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SUMMARY: 




Freedom is but an illusion . . . 




Kayla Sutton finds out the hard way that Gage Channing’s dominance doesn’t end once she leaves the confines of his basement. His rules dictate her days and nights, his watchful eye keeps her in line at work, and the memories of her weekend with him, spent under his absolute control and his firm hand, keeps her on her toes. Having been blackmailed into submitting to him, Kayla doesn’t fully understand what it means to relinquish control of her body and free will, and she doesn’t understand how a man who derives pleasure in whipping and humiliating her is capable of awakening the desire she hadn’t known existed. 




As her daughter’s life hangs in the balance, Kayla must dig deep to find the strength to fully submit, to travel down the path of pain and pleasure. But when her past catches up to her, prompting a free fall into forbidden territory with a man she once fiercely loved, she knows her only recourse is to come clean about her transgression to her Master and beg his forgiveness . . . only she never imagined he’d have such a horrifying punishment awaiting her, or that his jealousy would send her life into a further tailspin.


1. THE RULES

Whoever said crying was a form of cleansing hadn’t cried over the shit I had in my lifetime, the most recent of which took the cake—namely that my daughter was fighting for her life. I’d stolen from the devil himself in order to save her, and now I was paying the ultimate price: six weeks of forced slavery of the most vile variety. 

The fact that a part of me enjoyed it only compounded the problem.  

I unlocked my door and finally allowed the floodgates to break. I’d barely kept my tears at bay while at the hospital, where I’d pulled Eve into my arms and rocked her long after she’d fallen asleep. I wasn’t sure if I’d held on so long to comfort her or me, but the weight of her in my arms and the smell of her soft skin had righted my world, if only for a while. I’d needed someone in that moment, and sadly I had no one but my three-year old daughter. 

I shed my clothes and collapsed into bed, and the sense of safety I usually felt within these walls was absent. Gage Channing’s lingering intrusion permeated every corner of my sanctuary. I curled into a ball and hugged my naked body, letting it all out in gulping sobs. The rest of the night blurred—hours blending together as the clock on my nightstand moved time . . . moved time closer to when I’d have to see him again.

Confusion and grief were powerful emotions; they haunted me now as heavily as my guilt did—the most disturbing case imaginable. I tortured myself with the vivid memory of his sculpted body moving against mine, demanding my submission, and his whip lancing my bare skin in unforgiving blows. Worse was how he’d forced me to pleasure . . . how even now I craved it. 

I still ached from being denied so long. Despite his damn rules, I slid my hand between my thighs and closed my eyes, burrowing my fingers into slick, throbbing heat. My frenzied touch brought me to an exquisite build-up. Gage’s blue-eyed gaze flashed in my head, and as I recalled the experience of grinding against him—again and again without release—I plunged into inevitable rapture, coming long and hard. A deep moan poured from my throat, and I spread my legs wider as my body cramped and shuddered. Heart pounding a deafening rhythm, I gave over to my release as it pulsed around my fingers. A blessed haze engulfed me, and I drifted to sleep a couple hours before the sun peaked through the blinds.

The blaring alarm interrupted an alternate replay of Gage and me in my dreams. There had been no cruelty, no hunger for power and dominance—he’d touched me with the gentlest patience and whispered the sweetest words, unlike the language he’d used over the weekend. 

I want to fuck your ass.

Yes, dream-Gage had been ten times better than foul-mouthed, sadistic Gage with his demands and a whip to ensure I bowed to him. I got to my feet and began his mandatory hygiene regimen. 

Bath oil in the water—check.  

Wash and condition hair—check.

Shave underarms, bikini area, and legs from thigh to ankle—check. 

Rub jasmine scented lotion over every inch of skin—check. 

I’d have to stop by the department store on my way to work to pick up a pair of four-inch heels—another requirement. He even demanded I wear them to the hospital and while running errands. With a sigh, I ransacked my closet in search of a short skirt. A deep forage into my lingerie drawer produced a lacy bra and thong set I’d forgotten about long ago. I hadn’t worn such things in . . .

Shit, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d worn something so sexy. If Gage hadn’t promised to set up an account for me at Victoria’s Secret, I’d be in real trouble. As I moved toward the kitchen to turn on the coffee maker, a drift of cool air hit my ass. I hated thongs. 

I hated Gage Channing even more.

I picked up the journal he’d given me and re-read his “rules . . .”

No masturbating.

Oops, already broke that one.

No dating, flirting, or touching/having sex with other men. No talking to men, unless work, errands, or hospital personnel require it.

Not likely to happen, since my social life was non-existent. A niggling thought bothered me. Ian might fall into this category. I couldn’t help my feelings for him, years ago buried but never forgotten, and I couldn’t help if I ran into him at the hospital. What was I supposed to tell him? That I wasn’t allowed to speak to him? Yeah, as if that wouldn’t raise a few questions, not to mention an eyebrow or two. 

Must maintain hygiene regimen daily.

I already despised this rule. 

Must always wear the collar.

The damn thing choked me, if not literally then figuratively. The thin strip of leather was a constant reminder that no matter how close freedom seemed within my grasp, it truly wasn’t. 

Must follow the specified menu plan.

This one could be a problem, since most days I didn’t have an appetite at all.  

Must wear four-inch heels, short skirts, and thong underwear at all times (work, hospital, errands).

Perverted bastard. 

Must sleep naked.

Ditto.    


2. OFFICE PUNISHMENT

I was shaking by the time I exited the elevator, anxious and terrified of facing Gage again after what had happened between us over the weekend. The office bustled with the normal Monday morning activity I’d become accustomed to during my employment at Channing Enterprises. Katherine gave me her patented sugary smile as I stumbled toward Gage’s office in my new heels. I cursed the squished nature of my toes, and then cursed again when some of his coffee splashed onto my hand. Already on the verge of being late, I licked up the bitter liquid and hoped no one noticed. The caffeine went straight to the butterflies in my stomach; they fluttered with the energy of a crack addict. I knocked on his door and pushed it open upon his order to enter. 

He sat behind his desk, a phone wedged between his ear and shoulder as he entered data into his laptop. He didn’t acknowledge me as I set down the coffee cup with a trembling hand. I pulled my iPad from my briefcase, and then shuffled my feet as he finished the call.

“Good morning, Kayla.” He grabbed the cardboard cup and took a sip before going about his normal morning routine, which involved dictating what he needed me to do for him. My fingers flew over the screen, adding meetings, notes, and anything else he specified. He said nothing remotely related to our weekend together—not even a hint. He resumed typing, and I kept my mouth shut, though I had to admit to being completely flustered. He acted as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. I couldn’t help but stand there like an idiot, waiting for some sort of response—something to indicate how I should behave around him. Was I supposed to call him Master while in his office when no one else was around? Did he want me on my knees as long as the door was closed?

I cleared my throat. “Mr. Channing?” Uttering that name left an odd taste in my mouth after the weekend I’d endured. Not only had he effectively programmed me to call him “Master,” but addressing him so formally after he’d had his cock buried in me seemed ridiculous. I licked my lips, thinking of the one place he had yet to penetrate. I’d be naive to assume it wasn’t going to happen eventually. 

He glanced up. “Yes?”

“Is there anything else?”

“No, that’s all. I’ll need that report by lunch.” He returned to his work, and I didn’t know what confused me more—his casual dismissal, or the fact that it stung. 

I put Gage’s behavior out of my mind and got to work. Shortly before lunchtime, as I was gathering a printout, Tom from the marketing department approached me. 

“How was your weekend?” he asked. 

I blinked. “It was . . . nothing unusual. How was yours?”

“Could’ve been better. Cindy and I broke up.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was a long time coming. Actually, I wanted to ask you out for coffee. You busy this week?” He took a step closer and brushed a stray hair out of my eyes. “Or we could do something more private. Whatever you’re up for.”

I gave him an uneasy smile. “I’m sorry, I can’t. My daughter’s in the hospital.” I stumbled back until a couple of feet separated us. 

Apparently he didn’t pick up on my subtle hint. “How’s she doing?” he asked, closing the distance. 

“Her doctor’s hopeful. We’re waiting on some test results.” I looked toward Gage’s office and found his thunderous expression aimed in our direction. He crossed the space with a purposeful stride. 

Oh, shit. 

“You’re fired,” he snapped at Tom. “Security will escort you from the premises.” Gage gave a slight nod toward a man who materialized from the periphery. He grabbed Tom by the arm. 

“What the hell?” Tom’s eyes widened as he took in our employer’s furious expression. “Why? What’d I do?”

“I won’t tolerate sexual advances between my employees. You obviously made Ms. Sutton very uncomfortable.” 

“Let’s go,” the security guard ordered. 

Tom protested, his voice ringing through the fifth floor as the guard escorted him to the elevator. “I’ll have you sued for this!” As soon as they disappeared behind the sliding doors and all the prying eyes pretended to go back to work, I set my hands on my hips and glared at Gage. 

“Was that really necessary? He has a kid to take care of!” I wasn’t sure who was more surprised by my outburst—him or me.

“In my office now.”

I closed my eyes on an exhale. Once again I’d let my mouth run rampant. Every gaze in the room weighed on me as I trailed behind Gage. He shut and locked the door, and I swallowed hard, preparing to grovel. 

“I’m sorry. I was way out of line.”

He grabbed my arm and yanked me over to his desk. There wasn’t much on it—a few papers, a stapler, and the coffee cup from this morning. He swept everything to the floor, and black coffee splashed the wall.

“How dare you disrespect me in front of my employees. It’s bad enough I had to watch that idiot manhandle you.”

“You’re right. I was wrong to question you in front of everyone.”

“Has one night of freedom erased your training already? You will address me as Master, and so we’re clear, you were wrong to question me at all.” He unbuckled his belt and gestured to the desk. “Bend over.”

I didn’t dare hesitate. If I did as told, maybe he would go easy on me. 

“Lift up your skirt. If you drop it, I’ll make your hands bleed.”

With shaking fingers, I lifted the back of my skirt and exposed my bare bottom. 

“You’ve brought this on yourself, Kayla.” The slide of his belt shattered the quiet as he removed it. “If you ever let another man touch you again, I’ll do far worse.” The strap of leather came down hard enough to steal my breath. 

I blinked back tears, knowing that leaving his office with blotchy eyes and streaking mascara was more humiliation than I could stand. I pressed into the desk to brace myself and gripped my skirt tighter in preparation for the next blow. 

“How many strikes do you think you deserve?”

Was he fucking serious? How could I answer without getting ensnared in his trap?

“As many as you see fit, Master.”

“Very diplomatic answer. That’s one thing I like about you—you’re a smart woman.”

Crack! I jumped at the stinging bite. Holy hell it hurt. 

“Do you think I enjoy this, Kayla?”

“Yes, Master,” I choked out.   

“You’d be wrong.” He struck me again, and I couldn’t hold back a sob. I squeezed my eyes shut, but it did little to shut out the pain. “I won’t deny that the sound of your cries, the display of your submission and vulnerability, gets me hard, but I’d much rather get past the need to punish you at all.” The belt whooshed through the air again. I bit into my lip as it connected with my tender skin. 

He stopped at ten. “Come here.” 

I turned around in time to see him drop the belt. Upon my hesitation, he flexed his hands. Slowly, I crossed the three feet that separated us, my skirt swishing against my burning ass as I moved. He reached out and gripped my shoulders, pushing down until I was kneeling before him. The hard ridge behind his zipper stared me in the face. 

Gage unbuttoned his slacks, and the slight tremble in his hands didn’t go unnoticed; he was worked up, though from anger or desire, I couldn’t be sure. “Unzip me.” 

I raised my head, though I knew my silent pleading wouldn’t do any good. 

“Don’t look at me like that. You’re only going to piss me off more.”

“Please, Master—”

“I want my cock in your mouth now.” 

Holding back another sob, I pulled down his zipper, and his shaft popped out, hard and ready for my lips and tongue. 

He fisted my hair with both hands and held me in place. 

“Don’t make me do this, Master. Please, not here.” 

His cock twitched. “Beg some more. It turns me on.” 

I clenched my jaw. I wondered what he’d do if I refused? Did I want to find out? 

No, I didn’t. 

Several seconds went by, during which neither of us moved. He was waiting for me to take the initiative, and I was waiting for him to force me. It would be easier if he did. Every inch I gave him felt like a betrayal to myself. He tickled my mouth with the tip, bathing my lips with his desire. He’d win this standoff; I’d lost the game before I even knew how to play.

I darted my tongue out to taste him. More moisture collected at the head, and his salty taste lingered on my tongue. It’d been years since I’d given a blow job, but I was pretty sure I still remembered how. I reached out and fisted the base, and then teased him with my lips, swirling a wet path around the soft tip a few times before fastening my mouth around him. 

Gage expelled a deep moan, and his grip on my hair tightened to an unbearable pull. The fact that his response tingled between my legs shouldn’t have shocked me by now, but it did. And it shamed me. A part of me got off on the power I had in this moment. He might have forced me to my knees, but I could bring him to his with the heat of my mouth, the kiss of my tongue. I took him in as far as I could stand and worked him for all I was worth.

His choppy breathing infused the air, and he began to thrust, forcing my head back with each forward motion. Pumping in and out, deeper, faster, keeping time to the friction of my mouth and hands. His gaze intensified, and unsettled with how he watched me, I closed my eyes.

“Look at me,” he ordered on a groan. I met his glazed-over eyes as he jerked to the back of my throat. His taste flooded my mouth, and when I tried to pull away, he immobilized me in his grasp. I couldn’t keep from gagging as his cum shot down my throat. The way he tightened his fingers, pulling against my tender scalp, told me he enjoyed making me gag as much as he enjoyed spilling into my mouth. 

He withdrew, zipped up with casual patience, and then indicated the spilt coffee on the floor—the evidence of his rage and jealousy. “Clean this up before you go to lunch. I have a meeting I’m late for.” He picked up his belt and looped it through his pants, and just like that the bastard left me kneeling in the middle of his office, wet between my thighs as his cum dribbled down my chin. 

I got up on jittery legs and stumbled to his private bathroom. A few splashes of cold water to my face, followed by the mindless task of cleaning up after his fit, helped me find composure. When I left his office, grabbing a file folder on the way to make it look like I’d had legitimate business in there, I did my best to appear unfrazzled. I cringed to think of the office grapevine catching wind of what Gage had forced me to do.

My lunch hour passed much too quickly, and upon my return I managed to avoid my coworkers and Gage for the duration of the day by hiding away with a laptop in a vacant windowless office. Privacy was a must, since I couldn’t sit without grimacing. I was unprepared for the whispers and incredulous looks as I gathered my briefcase and purse at the end of the day.

One glance into Gage’s office revealed it was empty. He was either away at a late meeting, or he’d already left. I stiffened when someone whispered the word “slut” as I made the long journey toward the elevator. From the corner of my eye I recognized Katherine. She laughed, her blond head bent close to someone else’s. They both snickered, and I felt their eyes bore holes into my back. I was content to ignore them until I heard the term “blow job” drift through the office. 

Rage and mortification collided in my chest, and I hardly breathed as I sought refuge behind the elevator doors. I blinked, silently repeating I will not cry over and over again as the elevator descended. If everyone knew what had happened today in Gage’s office, then he must have told someone. Barreling out into the pounding rain, I was thankful for Oregon’s weather as the raindrops disguised my tears. I slid into the privacy of my car and pulled out my cell. 

Gage answered on the third ring. “This better be important.” 

“You’re damn right it’s important!” I dashed the tears from my face and lowered my voice. “Everyone knows.” God, how was I going to keep this job now? It was difficult enough to envision working for the devil himself after entering into a contract with him, but to withstand the ridicule of his employees . . . and not be able to defend myself with the truth . . . I couldn’t do it. Yet I had no choice. The pay was too good, and even with Gage covering Eve’s medical bills, I was still entrenched in debt. I couldn’t afford to change jobs. 

I heard him speak to someone else, and then the distinctive sound of a door closing filtered to my ear. “What are you talking about, Kayla?”

“They called me a slut, and someone mentioned ‘blow job.’ How could you tell anyone? Haven’t you tortured me enough?”

“First off, watch your tone. Don’t forget who you’re speaking to. Secondly, I don’t flaunt my business, so I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“Someone found out. They know what happened today in your office.” 

He let out a heavy sigh. “I need to finish up here. Are you on the way to the hospital?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you alone right now?”

“I’m in my car.”

“Then why aren’t you addressing me as Master? This changes nothing. You’ll be punished for your lack of protocol tonight. Come to my house at nine.” 

A violent shudder tore through me. Freedom didn’t exist within Gage’s contract—I wouldn’t be free for another five and half weeks. Like a trained dog, I replied, “Yes, Master.”

A small part of me wondered if I’d ever be free of him. 


3. FROM BAD TO WORSE

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I rushed through the rain toward the hospital. The uneasy sensation of being watched settled over me, though in the back of my mind I knew the feeling was likely a result of what had happened in the office earlier. I felt exposed and on display, as if every person I crossed paths with thought the word “slut” after a single glance. 

The instant I entered Eve’s room, my paranoid worry about gossip and rumors vanished. Dr. Leah Gordon’s weary expression threatened to strangle me. My heart plummeted, and I instinctively sensed something was wrong. 

“Kayla, maybe you should have a seat.”

I shook my head. “No, just tell me.” 

Her shoulders slumped slightly. “Eve’s blood work came in. It’s not encouraging.”  

“But . . . but . . .” I suddenly couldn’t form a coherent sentence. The walls in the room closed in as the doctor’s words percolated in my head. “You said her chances were good . . .”

Dr. Gordon laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I was optimistic, yes, but we’re not seeing the results I’d hoped for.”

I brought a trembling hand to my mouth. Eve was fast asleep in bed, her skin so pale it nearly matched the pasty color of the bed sheets. My eyes zeroed in on the dried blood caking the skin underneath her nostrils. “She had another nose bleed?”

“Yes, and she became quite agitated. The nurse got her to calm down by rocking her. She’s been resting for the past hour.”

I grabbed a washcloth and ran it under warm water, then gently wiped her face. She stirred, but didn’t wake. She looked peaceful. Sick, but peaceful. 

I faced Dr. Gordon again. “What can we do?”

“I don’t want to get your hopes up, but there is a clinical trial we can try . . . if we can get her enrolled in time, that is. It’s a long shot.” Her face softened in sympathy. 

“Do it.” I blinked away tears. “Do whatever you have to.” 

The doctor hesitated. “Getting her into the trial isn’t the only issue. Like the last treatment, your insurance won’t cover it. You’ve indicated your finances aren’t—”

“I’ll get the money. How soon can she get in?”

“I’ll do my best, but you might want to prepare . . . making her comfortable is about all we can do at this point unless something changes.”

I blinked several times until the sting in my eyes abated. A knock sounded, and the door creaked open behind me. Dr. Gordon gave me one last sympathetic look. “I’ll let the two of you visit.” 

I turned around in time to see her nod at Ian on her way out. 

“Hi.” His eyes traveled the length of my body, from the red locks of my hair to the spiky heels encasing my feet. “How was the business trip?” 

“Exhausting.” That much was true; Gage Channing had put me through the ringer. Nothing compared to this, though. My eyes burned with more unshed tears.

You are not breaking down in front of him. 

I turned back to Eve and planted a kiss on her forehead. “Can you give me a minute?” I closed my eyes and breathed in her scent. My throat tightened. “Please.” 

“What’s wrong?” The rustling of his clothing reached my ears. 

“The treatment isn’t-isn’t . . .” 

“Kayla . . . I don’t know what to say. ” His breath whispered across the back of my neck. “I’m so sorry. I don’t have any kids . . . I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re going through right now.”  

I couldn’t stop despair from overflowing, and when I sensed him reaching for me, I jerked out of his grasp. “Please . . . don’t.” Speaking to him about my daughter was one thing, but allowing myself to fall apart in his embrace was another. I wouldn’t be able to stop crying if he wrapped those strong arms around me; I remembered much too vividly the comfort and shelter they offered. I finally turned and faced him.

“Don’t shut me out,” he pleaded. “You need me . . . I’m here.” 

“Why now?” I was playing with fire, but I couldn’t stop the question from escaping. “It’s been seven years, Ian.”

“Seven years too long.” He shook his head. “You pushed me out of your life, moved away, wouldn’t take my calls . . . why’d you disappear like that?”

“Can we not get into this right now?” 

“We used to mean everything to each other.” He drew in a breath. “I came back for you, Kayla.”

I wanted to lean on him so badly. He’d been my rock, the one person I could trust no matter what. But leaning on him was off-limits. Gage would go ballistic if he found out I was talking to him. “Eve and I will be okay,” I whispered, needing to believe it was true more than anything. “Dr. Gordon mentioned a clinical trial.”

“She’s a fighter,” he said. “Just like her mom.” 

No three-year old should have to fight so hard to live. Another piece of my heart broke off and shattered. If I lost Eve . . . I couldn’t fathom living. 

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked, looking about as helpless as I felt.

I shook my head. Ian couldn’t step back into the role of protector and comforter . . . lover. Things change, and as much as I hated to admit it, the only person who could help me now was my sadistic boss. I’d do whatever Gage wanted, so long as he made sure my daughter had a fighting chance. With his money and resources . . . 

“I just need some time. Please, Ian.” 

He ran his hand over his mouth and reluctantly nodded. “You know where to find me.”

“I know.”

He went to the door, and I sensed him wavering. “I’ve missed you,” he said as he slipped from the room. 

I stretched out next to Eve and pulled her into my arms. “I’ve missed you too.” 


4. SAFE NO MORE

It was fifteen past nine when I pounded on Gage’s door.

He jerked it open, and I immediately recognized the hardened glint in his eyes. He halted and did a double take. I could only imagine what I must look like; tear-streaked face, drenched hair and clothes. I was broken on the inside and tattered on the outside. I imagined my eyes were depths of vacancy. 

“I—” My voice hitched on a sob. Until that moment, I had’t allowed myself to acknowledge how scared I was. I’d had so much hope that the treatment would work. Now it felt as if someone was gripping my heart and squeezing a little more as each second passed. 

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Eve . . .”

“Come here.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me inside, and then pulled my shivering body into his arms. “What happened?”

I clung to him. “The treatment isn’t working.” A hiccup escaped as he rubbed some warmth back into my body. “I need more money. There’s one last trial her doctor wants to try . . .” I untangled from his embrace and fell to my knees. “Please, Master. I’ll do anything you want.” 

His hands sifted through my hair. “I’m a bastard for being so turned on right now. What I want is to hurt you. Will you let me?”

Nothing could hurt worse than the terror eating away at my insides. “Yes, Master. Do as you wish. Just save my daughter.” 

He pulled my hair until I tilted my head back. “Your lack of faith in me is insulting. I told you I’d take care of her.”

“This is an additional cost, Master. A really expensive one.” 

“You have my assurance. I’ll drop off another check at the hospital first thing in the morning.” He paused, and his steady gaze froze me to the spot. “So long as you fully submit to me.” 

“Master . . . I have.” I forced the words out. “I do.”  

He shook his head slowly, as if taking the time to weigh his words. “No, you haven’t. Not completely. There’s a strong, stubborn . . . independent . . . part of you that still resists.” 

I parted my lips, but nothing came out; what he said was true.  

“Tonight won’t be easy.” His gaze lowered to my mouth. “I’m going to push you to your limits. I’m tired of playing games. I shouldn’t have to punish you so often.” He let go of my hair, and his face hardened with determination. “You want my help? I want your total submission. Are we clear?”

I searched his eyes for a spark of empathy and found the slightest hint of an ember. “Yes, Master.” 

“Did you break any of my rules?”

I chewed on my lip. “I made myself . . .” I really didn’t want to say the words. My cheeks warmed at the memory because I’d been thinking of him as I came.

“Go on,” he prompted. 

“I made myself orgasm.” 

“How many times?”

“Once.” 

“Anything else?” 

“I haven’t eaten much today.” 

“I see.” He frowned. “What is your least favorite food?” 

I squinted up at him, wondering where he was going with this. “Master?”

“Answer the question.” 

“I guess . . . fish.”

“Then you will eat fish every night this week for dinner. I’m sure this menu will make you grateful for the one I expect you to follow.”

I became nauseated at the thought, but wisely remained quiet. He’d proven time and again that arguing or questioning him wouldn’t change the outcome of what he decided, and I couldn’t afford to piss him off. I needed to be on my best behavior . . .

Do it for Eve.

“As for your forbidden orgasm, you’ll be denied again tonight. Get up.”

My stomach dropped as I stood. Wordlessly, he led me down to the basement. Rather than turn on the lights, Gage took the time to set several candles ablaze. “Strip.” 

I obeyed his command without hesitation. Our eyes never wavered as I shed my clothing piece by piece. My nipples ached, forming two hard pebbles that drew his hungry gaze, and the magic spot between my legs began to throb. I swallowed the self-loathing that rose in my throat. 

“Leave the heels on. I like them.” He held out a hand. “Come.” 

I slid my hand into his, and in that moment—a moment I instinctively recognized as a pivotal one—I knew I’d succumbed. I was at his mercy, and there was no going back. The fear still lingered, as did hatred, but renewed purpose filled me. The confusing part was how I hated and craved him so much at the same time.  

Gage led me over to the big X on the wall. I couldn’t stop shivering as he encircled my wrists and ankles with chains. 

“I’m so cold, Master.”

“You won’t be for long.” He pushed me against the wall, and his dexterous fingers locked me in place. I stood spread-eagled, naked except for my heels. 

“I want to void your safe word, but I’ll leave the choice up to you.”

Why did this feel like a trick? “Why, Master?”

“It’ll be a sign that you’ve given yourself to me completely. You said you’d do anything, and I believe you. Will you relinquish your safe word?”

I swallowed hard. “For tonight?”

“No, until our contract ends.” 

A shiver drifted across my breasts. He wanted to shatter my last thread of resistance. There would be nothing to stop him from doing as he wished—not that there was much now that would cease his torture. But knowing I’d had the option to end it at any time . . . somehow that small, inconsequential thing made his demands bearable. Now, if I couldn’t handle what he dished out, my only option would be to flee and turn myself in.

“I-I can’t use it, Master. I can’t go to jail.”

“It’s a yes or no question, Kayla.” 

I wanted to say no. Something deep inside—self-preservation, perhaps—set the word on the tip of my tongue. Yet . . . if I eliminated the option, there would be no way out. I’d never have to face the temptation of wagering Eve’s life against my pain and torture. She’d be safer this way. 

“Yes.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Master.”

He moved quickly, taking my sight with a blindfold, the ability to beg and plead with a ball gag. Nausea rose with panic, and my heartbeat thundered in my ears as he silenced everything with earplugs. I could hear nothing past the roar in my head, see nothing beyond the suffocating darkness pressing on me. Gage had effectively isolated me within my own mind. I made protesting, terrified pleas—garbled muffles to my plugged ears—and pulled against the restraints. Legs trembling violently, I barely had the strength to keep myself upright. Had I not been chained to the wall, I would have crumbled to the floor. 

What have I done?

At the first graze of his teeth to my nipple, every muscle in my body stiffened. I held my breath, not knowing if he planned to serve pain or pleasure, and not knowing was excruciating. He sucked my nipple into the scorching cavity of his mouth. I wasn’t sure if I whimpered or moaned—maybe it was a little of both. His fingers teased my other breast, and he trailed a hand down my stomach, making my muscles quiver beneath his touch. He dipped a finger into my wetness, teasing a moment before he pulled away. 

Nothing could have prepared me for the first strike between my thighs. I would have screamed if he’d left me with the choice. Good God, he was whipping my most intimate place. He wasn’t kidding when he said he wanted to hurt me. My legs cramped with each strike, and I sobbed for mercy as tears escaped the blindfold. 

Several long minutes passed. I was beginning to relax when the heat of his mouth replaced the whip. I jerked to my toes as his tongue swirled the pain away with expert strokes, delving deeper as he simultaneously released my ankles from the restraints. He lifted me, urged my legs around his shoulders, and probed my ass with a finger as he kissed me intimately. The closer his tongue brought me to oblivion, the more I gave myself over to him. 

I wanted to come so badly—was certain I begged for it in muffled pleas—but knew it was off-limits. Gage Channing knew how to take a woman to the edge, and he was even better at pulling back at the last second. He did it relentlessly. Tears dripped from my chin onto my heaving breasts, and I could think of nothing but how I wish he’d let me come . . . let me fall into oblivion where nothing had the power to touch me. 

He abruptly pulled away, leaving me suspended in a combination of anticipation and apprehension. I had no way to measure time, and the longer he left me there—bound, gagged, unable to see, hear, or speak—the closer I reached hysteria. Where was he? Surely he wouldn’t leave me alone like this? In the midst of my thundering heartbeat, I suddenly remembered his words over the weekend.  

“You need to learn to trust me.”

Was this a test? Gage wasn’t careless—he’d said as much himself. He was probably standing in front of me, enjoying my internal struggle not to let blinding panic take over. I couldn’t help but wonder what made a man like him tick. He’d certainly pushed me to my limits and beyond, and I was positive he was sporting a raging erection at witnessing my helplessness. 

I jerked when something cold pressed against my nipples, and when he clamped them to an unbearable pinch, I screeched around the gag, my throat on fire from the strain. Only his tongue on my clit had the power to distract me. He took me to the edge again, almost pushed me over, but like the cruel sadist he was, he pulled away at the last second. Gage removed the gag, blindfold, earplugs . . . released my hands. I slumped into his arms, and his mouth plundered mine as he carried me to bed. We dipped into the mattress as one. 

“Do you belong to me?” Bracing above me, he looked into my eyes. 

“Yes, Master,” I mumbled, studying him through the haze. “Why do you like to hurt me?”

He brushed a lock of hair out of my eyes. Several moments went by, in which he ran his hands through my hair, trailed his fingers down my collarbone, teased the valley between my breasts. He pulled on the clamps and yanked painfully.

“Knowing that I can do anything to you, that I can bring you intense pain or pleasure . . . there’s no better feeling than that.”

His mouth was on mine before I was able to respond. He removed the clamps and fondled my breasts, then squeezed and pinched, refusing to let go until I begged him to stop. Sitting back long enough to unbutton his slacks, he kicked them off before carelessly flinging them across the room. He attacked my mouth again, burying his hands in my hair as he wedged apart my legs. I moaned deep in my throat as he slid into me.

This was not the Gage I’d come to know over the weekend. This man was different, his brutality in direct contrast with his gentleness; he confused the heck out of me. So did my eager response to him. He laced our fingers together and held my hands to the bed. Every thrust was sensual yet demanding, each plunge a testament of his possession and power. 

“Look at me, Kayla.”

 I found his eyes and couldn’t have looked away if I tried. 

“Who am I?”

“My Master . . .” I curled my fingers around his until my nails bit into his skin. He didn’t even flinch. I arched up to meet his thrusts. “I want you,” I gasped. “Let me come, Master.”

“No.” He let go of my hands and gripped my hair, yanking my head back hard. “Control it, you don’t have my permission. I’ll deny you all weekend if you disobey me.” 

“Oh, God! Please . . . I can’t . . . please . . .”

He pulled out and pumped his cock in the palm of his hand, until he spilled onto my stomach.  

I stared at him in shock. I’d been so out of my mind, I’d failed to notice that he hadn’t used a condom. The mixture of our heavy breathing filled the basement for several long moments. Gage broke it with a voice left husky from his orgasm.

“I want nothing more than to make you come. When I do, you’ll never want to leave me.” He collapsed beside me and rolled onto his back. 

I shuddered at the implication of his words. For the first time since entering into this madness, I doubted his intentions. What if he wanted more from me than six weeks? What the hell was I supposed to do then?

“Your daughter is going to be okay.” The change of subject intruded upon my thoughts, and a different fear arose.

“I don’t know what I’ll do if she . . .”

“I’ll do everything in my power to make sure she has the best doctors, the best treatments.” 

I rolled to my side and looked at him. “Thank you.” 

He grabbed my chin. “Who am I?” His eyes hypnotized me as they searched my face. 

“You’re my Master.” 

“I’ll hold up my end of the bargain, so long as you hold up yours.” He gave me a wry smile. “I’m not heartless, Kayla, despite what you might think when I’m whipping you or shoving my cock into this tempting mouth of yours.” He cradled my head and kissed me; a deep, tender exchange of tongues that made me throb between my legs all over again. He broke away and brushed his thumb across my lips. “I can’t wait to fuck you here again.” 

My heart thudded at the reminder. “What about the gossip at work, Master? Someone found out.”

“I’ll take care of it. I have an idea of who’s behind the rumors. She’s only guessing because she’s been in my office on her knees a time or two.” 

I wanted to ask if it was Katherine, but refrained from giving voice to the question. “How do you know, Master?”

“Nothing goes on in my office without my knowing.”

Gage sat up and pulled on his slacks. “I’ll have a new contract drawn up to eliminate your safe word.” He paused for a moment. “This changes things, Kayla. It’s more responsibility for both of us. I’m giving you a homework assignment to help you prepare for what’s to come. I want you to write a thousand word research paper on what it means to be a slave. I expect you to learn how to please and obey me.”

Dread sat heavy in my gut, and I wondered what I’d gotten myself into. 

“And I have one more stipulation, non-negotiable.” He got to his feet and turned to me. “I demand absolute honesty from you. No lies, and no withholding anything from me. If I find out you’ve lied or kept something from me, you won’t be punished—you’ll go straight to jail. Do you understand?”

A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed. “There’s something you need to know, Master.”

“What is it?”

“The man from college . . . the one you asked about? He’s back. He works at the hospital.”

“Why is this something you think I need to know?”

“Because he’s stopped by Eve’s room a couple of times, Master.” 

Gage’s mouth flattened into a hard line. “Then you’ll tell him you don’t want to see him again.” He zipped up his pants, and then gave me a hard look. “And you won’t. I’ll see you tomorrow at the office. Don’t forget to write in your journal tonight, and for God’s sakes, go eat something. You’re already so damn thin.” 

He climbed the stairs without a backward glance.  


5. OFFICE POLITICS

I didn’t know what to expect the following morning when I arrived at work, but I had to admit to being shocked that not a single person looked my way as I exited the elevator. Most noticeable was Katherine’s absence. An older woman sat in her place; she answered the phone as I passed by on my way to Gage’s office. Holding his coffee in one hand, I knocked on his door with the other . . . and froze as a loud moan filtered through. I was debating on what to do when the door jerked open a few moments later. Katherine aimed her iciest glare in my direction as she brushed by me. 

“Come in, Kayla.” Gage casually zipped his pants and took a seat behind his desk. “Shut the door.”

I went to do as told, only I didn’t merely shut the damn thing—I slammed my fingers in the process. “Ow!” The coffee dropped to my feet, coating my heels in brown liquid. Gage shot up and crossed the office before I could take a breath. 

“Let me see.” He grabbed my hand and inspected my fingers. “They’re a little purple, but they don’t appear broken.” 

I couldn’t see beyond the front of his pants; he hadn’t tucked in his shirt fully. “Did I do something wrong, Master?”

His eyes zeroed in on my face, eyebrows slightly raised. “Why would you think that?” 

“Well . . . I’m assuming Katherine was in here doing what I . . . did yesterday?” 

His mouth twitched. “Does that bother you?” 

Not for the reason he apparently assumed it did. I couldn’t afford to displease him, and if he felt the need to go to other women . . . “No, I just don’t want to displease you, Master.” I’d started my research the previous night and had been overwhelmed with information. Being a “proper” or “good” slave wouldn’t be the easiest thing I ever did. I was beginning to understand what Gage wanted from me; he wanted me meek and pliable, willing to drop to my knees on demand and obey his every command. He expected me to anticipate his needs, as his pleasure was to be my first priority, as was serving him.

The center of my being revolted at the notion, but I’d do it for Eve. 

“You do please me.”

“Do you want me on my knees, Master?”

“No. We’ll keep our office relationship as normal as possible, notwithstanding special circumstances.” He tilted my chin up so I met his gaze head on. “Katherine was in here because I fired her. Considering what she pulled yesterday, sucking my cock was a fitting punishment.” He smirked. “Or rather, my reaction afterward was. She thought she could manipulate me with her mouth.”

Hadn’t I had a similar thought yesterday? What the hell was happening to me? He was drawing me in, and I was helpless to stop it. Just remembering how he had the power to cast me into a void so intense in pleasure was enough to stall my breath. I was addicted to that void . . . that blissful escape from reality. I’d stumbled onto the term “subspace,” and now I wondered if Gage was sending me there with every strike of his whip, every scorching touch of his mouth and hands. I couldn’t deny he was one of the sexiest men I’d set eyes on, and on some level I was very much attracted to him, whether I liked it or not. 

But I wasn’t in love with him. I’d move on when our six weeks ended. 

“What are you thinking?” he asked. 

“Am I that obvious?”

“You wear everything on your face, Kayla. You always have.” 

My first instinct was to lie, but then I remembered his non-negotiable terms—terms I assumed he’d have me sign today. “I was thinking how I’d move on from you when this is all over.”

His eyes darkened. “Can’t wait to get away from me, huh?” 

I wrung my hands. “You won’t like the truth, Master.” 

“Maybe not, but I demand it.” 

“I can’t be who you want me to be. I’ll pretend for Eve’s sake, and I’ll do whatever I have to in the meantime, but it’ll be a lie. As soon as our six weeks are up, I’ll walk.” 

Gage slid his hand along my cheek. “We’ll see.” He returned to his desk. “The company Christmas party is this Friday night. We’ll attend together.” He’d switched gears so fast, my head spun. 

“Won’t that fuel the gossip?”

He waved away my concern. “No one will dare treat you badly after today. You have nothing to worry about.” He leaned back in his chair. “As far as anyone needs to know, you and I are dating. I’m not about to squander the opportunity to have you on my arm for the next five weeks.” He focused his attention on his computer. “Let’s get to work.” 

I hastily pulled out my iPad as he began dictating to me. After he’d armed me with the day’s instructions, he slid a piece of paper across the desk. “Your new contract. No safe word, and no lies.” A pen accompanied the paper. 

My hand shook as I scrawled my name at the bottom. “Master . . . will you let me visit Eve on Friday? I won’t be long—I just can’t stand the thought of going a whole two days without seeing her, especially now that her condition is so rocky.”

“I’ll give you an hour. And if you behave well, you can call the hospital on Saturday too.”

“Thank you.” I let out a breath. Deep down, I hadn’t expected him to say yes. 

“Speaking of the hospital, do you expect to get a visit from Dr. Kaplan this evening?”

I froze at his words. “I don’t know, Master.”

“Don’t forget what you have to do. I want him out of your life, is that clear?” 

“Yes, Master.”

“Good, then I’ll see you at lunchtime.” Gage casually dismissed me as he went back to work.

I left his office, and only after I’d closed the door did it occur to me that I’d never mentioned Ian’s name. 


6. REMINISCENT RAIN

The week passed amidst a torrential downpour before I saw Ian again. Caught up in the daily grind of work and spending every free moment at the hospital, I wasn’t prepared to face him yet. If I was being honest, I wouldn’t ever be ready to cast him aside again. I watched Eve slumber peacefully, grateful for the hour Gage had given me, and thought back to the day seven years ago when I told Ian goodbye. We’d stood in my driveway, too consumed with despair to care about the rainstorm soaking us. After being inseparable friends for three years, we’d finally given in to the feelings neither of us could deny any longer. If I had to list my favorite moments in life, that night with Ian would be at the top. No one had ever made me feel the way he had . . . cherished, worshipped, loved. 

But then everything fell apart when I realized I was pregnant with Rick’s baby. Rick and I had been together for a year—a rocky on-again, off-again year filled with screaming arguments and too many tears to count. He’d revealed a hint of his dark nature as the months went by: jealous, possessive, mean-spirited. I’d eventually hit a crossroads—either continue down a destructive path with him, or risk my friendship with Ian by turning it into something more. I’d chosen the latter, experienced a small taste of happiness, and had thrown it all away before something truly amazing could bloom. Going back to my ex had been a misguided attempt at doing the right thing by my baby. 

How naive I’d been. I closed my eyes to the memory of that first beating, the one that began them all . . . the one that ended my first pregnancy just shy of twelve weeks. Even now I asked myself why I’d stayed so long . . . even knowing how I would never regret the decision; Eve wouldn’t be here if I’d left sooner. I didn’t allow myself to think of the past often, but I didn’t have a choice now. The memories seeped through the cracks of the metaphorical room in which I’d locked them. They flooded me, especially the night I’d told Ian I didn’t love him. Raindrops had disguised his tears, but not the devastation in the depths of those hazel eyes I still dreamed about seven years later. 

“Hey, if you’re gonna cry every time I come near you, maybe I should bring chocolate.” I raised my head and found the object of my thoughts standing in the doorway. He frowned, despite the light tone of his words, and closed the door behind him. “How’s Eve?”

I took a deep breath. “You should go.”

“You have a habit of telling me that.” He folded his arms and leaned against the door.

“I can’t handle seeing you right now. Eve started a new treatment yesterday, and I’m under a lot of pressure at work right now . . .” Under Gage Channing’s watchful eye. “I’m glad you’re back, but I think we need a few weeks to let things settle first.” 

“Meaning you’re gonna barricade yourself from people and deal with her illness alone.” He shook his head and pulled up a chair, legs scraping the linoleum, and settled across from me on the other side of the bed. “You look like hell. Have you gotten any sleep at all?” 

“Not much,” I admitted quietly. Unable to tear myself away as the weekend approached, I’d slept at Eve’s bedside for the past two nights. “You really need to go.” 

He leaned forward, and his eyes—greener today than usual—froze me to the spot. “Don’t shut me out. I won’t walk away this time. I’ve regretted it every day for seven years.” 

“I need you to stay away from me and Eve for the next few weeks. Please . . . I’m begging you.”

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you—” I broke off, cringing at the slip-up. “Please, just go.” 

“You’re worrying me, Kayla.” He rubbed a hand down his face and sighed. “What’s going on with you?” 

“Nothing.” Firming my resolve, I met his unyielding stare. “I need for you to leave me alone. I don’t want to see you, or hear from you—” 

He sprung to his feet, and every muscle in his body tensed. “So we’re doing this again? Is it someone else? If you’re involved with someone, just say so. I won’t like it, but I can deal with it.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, and his shoulders relaxed a fraction as he waited for a reply.

Waited for me to deny it. 

I stared at my shoes—spiky heels that made my feet ache and reminded me of the man who’d trapped me. Saying I was seeing someone would be the easiest solution to this dilemma. “There’s no one else.” I looked up and met Ian’s gaze. “There’s no one else,” I repeated. “I just need time.”

“Take all the time you need.” He flung the door open. “I hope you don’t take another seven years to figure it out.” 


7. LIE DETECTOR

I stood on Gage’s doorstep, allowing myself one last minute of reflection before I entered his domain of pain. Ian’s stormy exit from my life—once again—still clung to my emotions, making me susceptible to acts of unpredictability. I couldn’t afford feeling this way when Gage opened that door. The foundation of my acquiescence had shifted since I’d first stood in this spot a week ago . . . funny, how it seemed much longer. I no longer had a safe word, but more importantly, I owed Gage. Whatever he’d done, whatever strings he’d pulled, had gotten Eve into the trial faster than her doctor thought possible. I couldn’t mess this up. Forcing my turbulent thoughts to the back of my mind, I knocked on his door. 

He treated me to a real smile from the other side. “Right on time. I take it you’ve learned your lesson this week?” He raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, Master,” I said as he ushered me into the foyer.

 He held out his hand. “Your journal?”

I removed it from my oversized purse. “The research paper is tucked in the back.”

“Go ahead and put your things in the closet,” he instructed as he flipped through the pages. “Did you break anymore rules?”

“No, Master.” 

He smiled in a way that made my stomach drop. The smile of the devil. “For your sake, I hope you’re telling the truth. Lie detectors aren’t easy to fool.”

“What are you talking about, Master?”

“You’ll undergo a polygraph.” Setting the journal aside, he grabbed my arm and led me into a home office. A wall of windows opened to a view of the swimming pool in the backyard. If not for the nervous flutters in my stomach, I would have laughed; only Gage Channing would have an outdoor pool in the Pacific Northwest. Rain beat against the glass, and watching all that water made me shiver. 

We weren’t alone. Someone sat behind the desk, where an odd machine was displayed on the surface. “Have a seat,” he invited with a reassuring smile.   

“This is Mr. Hughes,” Gage said as I slid into a chair. “He’s aware of the nature of our relationship, so there’s no need to feel uncomfortable at the intimacy of the questions. He’s heard it all, trust me.” 

I quirked an eyebrow, but didn’t voice my incredulity. 

“I’ll be back when you’ve finished.” Gage pinned me to the chair with his deep blue eyes. “I’ll advise you not to lie here, Kayla.” 

I hadn’t planned to, but that still didn’t calm my apprehension. Lie detectors weren’t fail-proof, were they? 

“Don’t be nervous,” Mr. Hughes said after Gage had disappeared through the doorway. “Just be honest and everything will go smoothly.”

Sure, says the guy administering the test. I folded my hands in my lap and remained silent as he hooked me up to the machine. He pressed a few buttons, made some adjustments, and then pulled out a sheet of paper. 

“Do you take any medications?”

“No.”

He asked several more questions—all of them related to my personal and medical background. “All right, I’m going to ask you two questions that you’ll answer yes to. This is to calibrate the machine.” He cleared his throat. “Is your name Kayla Sutton?”

“Yes.”

“Do you live in Europe?”

“Yes.”

He cleared his throat again and peered at the paper in his hands. “Let’s begin. Did you have any inappropriate contact with a man other than your Master?”

I swallowed hard and thought about Ian. Considering he hadn’t even touched me, and I’d only spoken to him briefly to push him out of my life—probably for good—I was fairly certain in my answer. “No.”

“Did you break any of your Master’s rules?”

“N-no.” 

Mr. Hughes marked something on the printout. “Did you eat fish for dinner every night this week?” 

“Yes.”

“Did you take off your Master’s collar?”

“No.”

“Did you masturbate?”

My face burned at such an intimate question. “No.” But, God, how I’d wanted to.

He asked a few more questions, and when it was over I experienced the sweetest sense of relief. Gage reentered the room after I’d been unhooked from the machine. 

“Did she pass?”

“Yes.” 

“Go on down to the basement and prepare. I’ll be down shortly.” 

“Yes, Master.” I hurried from the room and entered the basement with flaming cheeks. That had been more mortifying than going to the gynecologist. A few moments snuck by as I leaned against the door, breathing heavy as uncertainty took hold of me. He wanted me to “prepare.” I suddenly felt lost; without Gage to dictate my every move, I wasn’t sure what to do. Descending the stairs, I entered his “dungeon” and remembered how the cold leather of the bench chilled my skin, how the sharp sting of his whip struck with the speed of a snake; and more recently how that strip of leather had the power to set my crotch on fire . . . how his tongue ignited a different kind of burn. 

I stepped into the room, brought my fingers to my blouse, and began unhooking the buttons. Instinctively, I knew what he wanted. My nipples pebbled in the chilly air, and as I laid my clothing neatly on the couch, tingles shivered to my toes. I moved to the center of the floor and fell to my knees. 

And closed my eyes and waited. 

A drift of air was the only indication he’d entered. His clothes whispered as he came near, and I hated myself for craving the warmth he radiated.

Dampness flooded the spot between my thighs. I craved much more than body heat. Gage had done something to me—flipped a switch—and despite the harsh punishments he issued, I yearned for another taste of explosive liberation. I’d taken it once without permission; somehow, I knew he’d send me into another realm when he coaxed an orgasm from me of his own free will. It was that foggy-headed reality I hungered for most—a time when thought wasn’t possible, when pain and difficult decisions didn’t exist. Gage had enslaved me, and by doing so he also freed me on some level. 

“Are you ready to fully submit, Kayla?”

“Yes, Master.”

He ran a hand over my hair. “Why are you on your knees?”

“To please you, Master.”

He groaned. “You are, baby, and I can’t wait to return the favor.” My heart began to race. The haze was taking over already, and he had barely touched me. “Though your pleasure will come with pain.” He tilted my chin up. “Did you send the doctor away?”

“Yes, Master.”

“How did he take it?”

Ian’s angry, hurt expression flashed in my mind. “Not well.”

“And he won’t come back?”

I blinked. “I don’t think so.” 

“How does that make you feel?”

“Upset, Master.” The truth spilled from my lips without thought or effort. The way he commanded my compliance, his strong voice floating above me as I kneeled on the hard floor, reinforced the dynamics of our relationship. 

“Yet you obeyed me, and you’re being truthful about it.” 

“Yes, Master. I told you I was yours, and I meant it.” Five more weeks. I could give him that.  

“I needed to know you’d be honest with me no matter what. Your absolute honesty is important to me. I’ll accept nothing less.”

“I know, Master.” It was one of two rules I would never break, the other being confidentiality. 

He slipped a blindfold over my eyes, and then guided me to my feet. “Undress me,” he said, bringing my hands to his shirt. 

I fumbled with the buttons, blindly undoing them. His shirt whispered to the floor, and my hands drifted to his belt; sliding it from the loops reminded me of the beating I’d taken in his office earlier that week. I shuddered at the thought and reached for what I thought was the button of his slacks. Instead I found his erection straining against the zipper. He jerked my hands up a few inches and helped me remove the last barrier to his body. 

“Good girl.” He pressed down on my shoulders until I sank to my knees again. Unlike in his office, where he’d given me most of the control, he swatted my hands away, grabbed my head, and forced his cock between my lips. I gagged the deeper he dove, but that didn’t deter him. I couldn’t see his expression, but I imagined the tightness of his features, the tension in his shoulders as he neared climax. I didn’t fight him as he slipped in and out, his balls flapping against my chin. The loud groan he released as he spilled into my mouth sent fire between my legs. I ached in a way that was exhilarating and humiliating all at once—the two emotions fought for space in my heart. No matter how many times he forced me to my knees, demanded I bend to his will, my body still responded in a primal way even I didn’t understand. 

Gage expelled a heavy breath. “You know how to love a man’s cock.” 

I raised my head and waited for his instruction.  

He removed the blindfold. “We have a Christmas party to get to.” Gage helped me to my feet, and I gasped when he spun me around and pushed me to the bed. “Bend over.” I hadn’t noticed the cocktail dress he’d set out on the mattress . . . or the butt plug and nipples clamps. I cringed to think of the pain those things would inflict. 

“You’ll wear them to the party,” he said, as if he’d heard my thoughts. He grabbed the plug, and I tensed in preparation, hissing a breath through my teeth as he pushed it in. He grabbed my arm and twirled me until I faced him again. I shrank away when he reached for the clamps. 

“I-I’m sorr—” 

“Don’t be sorry, Kayla. Just obey. I can restrain you, if you won’t behave yourself.” 

I shook my head and stepped toward him. 

His eyes lingered on my nipples, and the edges of his mouth turned up. “Stand up straight and clasp your hands behind your back. You’ll learn to present your breasts properly.” 

I lengthened my spine and laced my fingers together at the small of my back; the position put my chest on display. He bent down and slid his tongue across each nipple. A delicious chill raced through me, only to be obliterated when he clamped the first sensitive peak. I whimpered, and Gage responded by tightening the clamp further. I screwed my eyes shut as he did the same to the other side. I could only imagine how excruciating they’d feel if I hadn’t breastfed. 

He brought his mouth to my ear. “I want you uncomfortable. I want your tits aching, your ass full. By the time we return tonight, you’ll beg me to fill every part of you.” 

A shiver of excitement tore through me.  

“Get dressed. Come upstairs when you’re ready.” His lips drifted down my chest, and he bit down on the chain connecting my breasts and pulled. “Don’t take too long—we’re almost late.” 

I dressed quickly, gritting my teeth as the material scraped across my aching nipples, and then climbed the stairs. Gage’s voice rang through the house as I edged the door open, though judging by his low tone, I figured he didn’t want to be overheard. Whoever was on the other end of the call had sure pushed a button. 

“I’m tired of your threats!” he hissed. 

I should have announced my presence, but in the end my curious nature won. I pressed against the door and listened.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with, do you?” Silence followed, until he muttered something indistinguishable. The sound of his feet hitting the floor reverberated in my ears. I scrambled to open the door behind me, and when Gage rounded the corner, it appeared as if I’d just exited. He smoothed the anger from his features and ended the call. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah . . .” My mouth parted, and I couldn’t help but stare at the sight of Gage Channing in a tux. 


8. CHAMPAGNE AND LUST

The Sheraton Hotel hosted the company Christmas party. Gage opened the door for me, and then tucked my arm in his as we approached the room where the event was being held. Everyone in the room took notice upon our arrival, but Gage was correct in people’s reactions. Apparently, Katherine’s absence served as a reminder for people to mind their own business. 

Gage nuzzled my neck and spoke into my ear. “Would you like some champagne?” 

I nodded, unable to speak. 

He leaned into me. “Enjoy yourself tonight. You’ll have plenty of time to surrender to me later.” My breath went thready at his words. Gage planted a kiss on my cheek and then headed in the direction of the bar. 

The instant I was alone, Jody waltzed up to me. I’d known her for years, and it was on her referral that I’d gotten the job. I frowned when I realized we’d barely spoken over the months, let alone spent time together since she’s moved on from Channing Enterprises. She’d left months ago, around the time I’d been promoted to Gage’s personal assistant, to take a job as managing accountant at a smaller firm. 

“Are you really dating Gage?”

My cheeks warmed. “Is that what everyone’s saying?” 

She nodded. “Holy smokes, Kayla, the man is hot.” She raised her eyebrows and shot me a playful grin. “I should know—like most of the female employees at Channing Enterprises, I’ve had a turn at him.”

“Are you serious?” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “When?”

“A few years ago. Around the time you and Rick split.” 

“I hadn’t realized you’d worked for him that long.”

“Yep. I still miss it sometimes.” She gazed across the room at her date, who I vaguely recognized from the mail room. “That’s why I finagled a plus one from Rob. I couldn’t pass up this party.” She winked at me. “Good to see you again. We should do lunch sometime.”

“I’d like that.” 

“Great,” she said as Rob gestured at her. “Oops, gotta go. Rob’s a hot one too, though he’s not into kink like Gage was. Is he still into that shit?” she threw the question over her shoulder. 

The butt plug vibrated to life for a moment, and I gulped. Is that what they were calling it? Kink?  

Gage returned a few moments later, champagne in hand. Sporting a knowing smirk, he handed me a crystal flute. “Dinner’s about to start.” He ushered me to a table. The room was decorated in whites, blacks, and silvers, with splashes of red and gold. The tables were adorned with black table cloths and silver candles. White linens accompanied the red and gold patterned china. A huge Christmas tree took up one corner of the room. Gage pulled out a chair and gestured for me to take a seat. He settled next to me and immediately placed his hand on my knee. 

Two other couples joined us, and conversation revolved around work for the short period before dinner was served. As the meal wore on, Gage inched his hand up my thigh. Certain my cheeks were turning the color of tomato paste, I leaned away from him, but all that got me was a hard look and more determination on his part. He carried on his conversation easily as he forced my thighs apart. 

My only defense was to focus on cutting my chicken into small bites, and then chewing until the meat practically slid down my throat. I bit my tongue when his fingers slipped inside my panties. His touch scorched me from the inside out, and suddenly, the heavy ache in my nipples only added fuel to his public seduction. God . . . armed with sexual frustration and champagne, I became dizzy with it and prayed no one would guess what was going on underneath the table. He tilted his head and gave me a knowing smile as he stroked me, spreading my wetness to my clit. His other hand disappeared under the table, and the plug vibrated to life in my ass again. I gripped my chair and took a deep breath through my nose.

“So, Kayla, how is Eve?” 

What a way to douse the fire. I cast my attention on the woman across from me, and though I couldn’t remember her name, I was more than grateful for the distraction. “It’s been up and down, but her doctor is confident this new trial will help.” 

Gage slid a finger inside, and a groan escaped. 

The woman furrowed her brows. “Are you all right? You don’t look well, dear.”

I sprang up from the table. “I think it was something I ate. Please, excuse me.” I nearly crashed into the women’s restroom in my haste to escape Gage. A quick check of the stalls assured me I was alone. Grabbing hold of the counter, I focused on breathing and closed my eyes, but the plug still vibrated incessantly, making me moan as my insides clenched. 

The door creaked open, and Gage entered. “Are you alone in here?”

I nodded.

He locked the door, and I watched his reflection wearily, wondering if I’d earned myself another punishment for bolting from the table. He stood behind me and rested his hands next to mine, caging me in between the counter and his impressive body. Pure desire reflected from his eyes in the mirror—a maniacal glint that both frightened and excited me. We said nothing as we stared at each other, and when Gage removed his hands, I didn’t dare move. He gripped my skirt and inched it up, and then slid his hand beneath my panties again.  

“Your eyes darken to the deepest brown when you’re turned on, did you realize that?” 

“No,” I said on a moan. My head fell back against his shoulder; his lips devoured my throat as he stroked me. 

“You’re so wet, baby.” 

I groaned and arched into his hand. “What are you doing to me?”

“Making you mine.” He took my mouth, and I kissed him back with abandon, chasing his tongue again and again. 

“I’m losing myself to you,” I gasped, tearing my mouth from his. 

“Not yet, you’re not.” He stepped away. “Come back to the table.” 

Five minutes later I obeyed, only stumbling twice on my journey back to my seat. Dessert had already been served. Gage wasted no time in reclaiming the hot, damp place between my legs. He stroked me relentlessly, and not even the decadent cake had the power to distract me. By the time he pulled me into his arms on the dance floor, I’d downed four more glasses of champagne and was more than a little tipsy. Bodies flush, our champagne breaths mingling, I melted against him and let him pull me into the sway. Something shifted within me during that dance. For the first time, I returned his touch. Sliding my hands into his hair, I curled my fingers into the dark strands as he swept me across the room. I didn’t care if everyone was watching, if what I was doing and feeling was wrong. 

And it was so wrong. Nothing about this situation should feel romanticized, but I was lost and never wanted to be found. 

He tightened his arms around me, pulling me close enough that his hard-on strained against my stomach. “Wanna get out of here?”

Our faces were inches apart, and for a moment I thought he was going to kiss me in front of everyone. “Yeah.” 

We left in a flurry of goodbyes, and the only thing more dizzying than my champagne-induced state was the commotion of grabbing our coats. The drive back to Gage’s place was but a fuzzy memory. We stumbled through the front door, his mouth hot and wet on my throat as my thighs locked around his waist. My hands gripped his hair as he carried me through the house. Maybe later I’d question why he took me to his bedroom instead of the basement, or why he seemed so un-Gage like as he ripped the bodice of my dress in an impatient fit of desire. The material tore to my waist, exposing my clamped breasts. He yanked on the chain, propelling me toward him and the bed, and his mouth closed over an aching nipple. We shed our clothing and tumbled onto the mattress, where he wrapped my fingers around the bars of the headboard.

“Don’t let go.” His breath fanned across my face an instant before he blinded me with a silk tie. “I’m going to remove the clamps.” My heart jackhammered under his touch, and I squeezed the bars as blood rushed to my nipples, flooding them with pain. 

His mouth moved over my breasts. “Tell me what you want,” he whispered. 

“I want you.” 

“Be specific, Kayla.” 

I bent my knees and spread wide for him. “I want you inside of me.” 

He pulled away, and though I couldn’t see him, I imagined him gazing down at me, eyes the color of sapphires as he savored my surrender. He splayed his hands on my inner thighs, spreading me further and torturing me with the tickle of his thumbs. “Tell me more.”

“I-I want . . . you sliding in and out slowly, your mouth on my breasts . . . everywhere.” I sucked in a breath when he reached around and lifted me. “I want to feel you everywhere, Master.” 

He scooted down and smothered his face against my mound. I bucked against his mouth as his kiss spread through my body—in the tingle along my spine, in the ache of my curling feet. My fingers tightened a death grip around the bars, and I dug my feet into the mattress, meeting each thrust of his tongue and fingers.

He slid up my stomach and plunged into me without warning, filling me so fully, I almost climaxed. 

“You feel so fucking good.” He buried his face in my hair and folded his hands around mine, and we began to move, building a tempo that was both tender and explosive—a contradiction comparable to Gage. “Don’t come until I give you permission.” 

I gritted my teeth as he moved inside me. It wasn’t going to take much to send me over the edge, but knowing Gage, he’d probably do this all night before he let me come. Our bodies slicked together like two lovers on the beach oiled down with coconut lotion. Muscles tensing, moans escalating, we chased release. I wrenched my hands from underneath his and gripped his shoulders. 

 “I can’t hold back much longer. Master . . . please . . .” 

He removed the blindfold, then froze, going perfectly still. The light from the hall illuminated the apprehension in his features. “Do you hate me?”

I blinked. “What?”

“You heard me. Do you hate me for what I’ve done to you?”

I parted my lips, denial on the tip of my tongue, but denying it would be dishonest. “Part of me does, Master.” I closed my eyes on a sigh and raised my hips. “The other part can’t get enough.” 

He groaned and sunk his hands into my hair. I was about to burst when he reared up onto his knees and carried me with him. 

Clinging to him, I panted. “Please . . .”

“Say you’ll never leave me.” 

“I’ll never leave you.” The lie escaped before I could stop it. I’d sunk so far into the abyss, I didn’t know which way was up anymore. 

“Come for me now, baby,” he commanded, burrowing even deeper. 

“Gage!” I screamed as the orgasm tore through me. I wrapped my body around his and rode the waves, and dug my fingernails into his shoulders so hard, I was sure I drew blood. 


9. RETREAT 

 Gage awoke me the next morning with breakfast in bed. As soon as I sat up, I gripped my throbbing head. 

“Hungover?” he asked, setting the tray on the nightstand. He held out two white tablets and a glass of orange juice.

I nodded, and then swished down the pills. 

“I’m afraid we hit the champagne a little too heavily last night. Now we’ll both have to suffer the consequences.” He sat down next to me, and only then did I notice the belt in his hand. My eyes shot to his. He immediately adverted his gaze. “Last night was . . . incredible . . . but that doesn’t give you free reign to call me anything other than Master.” 

“I-I’m sorry, Master. It just slipped out.” His name had more than slipped out; I’d screamed it to high heaven as I came undone in his arms. 

He rose to his feet. “I am too, Kayla. Let’s get this over with.” He gestured to the space in front of him. “On your feet. Bend over and grab your ankles.” 

I slid from bed, and as I held onto my ankles, preparing for the strike of his belt, I went back to despising myself. He’d gotten to me last night, had snuck into a small corner of my heart. Now that little piece shattered to dust. 

Bastard.

I mentally chanted the epithet with every strike, though I had to admit the punishment hurt more on an emotional level than a physical one; perhaps I’d gotten under his skin as well because he was now going easy on me, though recognizing that didn’t make me feel any better. 

Gage calmly put his belt away once he was satisfied I’d been thoroughly punished. “I promised you a phone call. Check on your daughter.” He handed me his cell phone.

I studied him, trying to find a hint of the man I’d seen last night hiding under his cool exterior, but all I found was impenetrable steel. “Why do you do this?”

He tilted his head. “Do what?”

“Shut yourself off from emotion.”

His body stiffened. “Are you trying to earn another punishment?”

I stepped closer and placed my hand on his chest; he flinched under my touch. “I’m trying to understand you.” I peeked up and met his eyes. “You’re tender one minute, and a brute the next. I can’t keep up with your mood swings.” 

“You know nothing about me, except that disobeying will earn you another punishment.” He gestured toward the bed. “Bend over the bed this time.” 

I turned and placed my hands on the mattress. “I know you care enough to let me contact Eve.” The snap of his belt made me jump. I couldn’t hold back a yelp as it landed on my bottom.

“Stop analyzing me!” He put more strength into the lashes, releasing his anger on the back of my thighs as well as my ass. 

“I’m sorry!” I cried. God, would he ever stop hitting me? 

“I’m a bastard, Kayla—don’t fool yourself otherwise.” I heard the belt buckle hit the floor, and neither of us moved. 

“I know what you are, Master.” A walking contradiction. So were my feelings for him. 

“Good. Now call your daughter before I change my mind.” He stomped from the room and slammed the door upon his exit. 

Exhaling a long breath, I dialed the hospital from memory. Guilt lanced through me at the sound of Eve’s voice. She cried, wanting to know where I was. I held my breath and sought composure. I’d give anything to be with her, and as I recalled how effortlessly Gage had made me forget everything, if only for a while, my self-loathing intensified. I hung up after her doctor assured me she was doing okay—the only thing bothering her at the moment was how much she missed her mother. All things considered, I had to find the silver lining; the new treatment seemed to be helping. 

I paced Gage’s bedroom, taking in the furnishings for the first time. The bed and dresser overpowered the room with mahogany-toned masculinity. Unlike the crimson of his basement, this room had been decorated in shades of brown, complimented with touches of royal blue. I eyed the breakfast tray. I didn’t have an appetite, but I forced down what I could. A half hour had passed, and he still hadn’t returned. I was completely naked, my dress lying in tatters on his floor. Wringing my hands, I went over my options for my next move. Did he want me to leave the room and find him? Or was I supposed to wait here? Not knowing what else to do, I sank to my knees and waited. 

Eventually, he pushed open the door. I let out a breath of relief at the sight of him. My knees ached to a point that was unbearable.

“How long have you been waiting on your knees?”

“A while, Master.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “You know how to behave when you want to.”

“Can I get up now, Master?”

He held out a hand. “Yes. You have chores to get to.” He pulled the nipple clamps from his pocket. “Present your breasts.” 

I almost begged for mercy, but in the end I stood up straight, clasped my hands behind my back, and suffered in silence as he clamped my nipples. The passionate, lustful, out-of-control Gage from the night before was long gone, overpowered by a man who apparently guarded his emotions above all else. 

He kept me busy with chores for hours. After dinner, he returned me to the basement, where he abused my bottom some more for his perverse pleasure. Like the previous weekend, he took me anally. Wrists and ankles locked into place on the spanking bench—a term I’d learned through my research—I was powerless to stop him as he probed my tight hole. 

“Stop,” I sobbed. Every last shred of composure I’d held on to vanished as he slowly inched his way in. 

“It’ll get easier each time we do it. Relax your muscles.” It burned like hell for the first few minutes, but then Gage buried his fingers in the place he’d staked as his, and a different kind of fire erupted. “Relax,” he repeated, “eventually you’ll learn to enjoy it.” He pushed all the way in with a hoarse groan. My body opened for him, and as he rubbed me to pleasure, my cries took on the sound of ecstasy. His body owned me, demanded my surrender, and with a smack to my crimson bottom, he commanded my orgasm. Completion crashed over me, like a tsunami that couldn’t be stopped. He held his own orgasm at bay for a long time, forcing me to release twice more before he withdrew from my ass. 

“Sweet dreams, Kayla,” he whispered after he’d unfastened the restraints. The door to the basement clicked shut. I remained on the bench for a while, replaying what had just happened in my head. Not only had he made me enjoy it, but he’d brought me to orgasm three times. The realization stunned me, yet on some level I realized it shouldn’t have. Gage had slowly knocked down my defenses, gaining compliance, and if my heart didn’t yield to his intrusion, my body sure as hell did. 

Again and again, whether I liked it or not. 

I fell into bed and questioned my very being. What was wrong with me? What kind of person enjoyed being forced like this? How could I enjoy anything in life—least of all something so sinfully twisted—while my daughter fought for her life in the hospital? Tears trickled onto my pillow as sleep pulled at the edge of consciousness. My last thought before I fell asleep was how I’d need to find a good therapist after Gage was finished making me his plaything. 


10. BETRAYING THE DEMON

The biggest surprise on Sunday was how quickly the day flew by. Gage kept me busy with additional chores, three more rounds of sex, and even the absurdity of a board game. You haven’t played Scrabble until you’ve done it naked with a sadist who makes up his own rules. The only words allowed in Gage’s rulebook were those of a sexual nature, and his prize for winning was a blow job. 

Now I stood in the foyer, but unlike last Sunday, I didn’t hold fast to any grand illusions of freedom. Gage’s dominance would follow me out the door. He molded his body to mine from behind, one hand palming my breast as the other fell on my thigh. The hem of my dress inched up with his fingers. We’d just returned from dinner, and now the time for us to part had arrived. 

Until the following morning when I’d see him at work again. 

He slid his hand into my panties. “You’re so sexy.” His mouth left a wet trail down my neck, and every flick of his tongue coiled between my thighs. Excitement ignited at the idea of him taking me in the foyer, against the wall like he had the previous weekend. I spread my legs to give him better access. 

“Do you want me, Kayla?”

I nodded, my breath coming in short spurts. 

“Who am I?”

“My Master.”

“You want your Master’s cock inside here?” He stroked my opening, then dipped a finger into that pleasurable place. 

My head fell back against his shoulder. “Yes, Master.” 

“I’m not going to give you what you want right now.” He rubbed a circle around my clit. “And you know the rules—no masturbation. If you want it badly enough, come to me on your lunch hour tomorrow and beg for it.” He gripped my hair, holding my head in place. “Is that clear?”

“Yes, Master,” I breathed. 

He helped me into my coat, and then relinquished my purse and cell phone. “I was impressed by your research paper, by the way. You’ve learned a lot, and your behavior has showcased it.” He whirled me around and pulled me against him. His mouth descended, and we said goodbye with a long slide of tongues. 

“See you tomorrow at work.” He opened the door for me, and I stepped into the late evening winter chill. As I hurried to my car, I felt the weight of his stare and almost looked back twice. Only after I’d slid into the driver’s seat did I allow my gaze to linger on him. His eyes never strayed as I backed down the driveway. The notion was naive, but I couldn’t help but smile as a sense of freedom settled over me. Freedom to see Eve. I couldn’t wait to hold her. Visiting the hospital didn’t take long, as it was late and Eve was tired, but I did get my cuddle time in and was relieved to find some color in her cheeks for the first time in weeks. Apparently Ian had taken my request to be left alone seriously—there’d been no sight of him, not even a quick passing in the halls as I left. 

So I was stunned to find him waiting for me in my driveway, especially since I hadn’t told him where I lived. 

“You shouldn’t be here!” I shouted the instant I exited my car. Swift anger rose until it burst free—anger at Gage for making my life so damn complicated, and anger toward Ian for making me want something I’d made myself give up years ago. I remembered in vivid clarity all the times we’d sat thigh-to-thigh on the couch watching movies during college, or how he’d wrapped his body around mine, holding on as I cried. His mere presence had been enough to set my head spinning back then; now was no different, despite the passing years. 

Despite my crazy circumstances of which he knew nothing—and could know nothing—about.  

I halted a few feet in front of him and crossed my arms. My angry display didn’t deter him. He narrowed the short distance, standing close enough to make me high off the spicy scent of his cologne. 

“I shouldn’t be here? Or you don’t want me here? There’s a big difference.” 

I studied his white sneakers, jarred by how easily he sliced through my defenses with calm patience. 

He tilted my chin up. “Tell me to leave . . . tell me you feel nothing for me, and I’ll never bother you again, I promise.” 

I blinked several times, hating how Gage had turned me into a blubbering, crying female. I hadn’t cried this often in years. Not since Rick had pushed and beat until the tears flowed, until he’d known he had the power to pound on me just as easily with hurtful words as he did his fists. “I can’t tell you that.” My voice cracked, as did my self-control. He opened his arms, and I fell into them.

“What’s going on, Kayla? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you all weekend. I wanted to apologize, but you wouldn’t answer your phone, and you haven’t been at the hospital . . .” He inched back and looked at me. “You’ve had me really worried.”

“I’m fine.” 

“No, you’re not. Is it Rick? I saw him at the hospital Saturday.”

His words turned my blood to ice. “What?” I gripped his shoulders as panic took hold of me. “Rick was there?” Impossible. He’d been arrested twice already for violating the restraining order. I hadn’t seen or heard from him in over a year—I’d figured he’d finally gotten the message.

Ian opened his mouth, appearing to struggle for words. “I . . . I always got the impression he didn’t treat you good, but you wouldn’t talk to me, and then you moved and changed your number, and when I did manage to track you down, he made it clear you wanted nothing to do—” 

“Wait—you came to see me? When?” 

“About three years ago.”

I shuddered. Rick’s rage made more sense now. The final and last beating had been the most brutal, and he’d almost killed me in the end. “Let’s go inside. It’s freezing out here.” 

“I wasn’t sure you’d let me in.” 

“I wasn’t planning to, but I’ve already broken the rules—” And now I’d said too much; going down that path would lead straight to the subject of Gage’s contract. 

Ian shut the door. “What rules?”

“My rules,” I said quickly. “I don’t want complications in my life right now. Eve is the only one who matters.” 

“Of course she is,” he whispered, and I suddenly found myself between him and the door. He encased me in his arms, and his breath drifted across my face as he leaned in. “She’s your daughter. But you’re a horrible liar, Kayla. You about shatter every time I see you. You’re nervous all the time, constantly looking over your shoulder.” 

I was? I thought I’d hidden my inner turmoil better than that. 

“Is Rick harassing you? How bad was it?”

I focused on his mouth, because looking into his eyes hurt too much. “Bad. Really bad.” 

He dropped his forehead against mine. “I should’ve done something. I suspected he was controlling, and you’d mentioned how possessive—” 

“Going back to him was the worst mistake of my life.” 

“Letting you go was the worst mistake of mine.” He dipped his head, and I stilled, barely breathing. 

“Don’t.” 

“Why?”

“Because I’m not free to be with you right now.” I was terrified. Ian and I were about to cross a line. He was a part of my past, a place where he should stay. And me? I was enslaved—literally—to a man who liked to play with my head. 

“Kayla, talk to me.”

I gripped his waist, wanting to keep him close even though I needed to send him packing. “I can’t. You need to go.”

“Like hell I do.” His mouth claimed mine, and he assaulted me with the kind of hair-tingling kiss that meant something. His hands were everywhere, pulling me close at the small of my back, tangling in my hair, palming my breasts. His erection strained against my stomach, and I tore my mouth from his with a small cry.

“Stop.” This was impossible. I couldn’t do this. 

But then I was kissing him again. He groaned and hoisted me against him. I wrapped my legs around him, and our clothing provided the only barrier between us. 

“Shit, Kayla . . .” He buried his face in the hollow of my shoulder and moved against me. 

“Ian . . . stop.” 

“Don’t ask me to stop . . . please don’t.” He fastened his mouth over mine again, silencing my protests.

I was in a daze, until the feel of his hands on my thighs evaporated the fog. I pushed him away, hard enough to make him stumble. “I said stop!”

His expression crumbled, and he slid to the floor, holding his head in his hands. “I’m sorry.” 

Shame, swift and intense, clung to me like Ian’s scent did. How could I go from wanting Gage to wanting Ian in the space of two hours? What kind of person had I become? Gage would know. There was no way I could hide this from him. 

“I’d never force you . . . this isn’t like me.”

I wanted to say it wasn’t like me either, but I guess there wasn’t much I hadn’t done now, thanks to the man who’d placed metaphorical shackles around my ankles. 

He looked up, and his eyes were brighter than usual. “Please, say something. God, I hate that I made you cry.”

And that did me in. I fell to my knees and let him pull me against him. I let it all go—the confusion, guilt, and fear. It’d been a long time since someone cared. Of course, that only made me cry harder, but I did it in the shelter of his embrace, and a small part of me pieced itself back together again.


11. FOUR'S A CROWD

Going to work made me a nervous wreck, and it didn’t help my mental state when I couldn’t find my journal. That was just what I needed—punishment to compound punishment. I went through the normal morning ritual of placing his coffee on the desk, and then pulled out my iPad. I couldn’t meet Gage’s eyes as he delegated the morning tasks. I avoided him as much as possible until lunchtime, when he called me into his office. 

“Lock the door.”

I obeyed and stood before him, eyes downcast, feeling as if my disobedience was a flashing sign on my forehead; withholding this from him all morning was eating me alive. 

I have to tell him . . .

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

I nodded. “I need to tell you something, Master, but I’d rather not tell you here. Can I come to your place tonight?”

He tapped his fingers on the desk, and when I found the courage to face him, his eyes had darkened to indigo. “Why don’t we just get this over with now? Your punishment can wait until tonight, but you need to be upfront with me.”

I bit my lip. “You’re going to be angry.” 

“Angry doesn’t describe it, Kayla.” His mouth flattened into an unforgiving line. “You forgot your journal at my house last night. I drove to your place to drop it off.”

My body went cold, and I folded myself into my arms, as if I could simply disappear into them. “You saw?”

“I expect you on my doorstep at nine. In the meantime, you need to get out of here before I explode.”

I scampered from his office, making myself scarce for the rest of the day. That evening I spent as much time as possible at the hospital, playing a memory card game with Eve. The only bright point in my day was how much healthier she looked. I kissed her goodnight and left shortly after eight-thirty. I wasn’t about to arrive at Gage’s a second late. 

The instant he opened the door, I threw myself at his feet. “Please, Master, forgive me.” I planted my sweaty palms on the floor and studied the varying colors in the hardwood. Several seconds ticked by—seconds that seemed more like minutes. I held my breath and counted every beat of my heart. 

“Look at me.” 

I raised my head. Tears spilled over, and no amount of willpower would stop them. Dread roiled in my stomach, and I knew with absolute certainty I wouldn’t get a smidgeon of mercy from him. 

“Did you have sex with him?”

“No, Master.”

He narrowed his eyes. “But you wanted to.” 

I paused at his tone; he sounded much too confident. “Yes, Master.”  

“Get up.” 

I scrambled to my feet, limbs shaking, and bowed my head. “I’m sorry, Master. Please forgive me.” 

He grabbed my hand. “Come.” 

“Are you going to punish me, Master?” Stupid question. Punishment was inevitable; it was the way in which he planned to carry it out that worried me.

“Yes.” He was too calm. He’d shown more reaction at innocent things, like when Tom had asked me out at work, or even when the waiter had smiled at me. Gage’s cool demeanor was more terrifying than his rage. I wanted to turn and bolt for the door, but entertaining the notion of escape was an impossible temptation I couldn’t succumb to. Like the dutiful slave he’d turned me into, I didn’t fight him as he ushered me down to the basement.  

And my world came to a grinding halt. Oh, my God . . . I blinked several times, but Ian was still standing in front of me. He wouldn’t look me in the eyes. 

I fell to my knees and grabbed onto Gage’s slacks. “Please, Master, please, I’m begging you. Don’t involve him in this.” 

“I didn’t involve him, Kayla. You did.” 

I gasped for air, as if he’d punched me in the stomach. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Ian take a step toward me. He faltered when Gage raised a hand. 

“Tell him who you belong to,” Gage demanded, and when I didn’t answer, he yanked me back by the hair. 

“I belong to you, Master.”

Ian sprung into motion. “You’re not a fucking possession!” He closed the distance in three long strides. “Get up, Kayla. I’m taking you home.”

Gage glared at him. “You said you’d cooperate, or do I need to carry out my threat?” 

Ian bunched his hands. “I’ll beat the shit out of you if you hurt her.”  

“I haven’t done anything she hasn’t agreed to.” Gage let go of my hair.

“Is this true?” Ian asked, his eyes wandering to mine.  

My face flamed under his perusal. “Permission to speak to him, Master?”

“Go ahead.”  

“I did it for Eve. He was going to send me to jail if I didn’t.” 

“Jesus . . . that’s not consent, that’s blackmail.”

“Technicalities,” Gage said with a wave of his hand. “She’ll agree to whatever I want, and what I want is to fuck her hard while you watch. If you care about her, you’ll cooperate.” 

“Give us a minute alone,” Ian demanded.  

“Absolutely not.”

“This is bullshit! I’m going to the police.” 

“No!” I cried. “You can’t.” 

“You’ve got five minutes,” Gage snapped, “but keep your damn hands off her, got it?” He drew my attention back to him. “Don’t you dare move from your knees.” 

Ian waited until we were alone before he spoke. “Why didn’t you tell me you were being blackmailed?”

“I couldn’t.” I shifted, uncomfortable with being on my knees in front of him. “I don’t know how much he told you—” 

“He said you embezzled money for Eve’s medical bills, and in return for his . . . discretion . . . you agreed to . . .” He shook his head, and I said the words for him, since there was no point watering down anything in this situation.

“I agreed to be his sex slave.”

“Jesus, Kayla, this is insane. We can go to the police—I’m sure they’ll be able to do something—” 

“No. If I do that, he won’t pay for Eve’s treatment. She’s getting better—” I broke off, overcome with emotion “—if they stop now, she’ll die.” 

Ian took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “I can’t watch him rape you. Don’t ask me to do this.” 

“It’s not rape.” My voice shook as I said the words. I’d become an expert at convincing myself of half-truths, of justifying the thin line on which I’d found myself. Now I had to do the same with Ian. “I wouldn’t ask otherwise, but it’s Eve . . . please, Ian, I know she’s not yours, but—” 

“Don’t.” He fisted his hands. “You know how I feel about you. I’d do anything for you, but this?” He shook his head, and my heart dropped. Would he ever look at me the same way again after tonight? “I can’t watch him hurt you.” 

“You won’t have to,” Gage announced as he came down the stairs. “She enjoys my cock.” He stood, feet shoulder-width apart, and crossed his arms. “However, I doubt she’ll enjoy watching you fuck another woman.” He smiled toward the top of the stairs, and the axis of my world all but shattered when Katherine sauntered into the basement. She halted at Gage’s side and looked down her nose, giving me a haughty once-over.  

This wasn’t happening . . . the thought of Ian with that . . . that complete bitch was too much. “Please, Master, don’t ask him to do this.” 

“I’m not, you are, and if he doesn’t agree, he’ll live knowing that you suffered the consequences.” 

Ian took a step forward. “You sick—” 

“Ask him, Kayla,” Gage interrupted.  

“No.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Seems my slave has backpedaled in her training. Yes or no, Dr. Kaplan?” 

My pulse pounded through my body as Ian appeared to battle with himself. Half of me—the young girl who still loved him—wanted to scream for him to say no, but the more dominant half remained silent; maternal instinct would always win in the end.  

Ian folded his arms and gave a small nod. 

“Katherine, treat our guest to your services. The couch will suffice.”

“My pleasure.” She glided across the room and curled her hand around his bicep. “C’mon, lover, I’ll show you a good time.” 

Ian didn’t budge. He trapped me in his questioning gaze—a silent plea in the depths of intense hazel.

I mouthed, “I’m sorry,” and then blinked back tears as he let Katherine haul him over to the couch. He collapsed and dragged a hand down his face. 

“Strip,” Gage commanded me.

I rose to my feet and brought my hands to my blouse, going on autopilot as I unhooked the buttons. Much too conscious of Ian sitting a few feet away, I kept my eyes on Gage the whole time, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man I’d seen lurking underneath during the weekend. His face displayed only calculated focus, driven by jealousy. Out of all the mistakes I could have made, this was surely the worst, for I belonged to him and he’d accept nothing less. The blouse fell from my shoulders. I reached for the front hook of my bra and sensed Ian’s gaze on my breasts, so tangibly it could have been his touch. 

Gage kneeled, yanking my skirt and panties down, and I stepped outside the puddle of clothing. Tears streamed down my cheeks—a testament of lost dignity. Not that he’d left me with much to begin with.  

“How does it make you feel to know he’ll see who you really are?” 

I almost vomited at the thought. 

He pulled me against him. “Does the idea excite you?” 

“No, Master.” 

“Do you love him?”

“You know I do, Master.” 

Gage turned me around and bent me over the bed. Grabbing my hair, he forced my face in Ian’s direction. “Do you think he’ll still love you after I’ve fucked you and made you scream my name in front of him?”

Through my tears, I saw Katherine kiss her way down Ian’s chest, and my heart shattered when he twisted his head away. “No,” I choked. 

Ian clenched his hands when Gage took me from behind, his thrusts rough and unforgiving. He whispered into my ear, “You’re going to come for me, or I’ll take your disobedience out on him.” He buried his fingers between my legs and did what he did best.

I closed my eyes, shut off my mind to Ian’s tortured expression, Katherine’s smugness, and Gage’s cruelty. And I did what Gage had trained me to do—I obeyed, only I imagined it was Ian pounding into me, that it was his body slick against mine as I neared climax. When I opened my eyes, the sight on the couch stole my breath in agony. Katherine’s head was buried in Ian’s lap, and his knuckles had gone white as he gripped the cushions. He flung his head back and groaned. Hatred rushed through my blood, every last ounce of it compelling me to rebel. I made an even bigger mistake, though I didn’t delude myself into believing I did it accidentally. As Gage wrenched my head back and commanded my orgasm, I screamed Ian’s name at the top of my lungs. 


12. REPERCUSSION

I found Ian’s car parked in my driveway when I returned home early the next morning. Maybe I should have been more alarmed, considering our forbidden embrace had started this madness to begin with, but after suffering through an intense beating from Gage, I was numb as I struggled to make it to the doorway. Gage had obliterated any positive feelings I’d harbored for him when he’d forced Ian and me into such a sick situation. The last root of that connection withered away as he’d strung me up on my toes, whipping me for hours and showing no mercy until I’d uttered the name I’d vowed to never say. The only thing saving me from jail was the fact that “Rick” was no longer my safe word, since according to our contract, I didn’t have one anymore. But Gage had honored it anyway; he’d dropped the bloodied whip before unhooking me, and then had fallen to his knees as I collapsed to mine. 

He hadn’t protested as I dressed and headed toward the stairs, and I’d left without a word. 

“What’d he do to you?” Ian choked out. Redness rimmed his eyes. “I didn’t want to leave you—” 

“You didn’t have a choice.” I moved past him to my door. “You shouldn’t be here. This is how it all started.”

“I know . . . Kayla, I had to see you.” His presence overpowered the small space of my front porch. “Did he hurt you?” 

“Nothing he hasn’t done before.” Another half-truth. Gage had never been so brutal. I probably wouldn’t sit for days. My arms were like deadweight, and I couldn’t hide a wince as I lifted my key toward the lock. Thank God my coat sleeves hid the red marks circling my wrists. “I’m sorry I got you caught up in this.” I pushed the door open and held it between us. “Please go. You’re better off forgetting about me.” 

How could he not want to after what had happened?

“Not a chance.” He shoved his way inside, kicking the door shut behind him as he pulled me into his arms. I cried out in pain, and he immediately let go, though his hands never left my shoulders as he studied me. “What did he do to you?” His voice rose with every word. 

“He whipped me.” 

“I’ll kill him.” He reached for my jacket. “How bad is it?” 

“Don’t.” I shrank away from him.

“This is my fault—” he broke off, swallowing hard “—you told me to stay away and I didn’t listen.”

“No, it’s mine. I screamed your name . . .” My gaze fell to the floor, and the image of him with Katherine speared through me more painfully than the impact of Gage’s whip. 

Ian grimaced. “I can’t stop thinking of you bent over the bed . . .” Avoiding my eyes, he sucked in a breath. “I’d give anything to get that out of my head.”  

“I have a few memories I’d like to forget as well.” Namely Katherine’s loud, obnoxious moans as she rode him. Only the fact that he did it for me, for Eve, kept the hurt and anger from consuming me. Though guilt was an emotion I’d live with forever. How could I be angry with him when I was the reason he’d ended up with Katherine in the first place?

“He’s going to pay, Kayla. I’ll make sure of it.” 

“You can’t go there right now, Ian. If not for him, Eve wouldn’t have gotten into the trial. He’s paid for everything . . .” 

“And he’s about as saintly as Lucifer himself. Kayla, I hired a PI to follow Rick.”

I blinked. “Why’d you do that?” 

“You unsettled me on Friday, and seeing your ex the next day was too coincidental. I know you, Kayla . . . you wouldn’t disappear on your daughter two weekends in a row without good reason.” 

“What are you saying? What does Rick have to do with anything?”

“I’m saying he’s been in contact with your boss a lot during the past few weeks.”

My jaw dropped. “What? Why didn’t you tell me this last night?”

He sighed. “I didn’t know last night. The PI just called me an hour ago.”

Goosebumps broke out on my arms. Gage had never given me any indication he’d known my ex. “But how . . . why do they know each other?” I paced my living room as my mind tried to catch up. “This doesn’t make any sense.”  

“The only connection the PI found was a woman named Jody Palmer.” 

“She’s a friend of mine from work—” I halted. Jody, who’d gotten me the job . . . who’d also known Rick. 

Who had also admitted to sleeping with Gage. 

“The guy I hired is still digging, but he’s pretty sure Rick’s been blackmailing your boss.” 

“Why does he think this?”

“He found records. Apparently there’s been several large deposits in Rick’s account that match Channing’s financial statements.” Ian sank onto my couch and rubbed his hands down his face. “He thinks your boss has been embezzling from his clients for years. Hopefully by the end of the day, we’ll have enough evidence to take to the police. You should be able to make a deal with them.”

I shook my head. “No. If I turn him in, he’ll stop paying for Eve’s treatment.” 

“We’ll come up with the money for it on our own.”

“He did more than pay for it. He got her in that trial in less than twelve hours.” I hugged myself as the force of Gage’s rage washed over me. “He’s furious . . . he won’t hesitate to undo whatever it was he did to get her in.” 

“Don’t tell me you’re gonna go back to him!” Ian sprung up from the couch. “I can’t stand the thought of you anywhere near that monster. 

“I’m not going back to him.” I met his eyes, and an idea formed—a way out that wouldn’t hurt my daughter’s progress. “But he no longer holds all the cards. I think it’s time Gage Channing got a taste of his own medicine.” 


RETRIBUTION, part three of Kayla’s story, coming soon.
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