was getting the reassurances out of the way before he went for the rest.
"For letting me taste you..."
He replaced cocktease with hedonist.
Gotta agree with that one.
"For giving me permission to taunt you.” Somehow I'd known he'd appreciate that one.
Watching him substitute the word generous for his earlier assessment, greedy, I gave a tiny shiver, remembering the way he'd used the opportunity to remind me of my place.
"For giving me an amazing show while you touched yourself...” I blushed, just a little, when he raised an eyebrow at me.
Seductress was definitely a more complimentary word than slut, though the way I remembered it, it had been more slutty than seductive.
"For giving me head very, very capably..."
Whore became skilful. With every word he wrote, he turned me on more, calling each memory back to the forefront of my mind. He'd been so frustrated, so desperate for me to finish him off...
Pierce tapped the end of the pen against the skin of my lower abdomen, where he'd made me write his final word. I couldn't help it—every time I remembered him breathing it against my lips, I went to a decidedly X-rated place.
"You remember what was written here, don't you?” he asked, his voice soft.
"Yes, Sir,” I whispered, trying not to writhe against the bed.
"Does it get you wet, little tease?"
Oh, god, he was really enjoying this... Feeling a little self-conscious, I nodded.
"Hmm. A new fetish to add to the list, huh?"
It affected me so much—partly because it had been so out of character for Pierce to use it, but mostly because I knew he'd been out of his mind with sexual frustration when he'd said it. Just remembering the way he'd chosen to use it a second time for its effect on me, right when I was ready to come, made me so hot and wet for him I could hardly stand it.
With a tiny whimper of pleasure, I watched him ink the exact same word onto my skin, bold and clear.
Cunt
Once he had, he set the pen down and got up from the bed.
"Wanna guess what that one's for?"
It was an effort to get my thoughts straight.
"For making you come, Sir?"
Shaking his head, he turned to the drawer where he kept his restraints.
"I haven't dealt with that one yet. Try again."
I thought about it, and when I remembered his appreciative expression, the truth slotted into place.
"For loving that I made you say it, Sir."
I could sense his approval when he returned to the side of the bed with my wrist cuffs. He held them up in my line of sight, giving me a couple of seconds to safe word, and I kept silent, reassuring him I wanted him to use them.
Nodding slightly, he motioned for me to sit up, then fastened a leather strip around each of my wrists. Clipping them together behind my neck, he spoke again. “Good call, little tease. Are you smart enough to figure out why I'm done with the pen?"
He already knew I knew the answer—he just wanted to make me say it.
"Because you want revenge, Sir."
"I do. And writing on you isn't the revenge I had in mind. You know the saying ‘an eye for an eye'? Seems appropriate here, don't you think?"
Tugging me so I sat on the edge of the bed with my feet on the floor, Pierce helped me to lean back into a horizontal position, with my hands still secured behind my neck. Before he'd even settled on the floor between my legs, his breath lightly tickling my inner thighs, my brain made the connection—he was planning on drawing this out for a while.
Pierce began by softly kissing my inner thighs, travelling upwards with painstaking slowness and switching from one leg to the other as he neared his destination. Without thinking, I tested the restraints around my wrists, giving a tiny, conflicted whimper when I found them secure. On one hand I was happy to be tied, but on the other, I knew I'd be cursing it by the time he was halfway through.
He rained kisses over the area between my navel and my clit, deliberately veering off course to nuzzle my hipbone before returning. By the time he gently pressed his lips where I wanted them, I was biting back a torrent of pleas, and one escaped when he trailed off after a few seconds.
With a soft laugh, he ran a finger between my legs, gathering moisture along the way before moving to rest his fingertip at my entrance. Aching for him, I tilted my hips, moaning appreciatively as he pushed a little way into me.
"Sir..."
He curled his finger briefly up against my sweet spot before pulling away entirely, but I forgot the momentary disappointment when he leaned in to taste me. He began an unhurried reclaiming of the area with his tongue, driving me to distraction with every flick against my clit, gradually nudging me closer and closer to oblivion...
I squeezed my eyes shut, pulling at my wrist cuffs, then twisting my hands into my hair and trying to ready myself for what I knew was coming. When he added his fingers to the game, though, my body's instincts took over and my muscles coiled tighter by the second, my breath seizing in desperate gasps.
By the time he started to make good on his threat for revenge, I'd forgotten his intention, writhing and pushing against his fingers and tongue, all my focus on the release I knew was fast approaching—
Oh God, oh God, oh fuck, what?
Completely disorientated by the sudden absence of Pierce's touch, I whimpered a protest. He was standing over me, obviously turned on but holding back for the sake of the scene. The slight smile on his face was the perfect final touch to the intensity of his gaze, and my trembling, aching body cried out for him in sync with my racing pulse.
"Yeah, you're looking real dominant there, little tease,” he said dryly, and the Domme within me narrowed her eyes in response, even though I was completely at his mercy.
He saw it, and raised an eyebrow in a challenge. “You wanna put me in my place, you have five seconds."
I couldn't even sit up unaided, and he knew it. Even if I could have, I wasn't stupid enough to try, after the past hour's punishment. Once the seconds had ticked past, he roughly pulled me to my feet, then down onto my knees on the floor. He turned dismissively and walked from the room, leaving me like that without explanation or apology. And the submissive within me rejoiced and despaired at the same time.
I knew he expected me to stay put, but I couldn't stay in this position—I felt too exposed for comfort, a guitar string that had been plucked and left to vibrate. Keeping my bound hands behind my neck, I leant forward so my head and elbows touched the floor, taking slow, deep breaths to try to calm the unfulfilled desire within me.
I was a little calmer when I heard Pierce return, and as he tapped the top of my head, signalling for me to uncurl, I sat upright again. He crouched beside me, offering me a glass of water complete with a drinking straw.
Obediently, I leant forward to take a drink, sighing softly as the liquid soothed my dry mouth.
Too much gasping and moaning really dehydrates a girl
The glass was almost empty by the time I had finished.
"Thank you, Sir,” I murmured, and he stood again, first putting down the water, then casually stripping off his shirt, letting it fall within my line of sight.
Pulling me to my feet, he pressed his body against mine, letting the hard planes of his chest rub against my breasts.
"Any objection to being tied down?"
I knew the devious things he could do with ropes—I wasn't sure if it was a police thing or a Dom thing, but he could truss me up more quickly and securely than any other top I'd had, in a variety of different positions. Though I loved being tied by him in most circumstances, this time I got the feeling that whichever way I answered, I was going to regret it in some way.
On one hand, part of me baulked at not being able to move while he kept me on edge, the way I'd tormented him. On the other, I knew once I got to a certain point, I'd forget to keep still and only end up with more of the same to endure, or worse—nothing at all.
He sensed my hesitation and, with a brief kiss, reminded me, “You still get to safe word out of this, little tease. No repercussions for that."
"I know, Sir.” Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Tie me."
Within five minutes, I was lying diagonally across the bed, my thighs spread and the soles of my feet resting on the mattress. Each ankle was tied to the wrist on the same side and rope securely anchored each bent knee to a bedpost—the top right post for my right wrist and ankle, the bottom left post for the other side. Those ropes ensured that even if I attempted to escape Pierce's touches by drawing my thighs together, my knees were unable to meet.
He watched me tug against the bindings, examining his handiwork with a small smile.
"Comfortable?"
I nodded, and he took his time settling back between my legs, first leaning over me to kiss me with a gentleness that made me tremble. He moved down to my neck, teasing the sensitive pulse point there with his tongue, and with a soft sigh I tilted my head to give him better access.
His touch was feather-light against my nipples—I felt the effect mostly between my thighs, rather than registering his fingertips. The pleasure was a bearable tickle, almost relaxing, and I drifted on it with a purr of encouragement. A tiny voice at the back of my mind tried to remind me this was only the beginning, but I ignored it in favour of the immediacy of the moment.
When he nuzzled my stomach, planting soft kisses there, I realised he must have shaved while I was in the kitchen—there was no trace of stubble on his face to irritate my flesh. I arched a little, enjoying the sensation of his skin against mine, and he moved lower, tracing his lips to the dip between my thigh and my pelvic bone. I was tied so my legs were bent, and he bypassed my tingling labia to kiss and nip his way up to my knee, bringing himself into a sitting position.
My breath caught sharply when he slid his fingers back down my leg, over my clit for an instant, before skimming across the soaked skin around it.
"Sir..."
He eased a finger inside me, allowing me to push against his hand to draw him in deeper.
"Did I give you permission to speak?"
Some days I could get away with it, but today wasn't one of them. I shut up fast, biting back a plea for him to take me hard and fast. He added a second finger, keeping the strokes slow and maddeningly teasing, but letting me control the angle—up to a certain point. He brushed his thumb against my clit every now and then—not enough to take me all the way, but the sensation was delicious all the same.
When I was trembling against him, my eyes and fists squeezed tightly shut in anticipation of the orgasm I craved so badly, he murmured, “Look at me, little tease..."
I opened my eyes, focussing on him with an effort as he increased the pace of his fingers inside me. He was giving me the Dom look—not the stare he'd turn on me when I stepped out of line, but the analytical, slightly amused once-over he'd use just before he said or did something to make me crazy.
"Are you close?"
He already knew I was—he just wanted to make me say it, and he was completely aware of the effort it took me to form coherent sentences when I was like this.
"Do you wanna come for me, little...” His eyes flicked down to the word cunt written on my lower abdomen, and he hesitated just long enough for me to make the association before finishing his sentence. “...tease?"
I opened my mouth to answer him, and at a deft flick of his thumb ended up crying out instead, my eyes falling closed. He didn't let up, but I heard the warning edge to his tone as he reminded, “Look at me."
When I did, he was watching me carefully, waiting for my response, and I gasped out, “I don't know if I can stop myself..."
With a one-shouldered shrug, he curled his fingers just right, and I squirmed desperately against the mattress, trying not to lose it.
He waited until I'd regained my precarious hold on the edge of reason before pointing out, “I never asked you to hold back."
While I was still processing that, he pulled abruptly away from me, leaving me aching with need and completely unfulfilled.
"Fuck!"
Only sheer, stubborn determination stopped me from safe wording right then. I was so frustrated I was half-sobbing, attempting to curl into a ball against any further torment, but unable to because of the ropes that bound me. He was right—I could have taken the orgasm he'd been so close to giving me, and I kicked myself for not seeing the opportunity.
"Sir,” I whispered, a single-syllable plea with a thousand-word babble behind it.
Don't leave me like this—I can't take it—my brain will explode and my body will just spontaneously combust and, oh God, I want you want you need you please please please—
Despite my silence, he knew what I was trying to say. Shifting positions, he ran his tongue slowly and deliberately over my labia, avoiding my clit and kissing and nipping the flesh around it. When he finally began to coax me to the edge again, licking and gently sucking on my clit, I was more than ready to take the plunge into oblivion, and God, I needed it so much—
He raised his head, once again leaving me dangling at the edge, to say, “If you get close enough, you don't need my permission to come."
I swallowed a snarl of frustration, gritting my teeth as my mind zigzagged between amusement and irritation.
I knew that, and he knows I knew that, and if I don't get to come soon I'm gonna need a padded cell...
He paused for a couple of seconds, letting the pleasure ebb to a bearable level, before beginning all over again. It wasn't long before I was pushing against his fingers and tongue as much as my restraints would allow, my sighs becoming moans, then cries. Just as I was about to fall apart, he stilled his fingers inside me, blowing lightly on my clit.
"Oh, you god damned son of a—"
Oh my fucking God, oh, oh God, there...
I didn't know if I had just thought the words, or screamed them, but just when I'd lost hope, he went right back to where he'd left off, and I only needed a little more, just a little...
My capacity for conscious thought blinked out of existence, and I gasped, shaking and bucking against him as uncontrollable waves of ecstasy claimed me—pulse after deep pulse of mind-splintering pleasure that left me senseless.
Finally...finally...
I floated on the aftershocks, dimly aware of Pierce's fingers releasing me from the ropes that bound me. He stretched out beside me, pulling me against him, and I draped an arm and leg over his body, snuggling close and trying to regain my breath.
"You're pure evil, Sir..."
His quiet laugh vibrated through his chest to mine.
"You had it coming."
"So, is it true what they say about revenge?"
Pierce ran a light hand between my legs, for emphasis rather than to provoke me.
"That it's a dish best served cold? Not as far as I remember from two minutes ago..."
Grinning, I slid a lazy hand down to his neglected erection, still too exhausted to do anything about it.
"If I had the energy to move, I'd do some tasting of my own right now..."
"Oh, you will, little tease. Soon,” he growled in response, tilting up my chin to kiss me hard. “I'm not letting you out of bed for the majority of the night."
Feeling my blood faintly begin to stir again in response, I pressed my hand against him a little harder.
"More revenge, Sir?"
He shook his head with a predatory grin.
"Not revenge... Just a precaution to make sure the lesson sticks."
"I always did enjoy studying..."
* * * *
Pierce had been way too tense all week. The case we'd closed the Thursday before had messed with his brain—a woman and her child had been murdered before they could testify in a shooting connected to the Mafia.
We'd found the culprits, but it had been a close call, and as with any case that involved the death of a child, Pierce was on edge. Too on edge for him to trust himself as a Dom, and he kept pushing me away. Not physically, but he wasn't exactly welcoming me into his arms.
I left him alone for a while, letting him have some time to work through it. Almost a week on, he showed no sign of surfacing from his brooding state—he was letting the past overwhelm him, adding this failure to the other innocents he'd been unable to save since he'd become a cop. He needed to lose himself for a while. And even though he'd told me never to try this on him again, I could tell he needed it.
"Listen up, detective."
He looked up sharply, the tone of my voice eliciting a frown. “Don't even think about it."
"I know cases like the Collins murders are hard.” I kept my tone Domme-ly, leaning in the doorway with my arms folded under my breasts. “But brooding isn't gonna help. Now go and shower."
He stood, crossed the distance between us and squared up to me, giving me his full ‘Sir’ persona out of habit rather than will.
"You suffering from memory loss, little tease?"
"No, Sir.” Acting instinctively, I dropped to my knees and looked up at him from my position on the floor. “But I learnt from my mistakes, and I think what I have in mind will help."
He sighed, obviously conflicted, and tugged me to my feet again.
"Faye..."
"Do you trust me?” I put a hand to his stubble-covered face, and he softened a little.
"You already know the answer to that."
"Then trust me."
Pierce held out a second longer before nodding slowly.
"Don't make me regret it, little tease. I still have that marker pen."
While Pierce was in the bedroom, I ducked into the bathroom and stole his razor and shaving cream and a pack of disposables from the cabinet.
Phase one complete.
Once I heard the water running, I looked through the assorted items of clothing I had stored at his place, finding a transparent, burgundy mesh micro-skirt I hadn't worn yet.
And, ooh, look... Hold-up stockings to match. I forgot I had these...
Skinning down to my black satin bra and panties, I looked critically down at myself.
A change of underwear might be in order. Do I have any burgundy stuff here?
A quick search later, I found an underwear set that was pretty damn close, and shimmied into the whole ensemble.
Not long until Zach gets out of the shower—where are those damn heels?
By the time Pierce shut the water off, I'd dolled myself up enough that ‘little tease’ was almost off the radar. When he walked back in, a towel around his waist and his hair damp and tousled, I purred appreciatively.
He glanced over at me, then did a double-take, eyeing me in the same way I was looking at him.
"Hi."
"Hey there, detective."
The shower seemed to have relaxed him a little, and he gave me a slow smile. “Wouldn't happen to know where all my razors are, by any chance?"
Innocently, I pointed to the top of the dresser, where I'd placed the items in question. He looked from me to them, and back again. “Go on. I'll bite."
"Oh, really?” I walked around him in a seductive circle, looking him up and down. “Then have a seat."
He sat on the edge of the bed and waited. I decided to leave the towel around his waist for now, and instead picked up the shaving cream from the dresser, sauntered over to him and straddled his waist.
He slid his hands up my stockinged thighs before creeping them around to cradle my ass.
"You can be very strange, you know that?"
I scowled at him. “Did I ask you to speak, detective?"
"Didn't ask me not to,” he pointed out, and I granted him that with a shrug.
"I'm asking you not to now."
His eyes wandered downwards from my face in a slow exploration, but he didn't speak. Satisfied, I got to work with the shaving foam, keeping my touches so deliberate they were almost foreplay.
Once I had finished, I got up from his lap and reached over into my bag for the piece de resistance of my little scene.
His eyebrows shot up as I flicked open the old-fashioned straight razor, but he kept his silence admirably. I almost called him a ‘good boy', but he hadn't been too happy about being addressed that way last time.
"I'll ask you again, detective. Do you trust me?"
Pierce took a moment to think about it, his eyes on the razor.
"Yes."
I really had learnt my lesson—I didn't even demand that he called me ‘Mistress'.
"Good to know,” I murmured, leaving a trail of kisses along his collarbones. “Wait there."
It only took a couple of minutes for me to return with a bowlful of hot water, and then the fun began.
I wanted to sit in his lap again, but decided to drag over the wooden stool from the corner of the room instead.
"As much as I like feeling your cock between my legs, detective, I don't trust you not to wriggle. And if you wriggle, I might end up cutting your throat. Not sexy, I'm sure you'd agree."
Amused, he allowed me to tilt his head, and held the position while I wetted the razor and leant forward.
"Hold still."
As if he'd do anything else at this point.
Carefully, I scraped the sharpened blade over his cheek, then dipped the razor into the bowl of water to rinse off the stubble and foam.
"Hmm... Not bad.” Running my finger over the smooth streak of skin, I added, “And I didn't even cut you."
As I prepared the razor for a second scrape, Pierce gave me a look that screamed, You're not exactly inspiring the greatest amount of confidence here
Grinning, I leaned in again. His lips twitched with a suppressed smile, but he kept still enough for me to continue with my task.
I fell silent until one side of his face was clear of stubble and soap. I was better at this than I'd thought I would be—handling chemicals all day had given me steady hands—though there was still a long way to go.
Setting down the razor, I moved back into his lap and trailed kisses over his smooth, shaved cheek.
"Much better."
Pierce wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me close. He kissed me, parting my lips with a flick of his tongue, then sliding a hand to the back of my head. By the time I broke away, my face had its own share of shaving foam, and Pierce's was patchy.
I gave his soap-free cheek a light slap, moving reprovingly out of his reach.
"That was for distracting me, detective."
He smiled, reaching out to brush some foam from under my nose. I arched an eyebrow at him.
"You gonna make me tie your hands?"
Amazing how much he can say without even opening his mouth.
Sighing melodramatically, I stalked across the room, picked up his police-issue cuffs and returned, ordering Pierce to his feet and cuffing his hands securely behind his back.
"Now, where was I?"
It was high time he lost the towel. When I tugged on it, it fell away with satisfying ease. I pushed him back down to a sitting position, straddling him again and reaching down between us to stroke up and down his growing erection.
"I'm not gonna let you come until I finish with the razor...but I'm gonna tease you a little for now. Okay with that, detective?"
He nodded, and nuzzled my shoulder with his clean-shaven cheek as I continued to stroke him, purring. Then, sliding down his body to kneel between his thighs, I let my mouth do the rest, giving him head until he growled my name.
Any more and he'd be spent, and I wasn't done with him yet. I tapered off and got back to business.
"Thanks for reminding me. I have a job to finish."
Though he didn't speak, the heated gaze he gave me communicated his frustration well.
Damn right, you do. Get back down there.
Reaching for the shaving foam, I leaned over to give him a brief kiss. His answering kiss was hard and demanding, and it was an effort not to let him seduce me into just uncuffing him. Pulling out of reach, I batted my eyelashes.
"Oh, you wanna fuck me, detective?"
"Come over here, and I'll show you."
An extra rush of lust had me taking a step forward before I could stop myself. Somehow I managed to keep myself in check, sitting back down on my stool and calmly filling my hand with shaving foam.
"Sit still and be good, and you might get what you want."
Once his other cheek was ready for the razor, I reached around to my back and unsnapped my bra, shrugging it off with casual abandon.
Pierce exhaled hard, his eyes all over me, and I grabbed his hair and tipped his head to the angle at which I needed it.
"Close your eyes, detective."
His breathing was a little shaky as I continued to shave his face, a bit at a time. I nicked his skin once or twice in the trickier places, but the cuts were tiny and only bled for a few seconds. It gave me a good excuse to kiss them better, which seemed to drive him crazy. Or maybe it was the way I reached down at the same time to check he was still hard.
When all that was left was the patch under his jawbone, which stopped just short of his Adam's apple, I tilted his head back.
"You know, these razors are also known as cut-throat razors."
He opened his eyes, locked gazes with me, then gave a one-shouldered shrug. He wasn't worried, not even a tiny bit, and even though that kinda sucked for the scene, it made me smile.
"It's okay. My cell phone is just over there, so if there's an accident I can call 911 pretty quickly."
I took my time with the final part, finishing up with exaggerated care.
"So... I can't decide whether to finish what I started there on the floor earlier, or whether I should fuck you instead. Or maybe I'll leave you there to think about it while I freshen up. That could work..."
Folding away the razor at last, I cupped Pierce's newly smooth face in my hands and kissed him once, twice...and once more because I couldn't help myself. He was way too good at making me forget all my plans, even when his hands were tied.
"You have a preference, detective?” I whispered against his neck.
"I want my hands free.” His voice was low and intense, and I couldn't help but shiver a little at the tone of it. “I want your entire body against mine. Your nails down my back. Your teeth against my neck."
I kissed him hard, biting down on his bottom lip for a second, then leaving a trail of kisses over his cheek and down to his throat, where I kept them butterfly-light.
"You want it rough, huh? How rough are we talking, detective? You wanna hurt me back?"
He pulled on his cuffs, though he knew they were secure.
"Why don't you let me out of these and we'll see?"
"Okay.” I grabbed the key from across the room, shimmying out of my panties on the way, but leaving the transparent skirt in place. “In a minute. Stand up."
He did, and I put my arms around his neck, shifting suggestively against him.
"First I wanna feel this silky-smooth shaved skin against my thighs, detective. On your knees."
I steadied him as he obeyed. His cuffed hands made the task a little precarious. Then I sat on the edge of the bed, leaning my weight back on my hands and giving him an expectant look.
He nuzzled my inner thighs, letting me feel the results of my handiwork, before getting to work without hesitation. The sensations of his smooth skin and his insistent tongue combined to leave me crying out within minutes, on the brink of orgasm.
He sat back without warning, provoking me with a lazy smile. I knew exactly what he was hoping for, and God, I wanted it, too...
"Did I give you permission to stop, detective?” I grabbed his hair as I stood up, pulling him with me.
"No,” he answered, with complete irreverence and a provocative smile.
Oh, he's gonna hurt for days when I'm done with him.
"Turn around, right now."
Pierce did, and I jammed the key into the cuffs’ locks, releasing the metal catches. As soon as his hands were free, he turned and pulled me down to the mattress, not waiting for my command.
I pinned his wrists above his head, leaning down with all my weight, but he broke free and dragged me down on top of him, driving inside me almost violently.
I wanted to move, wanted to ride him out of our minds, but this was still supposed to be my scene, and I was too stubborn to let it go. I kept my hips still and kissed him again, hard enough to hurt.
"Just because you're stronger than—"
He flipped me over, pinning my wrists, and told me, “Nothing to do with being stronger. I just love the way you fuck when you're pissed off."
If I hadn't needed him to fuck me so damn much, I'd have got up from the bed and left him there for a while. And knowing I didn't have the willpower to do it made me just as frustrated as he'd planned.
"Let go of me, detective."
He released my wrists immediately, and I wrapped myself around him, dragging my nails down his back, hard.
"This pissed off enough for you?"
He growled against my neck, tangling his hand in my hair and pulling my head back so he could mark my throat with his teeth.
"Getting there."
I bucked up against him and he began to take me forcefully, his kisses hot and breathless against my shoulder. I rolled him over as soon as I could and scratched my nails down his chest and arms as I rode him hard and fast.
Pierce sat up, digging his fingers into my waist, and I sank my teeth into the sensitive skin connecting his neck and his shoulder, leaving a bite-mark that would last for days. With an appreciative groan, he turned his tongue and teeth to my breasts, encouraging me to move faster, take him in deeper—
Pain blossomed around my nipple, and the combination of agony and pleasure was too much. I clawed his shoulders as I lost control, collapsing against him and overbalancing us both onto the mattress.
I regained my senses just as Pierce lost his, and I kissed the bite-marks I'd left on his neck, soothing away the pain. He tilted my chin up, revisiting my lips in a slow gesture of thanks, and together we gathered the strength to separate and pull the covers up over ourselves.
It took us a while to assess the damage, running our fingers over emerging bruises and scrapes.
"You okay, Sir?"
He smiled and nodded, and I saw no trace of the dark-and-brooding side of his personality.
"I'm good, little tease. How about you?"
I hurt all over, but in the best possible way.
"Can't wait to look at the marks on my back in the mirror."
"Go now, if you want."
That would have taken way too much effort.
"I might have been exaggerating. I can wait a little while."
Amused, he drew me into his arms, and my forehead brushed the shaved underside of his jaw.
"Sir?"
"Hmm?"
"How would you have asked me if I was kinky if the whole thing with Laura Morgan hadn't come up?"
It was something I'd wondered for a while—if we'd even be together if it hadn't been for the woman we'd both topped for a few weeks, whose husband had eventually been arrested for murder.
"In our line of work?” He shrugged. “Always would have come up, one way or another."
Grimacing, I nodded. We'd dealt with our share of kinky victims and suspects over the years.
"I'm gonna grab some water. Want me to pick up your aftershave on the way back in here?"
"Gonna help me put it on?” he asked dryly.
"Happy to, Sir."
He kissed my forehead, then released me.
"Hurry back, little tease."
* * * *
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Chapter Five
Acta est Fabula
* * * *
Faye
Pierce and I had been working late, tying up loose ends, taking a quick break to grab some takeout before carrying on. When ten pm rolled around, he came to find me in the lab and pulled down the choker at my throat to lay a kiss on the nape of my neck.
"Ready to go, little tease?"
Shivering lightly, I nodded.
"Just about done, Sir."
The entire precinct knew we were together—by this stage, it would have been impossible to miss—but it was rare that Pierce called me ‘little tease’ at work. With the exception of Santoro, none of our colleagues knew that for almost two years I'd been Pierce's property, obeying his every command and loving every second of it.
As we walked together toward Pierce's car, I cast a glance over at him. There was something different about his demeanour, imperceptible to anyone else, but easily discernible to someone as finely attuned to him as I was. I wanted to ask him about it, but as I opened my mouth to ask for permission to speak freely, one of the night security guys came into view, and I thought better of it.
When we got to my apartment I shrugged off my jacket and headed into the kitchen to make coffee, as was our routine by then. To my surprise, Pierce followed me, stilling my hand as I reached for the mugs.
"Sir?"
"Not tonight, little tease,” he breathed into my ear, then his lips were on mine, driving all thoughts of coffee from my head.
He kept the pace slow, teasing my tongue softly with his as he drew me tight against him. I sighed contentedly, relaxing into the kiss, savouring its warmth, but when he drew back, I again got the sense something was off.
"Permission to speak freely, Sir?” I asked, studying his face intently.
Pierce shook his head, an almost despondent look crossing his features.
"Not right now,” he said, and my concern for him grew. I could count on one hand the number of times he'd denied me the right to ask him something.
Before I could decide how to proceed, Pierce kissed me again, his lips rough, insistent and very, very distracting. I allowed him to pull me out of the kitchen, through the living room to my bedroom, where he pinned me against the wall with his body.
"You have permission to come tonight, little tease,” he told me. “Whenever you need to, as many times as you need to.” I saw only desire in his face, and my body responded with a quiver of anticipation.
"Thank you, Sir,” I whispered, and I'd barely uttered the words when he silenced me with another kiss, his hands already beginning to tug at my clothing.
He'd undressed me completely by the time I'd managed to strip off his shirt, and he kissed his way down my body, going down on his knees and putting his tongue to such expert use that I moaned, my head falling back against the wall.
Hours passed. Pierce made no attempt to restrain me, give me orders or inflict the controlled pain I loved so much. He took me over and over, simply devouring me with no allusion to our usual power games. I revelled in the freedom, giving him everything I had, safe in the knowledge that, deep down, I was still his ‘little tease'.
When neither of us could move anymore, Pierce pulled me close, his arms around me tight and possessive. Breathing in his scent, I spiralled down into a satisfied, exhausted sleep.
I woke alone, my entire body aching with remembered pleasure. Smiling a little, I threw on some clothing and followed the smell of coffee through to the living room.
Pierce was sitting in his usual spot on the couch, fully dressed, staring into his mug of coffee with an expression I couldn't quite interpret. The sun had just stolen over the horizon, but none of its rays were falling directly through the window yet. I snapped on the lamp to illuminate the gloom, and sat on the floor beside his feet, my back against the couch.
Any other day, he'd have acknowledged me by running his fingers through my hair and letting me take a sip of his coffee. Today was different.
"C'mere,” he said, indicating the couch next to him.
Surprised, I did as he asked, sitting down beside him and curling my feet under me. His odd behaviour from the day before was back, and I bit back the impulse to demand answers from him.
Pierce reached out and toyed with the collar around my neck. To me, collars could be either symbols of ownership or fashion statements, so when I'd officially become Pierce's property, he'd given me two indicators of my status. The first was this collar—heavy, made with thick black leather and adorned with studs, decorative chains and a leashing ring. I wore it in private, taking off any collars or necklaces I'd been wearing during the day as soon as I knew I wouldn't be seen by anyone but Pierce.
The second item he'd given me, a more subtle token I could wear in public, was a silver ring engraved with a pair of handcuffs. I hadn't taken it off since he'd given it to me, and I never intended to.
"You have permission to speak,” Pierce said, dropping his hand back into his lap. His expression was schooled into blankness as he regarded me.
"Sir...” I murmured, suddenly hesitant to ask. “What's wrong?"
At first I thought he'd ignore the question—his face shut down even more, and I felt him tense up. When he spoke, though, I could hardly comprehend the words.
"I need to take my collar back, Faye."
What? No!
All the air seemed to leave the room, and I gasped for breath. The realisation hit that he hadn't called me ‘little tease’ since I'd woken up, and now I was sitting here next to him, as his equal...
Swallowing past the dryness in my mouth, I asked softly, “You don't want to own me anymore?"
"I can't own you, Faye. It's too much.” His voice was as level as his gaze. Unwavering.
I couldn't meet his eyes. Staring at my fingers, which were tapping nervously against each other in my lap, I said, “What's changed?"
"I know you need answers, but I can't give them to you.” There was a little warmth in his tone, and I looked up at him, relieved to see it reflected in his face.
He took my hand in his, pulling off the handcuff ring with a gentle tug, and I stared vacantly at my naked finger.
"Sir..."
"Faye—” He bit down on the rest of his sentence—he didn't have to go any further. I had realised my mistake. He wasn't my ‘Sir'. Not anymore.
"Sorry,” I mumbled, raising clumsy fingers to the collar at my throat.
My hands trembled as I unfastened the buckle and pulled the leather strip free of my hair. Instinctively, I curled my fingers around it, unwilling to give it up.
Pierce lay a hand over mine, squeezing for just a moment. Then he took the collar from my grip, removing an integral part of my identity in a split second.
I wanted desperately to cry, but I couldn't reach the tears. Instead, I tried to focus my mind on his words.
I can't own you, Faye. It's too much.
But that didn't mean...
"Zach?” It hurt me, to use his name when we were here, alone in my apartment. “You're releasing me from your collar, but we're...are we still...?"
He took a deep breath before answering, and the sadness in his eyes broke my heart all over again.
"I'm sorry, Faye."
I forgot how to breathe. My heart ceased to beat. The blood stilled in my veins. At least, that was how it seemed for a couple of harsh, agonising seconds.
He kissed my forehead, undeniable tenderness in the gesture, and stood up.
Mechanically, I rose with him and followed him a couple of steps toward the door.
"Wait."
He didn't pause, crossing to my apartment door and pulling it open.
"Please,” I whispered, trembling all over, and the desperation in my voice was enough to make him turn in the doorway. “What did I do?"
Pierce shook his head, his jaw tight with emotion.
"This is about what I need, not about anything you did, Faye. Don't personalise this."
Then he was gone, pulling the apartment door closed behind him with a quiet click. And I stumbled over to the couch, sitting down before my knees gave out.
* * * *
It had been a long, numb weekend, and Santoro had only left my apartment to pick up clothing and a few essentials. I could hardly make sense of the swirling thoughts in my brain, and I kept pretty quiet for the first twenty-four hours, curled up on the couch staring mindlessly at the succession of DVDs Santoro played. When I slept, it was with my head on his knee, as he alternately dozed and worried about me.
My life had fallen apart on Saturday morning. Sunday afternoon was just beginning when I looked over at Santoro and asked, “Do you think I'm overreacting?"
My voice must have taken him by surprise—he stared at my pale face for a second before shaking his head.
"I know you guys were close. Closer than you and I were when we all used to play."
"Yeah,” I muttered, and something in my expression clued him in to the truth.
For around a year before Santoro found his current Mistress, Pierce had allowed me to take out my sadistic impulses on a very willing Santoro. We'd never discussed how serious Pierce and I actually were, though.
"How deep in did you get, Faye?"
I curled up, resting my cheek on my knees and answering in a whisper.
"He owned me. I was his slave...collared to him. For the past two years. And now he's just...gone. He wouldn't even tell me why."
I could tell Santoro felt out of his depth and powerless to help, but one thing he was good at was listening.
"I'm sorry, Faye."
I shrugged, a hint of bitterness creeping in. “It's my own fault. Getting into a serious relationship with someone you have to see every day...it's stupid. You can't just take it for granted that everything will be okay if you break up."
Santoro handed me his coffee—maybe he figured I could use the caffeine more than he could. I took it with murmured thanks, and stared at the steaming liquid as if it held the answers I sought.
"Take next week off work,” Santoro suggested, maybe imagining me wandering like a zombie around the lab, botching tests left, right and centre. “You could use a break."
Even the thought of going into work, seeing Pierce, trying to act professionally...it made me flinch.
"Okay."
That night, Santoro managed to persuade me to eat a little, take a shower and sleep in my bed—after he'd changed the sheets Pierce and I had spent all Friday night rolling around in. Monday morning arrived, and Santoro rose from the couch at seven in preparation to go to work. His alarm woke me, and as I listened to the distant patter of the shower, everything began to implode on me again.
I hadn't cried since Pierce had left—I'd just been too numb—but now the tears completely took over. I curled around a pillow, one hand at my throat as I tried to control my shuddering sobs.
When Santoro checked in on me, he immediately sat down beside me, laying a comforting hand on my shoulder and trying to calm me.
"It feels wrong, Tommy,” I said. “I feel wrong. If I'm not his...what am I?"
God, that sounded pathetic. Can I really not function without him?
"You're what you were before you met him,” Santoro said. “You'll remember. It just takes time."
He waited with me until my tears had dried up and he was late for work, then he sighed.
"I'm gonna call your boss, okay? Let her know you won't be in this week."
He left a message with one of the other lab techs, since the department head was in a meeting, then turned back to me.
"Want me to stay with you today?"
"Are you sure?” After an entire weekend of this already, I was surprised he'd offer.
Santoro nodded, squeezing my shoulder. “Let me just call—” He caught himself before he could put his foot in his mouth, but I knew exactly who he needed to call, and nausea twisted in my stomach.
"I'll be right back, okay?"
Closing the bedroom door behind him, he called Pierce, and I could still hear his side of the conversation.
"Boss, it's me.” A pause. “I'm at Faye's place. Have been since Saturday."
He moved away from the door, and the rest of the conversation was lost. When he returned, he seemed kinda pissed off, and my curiosity twinged.
"What did he say?"
"That I could have the day off,” Santoro replied, sitting on the edge of the bed.
I hesitated before asking, “Did he...mention me?"
"No."
Ouch.
I nodded slowly, pain radiating from every pore.
"Oh."
"It's his fault, Faye, not yours."
I shrugged, and he continued more forcefully. “He walked out without giving you a reason why. In my book, that makes him the bad guy."
Squeezing my shoulder, he got up to go and make breakfast. I tried to take his words to heart, but Pierce had never been a bad guy, not in my book.
Why would he change now?
* * * *
The precinct's lab, previously so safe and full of comfort, felt like enemy territory.
I walked slowly around the room, powering up various pieces of equipment. The mass spectrometer beeped a confirmation, letting me know it was ready and willing to do its job, and I gave it a sad smile, wishing I could say the same thing.
My week away from the precinct meant I was able to function, at least. I still felt like someone had cut away a vital part of me, but I'd developed certain coping strategies. I'd replaced Pierce's ring with a simple silver band, so I didn't notice it wasn't there every time I moved my fingers. I'd also taken to wearing one of my heavier fashion collars around the house, so when I woke up in the morning, I didn't immediately notice I wasn't wearing his.
But deep down, I knew the truth. It felt as though it was killing me, like a slow-acting poison.
Layton, Santoro and Beaumont had rallied around me, voicing their shock that Pierce would just leave me like that, and offering listening ears if I wanted to talk about it. So far, I hadn't taken them up on it—I didn't even know what I'd say. Over the past week, at least one of them had been with me every night, distracting me from my problems with movies and popcorn, or video games.
I hadn't heard anything from Pierce. I didn't know what I'd do when he came down to the lab today, and I couldn't think about it now, or I'd just crawl under my desk and cry.
I heard the elevator arrive as I was rummaging through my CDs, trying to find something that wouldn't remind me of him. For a second I froze, then relaxed as I heard footsteps. Pierce was as silent as a cat.
"Hey, Faye,” Santoro called, and I heard the thud of evidence boxes being set down on my workbench. “How's it going?"
I picked up a CD I hadn't listened to in years and slotted it into the stereo, turning down the volume before heading over to meet Santoro.
"Okay, I guess."
He saw through the lie, pulling me into a hug.
"This is the hard part,” he reminded me. “After today, it'll get easier."
He understood what I was going through more than Layton and Beaumont could. I just hoped he was right about that. Nodding, I stepped out of his arms and shrugged on my lab coat.
"What did you bring me?"
It only took a few minutes for Santoro to fill me in on the case, then he was gone with a final supportive hug, leaving me alone to contemplate the evidence. Although my mind had been in turmoil since last weekend, I'd really missed the challenge of forensic science, and I threw myself into the task of sorting the bags into piles: evidence we could pull DNA from, evidence we could test for fingerprints, evidence we could sweep for fibres...
For the first half an hour, the back of my neck prickled as I listened for the arrival of the elevator, for the sound of breathing, a rustle of clothing—anything that might have indicated Pierce's arrival. As the minutes passed, I slowly began to relax, but around noon the elevator pinged again, and every muscle in my body tensed.
"How's the evidence coming along?” Detective Erica Beaumont asked, and I sighed, though I didn't know whether it was with relief or disappointment. I offered her a weary smile.
"Getting there. I should have something for you in about thirty minutes."
The detective held out a coffee cup, and I took it gratefully.
"Thanks. I know caffeine's just gonna make me jumpier, but I was starting to feel the lack."
"Pierce is on his way back from interviewing the victim's parents,” Beaumont said, as if she knew how nervous I was.
I checked my computer monitor before speaking, my voice low and hesitant. “Do you think he's just gonna avoid me from now on?"
Beaumont took a second to consider before answering, and I was glad she wasn't just pulling a generic reassurance from her mind.
"From now on? Probably not. For the time being? I'd say he's planning to give you some space."
I took a sip of my drink, my brow furrowed. “What if I don't want space?"
"You want to persuade him to reconsider,” Beaumont said, her expression cautious. “Faye, you do remember who you're talking about, here?"
"How could I not?” I said, pacing across the room. “I dunno, Erica... I just can't sit back and accept this, not without some kind of explanation—"
"I don't want to see you get hurt any more, Faye. None of us do. Just...be careful.” Touching my shoulder gently, Beaumont headed for the door.
Alone once more, I tried to throw myself back into my work, but the idea of confronting Pierce wouldn't leave me alone. Acting on impulse, I dropped the printout I'd been studying and made for the elevator.
The doors shut, sealing me inside, and the elevator remained on that floor while I tried to figure out where Pierce's next stop would be when he got back to the precinct. It had been long enough since the body had been discovered that I was pretty sure he'd head over to see Bill Clarke, the medical examiner. Unless he had a suspect to escort to interrogation...
The silence and stillness gave me time to think, and that was something I'd been studiously trying to avoid since last weekend's breakdown. Part of me wondered if I was crazy for standing in an elevator, trying to decide which floor my ex was likely to be on so I could ambush him to talk about the breakup. I pushed the thoughts aside, squaring my shoulders with determination. If I was going to accept the situation, I at least needed to know why.
It did me no good to obsess over a decision I'd already made. Sighing, I reached out to the elevator buttons, about to choose a floor, but the elevator began to rise of its own accord, summoned by someone upstairs. My stomach turned with nervous, intuitive anticipation—it might be someone else, but what if it was him? Too soon, the movement stilled, the familiar chime sounded and the doors began to open.
I took a deep breath and looked up, straight into Pierce's eyes.
* * * *
Time seemed to freeze. He stared down at me, I gazed up at him. For a moment, it was almost as if nothing had changed between us—I was quietly waiting for a reaction from him.
It was the same, and yet infinitely different.
He stepped into the elevator. The doors closed, then he rounded on me.
"God damn it, Faye!"
Stung, I struggled to keep my composure.
"I want to talk to you."
Pierce kept his distance, his countenance somewhere between ambivalent and furious. I couldn't make sense of him, and I could feel tears of frustration approaching as he answered.
"Not a good idea."
"Why?” I demanded, my voice cracking, betraying me. “One minute things were fine, and the next, you...” I couldn't finish the sentence. “Don't I deserve an explanation?"
"No.” The point-blank refusal cut me to the bone, and for the first time anger began to seethe through my blood.
"I don't accept that."
Pierce's voice hardly changed, but I could tell he was exhausted and irritable. “You used to trust me more than this, Faye."
"I used to have a reason to."
Okay, maybe that had been a little harsh, but wait... He almost looked guilty, and that was way more in character for Pierce than the way he'd been acting before. Encouraged, I stepped forward, one hand raised to place against his chest, but his face shut down and the moment was lost.
There was nothing left to say. Defeated, I hit the button that would take me back to the lab, and the elevator descended, seeming to take forever. When the doors opened, I stepped into the corridor without a backwards glance, escaping with as much dignity as I could. He didn't follow me.
I'd cried so many tears for Pierce over the past week that I had no more to shed. Though it hurt as much now as it had before, I sealed the feeling away where it couldn't distract me, turned up the music and got back to the tasks I was paid to do. I didn't enjoy the science as much as I usually did—I couldn't afford to let any emotion in today.
At six o’ clock I began to slow down, getting ready to pack up and leave for the night as soon as I got the okay from upstairs. Not long after that, Santoro, Layton and Beaumont filed in, Santoro carrying two cups of coffee, and my shoulders slumped.
"Don't tell me. This case is urgent, and I'm pulling an all-nighter."
"Pizza's on its way,” Santoro confirmed, holding out the extra drink he carried to placate me. “Sorry, Faye. I know this is the last place you wanna be."
I shrugged, taking a sip of the coffee. “At least there's plenty to keep me busy. If I went home I'd have too much to think about."
We took time out to eat pizza in the lab's break room, throwing around theories about the current case that ranged from plausible to downright ridiculous.
"I keep telling you guys, the aliens are out there. People are so arrogant to think we're the only technologically advanced species in the universe—"
Wait, was that my computer beeping?
I jumped up mid-sentence, abandoning the conversation.
AFIS—the Automated Fingerprint Identification System—had located a match for one of the fingerprints I'd lifted, and the detectives cut the mealtime short, grabbing final slices of pizza and taking the information back to the squad room.
I cleared away empty boxes and logged the fingerprint match in my evidence file, recording the information so that if a case went to court, the defence had no room to dispute my findings. Then I got back to work.
Hours passed in a blur. I'd been at work since eight-thirty in the morning, and by the time two am rolled around I could hardly stand, despite the caffeine that had been brought to me at regular intervals. We were short-staffed—while I'd been away from the lab last week, a couple of the guys had been exposed to a chemical leak that had them both in hospital with respiratory damage, and I'd usually have been working with them on Mondays. It looked like I'd be alone for a few days, and though the overtime would be a little gruelling, I was happy enough to take the extra cash.
Soon, the only results left to wait for were the DNA matches, and they'd take around three hours more to run. Usually I'd have let the program run overnight and reported to the detectives upstairs in the morning, but since this one was urgent I'd have to stay. I didn't mind much, though, and I grabbed a book from my desk drawer, taking a break. My eyelids were heavy, but I thought I'd be able to stay awake.
I hadn't thought about Pierce all afternoon, hadn't fallen to pieces or collapsed in a heap, and I was proud of myself for that. Of course, now I was thinking about him, remembering the anger in his eyes when he'd realised I was waiting for him. I'd never thought he'd look at me that way. Not at me.
I wasn't absorbing a word of my book, and I set it aside with a sigh, locating a spare sweater to use as a pillow and putting my head down on the desk. Now I was hoping I would be able to sleep.
I can't own you.
This is about what I need.
God damn it, Faye!
I scowled so hard my forehead hurt, resisting the tears that wanted to break through. It had been a long day, and I was too exhausted to cry. Instead, I called up a mental periodic table, working through each element and its atomic number in sequence. By the time I got to phosphorus, I was asleep.
Some time later, a sound pulled me partway up from slumber, and I hovered in the dreamlike state between sleep and waking. My limbs and eyelids were too heavy to move, but when I felt a light touch skim down my cheekbone, my mind immediately made a connection.
Zach...
Still too ensnared in sleep to open my eyes, I smiled a little, and lips softly touched my cheek. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world for Pierce to be there with me, and I tilted my head, making it easier for his lips to find mine.
The kiss was momentary, but electric, and I felt the layers of drowsiness begin to drop away. His touch trailed off, and I murmured a protest, but nothing else followed.
When I at last managed to open my eyes, I sat up from my awkward sleeping position in a hurry, searching instinctively for my Dom. The silence and emptiness that greeted me were absolute.
I must have been dreaming.
My composure cracked, and I sobbed into my hands while, as if on cue, the computer threw up the DNA match I'd been waiting for.
* * * *
I took a deep breath, pausing halfway up the driveway of the familiar house. It had been almost a month since Pierce had released me from his collar, and I hadn't seen or spoken to him since I'd ambushed him in the elevator.
I knew that by this point I should have been starting to let go, move on, forget about him, but I couldn't. I lay awake at night dissecting every moment we'd spent together the week before he'd ended things, trying to figure out a reason for his actions. I analysed every word, replayed every gesture, until I was frustrated and angry—at Pierce, at myself—but no closer to an answer.
This would be my last attempt, though. If Pierce turned me away, I would give up on the relationship, leave the precinct—because it was the only way I could get over him—and start over somewhere else. It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I had to face reality.
I reached Pierce's front door, knowing better than to knock. He wouldn't answer. Anyone who knew him just walked right in—the door was never locked. As quietly as I could, I let myself into the house, not bothering to check the darkened living room and dining room.
The kitchen was empty, but light shone from the study doorway upstairs, softly illuminating the hallway. I used the light to navigate my way to the top of the stairs without giving myself time to get too nervous.
Pierce was sitting at his desk, poring over some paperwork, a notepad and pen beside him and a generous measure of alcohol—as yet untouched—waiting to be swallowed. My heart squeezed painfully as my eyes swept over him—a hundred wistful memories sprang to the forefront of my mind in a split second.
As my footsteps scuffed on the carpet he raised his head, looking almost automatically toward the doorway. Then his expression darkened, and I knew he was about to get the first word in.
"Just...please...let me speak.” I threw up a hand, cutting across his first syllable. His eyes met mine, and he nodded reluctantly, acknowledging the raw pain he must have seen on my face.
"Thank you.” Tacked on to the phrase, an unspoken Sir lay between us, lingering as I reached the doorframe and drew nearer.
Pierce turned over the papers he'd been examining as he stood to meet me, and my gaze flitted curiously to them for a second. He'd never had to hide anything from me before.
Close up, the sight of his face—even as guarded as it was now—was enough to send my emotions cartwheeling, and my carefully-planned speech fled my mind.
"It'd help if you actually spoke,” he reminded me, his voice gentler than I'd expected.
I nodded, nervously twirling a lock of hair around my finger. “I won't bug you for answers, ‘cause I know nobody can make you say something you don't wanna say."
Pierce's gaze wavered for a second, but I was too focussed on my words to analyse the reaction.
"I just wanna say my piece, so at least I can go on with no regrets."
His poker face was well and truly in place as he waited for me to continue—he was as unreadable now as he had been a month ago. Trying not to be intimidated by his demeanour, I took the plunge.
"Being yours...being owned by you...was the best thing that's ever happened to me. I miss it, Zach. I miss you. I miss sitting at your feet, and I miss the way you used to visit my lab, and I miss your hugs, and your collar around my neck. And all the things in between."
I was determined not to cry, and although my voice emerged more quietly husky than usual, it was steadier than I'd hoped. Encouraged by my own strength of will, I continued, “I don't know what went wrong, even after weeks of trying to figure it out. Like I said, I'm not gonna ask again. I just wanted to see you, and get this out of my head so I can sleep at night. I love you, Zach."
My words fell into the silence, and I lost my nerve, turning towards the stairs without waiting to hear his response. As my foot touched the first step, he spoke my name, freezing me in my tracks as effectively as liquid nitrogen would have.
I looked over at him, my hand tightly gripping the handrail so he wouldn't see how it was shaking. The lighting was too dim to be sure, but I thought I could see pain in his eyes. Or maybe I just hoped I could.
"You need to deal with this, or else it's gonna destroy you. It's over, Faye—how many times do I need to say it?"
The question slammed into me with the force of a physical blow, the cutting words snapping through the air. I could only stare at him for one humiliated moment before the need to escape overwhelmed everything else, and I ran down the stairs and out of the house without a backwards glance.
I drove home on autopilot, shoving my distress to the back of my mind, encouraging a steadily building sense of unease to grow and take form. The conversation played on a loop through my mind, yielding no clues to why I suddenly got the sense something was very wrong. Frowning, I went over my memories of Pierce's actions, demeanour, body language and tone of voice, trying to pin it down. By the time I'd arrived home, I had a theory.
Something was going on with Zach Pierce, something he was hiding from everyone. Now I just had to figure out what, and in the process try to forget his last, hurtful words to me.
* * * *
"Hey, Bill..."
With a gentle smile, Dr Bill Clarke looked up from examining the lung tissue in his gloved hand.
"Ah, Faye. Just in the nick of time. I was beginning to feel lonely—Mrs Anderton here isn't much of a conversationalist."
"Where's John?” I asked, naming Bill's assistant, hoisting myself up to sit on the unoccupied autopsy table adjacent to the one he was working on.
"At home with a nasty bout of gastroenteritis,” Bill said, and I winced in sympathy. “I assume you didn't come down here looking for him?"
Watching him place the bloodied lung in the weighing scales, I shrugged with a nonchalance I didn't feel.
"I wanted to run something by you."
Bill began to strip off his glove, his eyes on the clipboard balanced on the table by the dead woman's feet. I jumped down from my seat and grabbed it, craning my neck to read the number on the scales.
"I'll do John's job for a while."
Thanking me and readjusting his glove, Bill returned to the autopsy. He weighed the other lung and called out his findings for me to note down, before fixing me with a shrewd gaze.
"I suppose you want my opinion on Zach's recent behaviour, as his friend? I have to say, I'm surprised it's taken you this long to ask."
I nodded, returning to my perch on the autopsy table.
"I think he's hiding something."
Bill paused, his hand deep within the thoracic cavity of his subject, and asked, “And what would you base that observation on?"
It was a test, not a challenge, and I frowned at the dead woman's blank features as I considered my answer.
"The night before he told me it was over, he seemed...different, somehow. Like something was wrong."
"Perhaps he was concerned about your reaction to the news he was planning to break?” Bill suggested. “Purely from a devil's advocate standpoint, I mean."
"I know,” I said, shrugging. “But it doesn't add up."
Trying not to give too much unnecessary information, I told him how Pierce had taken me to bed as soon as we'd arrived at my apartment that night, dissuading me from even having a cup of coffee first, and how he'd been as considerate a lover as ever.
"It was like he was memorising me, because he knew he had to let me go.” Giving Bill no chance to comment, I threw up a hand. “I know, I know. Maybe I'm just seeing what I want to see because I want him back so badly."
"It's good that you have a balanced point of view."
I continued, detailing my observations of the previous night's conversation with Pierce—the papers he'd hidden from me, his initial gentleness as he'd coaxed me to speak and the way he'd turned on me once I'd finished.
Bill made a few deft cuts with his scalpel, his brow furrowed, and excised the next organ from the chest. Holding it to the light for me to see, he said, “The human heart has long been thought to hold a person's capacity to love. Sadly, that's just a romantic notion. As you and I well know as scientists, the ability to love comes not from the beat of the heart"—he set the organ gently into the scales hanging at the side of the autopsy table “—but from the electrical impulses and chemicals within the brain."
I nodded, noting down the reading on the scales before speaking.
"I'm not a psychologist, Bill."
With a dry smile, Bill retrieved the heart from the scales and set it down on the edge of the autopsy table, beginning to dissect it with careful precision.
"Then you're fortunate I have a little experience in that area."
He asked me to write down that the heart showed signs of the early stages of heart disease before getting back on track.
"I've been wondering myself what would cause Zach to treat you the way he did. I don't need to tell you it's uncharacteristic, and he shuts me out completely when I ask him if he wants to discuss things. He seems tired and irritable, as if there's a great weight resting on his shoulders."
"I haven't spent any time around him. When I try to talk to him he just pushes me away."
"The way he's behaving is enough to make me think something might be going on, on a more dangerous level than just romance,” Bill answered carefully.
"But why would he take it out on me?” I stared at my hands as I voiced the question that had been driving me crazy.
Bill pulled off his gloves and stepped around the autopsy table to stand in front of me.
"Besides being extremely driven, Zach is fiercely protective of those he loves. If someone connected to him was under threat, I wouldn't put it past him to go to drastic ends to ensure their safety."
A quiver of fear crept down my spine, and I stared at him, my mind in chaos.
"You think someone with a grudge against Pierce threatened me?"
Bill's hands on my shoulders grounded me.
"It's a possibility. Don't get your hopes up, Faye."
Hopes...?
It took me a second to process what this hypothetical scenario really meant, but when realisation dawned on me, my heart jumped. If Pierce had ended things with me to keep me safe, it meant he still cared about me, still loved me...
"Oh, my God,” I said softly, terror and elation warring within me. “Why wouldn't he tell me?"
Bill shook his head. “Only Zach can answer that, I'm afraid."
I slid off the autopsy table and enfolded him in a tight hug, and my white lab coat ended up smeared with blood from the autopsy. There were plenty of clean ones back at the lab, though.
"Thanks, Bill."
"What will you do now?” he asked, returning the embrace as best he could without worsening the condition of the lab coat.
I hadn't thought that far ahead. My impulse was to seek Pierce out and drag the details from him, but working alongside criminal investigators had made me smarter than that.
"Since Pierce hasn't put me under armed guard, I gotta figure I'm safe while we're not together. And I don't know how close he is to finding whoever's responsible, so I can't do anything until..."
I sighed. “I guess I'll just go back to work, then go home, order a pizza, watch a movie and go to bed."
Bill relaxed, and I realised he'd been prepared to argue me out of a bad decision if it had come to it. “I think that would be a good plan."
"I want to see him, Bill,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around myself in my disappointment. “I want to help him through this... But I can't."
He squeezed my shoulder, and I was grateful for the sympathy. “Have faith in him, Faye. He'll keep you safe."
"But who's watching his back?” I asked, and the silence hung between us, heavy and ominous.
* * * *
The case Pierce's team had been working on wrapped up forensically at around four pm, and taking advantage of time in lieu, I left the precinct soon afterwards. Usually I'd have put in a little more overtime, set up some cold case tests to run, but today my mind was spinning with conflicted emotions, and I couldn't concentrate.
On the way out, I headed up to the squad room, stepping into the open-plan space for the first time in weeks. My eyes automatically flitted to Pierce's desk, which was vacant. He was probably up in the commissioner's office, turning in the report on the latest arrest. That suited me fine.
Layton, Beaumont and Santoro all watched me approach with brows raised, surprised to see me there. “You okay?” Layton asked as I drew near.
"Mm-hmm...clocking off early. I'm kinda wiped out. Could you make sure Zach gets this report?” I held up a manila folder before placing it on top of his keyboard.
"Sure,” Santoro agreed.
They were all watching me as if I was about to break down at any moment, and I tried to relax. “Catch you in the morning."
Tension filled me as I stepped out of the building, my skin prickling as I remembered my life might be in danger. Reminding myself I'd been safe for the past month, I made it to my car with only a couple of nervous glances around, and slid inside with a sigh of relief.
I was halfway home when something inside me snapped, and I ignored my turnoff in favour of the one that would take me to Pierce's place. He'd be wrapped up in post-case paperwork for at least another hour, and I needed to find out what he'd been looking at last night, what he wouldn't let me see.
Using the key he hadn't taken back from me when we broke up, I let myself in and took the stairs to his study two at a time, my eyes sweeping the room for the paperwork I sought.
It was nowhere to be found, though I thoroughly searched the drawers of the desk. Acting on a hunch, I headed across the hall to a room I'd hoped to avoid—Pierce's bedroom.
As I stepped inside, memories clamoured for attention at the forefront of my brain. Pierce pulling me to the bed the first time I'd stayed the night there. Pierce pinning my wrists above my head with a predatory smile, telling me to keep my moans quiet or I'd wake the neighbours. Pierce ordering me to my knees beside the bed, blindfolding me, then leaving me to wonder as he devised new torments to make me scream with pleasure and pain.
Shaking my head sharply, I forced myself to focus on the notebook and papers on the nightstand. I used to spend many a night stretched out beside him, half-dozing while Pierce studied an open case file and noted his theories in his notepad. It looked as though he hadn't shaken the habit of taking his work to bed with him.
I sat on the edge of the bed, reaching for the papers with trepidation.
There were several photographs, and I stared at them, nausea churning in my stomach. They were organised in what seemed to be chronological order, and I examined each in turn.
The first photograph was of me and Pierce waiting in line at the coffee shop around the corner from the precinct. We had been laughing together at a shared joke, but I didn't remember when it had been taken. An ominous set of crosshairs was positioned over my head, and the note below read, You will suffer as I have suffered. End your relationship with Faye Tate by noon on Saturday, March 15th 2011, or I will kill her. I am watching and listening—if you tell anyone about this, including Tate, she will die.
I'd imagined something like this, but actually seeing it... Shuddering, I turned my attention to the second picture. It showed me leaving the precinct's front entrance with Beaumont, Layton, Santoro and Pierce grouped around me. The photographer must have been in one of the buildings across the street, looking down from a high window, because, despite the fact that Santoro and Layton were both walking in front of me, the ‘sniper’ had a clear shot at my head.
Underneath, the message stated simply, You're not the only one who can use a gun, Detective Pierce. The clock is ticking.
I almost dropped the third photograph in shock. It had been taken through one of the windows in my lab. In it, I was resting my head on my desk, half-asleep, while Pierce leaned over me, his lips brushing mine.
Though I knew my first reaction should have been all-encompassing terror, I couldn't tear my eyes from the picture, and a small smile found its way onto my face. I'd been convinced it was a dream, but he had really been there, had really kissed me...
Below, the caption read, Do you think she's safe indoors? Keep away from her, or she'll suffer the consequences.
Okay, now I was scared. My skin crawling, I flicked to the final picture. It was me, rushing from Pierce's house dressed in the outfit I'd been wearing last night when I'd gone to tell him how I felt. The crosshairs were centred on my forehead, and the caption was short and to the point.
Last warning, Detective.
Oh, God, I'd screwed things up. Whoever it was could have been watching me right then, waiting for me to step into his rifle sights... I grabbed Pierce's notebook and began to search through it, needing to know how much—if anything—he'd managed to figure out.
I came across a list of names, most of them crossed out with a reason why written beside each one. A few of the names were familiar to me from cases I'd worked for Pierce, but he'd discounted each of them, detailing their alibis and scratching them off the list. Garth and Laura Morgan's names were amongst them—go figure.
Only two names remained, and I didn't recognise either of them. Adam Danforth and Tyler Aldridge. According to Pierce's logic, one of those men was out to destroy our lives, and if I could just get to a computer with an internet connection—Pierce didn't bother with a home network—I might have been able to pinpoint which one.
Taking a deep breath, I began to make my way through the house, putting on bursts of speed as I passed windows, hoping I was just being paranoid. When I reached the front hall, I trod on something that rustled, and looked down to find a Polaroid photograph of myself, sitting on Pierce's bed, staring in terror down at the threats against my life. Underneath, scrawled in blue ink, were seven words.
I warned you. Acta est fabula, Detective.
That's Latin, right? I vaguely remembered it as something to do with the end of a stage performance. The meaning was pretty clear. It was curtains for me—
Something hit me from behind and pain blossomed across the back of my head as I lost my balance. I was unconscious before I hit the floor.
Pierce
I left the commissioner's office and headed downstairs to the squad room, my thoughts running on the same loop they had been since yesterday evening.
Being yours... being owned by you... was the best thing that's ever happened to me. I miss it, Zach. I miss you. I miss sitting at your feet, and I miss the way you used to visit my lab, and I miss your hugs, and your collar around my neck. And all the things in between.
"Boss, Faye left a report on your desk.” Santoro's words were cautious.
They'd all been hesitant around me over the past few weeks, and I knew their sympathies lay with Faye when it came to the breakup of our relationship. I didn't blame them. I wasn't feeling too great about it myself.
Nodding acknowledgement, I sat at my desk, opening the manila file and scanning the first page. Faye's signature at the bottom tugged my mind back to last night, to the visit she'd paid me and the threat I'd received just two hours later, waiting for me on my doormat. Last warning, Detective.
I'd tried to get her out of there, God knows I'd tried. The second I'd realised she was there, I'd meant to order her to leave, to drive her away by any means necessary. I hadn't been able to find bugs or other surveillance equipment around my house, but that didn't mean I could relax. Faye was way more adept with the technological side of things than I was, and I couldn't afford to assume I wasn't overlooking something.
I'd meant to order her out of my house, but over the last month I'd watched her from afar, watched her draw into herself. She'd almost lost her bubbly personality altogether. Her music wasn't as loud as it used to be, and her smile was slower to appear. She had no idea I was keeping an eye on her and, as far as I knew, she was convinced I didn't want her anymore.
Nothing could have been further from the truth, and that night I hadn't been able to make myself turn her away as soon as I saw her. It was a mistake I couldn't afford to make again.
Hearing her talk about her pain at our separation, I'd known I had to get Faye out of there before I pulled her into my arms and told her everything. The only way to be sure she'd run from me was to cut deeper than I already had, and the betrayal on her face... I couldn't get it out of my mind.
I needed to figure out a way to find the son of a bitch responsible, whether it was Aldridge, Danforth or someone else entirely, before I could slip up again.
Last warning, Detective.
One more mistake and Faye would be dead.
"Uh... Boss?” Layton's tentative voice shook me from my thoughts, and I looked up impatiently to find my entire team staring at me.
"What?"
Whatever the younger cop had been about to ask, he decided that it wasn't important enough to risk my wrath. “Never mind. I'm just gonna..."
I didn't bother to pursue it. Forcing myself to focus on anything but Faye, I scanned the information on the page and initialled my agreement beside her signature. Turning the page, I prepared to do the same with the next form, but there was a folded slip of paper sitting between the two pages, and it commanded my attention.
Slowly, I unfolded it and read the note, scrawled in Faye's distinctive handwriting.
Zach,
This might be totally off-base, but I talked to Bill, and we have a theory that someone might be threatening my life, and that somewhere in that equation you had to end things with me. Maybe it's wishful thinking, and maybe it isn't. Either way, I trust you with my life, and unless you come to me tomorrow and tell me I've lost my mind, I'll be waiting for you to do what you need to do and come back to me.
Be careful, Sir. I love you.
I closed my eyes, relief and unease duelling for dominance in my mind. Knowing Faye understood that leaving her hadn't been my choice was enough to make me smile a little, just for a moment, before the implications sank in.
Over the first few days, I'd come up with several ways to let her know she was in jeopardy—everything from handwritten notes to gestures to buying two disposable, untraceable cell phones and getting one to her when I knew she'd be out of range of listening devices. I'd discounted them all for one simple reason—if she'd known her life was being threatened, she wouldn't have been able to stop herself from looking around for the danger.
If the person responsible for the threats was as vigilant as I suspected, he'd know as soon as Faye left the building that she was aware she was being watched.
Swearing under my breath, I grabbed my cell phone and called hers. With any luck, she was still busy in her lab, working on a case for another team. But as I waited—five seconds, then ten—for her to pick up, my gut told me my worst fears were coming to pass.
"Damn it!” My team looked up from their desks as I got to my feet. “Did Faye leave early?"
It had been so long since I'd mentioned her that they all exchanged startled glances.
"Yeah,” Santoro said guardedly. “She finished up and took off for the day. Why?"
I didn't have the luxury of giving in to the dread that was getting worse with every second that passed.
"Layton, track her cell phone's GPS."
Something in my voice or my face convinced Layton to obey without question. As he got to work, Santoro and Beaumont got up from their desks.
"Pierce, what are you not telling us?” Beaumont demanded.
There was nothing to lose by telling them now, so I did, as succinctly as possible, my eyes fixed on Layton's computer monitor. They absorbed the information with silent horror, any comments they might usually have made set aside as they comprehended the peril Faye was in.
"Got her!” Layton exclaimed as the GPS search narrowed. “She's at your place, boss—and she's not moving."
Shoving aside my emotions, I headed for the elevator.
"Santoro, Beaumont, with me. Layton, I need you here—let me know if anything changes."
I didn't pause to see if Layton had listened to me. My mind was too full of images of Faye lying dead, a bullet-hole through her forehead.
* * * *
When I barged through the front door of my house, yelling Faye's name, her cell phone was the first thing I saw. My first instinct was to scoop it up, to hold in my hand the only link to her I had at that moment, but I'd been a cop for too long to give in to it.
"Santoro. Bag the phone."
As Santoro moved past me, Beaumont stooped to examine something by the stairs. “Pierce...?"
I crouched by the square of photographic paper, using a pen to rotate and examine it. It was a Polaroid snapshot, and I cursed as I realised what it portrayed. The words below Faye's image gave me the chills.
I warned you. Acta est fabula, Detective.
"God damn it,” I muttered, my mind scrambling for the next step. I couldn't give in to the fear I'd lose her—it'd consume me, and I'd be useless, speechless, paralysed, unable to help her.
Santoro and Beaumont carried out a belated sweep of the house while I used the sleeve of my shirt to pick up the photograph. It was slightly crumpled, as if someone else had been holding it too tightly. Staring into the horrified eyes of Faye's likeness in the picture, I got the sense that her fingerprints would be on the paper when it was analysed—that she'd found it and understood how deep a hole she'd fallen into before she was taken.
By the time my detectives returned, reporting that the house was clear—as I'd known it would be—an eerie calm had fallen over me. Every emotion was locked away, and I thought mechanically, logically.
Over the past month, I'd managed to narrow down my list of suspects to two—Tyler Aldridge and Adam Danforth. I had been Aldridge's commanding officer in Kuwait, during Desert Storm, and Danforth was an ex-con I'd put away during my early days with the precinct. I hadn't been able to track either down yet, but neither had been forensically savvy back when I'd known them. I was hoping that detail hadn't changed in the time since I'd seen them last.
"What now?” Beaumont asked, and I felt her expectation, and Santoro's, come to rest on my shoulders.
"Call in one of the forensic temps,” I ordered, and she was dialling before I'd finished the sentence. “Santoro, bring the gear from the car, then get the threats from upstairs, this photo and Faye's phone back to the precinct for fingerprint and fibre testing. DNA, too, if it comes to it."
As they snapped into action, I called Layton, who answered with a tense, “Boss?"
"She's not here.” As I dispelled the younger cop's hopes, something inside me snarled and thrashed to break free. I restrained the emotion with an effort, giving Layton the names and relevant details of my two suspects. “I want to know where they are right now."
"Got it,” Layton confirmed, and I hung up, frustration seething through my blood.
Faye was out there somewhere—terrified, hurt, I hoped to God not dead—and if I'd got my team working forensically and digitally on the threats I'd received a month ago, she might have been safe now.
Then again, she could have been dead. I couldn't afford to second-guess myself, not until I had her home again.
Santoro departed for the precinct, and I opened the small evidence collection kit we kept in the sedan for emergencies. Erica Beaumont grabbed the black light and Luminol as I began to collect stray hairs from the floor. Even if it came to nothing, it was something to do while I waited for developments.
At Beaumont's indrawn breath, I glanced over sharply, to find her holding the black light over a spot on the varnished wood of the floor. The ultraviolet glow illuminated a small patch of fluid that shone white against the purple, and when Beaumont looked up at me, her eyes were full of dread.
"Blood."
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Faye
The first sense I regained was my hearing. Though I was still awash in numb darkness, there was a persistent ringing in my ears that led to one confused thought—I really should stop listening to my mp3 player so loud.
Then the pain hit and I groaned, blinking bright spots from my vision as I opened my eyes.
My fogged mind was slow to interpret what I saw, but when I put it all together a belated surge of terror overcame me. An abandoned building. Me, tied to a chair. A man I didn't recognise calmly reading a newspaper a little way away.
He wasn't wearing a mask or trying to hide his identity in any way, which meant he wasn't planning to tell me his life story and send me back home with a basketful of cookies. I was so screwed.
Then again, I guessed I could count myself lucky I hadn't just been murdered on the spot.
My captor's attention was elsewhere, and I used that fact to try to orient myself, flexing my fingers and toes, testing the ropes with slow, smooth movements so as not to catch his eye. Over the past two years, Pierce had tied me up with bondage rope more times than I could count, and I knew as soon as I began to pull at my restraints that these knots would hold.
Now what?
My captor turned the page, his paper rustling, and I cringed, expecting him to glance up at any second and find me awake. He seemed absorbed in his task, however, and I forced myself to take a good look at him while I was still relatively calm. He was in his early forties at my best guess, and his chestnut hair was in a classic Marine crew cut. His long legs were propped up casually on a discarded office desk as he read, and I was reminded of Santoro's tendency to do exactly the same thing.
I looked around the room, taking in my surroundings. Escape routes, potential weapons, places to hide...assuming I could manoeuvre my way out of the damn chair I was tied to, of course.
When I noticed the open toolbox by the desk, my breath caught. So many times over the course of my career I'd pulled DNA and fingerprints from bloodied screwdrivers, pliers, hammers, saws... I'd have loved to imagine the presence of those very implements here was a coincidence, but I knew I'd be fooling myself.
Taking slow, deep breaths, I forced my gaze away from the toolbox, staring up at the ceiling and waiting for my head to stop spinning. The voice of my tormentor cut through the silence, and I flinched.
"I know you're awake."
Swallowing past the dryness in my mouth, I stared at him.
"Who are you?"
The man set down his paper, his mouth twisted in a humourless half-smile.
"Does it matter?"
I decided not to push it—provoking him didn't seem like the brightest of ideas. My silence seemed to coax him into speaking, however.
"Does the name ‘Tyler Aldridge’ mean anything to you?"
"You were on Pierce's list of suspects,” I said, feeling a tiny spark of hope ignite within me. At least I knew Pierce would have some idea of who had abducted me.
That answer seemed to please Aldridge. “At least I know the bastard didn't forget what he did to me,” he said, sitting forward in his chair. “I'm guessing he didn't tell you, though?"
I shook my head mutely, and Aldridge gave a cold, mercenary grin.
"Then allow me."
When he stood up, I shrank back against the chair, trying to look as non-threatening as possible. He was taller than I'd thought, and he dragged the chair closer before sitting down opposite me, leaning forward to stare into my face.
"Your Pierce...he's not the saint you think he is."
I didn't dare to speak in case I provoked him, so I just waited, every muscle tense, for him to go on. Up close, I could see his eyes were brown, his teeth were nicotine-stained and there were scars on his forehead.
"I first met him here, in this very building. Just through that door."
He indicated carelessly, and I looked in the direction he pointed, seeing what looked like a bar through the half-open door. We were in the back room of some sort of drinking establishment, then.
"We met by coincidence—he was waiting for a friend, and so was I. We got to talking to pass the time, mostly about the military. It was only a few days until we were both being sent out to Desert Storm—it was my first deployment, and I had a few questions.
"At one point, he went over to the payphone to call and say goodnight to his sister. Told me how much he loved that kid. Then the guy he was waiting for showed up and they headed out not long after. I doubted I'd see him again—there were a lot of Marines sent out to Desert Storm that week—but surprise, surprise, it turned out he was my staff sergeant."
The bitterness on his face spoke of experiences he had yet to relate, and I tried to imagine what Pierce could possibly have done to him that the horrors of war hadn't. Pierce himself never talked about his days in the Marine Corps, and no one had ever been brave enough to ask him, not even me.
"I wasn't the only one serving under Pierce. My entire life, I'd lived next door to the same family. They had a son my age. His name was James, James Buckley. Sound familiar?"
"No,” I whispered, and Aldridge's face twisted with rage, his hands balling into fists as he surged to his feet so abruptly his chair overbalanced. My stomach lurching, I flinched back from him, but he only began to pace back and forth, his fury evident in his tone.
"That name should be written on his conscience forever! We grew up together—we did everything together. Took the same classes, played on the same teams, got wasted together, got tattoos together... When my parents died in a car crash, his parents took me in. We were like brothers. We were family. And your precious Pierce murdered him."
I closed my eyes, trying to shut out Aldridge's anger and pain as I struggled to deal with it all. I had to defuse the situation, but how?
The only thing I could think of was to keep him talking, to buy myself as much time as possible. I knew there was no way Pierce could be guilty of murdering an innocent man—I believed it with every fibre of my soul.
Even so, I forced myself to ask, “What happened?"
At first I thought my voice was too weak for him to hear me, but after a few seconds Aldridge picked up the chair and sat back down, his eyes fixed unwaveringly on my face. “Your Pierce"—he spat the name venomously—"ordered a tactical retreat. Fall back, regroup, and go at them better prepared. I made it back okay, but James and one of the others, Murphy, got hit. Not life-threatening injuries, but enough that they fell behind. Pierce went back out to retrieve them and managed to get Murphy to safety—a bullet had hit him in the knee and shattered it.
"The next thing I knew, James was screaming for help—he'd been shot in the thigh and was trying to make it back, but his foot got caught in a root or something, and he couldn't get free. I tried to go to him, but Pierce pulled rank on me and went out himself. He got halfway there, then turned and fucking retreated again, and James got mown down by enemy fire."
His lips were almost white, his nostrils flared with rage, his breathing heavy, and I felt numb with terror. I'd never seen anyone this mad before, let alone had that directed at me.
"He sacrificed my friend, my brother, to save his own skin. And I swore right then I'd see his family dead, just like mine was. His precious sister—I swore I'd kill her as soon as we reached shore."
I gasped, a miasma of dread enfolding me. “Did you...?"
Aldridge snorted dismissively. “No. As luck would have it, she died in a car crash a week later. I figured it was karmic payback. And I watched as he came rushing out of the CO's tent, crying and screaming, and ran straight out into no-man's-land. He went down just like James did. Shame it didn't kill the bastard."
The satisfaction on his face curdled my stomach, and I swallowed hard, repressing the urge to throw up.
"Then why are you taking this out on me?"
Aldridge reached down into the toolbox beside him and took out a claw hammer, toying idly with it. I couldn't take my eyes off it, my mind filled with images of those claws buried in my skull, tearing flesh, fracturing bone.
"I've been checking back on Pierce every few years, just to make sure he's still feeling his loss the same way I am. And he always has been, without fail. Until now."
I blinked, uncomprehending, and Aldridge elaborated. “I saw him with you, and I could tell he was putting his guilt behind him, moving on with his life. And I won't allow that to happen."
Pierce
"Tech's here, boss."
I glanced up from staring at the handwriting below the Polaroid of Faye, taking a welcome break from trying to link it to either of my suspects. The original photograph was down in the lab, but a digital image was up on the computer screen, and analysing it had so far done nothing but intensify my headache.
Santoro nodded curtly when he knew he'd got my attention, then turned and headed back towards the rear elevator. I followed, leaving Layton and Beaumont to continue their investigation into my two suspects. An elevator confrontation was clearly on the cards, and I preferred to get it out of the way as soon as possible.
Once we were sealed inside, Santoro broke the silence.
"Shoulda come to us, Pierce."
I was just about at breaking point, and I balled my hands into fists to resist the urge to slug him in the face.
"Yeah, Santoro? And then have this on our hands a month sooner, with around fifteen extra suspects?"
My ex play partner didn't back down—he and Faye still had a strong bond, and he was livid.
"We coulda protected her."
"Did you even see the photos?” I demanded of him, my mind once again calling up the image of Faye surrounded by my entire team, still in the sniper's rifle sight. “He would have taken her out as soon as he got a clear shot."
"We could have kept her in the interrogation room,” he shot back, getting in my personal space just as I was getting in his. “Under guard at all times. She woulda been safe!"
I had thought the same thing, initially. It had seemed like the only viable option until one important detail had occurred to me.
"And if the culprit was a precinct employee, Santoro? Would you really wanna take that chance?"
With a defeated scowl, my second-in-command stepped back as the doors opened, backing off to return to the squad room, and I stalked out into the too-quiet lab. Whenever Faye was working, she always had music playing, or at the least radio talk shows.
"Detective Pierce.” A female voice pulled my attention over to the mass spectrometer, where a petite blonde woman barely in her mid-twenties was powering up the machine. “I'm so sorry this is happening..."
I nodded acknowledgement, biting down on my impatience at the useless platitude.
"Hannah. Got anything for me yet?"
I could tell I intimidated her a little, but she hid it well, only the tension in her shoulders betraying her. Faye had been the same all those years ago, and I felt a momentary urge to massage the forensic temp's shoulders before reminding myself that she wasn't Faye, no matter how much I might have wanted her to be.
Her brow furrowed in concentration, Hannah brought up a familiar search window—AFIS, the Automated Fingerprint Identification System.
"I've just started the trace evidence running through the machines, and I'm moving on to prints now. I lifted a great one from the Polaroid—excellent ridge detail, lots for AFIS to work with. I just gotta start it running..."
Watching her work through the system, I asked, “Were Faye's prints on the Polaroid?"
Hannah hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. They were,” she said, and I gritted my teeth. Faye had comprehended just how much danger she was in moments before she'd been taken—for some illogical reason that made everything worse.
"Done,” Hannah announced as a series of fingerprint images began to flicker lightning-fast across one side of the screen, each one contemplated and discarded by the system.
I nodded, telling her, “New search. Run the print you found against two names in particular."
As Hannah complied, I supplied her with first Danforth's, then Aldridge's details. Danforth came up with nothing, and I waited while she reset and resubmitted the query, my entire body tight with tension. If Aldridge wasn't the culprit, the search for Faye would be set back hours, maybe days. I wasn't prepared to give the sick bastard a second more with Faye than I absolutely had to.
The computer blinked up with a result almost instantly, flashing green, and I expelled a relieved breath.
"Good job,” I told Hannah, meeting her eyes without caring that she could see the emotion in them. All that mattered was finding Faye.
Heading for the door, I called upstairs—it was faster than going up there.
"Layton. Danforth's in the clear. Concentrate all your efforts on tracking down Aldridge—I wanna know if he's so much as moved in the past month."
"On it, boss,” Layton said, and I could hear the clicking of his keyboard as he typed. “Where are you?"
"Still in the building,” I said, pushing the button for the elevator. “Just need to stop by the profilers’ office."
Before Layton could respond, I ended the call.
Faye
Aldridge was looking through his toolbox in earnest now, and I held my breath against the urge to hyperventilate. The more scared I acted, the more satisfaction he'd get from this.
But I was terrified, so victimised by the power of my own imagination I felt almost lightheaded. I didn't know yet if Aldridge planned to kill me or just leave me horribly mutilated, and I was trying not to think about it.
Images kept tumbling into my brain, though. My hands, so steady around the scientific chemicals I used every day, could be pierced by the claw of the hammer, the bones and cartilage of my joints smashed by a heavy mallet-blow. My eyes, a clear, sharp green I'd always kinda loved, could be destroyed, the soft jelly pierced by a well-placed jab from a screwdriver. My eardrums could be perforated just as easily with the same tool, and I'd be plunged into silence forever. No more music. That was something I feared more than anything.
"Please..."
The word tore from my throat—ragged, grating, desperate. I hadn't meant for it to escape, but now I couldn't take it back.
Aldridge glanced over at me, setting aside a plastic container full of nails and picking up a pair of pliers. My heart seized for a second as I clamped my mouth shut, trying not to imagine what the everyday instrument could do to my teeth, my fingernails...
His attention slid back to the toolbox, and I breathed a momentary sigh of relief as he put down the pliers.
When he picked up the thin, deadly utility knife with its scalpel-sharp blade, however, my mind screamed out in alarm. And when he rose from his crouch and turned towards me, fresh adrenaline surged through my trembling limbs. I struggled frantically against the secure bonds, gasping out a whispered plea that I could hardly hear over the ringing in my ears.
Pain sliced into my flesh, sharp and immediate, and I clamped my jaw shut to suppress my whimper. I was no stranger to discomfort, but this went beyond that. The pain I felt at Pierce's hands—though sometimes almost too much—was safe, controlled, something to be experienced, analysed and cherished.
The searing agony I was feeling then, as the utility knife split the skin of my upper arm, was a sensation no safe word could stop. No matter how many times I pleaded, no matter how much of my blood trickled down my arm and soaked into the rope restraining my wrists, Aldridge would not have mercy.
Silent tears streamed down my face, but I didn't give him the satisfaction of begging.
I won't.
It was strange how calm I felt. Sure, I was terrified, but my thoughts were slow, clear and utterly detached from the situation. The first thing I thought was that he was only cutting shallowly, because deep cuts didn't hurt this much. Bill had told me that once.
Something about nerve endings, or... I can't remember. But, hey—at least the damage is superficial for now...
My second thought seemed a little ridiculous under the circumstances, but it grew and burnt in my mind until it was driving me crazy. Had the utility knife—the box-cutter—that was slicing my arm been sterilised? Would my wounds get infected?
It was the stupidest thing to worry about—I knew the answer, I was losing blood, and an armed man obviously meant to inflict the maximum possible amount of suffering on me before he allowed me to die—but I had to focus on something.
Aldridge finished with my left arm and moved around to the other side. I craned my neck to try to look at the damage he'd wrought, but the tears obscured my vision, and all I could see was a blurred series of crimson streaks. Between my own ragged breaths and the calm inhalations of my captor, I heard a slow tap, tap, tap, almost inaudible.
No, not tap. Drip. Drip, drip, drip. How much blood in the human body, Bill?
My ears began to ring again as my upper right arm flared with pain. Slightly less than the first arm. Maybe because the endorphins were dulling it, or maybe because he was cutting deeper.
Zach...
I didn't realise I'd spoken aloud until Aldridge laughed softly, making another incision into my abused flesh and twisting the blade, forcing a cry from my throat.
"I'll tell him you were asking for him,” he said, his voice sounding faint and far away, and my vision spotted, then tunnelled.
Then there was nothing.
Pierce
"Jo."
The profiler looked up from her desk and gave me a sympathetic smile. “Detective Pierce. I heard about Faye. Any luck yet?"
With a slight shake of my head, I grabbed a chair from a nearby vacant desk and sat down. “Need a psychological profile. As fast and accurate as you can make it."
"You have a suspect?"
"Tyler Aldridge."
Jo opened her notepad and scribbled down the name in an incomprehensible scrawl. “And my source material?"
"In my head."
Nodding, Jo settled back in her chair. “Fire away."
* * * *
Once I'd finished with Jo, I returned to the forensics lab, for lack of anything better to do. As ridiculous as I found it, I felt closer to Faye when in the lab, where she'd spent so much time over the years. Hannah turned to watch me approach, seeming nervous. “Is there any news?"
"No,” I said, aware that I sounded irritated, but unable to stop myself. “We have no idea where Aldridge might have taken her."
Biting her lip, Hannah scowled at the piece of equipment in front of her. “I'm waiting for this result. Not much else has come from what you've given me, forensically speaking, but you collected a dirt sample from the floor that could be something. The mass spectrometer is...unhappy, though."
Before I could answer, she headed over to the computers and pulled up a series of results.
"Most of the trace evidence matches you or Faye, and the rest could be fibres from clothes either of you have worn recently, or they might have come from the suspect...impossible to say without something to compare them to. I've started the blood sample you took from between the floorboards running, just in case, but in all likelihood it's Faye's, and it'll be at least twelve hours before I can confirm."
She looked back apologetically at me. “I'm sorry. I know this isn't helping at all. I'm working as fast as I can—"
A beeping noise interrupted her, and she turned to her machine, looking hopeful. “This might be something."
I waited, curbing the urge to demand that she give me answers, as she studied the readout for a moment that seemed interminable. Finally, she said, “It's soil, which is pretty much a given...a higher silica content than I'd expect to see around here, which either means he's been elsewhere in the country recently, or..."
"Or what?"
Thrown off by my abrupt tone, Hannah floundered for a second. “Umm, he could have been around somewhere that uses sand for industrial purposes. Construction sites, paint manufacturers, glass manufacturers—"
"Glass?” I interrupted sharply.
"Yeah. Sand is a major component in the glassmaking process."
A puzzle piece slotted into place—one I hoped like hell was meant to be there, not one I'd forced to fit. If I was right, then this nightmare was nearly over.
"Good job."
Before Hannah could reply, I turned and strode toward the stairwell, leaving her to her work. I took the stairs two at a time up to the squad room, and didn't bother with pleasantries when I got there.
"Get the car."
My entire team rose to their feet at my command, and Beaumont had the common sense to actually obey me while Santoro and Layton demanded answers.
"Boss...you know where she is?"
Grabbing my badge and weapon from my desk, I headed for the elevator.
"Building that used to be a bar, not far from the marina I worked at before I shipped out to Kuwait in the nineties."
Crowding into the elevator behind me, the other two exchanged puzzled glances.
"So how...?"
"The profile I got from Jo says Aldridge hangs on to the past and tends towards the dramatic. The forensic tech found sand in the dirt he left in my hall. I met the bastard at that bar back before Desert Storm, and it's across the street from a glassworks."
The elevator opened, and my detectives were finally silent as they followed me outside, down the steps and into the waiting sedan.
"Where?” was all Beaumont asked as she accelerated away from the building.
I gave her the address and, without comment, let her practise the reckless driving she loved, finally allowing my mind to turn to my girl.
I trust you with my life.
I love you.
I'd looked at the note she'd slipped into her report so many times I knew it by heart. I only hoped her trust in me was well deserved.
Faye
My skin aflame, I groaned my way back to consciousness, struck by a disorientating sense of deja vu. Aldridge was sitting back at his desk, reading his paper, exactly as he had been the first time I came around.
He looked up with an almost convivial expression when he heard me stirring.
"Ah, you're awake."
I cringed back as he got to his feet, laying the paper aside. My arms protested at the movement, tearing a shaky gasp from my lungs.
God, that hurts...
"Please... You've done enough. Pierce will blame himself for this, you know he will—having to look at my scars for the rest of his life will hurt him more than my death would..."
Stopping at the toolbox again, Aldridge raised his eyebrows, considering my words as if I'd just proposed we went to a restaurant for dinner rather than ordering takeout.
"You have a point, there."
Lightheaded from blood loss and relief, I closed my eyes in a silent prayer.
God, thank you so much... Now please, just get me back to Zach, and I swear I'll go to church every single Sunday...
"The next point up for deliberation..."
My eyes snapped open at Aldridge's words, and I found him a foot away from me, a tool held in one hand. I didn't immediately recognise it, but I couldn't tear my gaze from it as he flicked a switch and held it ready to use.
"...is how many scars I can give you before I give you back to him."
He knelt in front of me, handling the tool carefully, and I tried in vain to kick my bound feet out, yelling wordless frustration. With an absurdly gentle hand, he brushed my black-and-white plaid skirt a couple of inches further up my thighs, exposing the pale, smooth, unmarked skin.
"Shhhhh..."
I froze, fearful he'd decide he didn't just want to scar my body. Thankfully, his hands stopped there, but I remained as still as I could, because struggling would only piss him off.
I'd planned to get my next tattoo on my right thigh, and as he raised the tool again I felt an irrational stab of regret that I'd have to figure out a plan B. That thought was slammed violently out of the way by a memory as Aldridge brought the tool close to my skin.
An electronics class in college, barely remembered. Wires, affixed to the larger whole by a tiny dot of silver, first solid, then liquid, then instantly solid again
Solder. Held against the red-hot filament of a battery-powered soldering iron.
A soldering iron just like this one.
"No,” I implored in a whisper, raising my wide-eyed gaze to Aldridge's fanatical one for a split second of nausea-inducing horror.
He didn't reply. And this time, when the pain began, the thought of holding in my screams didn't even enter my head.
Pierce
Santoro and I headed around to the back of the disused bar, while Layton and Beaumont took the front. Approaching the building warily with my weapon drawn, I broke into a sprint at the sound of Faye's agonised screams, my focus narrowing to one thing—my girl.
Kicking the rear door open, I rushed inside, her name on my lips, only to stop dead as my eyes fell on her. Throwing up a hand to halt Santoro, I trained my weapon on the man I hadn't seen in years.
"Pierce,” Aldridge said calmly, letting a soldering iron drop to the floor as he stepped behind Faye and held a utility knife to her throat. “A little earlier than I'd expected."
"Drop your weapon and step away from her.” I hardly recognised my own voice—it was almost a snarl. Knowing Santoro had me covered, I allowed my gaze to return to Faye.
She shot me a fleeting smile as I met her eyes—pained, fearful, but genuine, as if to tell me she'd known I'd come. She was even paler than usual, and her arms were a mass of cuts, some of which were bleeding sluggishly. A small pool of blood had collected below her bound wrists, but I'd seen enough exsanguination cases to know it wasn't enough to be fatal. The faint smell of burnt flesh clued me in to the reason for her screams, and I pulled my gaze from her blistered, reddened thighs with an effort.
"I mean it, Aldridge—step away."
"I stopped following your orders back in Kuwait, Staff Sergeant,” Aldridge said, his sarcasm at the title clear. “Right after you let my brother die. You remember that?"
"That was war, Tyler. This isn't."
"No,” he spat, grabbing Faye's hair and pulling her head back. “This is revenge. This is karma."
Faye swallowed a sob, closing her eyes as he dug the blade into her flesh. A drop of blood beaded, and I gritted my teeth, my gut telling me to shoot but my heart unable to take the chance.
"What did she ever do to you?"
Aldridge gave a humourless smirk, shaking his head as if it was obvious.
"She made you happy."
Out of the corner of my eye, I picked up on Layton's and Beaumont's positions. Layton had taken up a post just inside the doorway leading out to the bar, his weapon trained on Aldridge, and Beaumont had begun to creep, gun in hand, across the room.
Her movements were cat-like, almost a prowl, and her footfalls made no sound. I kept my attention focussed on Aldridge, hoping Santoro had the wisdom to do the same, and kept talking.
"I did everything I could for James."
"The hell you did!” Aldridge yelled, and Faye flinched at the sudden change in his tone. “You turned and ran with your cowardly tail between your legs!"
Behind him, Beaumont mis-stepped onto a piece of debris and froze as it crunched under her foot. I tensed, ready to shoot the instant the bastard began to turn, but he didn't notice, continuing with his tirade.
"You left me with nothing—nothing! Can you even comprehend what that's like?"
"Yeah,” I answered, keeping a calm exterior despite the dread that gnawed my insides. “A week later I lost my sister—or did you forget that? I was injured in combat, shipped home, and when I got there, there was nothing left for me."
Nothing is what I'll have if you kill my girl.
"Oh, I remember. And if there was any justice in the world, you'd still be grieving for her."
"I grieve for her every day,” I growled, my tone dangerously low.
Beaumont took a final step, placing herself within reach of Aldridge, and shifted her weight slightly, attempting to see what consequence putting a gun to his head would have for Faye. Reluctant to take the chance, she shook her head, and my stomach twisted.
"Oh, yeah? Then how do you explain how happy you've been since you started fucking this?” Contempt radiating from him, Aldridge raised the knife from Faye's skin enough that he could shake her head from side to side by her hair. Preparing to take her chance, Beaumont raised her weapon, holding it by the barrel.
My gut told me now was the time.
"My family is in my past. Faye's my future."
Swiftly, Beaumont brought the butt of the gun down on Aldridge's skull with a sickening crack. For a second, he remained standing, his expression shocked, then he crumpled to the ground, the knife dropping into Faye's lap.
I was at her side in the next second, trusting my detectives to do what was needed. Using the box-cutter Aldridge had dropped, I sawed through the ropes that bound her wrists and lifted her from the chair into my lap, careful not to aggravate her injuries.
"You okay?"
Faye buried her head in the crook of my neck, too shaken to cry.
"Zach...” Words failed her, and she fell silent, content to be held.
I stroked her hair, kissed the top of her head, reassuring her trembling body as much as I could.
"It's okay, little tease,” I said, quietly enough that only she could hear. “I got you."
She stopped breathing at the familiar pet name and struggled to look up at me, a desperate question in her eyes. Hating myself for having made her doubt, I kissed her forehead softly, brushing hair out of her eyes.
"I got you, little tease,” I said deliberately, and her tears came at last, impossible tears of happiness as her injured body bled and burnt.
I pulled her close again, holding her as tightly as I dared, and watched Layton end a call to the emergency services.
When the ambulance arrived, Faye watched numbly as the paramedics declared Aldridge unconscious, concussed but stable, then loaded him into the vehicle. One of the EMTs checked Faye's pupil responses and examined her wounds, stemming the worst of the bleeding and telling her she'd need stitches and should go with them to the hospital.
She cast an uneasy glance at Aldridge's prone form, and I could tell she didn't relish the thought of riding in the same vehicle as him. Before she could say a word, though, I told the medics I'd drive her there and see she got the treatment she needed. Faye relaxed against me again, relieved.
I assigned Layton to accompany the fallen criminal to the hospital, and helped Faye to stand up, supporting her weight. She turned to her friends, managing a weak smile.
"Thanks, guys..."
"We're coming to see you tomorrow,” Layton told her, squeezing her hand.
"And we're bringing chocolate,” Beaumont chimed in with a smile.
"Lots of chocolate,” Santoro finished, and she laughed softly.
"I'm gonna hold you to that."
For a second we all just stood together, soaking in the collective sense of relief, before the paramedics called Layton to the ambulance and I gave Santoro and Beaumont their orders.
"Take care of her, boss,” Santoro said, turning to begin photographing the scene.
"Beaumont,” I said, and the other cop looked up from the crime scene sketch she was beginning.
I didn't need to say anything—she could read the gratitude in my face. Smiling, she acknowledged the sentiment with a nod before getting back to work.
Faye
After the nurses had cleaned, stitched and dressed my wounds, they discharged me into Pierce's care, cautioning me against aggravating the injuries or overexerting myself.
Yeah, like that's gonna happen.
I was almost too tired to move.
Pierce drove me home, keeping a hand in mine whenever he could. I watched him all the way back, unable to get enough of the sight of his face now he wasn't trying to turn me away. He allowed the scrutiny without comment, concentrating on the road but glancing over every now and again to make sure I was okay.
When we got back to my place, I closed and locked the door behind me, then raised my arms to try to hug him, wincing as my newly-stitched skin screamed a protest.
Pierce stepped behind me and gently put his arms around my waist, pulling my body back against his. It was the closest he could get without hurting me, and I felt tears spring to my eyes again at the simple gesture of affection.
"Sir...” I said softly, resting my head back against his shoulder, loving the way the word sounded as it hung in the air between us.
"Easy, little tease. I know."
His arms were wonderfully tight and comforting around me, and for minutes on end we remained that way, not speaking, simply reconnecting.
It was Pierce who moved first, ushering me over to the couch and helping me to sit.
"I'm gonna make us some coffee, okay?"
The thought of being apart from him, even if he'd be in the next room, was too much for me to bear. Shaking my head, I reached for him.
"Stay with me."
He nodded, and I curled up close, ignoring the pain and drawing comfort from his arms around me, his scent, the sound of his breathing.
"I missed you,” I whispered.
Pierce began to rhythmically stroke my hair, the touch soothing.
"Feeling's mutual."
"I really thought you...” I couldn't finish the sentence, but I didn't need to.
"Never,” he said, his voice quiet, but carrying a firmness I couldn't ignore. “If there'd been any other way..."
"I know, Sir."
Later, we could have this conversation. Later, when the shock had faded a little and I could put together coherent sentences. For now, I didn't want to think about it—I only wanted to enjoy what I had, what I'd been scared I'd never have again.
After a while, Pierce stopped stroking my hair, reaching into his pocket instead.
"Give me your hand,” he said, and I held it out to him, puzzled.
Carefully, he slid the silver, handcuff-engraved ring he'd taken from me when he left back into its rightful place on my finger. I stared at the symbol of ownership for a moment, adjusting to the feel of the metal against my skin, before smiling up at him.
"You're my girl,” he told me, the intensity in his eyes holding me captive. “Don't ever forget that, little tease."
"No, Sir,” I whispered, then forgot everything but his ownership as he kissed me softly. With a wordless murmur of contentment, I leaned in to his lips as he began to draw away, and his hand slipped to the back of my neck as the moment stretched on—a slow, unhurried repossession of his property.
Me.
"Mine,” he breathed as he pulled back, and I nodded, too emotional to speak. It was barely seven pm, but I was exhausted, and he saw it in my face.
"Sleep now, little tease. I'll be here when you wake up."
Obediently, I rested my head on his shoulder again, closing my eyes, and soon fell into a relieved slumber.
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Pierce
Knowing the pain would wake her if I tried to move her to her bed, I decided not to disturb Faye. Tilting my head to the side to watch her sleep, I relaxed properly for the first time in a month.
Having my little tease back where she belonged, wearing my ownership ring, meant more to me than I could say. Just considering the alternative to today's successful showdown made me tighten my arms around her, counting her slow, even breaths to banish the images that surged to the forefront of my mind. Images of her slumped, lifeless and bloody, in that chair, her hair hanging in her face, her bound wrists slit and throat cut and skin blackened and blistered—
Stop.
She was here with me now—her wounds cauterised and bandaged, her body warm and safe in my arms, her exhalations soft and steady against my skin. The unthinkable could have happened, but it hadn't. That was all I needed to know.
Aldridge hadn't regained consciousness by the time we left the hospital—Beaumont's incapacitating blow had been a little harder than necessary—and when he did, he'd be locked up and forced to serve out his sentence. And if he was still alive at the end of that sentence... I'd deal with that when it happened.
Plotting out the map of the future calmed me a little, and I turned my mind to more immediate concerns. Tomorrow, when my detectives descended on Faye's apartment, I would head over to my place and pick up her collar. Though she was happy to wear the ring as a twenty-four seven reminder of her status, she'd often told me it was the collar that really settled her into the role she loved.
Faye sighed in her sleep and nuzzled my neck, and I ran a comforting hand down her back. As she stilled again, my mind drifted back to Santoro's accusation in the elevator.
Even now, I couldn't say whether or not I'd made the right call. My decision had led to Faye's world falling apart for weeks on end, and my team's effectiveness had been hampered by the tense atmosphere in the squad room, especially at first. And the end result? The bad guy apprehended, but at the cost of Faye's health. Her injuries would take weeks to heal, and even then she'd be left with scars to remind her of her ordeal for the rest of her life.
But if I'd told her straight out what was happening, would things have turned out any better? Could I have kept her in interrogation's observation room for weeks at a time, allowing her out only for escorted, guarded showers and bathroom breaks? Sure, she'd have been surrounded only by the people I trusted absolutely, but that number was so few, we'd only have functioned effectively for the first few days before weariness set in. Would Aldridge have revealed himself by attempting to infiltrate the precinct? Would he have taken out his frustration at being thwarted by making attempts on the lives of my team instead? Or would he have faded into the background until we'd had no choice but to give up the self-enforced siege, then reappeared to strike with deadly accuracy?
I didn't know. I'd never know, no matter how much I picked it apart, whether the route I'd chosen had been the right one. So I just held my broken girl in my arms, treasuring her every breath, and waited for morning.
Faye
When I woke, the first thing I registered was Pierce's arms around me, and my heart twisted painfully. I'd had this dream so many times—that he'd crept into my apartment without waking me and got into my bed, pulling me into his arms while I slept. I knew if I tried to embrace him in return, I'd come to my senses and open my eyes to an empty room, achingly conscious of his absence.
I wasn't ready for that yet. I didn't want to face the bleakness of harsh reality. I preferred to let the illusion fade in its own time, but as I slowly floated up further towards consciousness, I became aware of a scent I recognised in an instant, a mix of his skin and his soap that almost convinced me this was more than just another dream.
"Zach?” I whispered, not daring to open my eyes.
His arms tightened around me a little, and there was pain, but I didn't care. I remembered everything and at last looked up into his face, unable to stop the smile that stretched across my lips.
"You're here..."
"Mm-hmm...” With a brief kiss to my forehead, he told me, “Go back to sleep, Faye. It's only five-thirty."
I shook my head, waking a little more with every second that passed. “I'm not tired anymore."
"Then we need to talk."
I nodded slowly, knowing it was true. I had questions, he needed to explain himself, and we both needed to decide where we went from there.
"Okay. But I'm gonna need coffee."
I didn't, not really. Well, maybe a little. But it was more for Pierce's benefit.
"I definitely won't say no to that."
He got up and headed into the kitchen, motioning for me to stay still, and I gingerly stretched out my injured limbs, wincing a little. When he returned with pain medication and coffee, I concentrated on taking the pills while he sat back down beside me.
"Ask."
He could see the questions bubbling below the surface, and with relief I voiced them, my words emerging in a rush.
"Why didn't you tell me? Leave me a note, gesture to me...anything? I mean, I get why you'd be worried about bugs and tails and stuff, but the odds of the guy being able to hear us all the time, or have cameras in place to be able to see what you wrote... I just...don't get it.” I hadn't been capable of thinking about it since my rescue, but now I was awake, the idea that he'd let me suffer for weeks on end wouldn't leave me alone.
Pierce sipped his coffee, his eyes never leaving my face, and I could see the remorse in them as he considered his answer.
"Couldn't take the risk, Faye. Given the choice between hurting you and burying you..."
The muscles in his jaw tightened as he tried to find the words, and I reached out to lay a hand over his, shaking my head. In that moment he was forgiven, and we both knew it, but he kept talking anyway, needing me to understand.
"That night you were waiting for me in the elevator... I almost caved right there. We were alone, there was no way there were eyes on us... I wanted to tell you everything."
"Why didn't you?” I said, my voice almost inaudible.
"You're like an open book, little tease. Always have been.” He reached out and cupped my face with one hand, his thumb stroking over my cheekbone. “From the notes, I figured the bastard was always watching you, and he'd notice the change in you once you knew you were in danger. I couldn't take the chance he'd take his shot."
I leaned in to his touch, blinking back tears as I remembered his words each time I'd tried to talk to him.
"You were harsh."
"Had to be. If I'd given you any indication that I still...” He shook his head, frustration in his eyes. “I didn't want to hurt you, but I needed to. I had to keep you away from me to keep you safe. Or that was the idea."
I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, letting the tangled, anguished thoughts that he might have meant what he'd said unravel and dissipate.
"I know. Just wanted to hear you say it, is all."
He kissed me softly, soothing away the last of my hurt.
"Anything else you want to bring up?” I shook my head. “Then you need to change your bandages."
I sighed, nodding reluctantly. With Pierce's support, I stood and wobbled down the hall to the bathroom, where I glared at my arms, irritated.
"So I have to keep my stitches dry and be careful when I take the dressings off my burns that I don't burst any blisters, and I really wanna shower. Could this be any more complicated?"
Pierce told me to wait and left the bathroom, and I filled the void his absence left by brushing my teeth. When he returned, dropping a kiss on the back of my neck and holding up the plastic wrap I usually used to keep food fresh, I laughed at the simple genius of his plan.
"A little mummification, Sir?” I'd wanted to try that for a while, but never had.
"Not right now..."
He removed my shirt and bra with gentle fingers, and I shivered slightly as his eyes moved over me, devouring skin I'd been afraid he'd never want to see again. When he tapped one of my limbs, I held it out to him, and he wound the wrap around the injured upper arm several times, making the covering water-tight. He finished with a strip of duct tape, knowing the water would loosen the hold the wrap had on itself, then turned his attention to the other arm, his fingers equally careful.
"Not exactly high fashion, but it'll work,” I said, reaching for the shower's power button and gritting my teeth at the pain that resulted.
"Need help?” he asked quietly, sounding almost as if he was expecting me to say no.
Grinning, I stepped closer, resting my hands on his waist as I tilted my face up for his kiss. We stepped under the spray together, my lips exploring the contours of his chest as he held me gently.
"Focus,” he murmured, reaching past me to pick up the shampoo bottle.
"I don't wanna focus,” I said, as he massaged the suds into my hair.
He didn't answer, and I figured he hadn't heard me over the noise of the water. Choosing not to push it for now, I let him rinse my hair then carefully peel the dressings from my thighs, exposing the angry blisters beneath.
The water against them made me wince, but I took the soap he offered and washed the affected areas as lightly as I could, some of my pain assuaged by Pierce's presence beside me.
When we were both clean, I leant back against him, closing my eyes at the feel of his skin against mine. The moment was perfect, and despite my injuries, I felt a tingle of desire.
"Sir—"
"No.” His refusal was almost amused, but his arms around my waist tightened a little.
"Why?” I already knew my wounds were too severe for him to take me, but that didn't mean I had to like it.
"You gonna fight me on this, little tease?” His voice held an edge I hadn't heard from him since that night he'd told me to forgo making coffee, the night before he'd left me. My body remembered what came next, and responded with a shiver as I half-spun in his arms to look at him.
For a second I saw the conflict in his face as he took in the open desire on mine, but it was soon gone. With a whispered, “Ah, hell...", he turned me back to face away from him, one arm pulling me back against his body as the fingers of the other travelled lower.
When he found my clit, I couldn't help the sigh of pleasure that escaped me, and as he found his rhythm the sighs became moans of encouragement. He took his time, drawing out the experience, reminding me of every response he could evoke as he drove me closer to the edge. I didn't ask for permission, and he didn't expect me to, allowing me to tremble in his arms as the orgasm took me.
Gasping and flushed, I let him support me as I regained my senses, whispering breathlessly, “I want you, Sir..."
"Gonna have to wait for you to heal a little more, little tease,” he told me, his voice rough with his own need for me.
Feeling his hard cock pressing into my back, I whimpered in complaint, but I knew he was right. If he took me now, neither of us would hold back, and the pain I'd be in when the pleasure faded wouldn't be the good kind.
Once I'd calmed down, I was just happy to let him unwind the plastic wrap from my arms, cocoon me in my bathrobe and carefully apply ointment and new dressings to my burns. I was his again, and if I had to wait a couple of weeks for him to completely reclaim me, then so be it.
* * * *
I settled on the couch when we were both dry and dressed, my head on Pierce's shoulder and my attention focussed on the forensics journal in front of me. I'd been too distracted to concentrate lately, and I quickly became absorbed in the fascinating reading material, glad to forget the trauma of the day before.
Beside me, Pierce just sipped his coffee, seeming lost in thought. I wasn't sure what he was planning, but he'd tell me sooner or later. Despite the past few weeks, I still trusted him without reservation. I couldn't help it. He was Pierce.
When the team got to the apartment a few hours later, I dropped the journal and fell upon them all with gentle hugs and smiles, welcoming them in. They were all so relieved to see me happy again, though none of them said the words aloud. Their cheerful banter and offerings of chocolate and flowers spoke volumes, and, touched, I told each of them I loved them.
While Layton made coffee for everyone, Bill Clarke inspected my wounds for signs of infection, looking them over with a professional eye. Santoro and Beaumont watched, torn between empathy and squeamishness at the sight of the stitched incisions on my arms.
I avoided looking at them. The hours I'd spent in Tyler Aldridge's clutches were permanently seared into my brain, and once the shock had worn off I was pretty sure I'd have some killer nightmares. I didn't need to examine the physical injuries unless it was absolutely necessary.
Pierce waited until Bill proclaimed the wounds clean and well-dressed before standing up. With eyes only for me, he said, “I'm gonna head over to my place to pick up some stuff. I'll be back soon."
For a split second I felt a flash of panic. The last time I'd watched him leave this apartment, my heart had been in pieces. Chiding myself for my fear, I nodded, and he squeezed my hand reassuringly before heading out.
I didn't miss the expression on Santoro's face as the door shut behind him.
"Oh, God, Tommy—what did you say to him?"
Before he could answer, Layton chipped in. “He let Pierce have it after you got taken."
I sighed, putting my hand on the senior detective's shoulder. “Why?"
"He knew you were in danger for a month and didn't say a word,” Santoro said, shrugging. “If he had, maybe you'd be sitting here now without cuts and burns all over you."
His words chilled my blood, but I shoved the sense of dread aside. He hadn't meant to hurt me—he was just frustrated he hadn't been able to help.
"Or maybe I'd be dead. Hindsight's a wonderful thing, but he didn't know who was after me at the time."
"Yeah, and he didn't see you that first week, either,” Santoro said, his tone sharp. “It was like he'd cut out your heart and taken it with him, Faye."
"Tommy.” Beaumont gave him a warning look.
I watched each of them in turn as the atmosphere turned awkward.
"All of you blame him?"
Layton shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I dunno, Faye. I know his intentions were good, but he could have come up with some other way, maybe. I don't see how, though, so I'm gonna just let it go."
Gratefully, I nodded, holding his gaze for a moment before I turned to the man on my left. “Bill?"
"Zach has made some bad decisions in the past, my dear,” he said. “But to hurt you like that... It's clear he saw no other option. I won't hold a grudge."
I smiled at him, and he nodded, smiling back.
I looked over at Beaumont. “You, too, Erica?"
Beaumont looked thoughtful. “It was the most tactically-efficient strategy,” she answered. “On the other hand, being hurt like that is something I wouldn't wish on my worst enemy. I can see both sides, but I just want everything to go back to normal as soon as it can. I haven't confronted Pierce, and I won't."
I relaxed a little—Beaumont's wrath could be more fearsome than Santoro's and Layton's combined.
"Thank you.” Santoro sighed, and I fixed him with a pleading look. “I don't blame him, so why should you?"
"Because someone has to."
"He blames himself, can't you see that? Please, Tommy. Put yourself in his place. I just want things like they used to be, before all this. With everyone together, friendships and pranks and coffee... I've missed it. I've missed us.” I turned to look at the rest of them. “You guys were there for me when I needed it, and I can't thank you enough. But you were handling me with kid gloves, and I don't even wanna think about what the atmosphere was like in the squad room... I don't want that any more. I need this to be over. Please?"
For a second, everyone was quiet, absorbing my words. Then Santoro put an arm around my shoulders, making sure he didn't agitate my wounds.
"Then it's over."
Not caring about the pain, I enveloped him in a tight hug, letting go only when Bill cautioned me against straining my stitches. While I settled down, Santoro got up and headed over to my DVD collection, scanning the titles before plucking one from the shelf.
"I'm thinking we should watch this when Pierce gets back. The guy has no excuse for not seeing it after dating you for as long as he has."
Recognising the artwork on the case from a distance, I broke into a grin. “Labyrinth! Aww, that'd be perfect right about now."
Until Pierce got back, we fell into our usual repartee, Santoro bombarding us with useless facts about the movie until Beaumont became irritated enough to tell him to shut up. Bill and I looked on in amusement as Layton chipped in on Beaumont's behalf.
When my Dom arrived back at the apartment I was the first one to notice, and his eyes sought me out before anything else.
Missed you, I mouthed to him, and he smiled, the expression telling me all I needed to know.
Pierce
While Bill related the story of how he'd once seen David Bowie from a distance, back in the eighties, I took the stuff I'd picked up from my place into Faye's room. When I heard someone follow me, I assumed it was my little tease, until Santoro spoke.
"Boss."
Remembering our heated exchange in the elevator, I regarded him warily. “Santoro."
"Just wanted to apologise. Well, not apologise, but, you know. You had a tough call to make, and you made it."
The younger cop's words seemed ambivalent, and I suspected he'd have borne a grudge for a little longer if not for Faye's persuasive influence. But I chose to take Santoro's words at face value, briefly laying a hand on his shoulder as I moved past him.
"It was a tough day for both of us."
With that, the rift between us was repaired, at least outwardly. Time would do the rest, just as it would heal Faye's wounds.
As a team, we watched the movie Faye and Santoro were so excited about, although most of the dialogue was obscured by Beaumont's contempt for the main character's ineptitude and her resultant bickering with Santoro. I barely paid attention, choosing instead to just enjoy the carefree atmosphere that had been absent from the squad room over the past month. I'd missed it, though I knew within a week I'd be yearning for some peace and quiet.
That evening, after everyone had left and Faye was lying, exhausted but happy, with her head in my lap, I thought about the collar stashed away among my belongings. It was rightfully hers, but I didn't want to reintroduce it to the relationship until she had healed enough, mentally and physically, to deal with the re-collaring ceremony I knew she craved.
Though her wounds were dressed and slowly beginning to heal, the deep shock of her brief captivity and torture was only just starting to fade. And when she started awake from a light doze with a gasp, tears in her eyes, I drew her gently into my lap, enfolding her in my arms as sobs wracked her body.
"Let it go, little tease... Take all the time you need."
* * * *
With the commissioner's blessing, I took a couple of weeks off work to stay with Faye, and for the first few days she barely left my side. Her sleep was frequently interrupted by nightmares that left her distressed and trembling, and I held her as close as her injuries permitted as she whispered to me in the dark, relating over several tearful nights the full story of the hours spent with Aldridge.
I listened to the details with gritted teeth, safe in the knowledge that the darkness masked the rage and guilt on my face. But when she kissed my chest softly and said, “It's okay,” I realised my mistake. She knew. She was so well-attuned to the sounds of my breathing and heart rate, and the amount of tension I held in my muscles, that she couldn't possibly not have known.
"It's not okay, Faye,” I told her, brushing my thumb over her cheekbone and bringing it away damp with the remnants of her tears.
She placed her hand over mine, and I dimly saw the outline of her head as she raised it from the pillow. “It is okay, Sir. There's no point in feeling guilty about something that wasn't your fault. It was all him. I know you did everything you could, for me and his brother."
By the middle of the second week, Faye's stitches had broken down, leaving the wounds closed and well on the way to healing completely. Her left arm was mostly painless, but the deeper, muscle-deep cuts on the right limb had a way to go yet. She wouldn't know the extent of the scarring until the scabs were gone.
Her legs were a different story. The burns had been at the more severe end of second degree, and although the blisters had deflated, the skin was still sore and angry. She didn't complain, but I could see the impatience in her eyes whenever she changed the dressings.
"Take your time,” I said quietly, and she sighed, smoothing her hand over the fresh dressing and getting up to sit beside me.
"I just want this to be healed, Sir."
She rested her head on my shoulder, and I put a careful arm around her. When she looked up at me there was a glimmer of irritation in her eyes. “I don't want you to be scared of holding me. I don't wanna have to hold back with you."
I gently kissed her forehead, understanding her frustration. “Will it make it easier if I order you to be patient?"
She nodded. “A little."
I tilted her chin up with a finger, modifying my tone a little. “You deal with this, little tease. It's my decision when we move forward. Nothing you do can change my mind."
A slight tremor went through her, and I mentally questioned my last statement. I could almost feel the power exchange between us, feel her ceding the responsibility to me, and the urge to order her to her knees was almost overwhelming. I tried to keep it from my face, but I was a split second too late, and one corner of her mouth twitched upwards in an ironic smile. “Now you know how I feel."
Faye
Fifteen days after my abduction, Pierce was called in to work for the reopening of a cold case he'd worked on, way back when. He had no choice but to go, but I saw how the idea frustrated him.
"I'm fine,” I reassured him, smiling a little at his over-protectiveness and getting up to hug him.
My grip wasn't as tight with my right arm as with my left, but Bill had told me it was only the pain preventing it, and that once I'd healed completely, I'd be back to almost strangling the recipients of my embraces in no time.
I read the doubt in Pierce's eyes when I pulled back, and dared to roll my eyes at him. “Seriously. I'm over it. Go to work."
Strangely enough, it was true. Immediately after my rescue I'd have felt anxious about being left alone, but after being the centre of Pierce's attention for over a fortnight, that fear had left me. Only a couple of my post-traumatic dreams had focussed on his leaving me, and his attentive responses when I'd woken up had soothed away any subconscious doubts.
He fixed me with a long, analytical look before relenting. “You need anything, Faye...you call me.” Until I nodded my agreement, he didn't budge, but then he kissed me goodbye and left.
Smiling, I stood still for a moment, adjusting to the silence and the knowledge that I'd be alone for more than thirty minutes. Then I headed to my PC, setting my music volume up higher than it had been in over a month and engrossing myself in the video game Layton had got me hooked on a few months ago.
The day passed uneventfully, which calmed Pierce's fears a little, and the rest of the week flew by. On Saturday morning I slipped out of bed and headed for the shower, knowing the move would wake my Dom and that by the time I emerged from the bathroom he'd be out in the living room, a freshly brewed cup of coffee in hand.
I finished blow-drying my hair and went to find him, walking into the room just as he was sitting down.
"Morning, Sir.” Before he could reply, I dropped into a position so familiar it sent shivers down my spine—kneeling at his feet with my back against the couch.
For a second he was silent and I kept still, resisting the urge to look up and gauge his reaction.
"Sure your legs are up to that?” His voice was low, and I read the real question behind his words—was I sure I was psychologically ready to kneel for him again?
I didn't bother to answer, leaning my head against his knee with a faint smile. Psychologically speaking, I'd never left.
Relenting, with the firm order for me to move if I got too uncomfortable, he trailed his fingers through my loose, red locks. A tiny shiver passed through me, and he leant forward to rest his hand against my bare neck.
"I've been thinking about this, little tease,” he said casually, and I couldn't hold in the hope in my expression. He read the question in my eyes and shook his head. “Soon."
I deflated a little, and he tightened his grip ever so slightly, sending desire sweeping through my body in a tingling wave. My eyes fell closed at the display of dominance, and his chuckle made me catch my breath.
"Not today. Or tomorrow.” He withdrew his hand, and I nodded, taking a deep breath and trying to settle down and listen to his words. “Maybe not even next week. But we need to renegotiate, and I want you clear-headed when we do."
I bit my lip and nodded, feeling a flash of resentment towards the madman who'd tortured me. It was bad enough that I was injured, but this went deeper than that. Pierce hadn't had to ask me about my limits since he'd collared me, and he shouldn't have had to now.
Pierce interpreted my mood correctly and crooked a finger, beckoning for me to join him on the couch. I slid onto his lap and he enfolded me in his arms.
"I know. But things have changed, and I need to know how much."
I opened my mouth to reply, but before I could begin he shook his head.
"You even think about exaggerating what you can take, little tease, and I'll deny you permission to come for a year."
Wincing, I re-evaluated. I'd been planning to tell him that nothing had changed, as long as he went easy on the sites of my scars. I just wanted things to be normal again, and part of me was terrified Pierce would be disappointed in me for my increased limits, though logically I knew he never would.
"Psychologically, I can still take everything I could before,” I began slowly. “Except...the obvious. Stuff that's happened. Kidnap scenes, scenes where you pretend you don't care..."
Pierce nodded. “And physically?"
I thought about it carefully, taking my time, and he didn't rush me. While I was being tortured, I'd compared the pain to the controlled kind Pierce meted out to me, concluding the two were nothing alike. Put in the position of being given pain again, though... My mind recoiled at the thought.
"I don't think I can, Sir,” I whispered. It made me nauseous to utter the words—the pain side of play was something I'd never thought I'd stop relishing, and I knew Pierce enjoyed my reactions to the varied sensations as much as I used to love receiving them. “Not even if I'm not tied up. I'm sorry..."
"Faye.” He tilted my chin up, seeking my gaze and holding it as he told me, “The play... it's not the focus of our relationship. If you said to me you wanted to stay completely vanilla from now on—no orders, no collars, no physical play—I'd agree to it. Without hesitation. You're my girl first, and my slave second."
A warm glow tingled through me, and I relaxed a little, a slight smile touching my lips as I nodded.
"Just bear in mind any punishment I give you will be psychological for now,” he reminded me.
I agreed softly, making a mental note not to act out for the foreseeable future. I'd always found mental punishments harder to bear than physical ones—until now.
"I'll be good, Sir."
He kissed my forehead, his lips lingering for a moment before he pulled back.
"Re-collaring first, then a scene. Tell me your safe word."
We both already knew it, though it was rarely used. But we were both keenly aware that if ever there was a time I'd need to speak it, it was now.
"Chemistry, Sir."
Though my lips obeyed his command, my mind was elsewhere. His mention of re-collaring me indicated a formal ceremony, rather than just placing it around my neck as if it wasn't a big deal, and I itched to move the schedule forward, to feel the weight of my favourite accessory against my skin.
"Good girl.” Kissing me softly, he drove the rest of my impatience from my mind for one blissful moment. Only one moment, though. “Soon,” he promised, and I sighed, resigned.
Soon couldn't come soon enough.
Pierce
Over the next few days, I kept a close eye on my girl, monitoring the ease of her movements, her facial expressions whenever she sat or stood, how quickly she reacted when she needed to use her arms or legs. By Wednesday night, when I let myself into her apartment to find her dancing around the kitchen, simultaneously preparing food and moving to her deafening music, I judged her ready.
Not that I planned to tell her that yet. I had a specific scene in mind, and it was one I couldn't initiate until I was away from the apartment. So I restrained myself, not letting her push me past the limits of my control, although she spent a good portion of the night curled up in my lap.
I held out until my lunch break the next day. It was a rare quiet day for my team, and though we were supposed to be catching up on overdue reports, the overall tone in the squad room was boisterous. Santoro gave Layton a hard time about something he was buying over the internet, and Beaumont interjected with coolly amused comments at intervals.
Preoccupied with my own thoughts, I let them get away with it, cutting them loose for lunch at around one. When I was sure they'd disbanded and headed their separate ways, I left the precinct and drove to a place I hadn't been for a couple of days—my own house.
Walking into the kitchen, I inhaled the familiar smells of herbs and bread. I hadn't had much time at home recently, and I ran an absent-minded hand over the kitchen counter as I dialled Faye's cell phone number from memory.
She answered on the third ring, her words excitedly tumbling over each other. “Hey, Zach! You're not gonna believe what I just found on eBay—"
"Later, little tease."
She never answered the phone by calling me ‘Sir'—just in case it was another member of my team borrowing my cell for some reason—and by using my pet name for her, I was letting her know I was alone and free to speak unheard.
She fell silent, her anticipation transmitted through the connection by the slight, unsteady hitch of her breathing.
I kept her waiting for a couple of seconds, reinforcing in both our minds that I was in control. “How are you feeling?” I said finally.
"Good, Sir,” she said, without hesitation.
"Hmm...” I leaned against the counter, taking my time. “In that case, I've got a task for you."
"Anything."
I imagined her in her apartment, awaiting my commands, and resisted the urge to just head over there and give a few in person. That would come later.
For now... “I'll be finished at work at around six, then I'm gonna call your cell and hang up. That'll give you twenty minutes or so. When I get to your apartment building, I'll call up to it so you know I'm there. And when I walk through your door, little tease, I want to see you naked and kneeling for me."
Her breath escaped her in a sigh, the slight tremble in her words rewarding me. “Yes, Sir."
"Any questions?” I knew there'd only be one racing through her brain, and she voiced it uncertainly.
"Is this—? I mean..."
On any other occasion, I might have drawn things out a little before answering her question, tormented her a little. Now wasn't the time for that.
"Yeah, little tease. It is."
I could almost hear the broad, uncontrollable grin on her face. “I love you, Sir."
It had been too long since I'd really reminded her of my position as her Dominant, and with a quick glance at my watch to check I had time, I let loose a little.
"Where are you?"
"At the computer,” she said, volunteering no more information than necessary.
Good girl...
"I want you in the bedroom, now. Put the phone on the bed and undress, then lie down and tell me exactly what you're thinking."
Whispering acquiescence, she moved into the bedroom and I heard the faint sounds of clothing being shed. I closed my eyes, aware of my growing arousal, and knew I'd be a little later back to the office than I'd thought. I didn't give a damn.
"I'm here, Sir...” Faye's voice was slightly breathless and I imagined her lying there, pale skin against dark sheets, her mind fixed firmly upon me.
I waited, reminding her mutely that part of my order had yet to be followed, and she spoke softly, as if unaware of the power she held over me at that moment. “I'm thinking... that I want you to walk in here right now and fuck me, Sir. Just pin me to the bed and push inside me, and make me beg for permission to come..."
I gave a wordless growl as my cock begged for attention, my self-control tested by the images her words evoked. Being around her for the past week had been sweet torture—I'd known she'd be able to withstand a reclaiming with minimal pain, but still I'd forced myself to wait until the only discomfort she'd be in would be intentional.
"Where are your hands?"
"One holding the phone, the other on my stomach, Sir."
She knew exactly what was coming, and I could visualise her all too well—her half-closed eyes, her parted lips, her hardened nipples and the slick wetness of her pussy between her spread thighs.
"Put the phone on speaker and put it down."
I knew when she did—the sound quality changed, and there was a slight scuffle before the line settled down.
Before she could speak, I told her, “Now touch yourself. I wanna hear you."
My imagination filled in the blanks all too willingly as her first, soft moan reached my ears.
"Oh, God... Sir... I'm so wet for you... I want you so much..."
At her sounds of pleasure, my entire body cried out a protest that was almost impossible to ignore. Stubbornly holding back, I focussed on her, giving her calm instructions and forbidding her to come until I allowed it, telling her exactly how hard it had been to keep myself from taking her over the past few days.
When her frenzied breathing turned to desperate whimpers, I knew she couldn't hold back for much longer. I gave the order and she lost her fragile grip on composure with a satisfied cry, gasping and sighing as the aftershocks carried her. Listening to her, my cell phone held tightly against my ear, I dug my free hand into my thigh so hard it hurt, refusing to let myself join her, keeping the facade of my control in place.
Gradually, she calmed enough to murmur her thanks, and I ached to hold her, to watch her slowly return to herself as her limbs curled around me. For a few minutes I spoke quietly to her, making sure she knew I cared and reminding her of her orders for the evening. Then, reluctantly, I hung up, tucking my cell into my jacket pocket and making for the stairs.
I was already going to be late back to the precinct, but before I could even think of concentrating on work I had my own needs to take care of. The way my mind kept drifting to Faye this morning, I'd never make it through the afternoon if I didn't.
Faye
I spent most of the afternoon in a strange state, hovering between suspense and contentment. Pierce's call had taken the edge off my desire, but I knew it was nothing compared to what he had planned for that night. The time seemed to crawl by, and after spending most of it daydreaming I filled the final hour or so by changing the sheets on the bed and taking a shower.
When my cell phone rang, I was putting the finishing touches to my hair. Setting down the brush, I reached for it, but it cut off after the first ring.
Zach...
Feeling almost nervous, I reapplied my makeup—not too much, just enough to emphasise my eyes and lips. As I deposited the cosmetics back in their drawer, a sound jarred me—Pierce was buzzing up to the apartment, letting me know he was home.
Following his instructions, I shrugged out of my robe and went into the living room, kneeling within sight of the apartment door as I imagined where Pierce was right then. Entering the code to unlock the building door downstairs, taking the elevator up to my floor, walking down the hall to my door...
I didn't hear him approach, but that was nothing new. The man made a living out of being stealthy. But he didn't try to be quiet as he opened the door, stepped inside, locked it behind him. I knew better than to look up, keeping my gaze trained on the rug in front of me.
Noises. The rustle of cloth as he drew off his jacket and cast it aside. The jangle of his keys as he placed them on the table on the way past. His slow, even breathing, betraying none of the anticipation that was eating me up inside, though I didn't doubt he felt it too. The air was thick with tension, and I remained still with an effort, steeling my muscles against the urge to fidget.
His shoes came into my line of sight as he halted before me. I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry, startled at the unexpected touch when he trailed his fingers through my loose, freshly washed hair.
"Good.” His voice was calm, controlled. It contrasted with my whirling thoughts so completely that I lowered my head a little more, gratitude at the praise sweeping over me. “Wait here. Don't move."
I didn't need to speak to signal my agreement. He expected obedience from me, and anything less was unacceptable. He moved on past me to the bathroom and the familiar patter of water reached my ears—the shower.
I stared at the deep pink scars that streaked across my thighs—shiny and new, healed and finally painless. Ugly, though, and unlikely to fade for years to come. I'd spent a lot of time worrying about them at first, not because of what they symbolised, but for vanity's sake. The skin of my upper arms and thighs used to be smooth, pale, unblemished. I knew I'd made a pretty picture, back then—flame-red hair contrasting with a canvas of sun-neglected flesh.
Now the untouched perfection of that flesh was gone. In its place were angry, indelible marks of cruelty and malice. Yet even so, my self-consciousness had slowly drained away. My Dom had kissed these marks, had stroked his fingers over them, and underneath the guilt I knew he'd always feel on some level, I'd seen only love. These scars were no more mine than the rest of my body. I belonged to him—completely, unconditionally, unreservedly—and for him I would bear the imperfections without shame.
The shower shut off and I sat in the stillness, my arms behind my back, waiting for him. It wasn't long before he approached me again, his feet and legs bare this time. As naked as I knew the rest of him would be.
"Now, there's a sight I've missed.” His voice was warmer, now, and my body responded to it immediately, my skin tingling. “A little tease, kneeling before me, naked and waiting for my instructions."
I bit my lip as his words fizzed through my bloodstream. I'd missed this, too—more than I could ever possibly say. When he took my hand and pulled me to my feet, tilting up my chin to allow me to meet his eyes, I couldn't help but smile.
A faint answering smile tugged at the corners of his lips, and he ran his hands down my newly-healed arms with firm strokes, watching me carefully for signs of pain. I felt none, and I made sure he saw that. Even so, he dropped into a crouch to treat my thighs the same way, the touches businesslike for now. He'd played it way too safe, holding himself back from taking what was his for far too long. Now I bit back the urge to demand that he stop fussing, knowing it wasn't the time to get bratty.
Satisfied, he stood again, invading my personal space as only he could. One eyebrow rose as he picked up on my impatience. “Something to say?"
I swallowed, shook my head. “No, Sir,” I murmured.
"Tell me your safe word,” he said, purely to piss me off. Testing my willingness to obey him when he knew damn well we both knew the answer.
The anticipation was killing me, but that was okay.
"Chemistry, Sir."
"Again."
His eyes were amused, and all of a sudden I loved him for tormenting me.
"Chemistry,” I said, slowly and clearly.
"Don't forget it.” He ran a lazy finger down my throat, and my breath caught.
"I won't, Sir."
"Now, kiss me."
His lips were almost touching mine when he said the words, and I leaned closer to meet them, taking the small measure of control he'd given me. His hands gripped my hips, and he pulled me against his naked body, deepening the kiss, possessing my mouth. I ghosted a tentative hand over his chest, seeking permission to put my arms around him, and he gathered me closer without breaking the kiss, wordlessly granting my request.
The embrace lasted longer than he'd probably intended, and by the time he broke off and stepped back, we were both breathing heavily and almost ready to forgo the scene in favour of just plain sex.
But, of course, he was too stubborn to allow that. And I'd have been disappointed if he had.
I think.
Keeping a little distance between us, Pierce rested a hand on either side of my neck, his thumbs brushing gently down my throat.
"Now, this...this is missing something, don't you think?"
I tried to speak, but my voice was overcome by emotion. Instead, I nodded, and he gave a quiet laugh.
"Into the bedroom, then. Kneel for me."
I stepped back obediently, my limbs trembling a little as I turned and made for the bedroom. There was a certain spot, between the bed and the dresser, which I'd claimed as my own. I knelt there now, my arms behind my back, my head held high, my eyes lowered.
It didn't take long for him to follow me. In the past, he'd never shown remorse about taking his time—at one point, he'd left me to wonder for over an hour before joining me—but tonight he didn't draw things out. I'd been waiting for this from the second he took his collar from me, and he knew I couldn't take it much longer.
Halting in front of me, he moved the collar in his hand into my line of sight, holding it by the buckle end and letting the leather strip dangle before my eyes. My heart kicked—I hadn't seen it since he'd left me. I couldn't look away. Its silver studs and leashing ring caught the dim light of the lamps and shone enticingly.
"You're nobody's slave,” Pierce reminded me, his voice low and intense. “You're free to do what you want, go where you want, wear what you want...” He circled behind me, trailing a fingertip down my spine. “Come when you want,” he continued, and I shivered lightly.
"Now why would a little tease like you want to give all that up?"
My mouth was dry, but I didn't flounder, didn't hesitate. The answer was obvious.
"Because I need to be yours, Sir."
"But why this? Why not just be my girl?"
"It's not enough, Sir.” I needed something more than just a vanilla relationship—I craved it with every particle of my body. “I can't explain it. It just feels right."
He paused for a second before continuing, but I didn't look up. When he spoke, a fresh thrill tingled through me.
"You've been my colleague, my friend, my lover, my submissive. Are you ready to become my slave again?"
"Yes, Sir.” My voice was clear and strong. I'd never stopped being ready.
Pierce halted behind me and I tried to keep still, my body aching for him, and for the collar he held.
He pulled a lock of my loose, wavy hair and I gathered it away from my neck, smiling a little. The collar was cool against my skin and I held my breath as he dragged the strap through the buckle, letting my hands fall into my lap when he tugged the leather accessory against my throat.
I closed my eyes, feeling calm settle over me at my reinstatement. This was where I was supposed to be.
His hands dropped away and he moved around to face me again, encouraging me to stand. He met my eyes and my knees grew weak at the intensity in them.
"Little tease,” he murmured, his voice warm and affectionate.
I smiled and regarded him steadily, my world fully stabilised for the first time in two months.
"Sir."
With a sudden, sharp tug on my collar's leashing ring, he pulled me into a kiss—a kiss of repossession, of lust and most of all, love. I melted into his arms, submitting completely to his embrace, my mind clearing of concerns and fears.
When I was gasping for breath he broke off, his gaze predatory in a way I hadn't seen in too long. When he circled to stand behind me once more, his body pressing against mine, my eyes fell closed as I fought the urge to lean back against him.
I ached to feel his arms around me, but they remained at his sides. I could hear him breathing in time with me, matching my inhalations and exhalations perfectly, and my breath calmed and slowed, so now I was breathing with him rather than the other way around.
Pierce rested his hand on the back of my head, applying a little pressure to coax me into lowering my chin. Pliant and willing, I obeyed, still lost in the synchronisation of our breathing. He trailed his finger down the back of my neck, over the collar, down my spine as he stepped back to put a little distance between us. I still heard his breathing, as if from far away, and my brain seemed to tingle along with my skin as he smoothed his hands down my arms, took hold of each wrist and guided my arms behind my back.
I linked my fingers together, keeping my arms in position, and it was only then that he spoke, soft authority in his tone.
"You're mine... never forget that."
I couldn't reply—the submissive mindset had claimed me completely, and all I wanted to do was listen to his voice, to feel his hands on me. With a low, approving chuckle, he circled around to face me again.
"On the bed,” he growled, and I began to step back to obey. His finger hooked through my leashing ring again, and I gasped when he pulled me up short.
A moment passed as he held me captive, sweeping his eyes unguardedly over my body. I felt the perusal as if it was a caressing hand, and a light shiver ran through me. Then Pierce released the collar and I was free to sit on the bed, scooting back into the centre of the mattress and tucking my legs under me.
He stood at the side of the bed, regarding me steadily.
"You do exactly as I say, when I say it. Do you understand?"
At my acknowledgement, he sat on the edge of the mattress, beckoning for me to go to him.
With his guidance, I straddled him, and we both moaned softly as I sank down onto his thick, hard cock. For a moment, all power games were shed, and I wrapped my arms around him, kissing his neck as he pulled me tightly against his body. To have him inside me again...it was all I'd been dreaming of for weeks on end.
For long moments, we just held each other as lovers, hands skimming over bare flesh, our breathing unsteady as we adjusted to the heady sensation of being interlocked once more. Then I rocked my hips, seeking stimulation, and Pierce gripped my waist, restraining me.
"I tell you to move, little tease?"
"No, Sir,” I whispered, blushing at the loss of control. I was out of practice.
"Then don't."
With an effort I controlled myself, stilling my body's instinct to move and trying to ignore the hot pulse of desire between my legs, the distracting way he filled me. Our gazes connected and goosebumps rippled across my skin as I saw the frustrated desire within him. More than anything he wanted to give in and take me, and to hell with the scene—but I knew he wouldn't, because this was something we both needed to see through.
"You have any idea how much I've thought about this?” His voice was low, almost dangerous, completely sexy. “About making you mine again? Touching you? Tasting you?"
I trembled, his words intensifying the craving within me. “Probably as much as I have, Sir..."
"Yeah?"
He removed one hand from my waist to tease one of my nipples into an oversensitive peak, and I swallowed a cry, involuntarily squeezing my internal muscles around him. With a soft curse he captured my lips with his, kissing me without restraint, taking what he wanted.
When he pulled back, he growled, “Now look what you made me do... And I was gonna make you beg for that. Apologise."
I couldn't hold back the breathless smile as I spoke the words he expected.
"Sorry, Sir."
"Little liar.” He dealt a light slap to the outside of my thigh, well away from my newly-formed scars, and I gasped in surprise, heat tingling through me.
He watched me carefully for negative reactions, but the reprimand was symbolic, not painful, and I relished the gesture, leaning forward to initiate a kiss of my own as reassurance.
Pierce took control from me, covering my face and neck with kisses as I sighed my pleasure and tried desperately not to move my hips. His fingers drifted to my breasts again, tempting me, tantalising me, and I groaned frustration in the form of his name, pleading, almost begging.
"That's better,” he said, a satisfied smile barely pulling at the corners of his lips, and I closed my eyes, trying to calm down. That idea flew straight out into the ether when his finger circled my clit without warning, and my eyes flew open again at the touch. I found him watching me with amusement.
"Sir...” I couldn't help but arch against him, and he gave my collar a warning tug, reminding me of his order. Trembling, I tried to hold still, but I couldn't stop myself from clenching around him as his fingers went to work in earnest, and he nipped, in response, at the sensitive patch of skin just below my ear.
"Beg me for it,” he murmured, his mouth so close his words caressed my skin.
The plea spilled from my lips without hesitation, my voice huskier than usual. “Sir... please, let me fuck you, let me make you come... I need you so much...please..."
Though he acknowledged the words with a soft laugh, he didn't let up on my clit, and soon my words took a different direction, tinged with desperation. “Oh, God, I can't take this! Permission to come, Sir?"
My muscles were coiled so tightly they were almost painful, my hands clutching his shoulders as I struggled to hold on. It seemed like an eternity passed before he replied, and by the time he gave in I was almost sobbing with frustration.
"Come for me, little tease..."
With relief, I stopped holding back, crying out sharply as my world receded, carried away on tidal waves of pleasure. Before the aftershocks had even begun to fade, I was disorientated further as Pierce overbalanced me, rolling me off his lap and onto the bed.
He began to take me, his lips finding mine again in a fierce kiss. I wrapped myself around him, sighing encouragement as the pleasure began to build again. My fingernails digging into his back, moving in time with his rough, deep thrusts, I forgot to breathe, willing my body to give in to the impending orgasm. As Pierce drove into me a final time, spilling himself with a satisfied growl, I followed him into oblivion with a gasp, my parted lips grazing his skin.
Breathing hard, he drew me into his arms, dropping a light kiss on my forehead. I stretched out my fingers over his heart, feeling the pounding rhythm of the organ begin to slow. He hooked one of his own fingers through the leashing ring on my collar, tugging a little.
"Mine..."
"Yours, Sir,” I agreed breathlessly, tilting back my head to get a better look at him. “Even if you did take your time proving it."
His response was another light, reproving slap, this time to my hip. I laughed softly and closed my eyes, riding a wave of pure contentment.
Maybe I would never work my way back up to the full, physical D/s scenes I used to love. Maybe I would. Either way, as I lay there, in that moment, I felt my focus shift from the anguish, doubt and horror of the past two months to the warmth and loving comfort of the present.
I was back where I belonged—owned, collared, and in the arms of my Dom. The past was past—that chapter of my life was behind me. Over with. Ended.
Acta est fabula.
* * * *
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