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To Survive
 
    
 
   English definition of “Survive”.
 
   Continue to live – or exist
 
   To continue to live or exist in spite of (an accident or ordeal)
 
   To remain alive
 
    
 
    
 
   Fight
 
    
 
   English definition of “Fight”.
 
   To take part in a violent struggle
 
   To struggle to overcome, eliminate, or prevent
 
   A violent confrontation or struggle
 
    
 
    
 
   Flee
 
    
 
   English definition of “Flee”.
 
   To escape
 
   To avoid capture
 
   To keep oneself free of potential harm
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Survival
 
    
 
   English definition of Survival
 
   Line breaks: Sur/vi/val
 
   Adjective:
 
   1, of/relating to, or for use in surviving, especially under adverse of unusual circumstances
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Its 9am, and all I’ve done for the last two hours is stare blankly at the wall, trying to find an explanation for the last year or so of my life. Sleep was minimal last night – in fact, non-existent really. I spent most of it tossing and turning, thinking and re-thinking. Visions of the streets constantly assaulted me – the terror and then the eventual realisation that this was it. I remember the exact moment I decided to give up and just exist. It was while I was wandering along in the park one day. I’d eventually taken a seat on a bench to just let the world go by. You know, the sort of thing other people did with their time when they were ambling along. I’d dumped my bags underneath the bench and perhaps just thought I could forget the fact that I had nowhere to sleep that night, pretend I still had a life. Maybe I just wanted to watch other people having a good time, or perhaps I just needed a rest. I don’t know, but I do remember that guy sitting down next to me. I remember him sitting there for a few moments and then inching himself away, further down the bench. He didn’t look at me. He didn’t even glance. He just had that look about him that told me he was revolted by what had dared to be in his presence even though I was there first. As if I didn’t have any right to be in such a beautiful park at all. 
 
   It was the summer, and the warmth had probably elevated the stench of my clothes to add to the effect of my battered appearance. He was wearing an expensive suit and probably just trying to have his lunch in peace before rushing back to another important meeting. So I sat and watched him eat that sandwich with drool pooling in my mouth, trying desperately not to look and embarrass him, but not having the energy to avert my eyes. I was so hungry. I remember that with acute clarity, and I can recall the words rattling around my head. ‘Please can I have some? Please.’ Begging. I didn’t say the words, though. I just watched him shuffle himself a bit further away and sighed, eventually getting up and deciding to leave the poor man in peace rather than sullying his food with the closeness of another human in need. I remember the huff that followed me as I left, yet again reminding me of my filth ridden clothes and rotting appearance. He was obviously so pleased by my departure that when I turned to look at him, he’d put his feet up on the bench as well, probably to ward off any other homeless wanderers.
 
   I walked that park all day most days, the same routes I’ve walked since – past the fountain, past the Loebhouse, over the bridge. Round and round, I walked it to try and forget the hell I was residing in and remind myself that I was once one of those people with their suits and briefcases. That I was intelligent. That this part of my life wasn’t going to be the end. That I would find a way out and become a part of one of the families playing happily. Maybe I could even be one of the mothers one day. 
 
   My park.
 
   The thing that made me give up happened twenty minutes later, when a child looked at me and asked his mother what was wrong with me. I guess the little boy was around seven and he just stared as I shuffled past. I tried to keep walking and ignore him, tried not to listen to whatever reason his mother was going to give him for my appearance, or maybe my stench, but I heard it nonetheless. ‘She’s lazy, darling. It happens to those who don’t work hard like Daddy does.”
 
   He asked her if they should help. All I heard in response was the clatter of her heels as she dragged him away from me.
 
   Lazy.
 
   You’d have thought that out of all the appalling things I witnessed on those streets, of all the things I’d had to put up with – being raped, having things stolen from me, being chased for no other reason than the chase – that a woman calling me lazy would have been the least of my concerns. But her words triggered something inside me that almost took the life out of me, or maybe just the will to try anymore.  I just stood there looking at the floor and trying to understand what was lazy about me. I’d tried hard at Cutlers, given them all my hours, worked hard, ran hard, but maybe they thought I was lazy, too. Maybe I was. I clearly wasn’t good enough.
 
   I walked on after a while and felt my insides getting weaker and weaker with the thought. What was the point in trying anymore? Nothing was getting any better on the streets. No one was coming to save me. No one was there to help. I trudged back to the same spot I’d hidden in most nights as the light began to ebb away, and eventually slid myself into the trash bags I used to disguise myself overnight. I didn’t shake with fear that night. I didn’t even cry. I slept. I slept the whole night through, and when I woke in the morning, I knew I’d given up because I wasn’t scared anymore. Maybe I just couldn’t be bothered to care, but fear was what kept you sharp on the streets. Fear and that hope that you might not be stuck there forever if you kept trying. And I no longer felt fearful. An old man had told me once that the moment I slept like a baby on the streets would be the moment I truly belonged there. I’d snorted at him as he shared some hamburger with me, but the second I woke up that morning, I knew he’d been right. I remember the feeling seeping through me. It was like acceptance of the inevitable, or more acceptance of the desperate situation I’d put myself in.
 
   Me.
 
   From that day forward, I didn’t go to the park anymore. What was the point? All it did was torture me into believing I was normal. I stopped doing anything normal after that, anything that I used to do in my old life. I just let myself fall into that abyss of homelessness and used anger to keep myself going. I stayed where the other homeless people were, dug around in the same dustbins, begged on the same corners, hung around in the same back alleys. Still trying to keep myself alive, still trying to survive, but not really doing anything to get myself out of it anymore. I existed. That was just how Jacob found me that day. I was just sitting there, the freezing cold wracking my bones. I was existing, a shadow of what I used to be. Certainly a shadow of what I might have been had I not been so lazy.
 
   Sucking some air in through my nose, I shake my head to clear the daze I’ve been in since last night and focus myself back on the apartment I’m in. Clean lines, clean furniture, clean. To stay, I now need to work out why he did what he did to me last night. To have my dream of a job, a home and the man I seem to love, I have to understand why Alexander made me remember all these things. Why?
 
   My hands run across the indents on my wrists. There’s no actual ridge in my skin, but I can still feel that rope, and as I stretch my mouth, I can still sense the tape, too. I can feel it all crawling over me, telling me to remember everything, to let myself dwell on all the uncomfortable truths and maybe understand them. This has caused more confusion than I ever thought possible, because I don’t even know who I am anymore. Or what I’m doing. I thought I was okay with that. I thought whatever this was with Pascal and this new world felt good, but now, having had my insides tested so thoroughly, I’m not sure what I am. I don’t know what I’ve been doing pretending to be in control of myself, let alone Pascal. This whole time I thought I was doing okay, being strong and focused on getting myself back together somehow, but it feels like a lie now. Maybe, unless I deal with the streets and why I was there first, I can’t quite go forward anymore. He said he wasn’t sure what I was, and now neither am I because I had nothing in that room, nothing in comparison to the man that made me go in there, anyway. I slaughtered myself, pulled myself to pieces and wallowed in my own self-pity. I remembered everything and let it consume me. He may have spoken the words, caused me to start thinking, but I was the one who carried it on in that darkness he seems to like so much. Now, having thought about nothing else all night and languished in it some more, I know that was his intent. To start breaking me. Start. I’m no fool. I know he’ll do it again. He’ll continue onwards until he feels he can’t break me anymore. What happens after that, I don’t know. Maybe he’ll eventually start showing me what Pascal needs from me. The one thing I do know is, if I decide to go back there at eight o’clock tonight, it’s going to happen again. I’m going to relive it again.
 
   “Don’t listen to him. He’ll hurt you more than I will.”
 
   What does that mean? I have come up with the assumption that he means Pascal, and that he will somehow hurt me. I can’t see how anyone can hurt me more than Alexander did. Physical pain maybe, but I can take that. I’ll just switch off and take it. I know I can. I did it with the rapist scum. I did it with the right hooks I got on the streets, but mentally… Don’t listen to him? There isn’t much more someone could say to me to cause a worse reaction than Alexander caused last night. There is nothing that makes me feel more disgusted with myself than what he made me listen to. Because in the end, everything he said was true. I might not have wanted to listen to it. I might not have wanted to accept it, but it was true. I did rot on those streets. I did scrabble around in the dirt. I was raped. I became a useless waste of human life, and I did let my family down. The only thing that wasn’t true was the whore part. Even at my lowest, most disgusting level, I never fucked anyone for food or money.
 
   Until Pascal.
 
   Not that I’ve received any payment.
 
   My phone chirps beside me, bringing me out of yet more contemplation.
 
    
 
   -          Do you require nourishment? I am positive he must have exhausted you.
 
    
 
   Snorting out a light laugh, I close my eyes and picture him lounging in his office, or maybe he’s still in bed. Naked. My bruised limbs remind me that they’re not all that exhausted as they tingle at the mere thought of him reclining there. Actually, I’m surprised he’s even awake. It doesn’t, however, surprise me that he now has my phone number. He can clearly procure anything he needs at the drop of a hat. Opening my eyes again, I stare at the screen and wonder whether I should reply or not.
 
   “Now you’ll have to manage him and deal with this at the same time. Believe it or not, I was trying to help.” 
 
   It’s almost like the great Mr. White had it all worked out in his mind long before anyone else was even aware of the plan. Did he know, even back then when he first met me? Did he see something inside me that I didn’t? How could he have? Mind you, he knows Pascal better than anyone, which means he knows how difficult he can be. Perhaps that’s why he thinks I need ripping to shreds first. Apparently, this is a form of help.
 
   It doesn’t matter. I realised I’m in love with him last night, and uttered the words out loud to myself while I was in bed, for some reason crying at the thought. I am in love for only the second time in my life – if you can call a crush on a guy in university love. What I most want to do is walk in that park again, have him hold my hand and show me the reason why I’m still contemplating going back to Eden at eight o’clock tonight. I’m sure normal people just tell each other they’re in love and then skip happily off into the future. It appears we are not normal. Regardless of whatever this is, all I saw last night as I tossed and turned, remembering all the atrocities I had to endure on those streets, was a pair of haunting green eyes tempting me. Calling me. They stayed there throughout. They wiped out the blue ones. They even seemed to clear a path through some of the memories and create a new path to follow, maybe a more focused one as I somehow felt his fingers on mine, pulling me forward. I can hear him all the time – that smooth, rolling voice of his humbling himself, telling me truths of old and offering his hand in doorways. Maybe they are doorways to his heart.
 
    
 
   -          I’m starving. Where did you have in mind?
 
    
 
   I’ve sent it and pulled myself up before contemplating the rights or wrongs, or whether I can manage him or not. I just need to see him again and prove to myself that this is worth it.
 
    
 
   -          Lean out of your window and look at your beloved park.
 
    
 
   What?
 
   I walk over to look out of the sitting room window and see nothing but the snow covering it. I slide up the sash window and poke my head out instead, then laugh at the vision that greets me below.
 
   He’s sitting on the roof of his Limo, legs dangling through the sunroof, and he’s all wrapped up in thick winter wear with a trilby type hat and a scarf.
 
   “What on earth are you doing?” I ask, still laughing at him and letting the morning air invigorate me.
 
   “Waiting, my love. Rather patiently for me,” he calls back up, flicking an angry glare at a passing cab who honks at him. “Are you coming?” Not yet. 
 
   His smirk at his own words has me smiling wider and gazing down at him, just to make him wait longer. Also, the vision is quite lovely, one could almost say romantic.
 
   “I’m not even dressed.”
 
   “Perfection. Do not bother with such trivialities. Food is required, hmm?” 
 
   I chuckle in response and thank God he didn’t feather his reply with more colourful words as a woman walking past gazes at him longingly. I’m not surprised. He looks quite the dream gracing the street with his debauched self and filling the world with his controlled aura. In another time, I could just imagine him in a horse-drawn carriage with a black coach running behind it. He even dresses the part with that regency era look. He’s clearly been born into the wrong century, and yet he sits so proudly within it anyway. Typical of royalty, I’m sure.
 
   “Is this a date?”
 
   “Not.”
 
   “You’re still coming up to get me, though,” I reply, ducking my head back in and closing the window before he has chance to answer.
 
   I wander off towards the bathroom and turn the shower onto full. A hot shower is required, and then some clean clothes. Maybe that will wake me up enough to manage him.
 
   Ten minutes later I remember that I did actually tell him to come up and get me. Shit. He’s probably standing outside the door waiting for me to answer it. Actually, that’s probably not a bad thing… I soap myself up again and luxuriate in the expensive gels a little longer. Eventually, smiling to myself at making him wait for me, I switch off the shower and wrap a towel around myself to go let him in, only to find him sipping a cup of coffee in the lounge. Surprisingly, I’m not shocked or bothered by his miraculous appearance inside the apartment, although I must remember to put the bloody deadbolts on. Nothing about him scares me really. He has a calming aura in some ways. For all his unexpected responses and lightening quick reactions, I feel like I know him. I feel like there is something that makes anything he does okay, however new to me it might be. Maybe it’s because he is the unexpected, and so it’s okay for me to be relaxed about it.
 
   I take a minute to acclimatise myself to that fact as I look at him. He doesn’t speak, nor does he rake his eyes over me, or even move. He just stands there watching me watch him, quietly. I let myself drink him in as he leans against the units, one jean clad leg crossed over the other casually. I stare at him from the shape of his chiselled jaw, the sight dimple in his cheek as he smirks a little, the very dark hair and gilded olive skin, to the way his right brow is always slightly higher, and the way his lips move softly around the edge of the coffee cup, tempting my thoughts to anything but a walk in the park. It’s enough to break most girls’ hearts, certainly enough to break mine.
 
   “Have you had your fill yet?”
 
   “Not quite,” I say as I let my eyes roam across his frame. He looks far more casual than normal. He’s wearing black jeans for a start, and heavy leather winter boots, teamed with a thick, dark brown roll neck jumper one would probably wear for skiing, not that I’d know. I don’t ski, but that’s the image I’ve got. The one you see in all the magazines. “What are you wearing?”
 
   “Clothes. Would you like me to remove them?” he replies, putting his cup down and taking a step in my direction. Yes.
 
   “No.” I turn around and walk back towards the bedroom, because if I don’t, he will indeed take off those clothes and we will undoubtedly end up fucking, which wouldn’t be a problem in the slightest if I wasn’t so damn hungry.
 
   “You are hopeless at deception, my love,” he says, coming up behind me and resting his lips against my neck. I might well be, probably something else Alexander hopes to train me in.
 
   “I’m hungry.”
 
   “As am I.”
 
   “I meant for food,” I reply, letting his lips do exactly what they’re intended for and doing nothing about getting my clothes from the wardrobe. He chuckles a little and then abruptly leaves me, having tugged the towel from my body as he goes off into the walk-in wardrobe. Several huffs and groans emanate from around the corner and I wonder what he’s doing. Eventually, a growl of despair rings through the air.
 
   “Have you not shopped yet?” he grumbles, walking back out in exasperation and flinging a pair of green leather trousers onto the bed. Then he turns and walks back in again. “This selection is insufferable. Who approved it?” he continues as a cream jumper lands next to the trousers and he walks out holding my long black boots.
 
   “Emanuelle,” I reply, hands on hips at the notion he believes I had anything to do with such shite. “At your request.”
 
   “Hmm,” he says, sneering back at the wardrobe and then flicking his hands at the discarded garments. “Shall we then?”
 
   “Shall we what?”
 
   “Shop. One does when one has little in the way of suitable attire. This is thoroughly unsuitable.” Well, he’s right there.
 
   “And what would you consider suitable?” I reply, thinking of the perfection I would expect of him and knowing there’s not a cat’s chance in hell I’ll be able to get it with no money.
 
   “Tailoring,” he says sharply. True as that may be, I do not have the means to pay for such finery, and he is definitely not doing it for me. I turn from him and reach for my underwear, suddenly feeling the difference between us. Poor and rich. Useless and not so.
 
   “I just want something to eat,” I mumble, swiping at the white twin set lingerie and beginning to put it on. I’m spun around so quickly I’m not sure what’s hit me until he’s holding me firmly and looking straight into my eyes again. I stare back into them and wonder what the hell he’s playing at, but my mouth doesn’t open to protest as I lose myself in them for a minute.
 
   “Why did you change?” I’m confused. I have no clothes on to have changed from. “Not your attire, your behaviour. You were on fire a moment ago, and now you’re not. Why?” 
 
   Because you’re a count and I’m a street runner. Because you spend your days talking in millions and I’d never even seen the sort of money that’s sitting in my safe before last week. Because I’m trying so hard to be what you need me to be and I’m not sure if I can anymore, or even if it’s the right thing to do. And lastly, because the man you love tore me to shreds last night, at my request, and I don’t know if I can do it again, even for you. Unless you tell me why I’m doing all of this.
 
   “I’m just hungry,” I reply instead, snagging my arm from his and turning to try putting my bra on again. He doesn’t let me. He just picks me up and throws me onto my back on the bed.
 
   “You once became angry when I lied to you, Lilah. Do you wish to feel my version of the same emotion? Hmm? It is unfathomably prolonged should you wish to tempt it onwards,” he says, lowering himself slowly so that he pushes my legs apart and lets his whole weight rest on me.
 
   Oh, God, he feels so damn good in between my thighs. He just fits. Does he know that? He must feel it. He must know. He just watches again, looks into my eyes and waits for an answer to his question. I feel myself falling into him with no intention of doing anything other than running my hands through his hair and pulling those soft lips down to mine.
 
   “Why do you want this?” I ask, desperate to not sound so needy, but so in need of the answer.
 
   He smirks before lowering his head and lightly caressing my collarbone with his lips, avoiding my question entirely and being excessively gentle in his touch. He begins to move lower, nibbling quietly and letting me ponder the question in my own silence. Why? Why, for fuck’s sake? He has to tell me. I close my eyes and try to forget I said it, but I can’t, and more importantly, I don’t want to. If I am going to do this for him, he has to give me more. I push myself up the bed to pull away from his hold, which he gives up easily and just rests there on the bed, propping his head up to look at me. Why? He hasn’t once pushed me for anything since we had sex, on the bathroom floor of all places. He’s being gentlemanly all the time. He could just take me now. I wouldn’t do anything to stop him. Where has the man gone that just took what he wanted? The one who made me bend over desks? The one who forced everything. “I want a damn answer.”
 
   “Far more appropriate,” he replies, chuckling to himself and watching me like a hawk as he slides himself backwards and gets up.
 
   “What?”
 
   “What, what?”
 
   “Stop with the vague statements. I want an answer to my question. Why won’t you answer me? How do you expect me to understand if you won’t answer me?” He snorts out another laugh and throws my underwear at me before turning and leaving the room. He still looks far too edible as I gaze at his arse then shake my head at myself. “Get dressed,” he calls from the lounge. For God’s sake! How much more direct do I need to be to get him to fucking answer me? I’m up and marching out before I even think about stopping myself.
 
   “Enough is enough, Pascal. You cannot swan in here and pretend this isn’t important. Do you know what I did for you last night?”
 
   “He told me, yes,” he replies, slipping his arms into his coat and beginning to wrap his scarf around his neck.
 
   “Then why won’t you answer me?” 
 
   He just picks up his cane and hat, walks to the door, opens it, and then closes it behind him. 
 
   What the actual fuck? I almost follow him in fury before I realise I have no clothes on and halt. Fucking man. Well, he can sod off. He can just go. If he can’t tell me why I’m bothering to do this then he can jump off a bloody bridge for all I care. Two way street, my arse. Trust and honesty. From me, clearly, but only from him as and when he sees fit. I stomp back over to the sofa and slump down onto it, still naked. What is the point in following him? There isn’t one. I’m not a fucking game, which my body reminds me of as I wince at the bruising on my hips. I just want him to tell me there’s a point. Is that so hard? I don’t care that he doesn’t open up to anyone else. I can see who he is inside, and he knows I can or we wouldn’t even be doing this. So why won’t he just tell me something to help me through this?
 
   The door suddenly flies open again, and I glare at whoever it might be. Luckily, it’s him again, so I just raise my head, cross my legs and arms, and stare in response as he throws his hat on the floor. He’s not getting another word or movement from me until he answers my fucking question.
 
   “Clothes, come.” Apparently that’s an order. Fuck off. “Lilah, get dressed.” Nope. He paces towards me, clearly aggravated by my lack of movement, and holds out a hand. I assume he wants me to move so I don’t. I just continue glaring. “Lilah, you are being obstinate,” he continues, now with a slight smirk, as if that will elicit the reaction he wants. Nope, because me, obstinate? Really? He’s the one being stubborn, not me. He pulls his hand away and gazes down at me until I feel the temperature in the room rise around him. I can sense it, as if at any moment there might be an explosion of some sort. His face flattens, his amused smirk dispersing to nothing but a mask of unadulterated male, and his body grows. It’s truly beautiful, in a completely inappropriate way given my irritation with him. “You will lift that delectable ass and clothe yourself before I do it for you, or punish your insubordination.” Interesting… I may have flinched a little at that, remembering the sting of that spanking, but nope, still not moving. He can toss me about as much as he likes, but I won’t be helping him do it. There’s a slightly exasperated sigh as he turns and looks at the door, then back to me again. “Do you wish to do this all day? Hmm? I had intended on a romantic gesture. However, should you rather be abused, my cane would be agreeable.” Romance? Even though my body is completely still, my insides melt, and I try desperately to maintain my emotionless glare. Trust him to use the one word that could make this feel better. Although, it’s still not an answer, is it? My eyes narrow to show my distrust and my annoyance at his lack of answer. Unfortunately, his smile is beginning to return, lethally removing the need for me to continue with my irritation. “Do you believe I often arrive at apartments before 10 am offering gestures of romance? Let alone,” he says, turning and walking away until he disappears outside, then reappears holding a small box and flowers in his hand, “bringing gifts with me. Hmm?”
 
   I’m sure my eyes narrow further because that is the most un-Pascal thing I have ever witnessed. Flowers and presents? I would never have imagined that of him. I cross my arms over my chest and stare at him. Lovely as they both might be, and no matter that my heart has just gone into overdrive, I still don’t have my answer. I don’t imagine he does this for anyone else, and it’s very lovely that he has for me. I’m dying to know what’s in that box. I can smell the perfume of those utterly astounding flowers already filling the air, but unfortunately, I can’t back down now, regardless of the fact that I can’t remember the last time anyone bought me flowers. In fact, it’s almost enough to bring a tear to my eye as I glance at them again. They’re all creams and greens. They’re stunning really, but I just continue to gaze at him and wait. Perhaps if I don’t give him anything to argue with, he’ll damn well answer. 
 
   “Are you not pleased?” he asks eventually, still looking incredibly handsome. 
 
   I could so jump him right now. Prime meat has nothing on him. Perhaps I should answer with gushing gestures of undying love, throw myself at his feet because he’s brought me something and show him how wonderful he is. Maybe I should beg him to carry on with his romantic gesture and show me the world. Funnily enough, though, my backside is still not moving. I want my answer.
 
   He looks a little confused for a second or two as I continue to stare, which makes him all the more fucking attractive. Somehow humble, normal maybe, if that’s possible. Gone is his usual look of superiority. He almost looks contrite about something as his whole face softens into something I’ve not seen before, or maybe I did get a glance at it when he told me about his mother.
 
   “You are not ready for this, Lilah.” 
 
   What? To hear how he feels? I continue to gaze at him, waiting. I’m damn sure I am ready for it. If I have to survive one more round with Alexander, for him, then he will talk to me and stop with the mask.
 
   His sigh when I fail to move warms me yet again, as I watch the real man surfacing inside him. He tugs at his scarf until its gone and then begins to remove his coat again, tossing it onto the sofa and carefully laying his cane against the chair opposite me before he sits. Another sigh leaves his mouth as he stares at me and raises a brow, so I do the same.
 
   “What is it that you wish to understand?” he asks, quietly but directly.
 
   “Why me?” 
 
   I didn’t need to say that. He knows full well what I want to hear, but I thought I’d clarify the fucking point in case there was any chance he was thinking of deflecting. He smiles to himself while crossing his legs and fiddling with his chin in that way of his that owns every inch of the space around him. For some reason, it doesn’t affect me or make me feel insecure at all. I feel in control for once. Perhaps this is the way to beat him. Silence.
 
   “Do you need to hear tales of love to feel safe? Hmm? Is this what you require of me?” Well, that would be nice, yes. “Because I will not give them to you. It is not something I am accustomed to, nor particularly comfortable with.” Oh, lovely. I stare back at him, hoping to God he has more than that to spout forth. “We spoke of my version of love, and I made you believe that I could give you something in return for your declaration of commitment, which I will honour. However, until you finish your training, I am not inclined to help you feel safe.” Wonderful. If he’s hoping to make me feel better about this whole thing, it’s not working out in his favour. “It is your responsibility to make yourself feel safe, Lilah. Not mine. You have chosen that which now threatens your security and sanity. You have asked Alexander to train you. You ask for something that I keep well guarded. Hmm?” He says that last bit as if I should understand. I don’t, and the look of confusion in my eyes clearly gives that away because he uncrosses his legs and leans in toward me, holding out his hand and pointing to it. “How strong do you think you will have to become to harness me, hmm? These hands are stained, Lilah, and will become more so with time. I will not change of my own volition. I will hinder your progress rather than guide you, simply because I choose not to yield until I believe you are ready.” 
 
   Lovely. I’m about to open my mouth when he grasps my hand and pulls me upright with him, wrapping his arm around my back until his hand rests gently on my arse. As my skin soaks up his warmth, I realise how cold I must have been sitting there naked as he talked, because now I’m flooded with feelings of care and happiness again. It ebbs between us even though the words he’s said are anything but happy and carefree. I look up at those magical green eyes, mesmorised. “However, my love, given the correct timing, the correct owner, and the mental fortitude associated with becoming so, I may eventually bend for you, somewhat.”
 
   I should slap him with his ‘vaguerity’. That’s not even a word, but honestly, it suits him. What a stupid answer, but one that, unfortunately, I completely understand as I continue to be drawn into him. I have to prove myself before he lets me in. Beginning my training with Alexander is not proof enough, it seems. He tightens his hold and tips my chin up softly, running his thumb over the corner of my lips. “Is this answer enough for you?” I nod. It’s not really, and it’s not exactly the declaration of love I was after, but I know he’ll give me nothing more. This is his commitment. His softness and sincerity speak more about his being than any words from him might allow, for now, so I keep nodding quietly, watching the corners of those greens crinkle with affection as he lowers his face to mine, gently kissing my lips.
 
   Moments pass away again, seeming to disappear altogether as we let our mouths talk for us. Maybe we’re just amplifying the sound of love without words now. Maybe that’s what I need to hold on to in these moments of ours. There’s nothing rushed or forced about them. They are enchanting and filled with fairy-tales of love, whether he believes there’s a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow or not. His responses in these moments of ours are love, regardless of his inability to speak of it.
 
   His hands pull me closer again, winding one set of fingers up my back until he has them securely wrapped around my neck, deepening an already passionate embrace. I can’t help but feel the need to have him inside me more romantically than the last time – to just feel him at his softest rather than as the animals we became last time around. To make him make love to me. To have him inside me far more emotionally than he allows for anybody else, but not now. He’s right. I wouldn’t feel safe. He would still be in control of me, something that is presumably not the point of my training. Now is the time for me to make some choices of my own, to learn about myself first. To make myself feel safe, as he says. I slowly allow my lips to leave his, and I start to pull away, but the groan of bliss that leaves him has me smiling and relishing the thought that I can do that to him. 
 
   “This is enough, Lilah, yes?” he says, kissing me again and pulling my arse further into him so that my hip grates on his hardened cock, causing pain to ricochet around me again. It reminds me instantly of his strength and his ability to use it to effect without thought to what the other person wants. “This is what you can have from me.” 
 
   In the seconds after he lets me go and takes a step backwards, I realise. It’s all in my hands. Mine. If I want him enough, if I prove that to him and myself, then I can have him, and he’ll honour me with whatever I want from him. He’ll love me. He isn’t being forceful because he’s being gallant in offering me the control – something I’m sure he does for no one other than Alexander. His words are less about him than they are about me. I have to make myself safe. Safe enough to suffer him, maybe safe enough to feel like I can deal with him and not rot in my own mess like I did last night. Stronger. 
 
   ‘You have to remember who you are for him. Be as strong as he’ll need you to be.’
 
   Hmm.
 
   I smirk at him. He’s standing there looking quite flustered, and very ready for a good seeing to as I turn my backside and walk straight to the bedroom to get changed. 
 
   Romance time.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Slowly pulling on his coat, he waited for her return, and then decided to wait outside so that he could have a cigarette and calm his frayed nerves. Never had he been so infuriated by a bruise in his life, which was utterly mystifying. He slammed the door behind him and headed down to the foyer, nodding at the doorman on the way. The man had kindly had a key cut for him, although kindness had nothing to do with it in reality. The man was fucking the maids, several of them, something his wife would not be pleased about. Blackmail was such an easy way to obtain anything.
 
   He stepped into the fresh winter air and took a lungful of smoke to nullify the sensation. Why did people enjoy the daytime so much? It was too bright, too pleasant. This dallying in the sunlight was mortifying for his soul, or what there was of it. His darkness would bring a much more appropriate reaction to the damned bruise the bastard had left on her face. How dare he? He’d vowed he wouldn’t touch her. He’d fucking lied. This training was a mistake. He should stop it now. Her in the dungeon, alone with Alexander? Lunacy. Irresponsible, ill thought out and possibly psychotic – even if he was intrigued by what had happened in that circle of sin, the thought still hardening his errant cock beneath his jeans. Jeans? What had possessed him to don such a horrifying ensemble? Something was clearly fiddling about with his innards, and he had no control over it whatsoever. Maybe it was something about the park. Lilah herself was the more rational answer, but not one he was willing to discuss with himself any longer.
 
   He took another step forward and regarded the traffic sprinting by. What time was it? He rolled his eyes at his watch – not even ten am. Why was he here? Romance? He couldn’t even remember if he’d entertained the idea before now. Maybe with his rose at one point. Yes, the thought had briefly flitted through his mind when she and Alexander had parted company for a while. That was nothing in comparison to the clarity-filled adulation that had leapt into his mind at six o’clock this morning, though. The zoo. He snorted at himself as he turned and stared at her apartment. The zoo? If he could have found the wherewithal to slap himself for absurdity, he might just have done it, or asked her to do it for him. Apart from his dogs and the family horses, which were mostly necessary for hunting, he didn’t even like animals. Certainly not ones surrounded by urine infested rivers of filth. He did enjoy the ring of that word, though. Filth. He raised a brow at the window again and pondered how much filth he could get Lilah to dabble in.
 
   “Okay, where to then?” she said, breaking him from his exquisite musings as she glided down the steps in front of him. She looked radiant. Tired, yes, but stimulated by Alexander’s idea of breakage, no doubt. She already had a new glow about her, as if she had encountered something last night that rendered her mind renewed, or perhaps just galvanised. He halted his hand for needing to check the bruising around her lip again. She may have covered it, but he could still see it. He could see it burning a hole through his own mind. Just one bruise and he had fury coiling his guts at the man’s lie. Treacherous, glorious bastard.
 
   “A romantic gesture, hmm?”
 
   “You don’t have to,” she replied, chuckling at his outstretched hand and carefully slipping her own into it. “I’m sure it’s not really your thing.” His thing? No. Yet for her, perhaps. The fact that she was even willing to entertain the idea of this madness was humbling, given her innocence. This was not a feeling he had succumbed to in many a year. Although, it seemed it was one in which his innards were incomprehensibly interested. 
 
   He tapped his cane on the door to signal they were ready, and Martin got out and walked around to open the door for them. She was sublimely elegant as she slid into the car and gracefully positioned herself as far away as she possibly could. He climbed in beside her and crossed his legs to twist and watch her some more.
 
   “Why do you keep looking at me?” she asked, wrapping her scarf into some exquisite knot below her hairline. Knots… Hmm.
 
   “You are the reason I am here at this absurd time of the day. Should I not look at you?”
 
   “No, I mean my face,” she replied, blushing slightly.
 
   “Ah.” He reached across and touched the bruise again lightly, then ran his finger behind her ear to drag it along her neck. “Your face is quite fascinating to me.” She laughed a little and turned to face him fully.
 
   “It’s just a face, Pascal.”
 
   “Exactement,” he replied, letting the sound of her voice saying his name wash over him again. It reminded him of summer fields and winter frost, biting and yet calming.
 
   “What does that mean? Please don’t start with the non-answering thing again.” 
 
   He chuckled at her and dug around in his coat for his hipflask. Gin was needed. Hopefully it would calm his cock’s wandering thoughts so he could concentrate on romantic gestures, which at present would involve spit-roasting, possibly even caging and racking.
 
   “Can you imagine how many bodies I have fucked, my love?” Her lips twitched in amusement.
 
   “Really? Is this your idea of romance? It’s not working if it is.”
 
   “None of them had a face as worthy as yours, nor eyes as appealing. And only one delivers enough emotion to allow me to behave appropriately.”
 
   “I suppose that’s supposed to be a compliment?”
 
   “It is, more so than you can possibly imagine,” he replied, drifting his arm across the back of the seat to touch her hair again. “I would take it as intended and kiss me for my romance-ridden imaginings. They surprise even me.” She beamed at him, drowning out the rest of the world, then giggled as she turned to look out of the window.
 
   Silence descended again as he watched her and amused himself with his own reactions. He could have sworn he nearly trembled in one delinquent moment when she turned and looked at him with raw eyes, maybe even bruised. They were different to the ones he’d seen two days ago. They looked harsher somehow, less inclined to behave or agree. No matter how he may have abhorred Alexander for touching, it seemed the result was worth the angst.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked eventually, still gazing out of the window and tapping her fingers on her thigh.
 
   “Would you consider it a romantic gesture if you knew the destination?” he asked, watching those fingers tapping out a rhythm. A natural one. She wasn’t making a beat to any music other than that in her own soul, which lingered and resonated more than she was fully aware of yet.
 
   “I’ve never asked you for romance.”
 
   “Yes, you did, my love.”
 
   “I…” This argument would be going no further at all.
 
   “You asked for my innards, did you not? They come with otherwise offensive thoughts of passion, and of amorous intentions well above your current idea of happiness. They will be fleeting. However, they are, on occasion, prevalent.”
 
   They stared at each other again, and he restrained the thought of simply dragging her over to him and fucking the breath from her lungs, which he presumed was probably not all that romantic. Although maybe for this connection, it was. His lips smirked at the image as she returned the thought with acute transparency. He doubted she knew it, but she was asking for it nonetheless. It was clear from the way her fingers now grazed her thigh instead, smoothing fabric for no reason as if running her fingers over skin rather than the denim she wore. They dug into her skin as she pulled them back towards her groin. Too many years had he watched dominants with their pulses of need, and too many years had he understood them long before the recipient ever did. Alexander’s own pulse was still a threat to most moving objects, certainly anything he could play with, which was still more than amusing in most instances.
 
   “Are you asking, my love?” She frowned and swung her head around to the window again. Figuring that was a no, he narrowed his eyes and wondered when it would next be a yes, because until she did, he would not touch her again. Not forcefully anyway.
 
   The car arrived at the destination so he picked up his cane and glanced at the bat on the top. Romance. His rose would enjoy romance, too. Perhaps that was the never-ending conundrum in Alexander’s mind. How did one provide ladies of distinction a veritable array of niceties, yet treat them so appallingly in the bedroom? He supposed from a sub’s point of view it was an easier connotation to comprehend. Presumably, Alexander thought it weakening somehow, or beneath his stature. It was in some ways, although Pascal didn’t feel it himself in that moment as he watched Martin open the door for her. She waited by the gates and scanned the area.
 
   “The zoo?” she said, beaming yet again and letting her excitable feet show her interest as they bounced a little.
 
   “Mmm,” he replied, walking to meet her and then pulling her hand into his. Naturally. He stared at it for a moment and chuckled, allowing her small digits to mingle with his once more. Perfect.
 
   “Oh, but it’s closed. Look.” 
 
   It certainly was not closed.
 
   “Nothing is ever closed, Lilah. There is not a door in the world that cannot be opened if the mind is willing to find an advancing route.” She screwed her face up in confusion and pointed at the sign saying ‘maintenance’ was underway. It should be. He’d paid enough to ensure it was for the day.
 
   Walking them closer, he waved Martin away and banged his cane on the gate, which resulted in several men in suits arriving to greet them. One of them was Oliver Browning the third – chair and associate partner of the board, husband of Camille Browning, and father to three beautiful little girls. Also, sub to Lucinda for nearly two years. Not something he wanted announced to New York society, thankfully.
 
   “Pascal,” he said nervously by way of welcome, trying not to look him in the eye as he did so and holding out his hand for a shake. The other man held out his hand, too, so Pascal presumed it was not a good time for him to cane the idiot for using his name.
 
   “Oliver,” he replied, quickly releasing the sweaty hand of the other normal person, who was far too enthusiastic in his grip. Lilah simply gazed past the three of them into the zoo. “Do we have the place to ourselves?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, opening the gates and waving them through. “We decided it would be a good time for maintenance when you called this morning.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “You made this happen? For me?” Lilah asked, spinning on her heel to face him with a shocked expression. It was one of the first looks of surprise he had seen from her, and she shone. She was normally so reposed in her stare, other than the slight amusement constantly gracing her lips. This look was stimulating and pooled some kind of sentiment inside his heart.
 
   “Mmm.” Clasping her hand tighter, he led her away from the morons invading their privacy.
 
   They simply walked for a while, taking in the sounds and the sights. None of the animals displayed were of any interest to him, only Lilah and the way she smiled and poked her fingers through cages she was not meant to. Eager, it seemed, was a very telling word for Miss James as the snow still drifted down around them gently. He watched her laughing when monkeys swung from ropes up high, watched her cheeks redden as an over-zealous species of some description tried its hand at fornication. He laughed with her as she giggled at some amusing anecdote she was describing – something about walking mountains in her youth – then stared in disbelief as she climbed up onto a railing and decided to try beam walking.
 
   “Get down from there,” he snapped, watching her faltering balance.
 
   “Will you save me if I fall?” she replied, laughing and wobbling about on the metal railing.
 
   “No, you will learn to pick yourself up,” he snorted out, turning and moving away from her before he did indeed have to catch her and prove his decency. Again. 
 
   He heard the thud of her feet behind him as he meandered over to the wolf enclosure. Apparently, they were quite happy stalking about in the snow while pawing at the ground and pacing back and forth. He stared for a while as they continued with their wandering. They were quite striking really, graceful in their twisting and turning. Silent, yet deadly. He pondered the reaction it would cause if he was to open those gates and set the pack free – free to be as nature intended them, not caged behind bars and restricted to a half existence of imprisonment. A smaller wolf looked at him. It did not lower its head nor cower beneath his gaze. In fact, it began to stalk towards him, one foot in front of the other, carefully, never once moving its perfectly still head as its body undulated, covering the ground soundlessly while aiming for its target. It effortlessly controlled his emotions somehow, priming the fear to rise inside his innards and counter his need for control. Dominant. Thrilling. Calming. Just as she was.
 
   “Are you having a nice time?” Lilah broke his train of thought as the wolf looked up at her arrival, shrunk a little, and then slinked away back to its pack.
 
   “Wonderful,” he replied, turning to face her and grasping the back of her neck. She winced at the brutality of his hold and pushed back against his hand to pull herself away. “You should ask me your questions now.”
 
   “What?” she said, still bracing herself away from him with a look of confusion etched across her brow.
 
   “Ask me to do as you wish.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she snapped, shrugging her shoulders to release his grip on her then shaking her hair back as he let her go.
 
   “Love, Lilah, ask me now.”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “It is confounding, yes? And yet so simple,” he replied, feeling the need to move again. He turned to walk towards the restaurant. “I exist in a world of my own creation, hardly tarnished by anything that restricts growth and yet isolated within it. It has become somewhat lonesome.”
 
   She laughed behind him at the same time as a snowball hit the back of his head, which was not amusing given his emotional offering. He spun to face her and dusted off his hat.
 
   “Are you serious?” she asked, still laughing and beginning to ball another one. “You bring me to the zoo, offer me a wonderful day out to simply enjoy and revel in a little light romantic fun, having told me this morning that, for now, you couldn’t offer anything else. And now you want to go deep into the whys? Here?”
 
   “I thought it might–” Another ball of snow landed on his thigh, far too close to his cock for his liking. He smirked, though. It seemed Lilah wanted to play. That he could do without any consequences to his innards.
 
   “It would be prudent for you to arm yourself.”
 
   “Why? You think you can hit me from there?” she yelled, backing herself up and wrapping her hands around another ball. “I bet you’ve got lousy aim. Too busy fucking things to play sports.” He could have been offended, but it was relatively true. Still, he had no intention of throwing snow at her. More catching her.
 
   “Can you run, my love? Hmm?” Her eyes widened a bit as she caught onto the plan. “How fast will those feet carry you before I catch the little wolf and eat her?” He laughed at his own statement given the actual wolves beside them and their sudden howling. It seemed his cock was beginning to speak for him now, and he wanted nothing to do with controlling it anymore.
 
   He dropped his cane as his feet began to move, and she spun as if the devil himself was chasing her. Her feet flew as she weaved in and out of the obstacles in her way, powering herself forward over the snowy ground to prove her ability to run. He watched her body glide across the ground, effortlessly devouring the floor as she turned to the left and leapt over a pool of ice, then turned right again and headed for the hill. His echo of laughter surprised him as he propelled himself onwards to get to her, needing to grab hold and test her boundaries so he could prove this was the right thing to do. She swerved and reached for some snow, spinning mid-run and launching a ball at him, which nearly hit him as he watched it fly past his face, so he powered on again until she was within a finger’s breadth of him. He just needed a final push and she would be in his hands. His breath heaved as he forged on again and grasped out at the material in front of him. Just one more inch and he’d have her, fuck her, and push himself so far inside her she’d beg for more again. She’d be on the floor, beneath him. It was comfortable with her there. Easier to manage. Control. But further and further she ran into the wooded area and ducked behind trees to avoid capture, all the time light on her feet as she jumped fallen trunks and dodged things in her way. His lungs began to burn at her agility as she weaved, leaving him desperate to catch her, as if he were sixteen again and lunging for that thing he needed most.
 
   The object that hit him and had him lying on his back in the snow in a split second was confounding to his senses, but as she panted above him, laughing and straddling his groin, he stared in wonder at her abilities. What had happened he was not quite sure. 
 
   “Did you just hit me?” he asked in disbelief, trying to regain his breathing and still chuckling as she lowered her body to rest it against him. She nuzzled her face into his chest and tucked her arms under his, searching for warmth, or maybe the closeness she asked of him.
 
   “When I was on the streets,” she said, panting her breath out and heaving in more oxygen, “an old man told me that when I couldn’t keep running, I should stop so quickly the impact would knock the assailant out. He also taught me this groovy move that takes assailants’ feet out from beneath them at the same time.” He found himself smiling into her hair as she talked, and allowed himself a moment to linger in the smell of citrus and sweetness as she tightened her hold. “I’ve never needed to try it before. I could always outrun them. Seems it works, though,” she continued, now smothering his cock with sensations of need as she ground herself onto it. “Maybe I should choose to take that as a sign of control.” 
 
   He very much agreed with the principle, and would have been entirely happy for her to control every inch of the feeling that was coursing through him at present, which was amusing given the reason he’d chased her in the first place.
 
   “You are indeed, at present, on top,” he said, grasping her ass and increasing the pressure on himself, only to have her reward him by backing off.
 
   “I don’t think I am, not quite yet.”
 
   “That would be dependent on your–”
 
   “Take your hands off me,” she said quietly, staring into his eyes and licking her lips. Mmm. Better.
 
   He slowly withdrew them and watched in curiosity as she began to slide her body downwards, tugging at his top as she went, then reaching for his belt. “Would you enjoy it more if you were bound to that tree?” Would he? Possibly.
 
   “No,” he replied, letting the awareness of her taking what she wanted rip at his skin. Her nails embedded themselves one by one as she tore at the buttons, scratching his torso and awaking the pain he craved. He watched closely as she naturally put the pressure where he most needed it, seemingly understanding the exact way to tear into his very being, as she yanked at his clothes. 
 
   The first touch was like lightening shredding through him. Her skin on his as she wrapped her tongue over the sensitive flesh of his cock was all-consuming, so much so that he closed his eyes to the sensation and groaned out in pleasure. Her teeth nibbled, her warm, wet mouth folding itself precisely around his cock and sucking with so much intensity that it was almost agonising as his stomach balled in tension. 
 
   “You like that?” she questioned, not giving him a chance to answer before she tightened her exquisite legs around him and plunged him into the back of her throat. All awareness of his surroundings disappeared as he looked down at her and felt her talented jaws constricting around him. Just her in this moment, that was all there was in his mind as he gazed at her grey eyes and saw the fire in them. She slowly let her lips travel back up, dragging her teeth the entire way and then sliding back down again. Over and over she slid, never once looking away from him, checking for his reactions and acting on them. She was a master of her art – consuming and devastating. He couldn’t hide a thing from her gaze as his balls began to ache for release, and she stopped the movement entirely. She just rested her lips on the head of him and kissed it, sweetly, smirking to herself and then baring her teeth again. She rolled them around his pulsing cock, teasing and biting gently, agonisingly slow nips of dull pain, overriding and obliterating any thought of him having the control he’d once thought he required.
 
   “Take it, Lilah,” he moaned out, giving her everything she needed to just be, to become what he wanted from her. She smiled again, a deviant little smile he hadn’t seen before as she licked her lips again and bit down a little more harshly. His stomached cramped, his thighs trembling in anticipation, and his mind instantly relaxed as she ground her back teeth down harder. Pain radiated through his body, and he let it, with no fear to the after effects. It was just Lilah and what she could do, what she could offer. It was all her as she tenderly stoked his back, grazing the very wounds she’d created, then gripped his ass to shove him deeper. Never had he felt so obsessed by a moment. Never had he felt such clarity in the midst of sensation. He had only ever felt close to it with his beloved, and yet here with Lilah, lying on the snow covered ground, he felt a contentment he’d never imagined possible.
 
   “Tell me why,” she said, licking her lips again slowly and then circling the head of him once more. He had nothing to say, and couldn’t find functioning thought to answer her with. “Tell me why, Pascal.” His mouth moved around the words, but he couldn’t find the ability to speak them out loud through the delirium. “If you don’t, this is going to be torturous.” It already was, deliciously so, and he involuntarily shoved his cock towards her waiting lips again, causing her to snap out so viciously he pulled away before she got the chance to engage. “You don’t get the goods then,” she eventually said, lifting herself away from him and beginning to undo her jeans. “I do, though.” 
 
   She began to tease herself, right there in front of him while his cock lay unattended to. She positioned herself an inch or so away from creating any pressure for him and pushed her hand inside her pants. The vision was electrifying as he watched on. She moaned in delight as her fingers found herself, and he salivated at the intensity of her rubbing her cunt. She hitched and moved above him and then mewled like a starving fucking kitten as she sunk her fingers inside one by one. “Fuck, that’s so good,” she groaned out, teasing him yet more as she began to ride herself and inched closer to his discarded cock. “You want to feel? Just tell me.” On and on she rode, quickening her pace and lightly teasing his balls again with her thrusts until he had no restraint left to hold onto. 
 
   “I want you,” he snarled, reaching for his cock, trying to contain his temper, and at the same time grabbing for her, suddenly desperate for the release he craved.
 
   “Ah, ah, ah, you get nothing until you tell me,” she panted out, quickly knocking his hands away from both her and himself until she was simply riding herself again. She moaned aloud and increased her pace once more, grinding and mewling with such clarity that it rang through the air and into his soul as she came. Her frame arched, her face elevating itself to the highest erotic haze, and her breath groaned out in harmony to her own rhythm as she rode out her orgasm. He grabbed hold of her again, trying to turn her, or at least increase the pressure on himself. His balls ached unbearably, his cock bouncing and searching for anything to ease the explosion that was building inside. His heart pounded with exhaustion as it reached for her, rattling his innards yet more and forging him towards her. He just wanted to be inside her where it was warm, comforting, irresistibly fucking enthralling.
 
   “I need you,” he growled, confusion racking him again at the thought.
 
   “Do you? Why?” She laughed, swiping out her hand and covering his cock in one swift motion. A warm sluice of wetness enveloped him as she twisted her hot fingers around him and kept riding herself on his thigh. “Why do you need me? Come on. Say it, Pascal.”
 
   Everything stopped for him as the words reverberated through his mind. Time, evolution, the snow. Everything. There was just the two of them as he gazed up into her eyes. She didn’t move. She just cradled his cock in her hand and might as well have held his heart instead. She was right, and he knew it. Her eyes warmed a little, her mouth parted, and he watched the hot air slowly bleed out of it as if it were a sign of things to come. Maybe a fog of lucidity in a moment of blind desire. She smiled and gently ran her thumb across him, back and forth in a comforting gesture, urging him on to release the words and make them whole. As one. He snarled at her again, not able to contain the need to tell her she could have him, that she could mould him and use him as she saw fit. That for some ungodly reason such a woman could take that which he held so close and destroy him with it if she chose to. Her fingers twisted a little as she lowered herself and brushed her lips across his cheek. “Do you need me to say it first? Truth, that’s what you asked for, wasn’t it? Loyalty,” she whispered, gently coiling his cock again and feathering him with small nips of kisses. Such beautiful lips as they delicately dragged and brushed across his skin, delivering things he had not felt for a woman in a long time. Closeness, bonding, the tying together of two souls in the midst of a chaos-ridden world. A love of just two that would surely shatter what was left of him in the end. 
 
   He eventually chuckled at her a little and slowly reached for her back, carefully sliding his hands up to reach her skin and draw her down to him, forgetting about his cock in her hand, or the need to fuck her – perhaps even relishing the thought of the connection more.
 
   “Love,” he said quietly, nudging her face so that she rolled her lips towards his. “Is that what you want, Lilah, hmm? To hear me bleed for you?”
 
   She didn’t speak. She simply gazed down on him, letting her eyes continue the conversation as they gently blinked and shone back at him, that long, wide mouth of hers quirked at the edges. Apparently, she was amused at his insubordinate declaration. She shouldn’t have been. She did not know what she was calling forth with her probing. He grabbed hold of her ass firmly and asked her for her lips, asked her to kiss him and make this a reality for him so he could revel in the combined solitude of the moment and dwell on its effect on him. Mouths met and memories flooded him. Love, honour, commitment. All the attributes he’d long since buried, apart from with his beloved. But this was just directed at Lilah, with her in mind. Only her. To protect her, to keep her with him and let her inside. To allow a sense of comfort in a pairing with no need for training or guidance. For them to simply be. To make love, to be in love, to grow older and wiser together.
 
   He slowly withdrew his lips from hers and found himself cradling her cheeks in his hands as he watched her smile. She was so fragile, and yet she had such strength to consider loving his damaged soul. To offer some solace to a man such as he was insanity itself, and yet she was still here, offering some kind of redemption to disgraced fools.
 
   “I hope you’re not expecting me to say it back,” she said, lowering her face again and kissing him briefly before beginning to button her jeans. “I’ll need to believe it first.” Hmm. She was a clever little thing, taking all his strength from him in one fell swoop and making him wait for the reciprocation, just as Alexander did. 
 
   She got up and stamped on the ground, ridding herself of the snow that had covered the pair of them as they mingled on the ground.
 
   “I am not finished,” he said, suddenly remembering his cock as the frigid air circulated it and he grabbed at it.
 
   “You are for now,” she replied, smirking and turning on her heel to walk away from him.
 
   Bitch. 
 
   He couldn’t ever remember delivering such a hate filled glare as the one he bestowed upon her ass as she continued walking. He had just given his soul to her and she was leaving him? If he hadn’t been so enamoured by her perfection, he would surely have beaten her for her delinquency. However, delinquent she was not. She was exceptional, thoroughly gifted at manoeuvring around his errant emotions. She knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
   “Are you coming?”
 
   Not for now, it seemed.
 
   He tucked himself away with a smile of his own and started after her along the path back to the main zoo. At one point, he even found himself hurrying to get to her as he dusted off his own clothes. He instantly stopped and let himself hang farther back. They were preposterous, these notions of love and adoration. Was Alexander not enough for his heart to cope with? Let alone his rose’s abnormal influence over him, too. And now, he’d talked about matters of love with another little minx of distressing intellect? Controlled, this was not. He fiddled with his hand and felt himself become a little lost in turmoil again, suddenly unsure of the words that had left his mouth as he watched her. Where was his cane? Life was not complete without a cane. He couldn’t imagine what had possessed him to drop the thing in the first place. It was yet another strange that had happened around the woman. Perhaps he should just beat her with it again. Perhaps that would force these feelings of contentment to dissipate so that he could relax again, or at least get back to his normal state of disconnection towards other humans. Then she would understand the quandary she was placing herself in by offering to love him. Perhaps if he hadn’t been so busy challenging the hold she had over him then he could have simply enjoyed the thought. 
 
   “I am not a vanilla,” he shouted, without thinking, and for no other reason than to tell her he would not yield to normal. Normal he was not, and he had no intention of ever becoming so. She needed to know that if she didn’t already.
 
   “Absolutely not, more strawberry with a touch of pistachio,” she replied, chuckling and shoving her hands into her pockets as she smirked over her shoulder at him. He snorted out a laugh at her and felt his legs quicken again to catch her once more. “You could even be caramel if you stopped questioning yourself so much.” He halted and frowned. She knew that too? Did she have some road into his mind he was not aware of yet?
 
   He watched her reach for his beloved cane and turn to look at him. She simply stood there holding it as if it were at odds with her body. It was. It was too big and far too ungainly for hands of such refinement. She would need a whip, maybe a cat o’ nine tails, or single tail. Maybe even a crop. No. A crop would be less effective on his skin – too weak for his liking.
 
   “Rather a whip than something so ungainly, yes?” She looked at the cane and giggled, knocking it on the floor for effect.
 
   “That’s what the boss man said,” she replied, smiling a little and waiting for him to reach her. He wasn’t aware he was moving again until he was almost in front of her.
 
   “He did?”
 
   “He did. Something about wielding,” she said on a sigh, handing it to him and turning away towards the small cafe. He felt his heart weaken at her distress. Presumably, she was thinking of her time in the dungeon – somewhere only the bravest of souls went. Or the most idiotic.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” 
 
   He wasn’t entirely convinced he wanted the answer, nor the knowledge of whether she enjoyed or despised it. He also had undisclosed thoughts of her in pain etching their way inside him again, causing conflicting emotions of the heart and cock as he waited for an answer. She turned and looked at him, eyes saddened with something he could not yet see. 
 
   “Did you want him to?” No. Yes. Both. He stared back at her and fought with himself for the truthful answer. Because regardless of what he might feel for the situation, it was the only way she would ever be ready for what was to come. “Did you hurt him?” That was easier to answer.
 
   “I tried. However, he is somewhat tough to crack open,” he said, moving closer to her and smiling at the thought of a near naked Alexander, caged and rather opinionated throughout his night’s captivity all those years ago. He’d sat outside the door all night and listened to the shouts and tormented growls of pain. He’d emptied the building purposefully to ensure no one else heard it or could ever use it against him. He’d heard the crying, the fear, the echoes of sadness as he’d rattled the bars and yelled out for help over and over again. And the next morning, he’d seen nothing but a boy who ached for release and pleaded for his life. So he’d left him there a while longer and asked for more than the lies he used with everyone else.
 
   “He’s going to do it again, isn’t he?” she said, sucking air into her lungs and then looking at the floor with a frown of confusion.
 
   His mouth twitched in aggravation at the thought, and the sigh that left his own lungs as he remembered the whipping he’d delivered to his beloved after letting him out only heightened his concern for her well-being. The man had been clumsy then, unable to defend himself correctly against a coiled weapon. Yet, he had not once begged for the pain to stop. He had simply endured it as if it hardly touched his skin, never mind ripped it to shreds. He had seemed to prefer it to being imprisoned in the dark. Presumably, a claustrophobic man would do anything to avoid going through that again. However, endure it he had. He had accomplished it because he been offered a way in which to free himself. A way to find himself back in the gloomy world he had lived in prior to their meeting. Quickly after that, he had become glorious in his newfound abilities. 
 
   A true master of his sadistic art.
 
   The man he loved.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   We’re standing outside Eden and he’s not letting me go in. It’s the oddest feeling. He just keeps staring at the door and then starting another conversation. I’d really enjoy that if I thought he was actually interested. He’s not. I can read it in every muscle of his body. He’s tense, wound up about something, not that anyone else would notice, but I can. He’s been the same ever since we left the zoo about an hour ago. This has been possibly the best day of my life, and if I wasn’t in love before, I certainly am now. It may be a twisted form of love, given our proclivities and the thing I’m about to go and do for him again, but it is love. I saw it in his eyes and I felt it in his voice when he whispered the word to me then kissed me, disabling every other thought or care in the world as he did so. He felt inexplicable beneath me, as if we suddenly became one in a completely different way than when he was inside of me. It was all I could do to stop myself from taking my jeans off and just sliding down on top of him, consummating the mating so to speak, right there on our own, on the outskirts of the zoo with the snow lying around us. Now we’re standing here while I watch his mouth continue to move around words he has no concern for. He’s just stopping us form going in. Why?
 
   “Why don’t you want me to go in?” I cut in while he talks about favouring Cognac over brandy. Which I don’t give a damn about. He swings his head to me and then stares straight back at the door.
 
   “How do you do this thing you do?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “This reading of my mind?”
 
   “It’s not your mind. Heaven knows what goes on in there. It’s your body.”
 
   “What is wrong with my body?” he snaps, clearly irritated with himself and scanning his still pristine clothes. “Is there something else you wish to complain about?”
 
   “No, nothing at all. I just want to know why you’re deflecting to keep me from going in to see your…” I really need to work out what to call Alexander in relation to Pascal. “What is he to you? Dom? Master? I can’t work it out at all.” I still don’t know what it means to me, either.
 
   “Mmm,” he replies, looking at the door again and snorting in amusement to himself. “He is my…” There’s an eternity before he answers and continues to look at his own doorway. He just stands there, almost transfixed, occasionally smiling and then frowning again, tapping his cane on the floor and possibly negotiating a response with himself.  “He is my friend.”
 
   “Friend?”
 
   “Mmm. Friend.”
 
   “And that means that you’re not owned by him?” Because I thought he was, and so does Alexander as far as I can tell. He chuckles and looks back at me, scanning me from head to toe and then reaching for my cheek and moving himself towards me.
 
   “If I fucked you against this door until you couldn’t breathe,” he says, gracefully twirling me towards it, pressing himself against me and reminding me of the fact that we should be in his room, consummating, not entertaining me going in to Alexander again, “And then made you beg until I gave you what you needed, would I own you? Hmm?” 
 
   I don’t know what he’s talking about. All I can think about is his room, and him in it, naked. I can feel my insides churning for him. I can feel my thighs clenching at the thought of having him within me again. I can smell his need for me, almost taste it in the air between us. He’s just staring into me, constantly challenging me, warming me with those hypnotic green eyes of his and telling me it’s all going to be fine. Love.
 
   My body pushes itself from the wall, forcing him backwards as I watch his mouth quirk and that wonderfully devilish grin of his appear.
 
   “Not, yes?”
 
   “Not what?”
 
   “I would not own you.” Own me? Unlikely. No matter what this is or why, no one will ever own me. No one will ever have the right to tell me what to do or how. I meant it when I told myself I wouldn’t beg again, and while I may be confused about who I am and what I need at the moment, I’m not confused about the fact that I will be better than I was on those damn streets.
 
   I shake my head at him and turn around to open the door myself. God knows what will happen to me if I turn up late to the training session. As if whatever the man has in mind isn’t bad enough already, for God’s sake.
 
   “Lilah?”
 
   “Hmm?” I reply, distracted as I feel his hand grasp mine. I twist to look at him. He looks so lovely stood there in all his frowning glory. He puts his other hand on my shoulder and turns me fully to face him.
 
   “Why are you putting yourself in there with him again?” Could he be any more confusing?
 
   “Because you asked me–”
 
   “No,” he says, dropping his hand to his pocket and continuing to frown. “You are aware what is coming, yes? Yet you risk yourself again. You should not do this simply for me. It is draining for such innocence. You should be sure it is for yourself only.”
 
   Smiling at his thoughts for my safety, or maybe my sanity, I turn and open the door again then walk along the corridor, listening to his footsteps behind me. There’s a rhythm to them as they clack along, a cadence that is all him. I swear, I could hear it above the drone of a crowd. He’s right. I shouldn’t be doing this just for him, and now I know I’m not, because he’s just given me an escape route and I’m choosing not to take it. I’m choosing to go and find out more about myself, and I’m choosing to learn how to ensure he’s good enough for his child, for me even. All day I’ve watched him act like a normal man – a more relaxed one. He’s been gregarious, fun, happy. We’ve laughed until we both nearly cried. We’ve kissed and enjoyed simply being together without the moral issues surrounding his lifestyle or his corrupt sense of business. If I was hoping to see a man who could be a good father figure, I think I found him today, but I’m still not sure whether it’s a façade just for me or if it’s the real him beneath the man he’s created. I need to be strong enough to challenge him. I need to be secure enough in myself that I can stand up to him and feel in control. That’s what Alexander will teach me, in his own strange way.
 
   “I’m not just doing this for you,” I eventually reply, turning the corner that leads me across the semi-full floor. 
 
   The dull thud of ambient music begins to ebb into my system, reminding me that I’m not in Kansas anymore as the hedonistic visions of Eden come into view. He wanders beside me, nodding at people and smirking at various sights of interest as he shrugs his jacket from his shoulders and flicks his fingers at an array of women suddenly getting in our way. They all move instantly, parting the floor for him, or me, bowing and curtseying, some even kneeling. Not one of them dares to look him in the eye. He touches a few of them on the head, almost a gesture of kindness, maybe even sentiment. They all melt into his touch with smiles etched onto their faces. He’s like a king in here, the ruler of his empire. He’s a proud and justified knight of his realm, arming the defenceless and securing his castle.
 
   “Why did you start all this?” I ask, thinking about his normal businesses, the ones that would have made him wealthy without any need for all of this debauchery. I also think of his royal connections and the fact that none of this would be the slightest bit acceptable in that world. He chuckles a little and nods at a man standing to the side, who begins to open the heavy wooden gate barricading the entrance to the corridor I need to go into. He doesn’t say anything until we’re in the relative privacy of the corridor and the gate has been closed behind us.
 
   “There are many of us, my love. Far more than you see here. I lived in Rome after my schooling and found hundreds of poor lost souls, scattered and meeting in dirty corners for fumbling encounters as and when they could. It was repulsive to see such displays of honesty sullied by inappropriate locations,” he replies, stopping as we reach the entrance to the dungeon and leaning his cane against the wall gently.
 
   “So you did this out of care?” 
 
   He snorts, lifting the latch and pushing the door wide open for me then smirking and offering his hand at the opening. “I make a great deal of money from people’s need to be honest with themselves. I would like to think myself more a tutor of art than someone who professes the slightest sympathy regarding the emotional requirements of others.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, noticing the way his body reacts to his own lie. Nothing moves at all. There is nothing to give away his deceit, but I know it’s a lie because that man in the zoo today, the man who held my cheeks, cared. He cares more than he’s willing to admit at the moment, and Alexander is the route to finding out why. Alexander is the key.
 
   “I don’t like you lying to me,” I snap, removing my gaze and walking into the room to find the man himself leaning against the wall, clad only in a pair of black jeans and boots. My body immediately halts it’s in control momentum as I stare at his physique. I’m not surprised Elizabeth’s in love with him. Fuck. He’s quite overwhelming. Solid. I knew that, but balanced is possibly better now I can see his torso. He’s nothing like Pascal. Pascal is lean and raw in some way. Underneath the perfection of his suits and cravats he is all muscular beauty, every sinew and fibre flowing effortlessly together to create a masterpiece of flawless man. Alexander is nothing like that. He’s bigger, bolder. He looks like a fighter with his heavy shoulders and rippling stomach. It’s not what you would expect underneath those classically cut business suits, or his briefcase holding hands. It’s almost as if that persona is the least like the real him from my current view, like this is the true version of him.
 
   He smiles a little and kicks off from the wall to walk towards me. His hair is slightly messy today, only helping the fighter appearance ring truer, but his gaze is still the same, as cold as the room.
 
   “I didn’t think you were coming,” he says, briefly looking behind me and then refocusing on me. “Take your clothes off.” Jesus. Give a girl a chance, will you?
 
   “Could we just wait until–” 
 
   “Now,” he says, cutting in and walking away towards the cupboard in the corner. “Are you staying to watch your little whore? I could strap you down, too.”
 
   We’re back to the name calling, it seems. Super. I glance over my shoulder to see Pascal scowling at Alexander, a slight sneer on his lips. It confuses me a bit given the reason we’re all here. Maybe he doesn’t like the fact that Alexander might touch me, or is calling me whore, or maybe he just doesn’t like not being part of it. I’m not sure, but as I start to take my boots and jeans off, I stare in amazement as Pascal shakes his head at me, indicating I should stop. If I could read minds right now it would be incredibly helpful. Unfortunately, I can’t, and I have no way to understand why he’s telling me to disobey.
 
   “If you’re going to talk behind my back, I hope it’s important,” Alexander says from the other side of the room without looking. He can obviously read minds because no one’s said a word.
 
   “You lied to me,” Pascal snaps angrily. I decide it’s best to not remove my jeans for the moment and edge my way out of the firing line. Alexander doesn’t answer or reply. He just slowly turns, rope in hands, and then waits for more with a slight raise of his brow. “You implied you would not touch her.”
 
   “Lilah, did I touch you inappropriately?” 
 
   Inappropriately? What a word in this situation. How would I know what is inappropriate when I’m tied to a wall and being called every name under the sun? He wasn’t sexual, though, if that’s what Pascal means. In fact, regardless of the bizarre happenings last night, all I can really remember about him is his hold on me when I was exhausted. How he cared for me and made me warm again.
 
   “No.” Pascal’s narrowed eyes whip to mine so quickly I suck in a gasp at their intensity. He’s furious about something.
 
    “You are bruised,” he barks, waving his arm around and balling his energy for an outburst as he stomps across to me. Am I? Oh, my mouth.
 
   “That’s from me taking the tape off, not him.”
 
   “Tape?”
 
   “Yes, tape, Pascal,” Alexander replies for me calmly, moving across to us and pointing me over to the metal chair in the middle of the room. “Get undressed and go sit in that.”
 
   “How can you understand her if she cannot speak? She is not a toy to play with.”
 
   “That’s what she said about you,” Alexander says with a chuckle, turning his back on Pascal as he looks at me and nods at the chair again. “Leave, Pascal.” I nod in reply and start sliding my jeans off again, then take my jumper off and place it by the side of the wall before making my way to the chair.
 
   “This is not amusing,” Pascal replies animatedly as I watch his lip sneer further.
 
   “You’re being very amusing, comical in fact,” Alexander says, chuckling at something as I sit in the chair and watch what is unfolding with interest.
 
   “Why must she be naked?”
 
   “Because that’s the way I want her.”
 
   “It is unnecessary.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Says I.”
 
   The laughter that rings around the cold walls reminds me of the night in his apartment. Gone is his cold glare and the insidious character he maintains so well. His laughter is melodic, bringing with it harmonious notes and a softening chorus of calm.
 
   “Get out before you embarrass yourself further,” he says, beginning to tie my wrists to the armrests with some intricate knotting. If I wasn’t so enamoured by his laughter I could be nervous about what’s happening as he continues chuckling to himself.
 
   “I am disconcerted,” an angry looking Pascal says, pacing and looking between the two of us.
 
   Really? He’s disconcerted. I’m the one sitting here in a room with two dominants, near naked and making the choice to carry on with whatever the fuck’s going on. He should grow a pair of balls and leave us in peace.
 
   I wish I understood why his care for me is suddenly of no interest. And I wish I understood why I feel the need to tell him to go away and leave me in Alexander’s hands, but I really don’t. Nevertheless, it is how I feel – as if this is necessary for me to understand this world, or maybe just for me to understand him and all his many facets. To love him. I look over at him as I feel hands tying my feet to the chair legs beneath me.
 
   “Go now,” I say quietly. He looks down at Alexander and doesn’t acknowledge my voice at all.
 
   “You should have no need to tie her to the–”
 
   “GO!” I yell out, cutting across his irritated ramble as he paces the floor again and scowls even more fiercely. He stops his movement and glares at me. His eyes are so angry that I begin to see an emotion I’ve not witnessed before – fear. It’s hidden there in the depths, underneath all the flamboyancy and dramatics. He’s scared for me. Afraid. “I’m fine. Leave us.”
 
   “You heard the lady,” Alexander says, standing up and turning to face Pascal. Lady? I was a whore ten minutes ago. Lady is definitely better. For once, Pascal doesn’t look at him. He just keeps his eyes trained on me and allows himself to calm down a little. He’s still furious. I can see it in his cheekbones and the way his mouth tightens around his gritted teeth, but his eyes soften at my words.
 
   “Really, I’m fine. Go.”
 
   He eventually nods and walks backwards, all the while continuing to stare at me, fiddling with his cane until he turns and leaves without another word of argument. No discussion about what will happen next, or what Alexander plans on doing to me – he just leaves and slams the door dramatically behind him.
 
   “That was exhilarating,” Alexander drawls, backing away from me and heading over to the candles lining the room. It makes me suddenly realise there’s no other lighting, the room is just lit with candles circling the circumference. 
 
   “He’s scared,” I reply, watching his back move and noticing the tattoos undulating. It seems he likes numbers and foreign wording. “Should he be?” I ask, wondering what would make someone like Pascal fearful. There isn’t the slightest pause in his movements at my question. He just continues blowing out candles and stalks the edge of the room, letting the darkness creep up behind him so the places falls into shadow.
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” I respond shakily, curling my feet away from the stone floor beneath me. For whatever reason, I’m not afraid of him this time. I’m more intrigued with a hint of anticipation curdling my guts.
 
   “Then don’t concern yourself with him. Everything in here is about you.”
 
   I watch him until there are only two candles left lighting the area and then look at my own trembling knees until he comes and stands in front of me again.
 
   “What do you think you know about pain?”
 
   “It hurts?” That’s all I’ve got. He shakes his head and crouches down in front of me, resting his elbows on his knees casually and taking hold of the length of rope in front of him.
 
   “Pain is just a sensation, Lilah. It’s simply a reaction your body gives you to ensure you’ll run. Pheromones and enzymes flood your system to help you combat the sensation, and at the same time, endorphins speed up your heart rate to enable your escape. It’s all a chemical balance, and it’s against every human instinct to stay and take the pain unless they’re forced. A masochist, which Pascal is regardless of his dominance, needs that pain like it’s their air. There’s a point in between all those chemicals coming together, a near euphoric state called subspace or the haze. It neutralizes everything, like a high-grade drug would. It takes you to a different place where the world is calm and peaceful. For a few moments, or hours depending on the sadist working it, that place offers a freedom like nothing else.” Okay. Chemicals. Got it. Biology was not my strongest subject at school, but if he says so. I’m suddenly all ears. This is proper information I can understand and use. I gaze down at him in what can only be described as excitable puppy mode and wait for more. “Do you think you’ve felt it?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “The euphoric sensation?” 
 
   Is that what I felt when he slapped me during my orgasm back at the apartment?
 
   “Maybe… He hit me when I was, well, you know... and I did rather collapse.”
 
   “No, I don’t know. Tell me.” Great. Time to be honest again.
 
   “I couldn’t…” Oh God. Come? Christ, why am I doing this again? “Orgasm. I couldn’t orgasm and he told me I needed…” Hitting. During an orgasm. How odd does that sound? Even to me it still seems strange. “Beating. So he hit me, and something was different about the orgasm, stronger maybe, or more prolonged.” I finally get it out after much faffing around to get to the fucking point. Why I’m so worried about discussing this with a man who’s likely had his hands in several thousand women is beyond me.
 
   “You couldn’t come? With Pascal?” He looks shocked at this. I have shocked Alexander White. I could be proud of that if I had more time to consider it. I don’t, though, and my smirk of superiority and slight embarrassment is rewarded with a devilish smile, which makes my mouth carry on blabbering as I try to move my hands around in the rope. They don’t budge an inch.
 
   “I have done, several times. They were all very good. He’s very good, obviously. It’s just he was making me do it myself at the time, and for whatever reason I couldn’t in that particular moment, which was extremely strange because I always can, but I was on my knees, which really didn’t help. I don’t understand why people want to be on their knees. I don’t get all this bowing and kneeling. It seems… odd.” I frown at the thought. Why do they? Apart from the need to feel euphoric, it seems.
 
   He smirks again and nods his head then stands and stretches his neck around.
 
   “I’ve got a couple of choices for what to do next. I need you to choose one.”
 
   “Oh, aren’t we doing the calling me every name under the sun and scaring the life out of me thing again? Because that was so much fun.”
 
   “Do you need it?” he replies, suddenly serious and interested again.
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “What did you learn about yourself because of it?” I sigh at the question and try to form coherent thoughts about the outcome. What did I learn? The question rattled around in me all night. I learned so much about myself, yet trying to put all those things into concise answers is almost impossible.
 
   “I failed myself, and I let my family down.” That I do know now. It won’t be happening again. “I’m not a whore, which I’d prefer you didn’t call me again by the way. And no matter what life throws at me, I’m going to be in control of myself and build a successful future. I will not fail again. I will not let myself or anyone else I care about down again. I am better than those streets.” 
 
   He waits for a few minutes, just looking at me, occasionally tilting his head in consideration as he keeps his eyes focused on mine. They’re quite beautiful really, once you get past the sadism lingering there. I can see why Elizabeth loves them. They appear fathomless somehow.
 
   “Were you bullied?” he asks out of nowhere.
 
   “What?”
“Bullied. School, college, uni?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Hmm. So, your choices are: A – I hurt you until you understand what Pascal needs from you. Or B – I untie you and you walk away having learnt a little more about yourself, hopefully to find my sister and handle the other issues. But you have nothing to do with Pascal after that point, nothing. Do you understand?”
 
   Wow, what a selection of choices.
 
   “Those aren’t particularly fair choices.”
 
   “Life isn’t fair. Nor am I. Fair is a glorified reason for accepting failure and gets you nowhere in life, least of all to the things you need and want most.”
 
   Quite the statement. 
 
   “He thinks you won’t touch me,”
 
   “It isn’t his decision to make. That’s why I’m asking you.”
 
   “When will I learn how to hurt him? Isn’t that what this is all supposed to be about?”
 
   He walks away from me, over to the cupboard and, after a few minutes, returns with his hands full of various implements of torture. Long steel things, things made of rubber, strange looking knots and ropes, several different sets of handcuffs, whips, chains. It’s a plethora of kink. He slowly reaches down for what seems to be a bull whip, the sort you see cowboys using, then coils it around his hands.
 
   “It takes thirty seconds to throw this the first time, and much longer to perfect it enough to strike with precision,” he says, taking a few steps away and leaving me looking at all the objects on the floor. “The rest is all trial and error, and mostly just for fun. Head up, Lilah. Watch.” I spin my face to see him drop the tail to the floor as if it’s part of him. There isn’t one bit of him that fears what he’s doing or cares for any remorse associated with it. He simply is. He was right. That could be a person he’s aiming at and it wouldn’t bother him in the slightest. In fact, it would probably arouse him. He nods his head at one of the few candles left burning and whips the tail around a little. I watch with eyes full of anticipation as he smiles to himself. One slight crack in the air and then a louder one, and the candle puffs out leaving nothing but smoke above the wick. My mouth gapes, astonished. How the fuck did he hit that? Precision indeed. “That’s what he’ll need from you eventually,” he says, turning back to me and waving his whip at the floor. “All the rest of these things are just toys, amusements. Fun, I suppose. But for what you want, you’ll just need to take his manipulations from him and then be strong enough for him when he collapses.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Christ, this is all suddenly very real. My brain seems to have just caught up with that fact as I continue to stare at him and watch his smile broaden. He’s so casual about it all, so in tune with it. I don’t know that I am. It’s not right. My head shakes at the thought as I gaze back down at the implements strewn about by my feet.
 
   “I don’t know if I can…” Use those on him? Be comfortable with it? God, today has been normal. Normal walks in the zoo, romantic blowjobs under trees in a wood. Well, as romantic as that gets. Loving kisses beneath a starry sky before we left. And now, this. A breath leaves my lungs as I notice his boots come into view beside a set of cuffs.
 
   “You don’t need any of this if you get it right, Lilah. You voice will be enough for him.” What? My head swings upwards to see his frown gazing back at me. “It’s not in your blood to cause pain, is it? You might have tendencies towards doing it for him, but you’re no sadist, are you?”
 
   No, I’m not. Whatever I’m doing in here, or whoever I’m doing this for, the thought of causing pain does not get me all excited, or horny, as I’m sure it does for the man in front of me. I shake my head a little and he smiles back at me. It’s a wide smile, soft maybe. Kind.
 
   “Do you want to walk away?” My head shakes much quicker this time. I absolutely don’t want to walk away. I’ve come this far. I’m in love with a man I don’t understand, but I’m not letting him go. He’s the most amazing thing that’s ever happened to me, regardless of the fact I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. He draws in a breath and looks around the room, exhaling on a long, quiet whistle and then nodding to himself. “Do you want to play a game?” What the fuck? No. “It’s called ‘How long before’.” My brow scrunches up in confusion as he puts the whip on the floor and kicks things away from my feet.
 
   “I’m not sure that’ll help me see any sense, will it? A game, really?”
 
   “It’s all mind games. All of it, and you have to be better than him to win. Do you understand?”
 
   “No. What do you mean?”
 
   “Scream for me.”
 
   “Wha–” I get no further before his hand wraps itself around my throat ferociously, pushing me backwards on the chair and causing it to begin toppling. I gasp out for air as he begins crushing my windpipe. My eyes are wide with fear as his face looms above me and I wrench at the armrest to save myself. 
 
   “Scream, Lilah.” Panting under his hold, I try to engage my voice but there’s no room to breathe let alone scream. I gulp down some of my anxiety and try to figure out what he’s doing. Scream? Why? Is he going to kill me? I thought we were training. I can’t fucking breathe. Pain assaults me as he keeps increasing the pressure until my head feels fuzzy. My neck fights his grasp, twisting and turning for leverage, giving me enough room to find my voice again. The scream that rings through the air is immediate. Louder and louder I shout out. The moment I get any real volume up, he snarls and lowers me further down to the floor. “More. Louder,” he says, suddenly applying his hand to my hipbone at the same time and dowsing it in agony. The bellowed whimper that leaves me is like nothing I’ve ever heard as I cower in his grip. He’s so big. Fear starts crashing through me as I stare into black holes that used to be blue. He means this. This isn’t a game or training. This is him hurting something. Me. As his hand twists even more on my hip, I cry out in pain again, choking for breath at the same time. It’s never ending. Pain assaults me as a driving rain would, everywhere, and as he squeezes that hand tighter again, I feel my last breaths beginning to ebb out of me. All I can see is darkness as I let out another scream of torture induced pain fly out. I’m going to die. Tears well in my eyes as I watch him smile beautifully. It’s not even horrible. It’s brilliant, larger than life as I suck in yet again in hope, snatching and clawing for life under the hands of a sadist.
 
   “Please…” My voice is quiet as it whimpers out of me and I search his eyes for something, anything. He just mouths something at me, so I try to concentrate on it as he backs his hand off a little. 
 
   “Louder, Lilah,” he whispers in my ear as he leans his whole body over me and pins my head to the floor, grinding it into the ground as he does so. 
 
   The back of my skull grates on the floor as he begins to drag me somewhere, still tethered to the chair. There is nothing I can do about it. My body keeps twisting against the bonds in the hope of freedom. He chuckles above me as he continues to clatter the chair across the uneven ground, causing yet more pain to batter me. “Come on, you bastard,” he says, to himself I think, hauling me up again and putting me and the chair against the wall with a bang, then walking back to the spot we just came from. He doesn’t turn as I gasp for air behind him, snatching for it like it’s my last chance at life, nor does he seem fazed by anything as he picks up the whip and walks directly back to me. He swings it once, causing an almighty crack to resonate in the space as he continues walking. I shrink away from the sound, trying to make myself smaller somehow. He just stands there staring at me, letting the tail of the whip swing back and forth, as I continue to gulp in breaths. He’s so cold. His gaze is like ice as he watches me and lets me imagine what’s coming next. There’s no doubting what that is. I’m going to feel that whip. I’m going to feel it shredding my skin. I know this because he only gave me two options – pain or leaving. I chose not to leave. I chose to understand this love I’m in the middle of. I chose to understand Pascal.
 
   The ricochet of the whip whistles wind past my ear and I yelp out at the ferocity of its deliverance. It didn’t touch me. It may not have got anywhere near me, but I felt the tingle of it nonetheless. I felt the effect it’s going to have when it does land, because land it will. It has to. I have to feel that and know why. I suck in a breath and blow it out again, readying myself as he smirks at me and swings it around again. One, two, backwards, forwards, flick, whip. The strokes are gentle really as his body languishes within its self-imposed rhythm. He seems so at peace as he just stands there, as if it’s his home, his solace.
 
   “Scream, Lilah,” he growls out quietly, pulling his arm back and flinging the tail at me again. I brace myself for the impact as another almighty crack reverberates through the air, echoing off the walls before it lands in nothing but air again. “Scream.” My face screws up, fear building at the anticipation rising inside of me. He’s playing with me, making me wonder which one will land on me. A fucking sadist indeed. But nothing will make me scream again. I chose this. Me. I’m making my decisions. From now on, I’m in control of what I do and where I end up. My resolve knows no bounds as I tip my head up at him and glare in defiance. If this is what it takes then I’ll take it. I’ll take it to find out who the fuck I am and what I want.
 
   He almost looks contrite at my boldness, maybe even apologetic as his eyes crinkle a little, but it’s not enough to stop him as the sound of the whip rings through the air again. It’s like slow motion as I watch it circling the space, whooshing just as fast as my heart as it gets closer. It’s going to land this time. I can see it as his teeth clench and a sneer sets on his mouth, so I brace myself again and hope I can bear it.
 
   I don’t recognise the sound that leaves my mouth as it hits. It’s foreign to me, loud and filled with some sense of unknown agony. It cries out as if it’s never yelled in true fear before as the whip lands on my inner thigh, painfully tearing through the soft flesh there. I try to squeeze my legs together to dull it down but I can’t. He’s tied them open, and I let him. I watch the area reddening and scream out again as the feeling consumes me. Undiluted pain. It’s feral, as if someone is ripping me from the inside out, slashing through skin and boiling what’s left of the wound. My breathing’s rapid, to the point where I can hardly hear anything but my own sense of awareness and the heightened beat of my heart thundering along. It tears through my insides, probably flooding me with those endorphins he was talking about. Before I have chance to prepare myself, another lands on my shoulder, and tears well instantly at the onslaught of sensations overloading me. Again, my scream can’t be contained. It roars around the room as the tears begin falling. I can’t control them as I try in vain to shield myself from the pain. But I can’t move, and so I call out again, this time for mercy, anything now to stop the pain.
 
   “Please stop,” I shout as I stare at him, not even trying to wrench at my bonds anymore. All the kindness has vanished from his face. All he appears to be now is a sadist with a whip. “Please stop. I can’t... I don’t want…”
 
   His hand hovers again, twirling and spinning the whip perfectly, as though it’s an extension of his arm. I cry out again to try to bring his eyes back to mine because I don’t think he’s even seeing me anymore. I try cowering again, ducking my head into my chin to avoid what’s coming next, desperately trying to curl myself into a ball that I can’t achieve as the tears keep falling. Oh God, this is it, isn’t it? I’ve never felt pain like it. It’s excruciating, to the point that I can’t bear it anymore. He cracks the whip in the air again, dropping it down and readying himself for the next deliverance. I shout at him again, hoping to get through to him, but he just keeps swirling the leather cord around, occasionally cracking his neck and rolling his shoulder. Tears keep flowing as I suck in rapid breaths in an attempt to accept the inevitable, all the time staring through my wet eyes at the man who is now tilting his head a little. He stretches his fingers, mumbling something to himself and then raises his arm again. I close my eyes and brace for another impact.
 
   “ALEXANDER, STOP!” a voice bellows into the room. I flick my eyes up to find out where it’s coming from and see Pascal standing in the shadows behind Alexander, cane under his arm and a scowl more firmly entrenched than I’ve ever seen it. “Put the whip down,” he says fiercely, striding forward. I look back to find a smirking Alexander, looking at me again and winking as he draws in a breath and blows it out calmly. “You will desist with this instantly.” I look back at Pascal with relief flooding my system. He’s not looking at me at all. He’s completely focused on Alexander as he begins to pace behind him. “Have I taught you nothing, dear boy?”
 
   I’m no longer sure who’s teaching whom, what.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Well, that’s an interesting term. Dear boy?
 
   If I wasn’t so petrified by what’s just happened, I might have time to consider it.
 
   Alexander winks at me again, his smile broadening by the second into that evil grin of his as he rolls his eyes at something and drops the whip to the floor. My body relaxes a little as I hear the dull thud of it landing, and wonder what the hell is going on. I can’t help still feeling slightly nervous in this place with the two of them. Tension lingers all around us, so I just stare at Pascal as he comes further into view and eventually puts himself in between us.
 
   “Which outcome are you thinking is preferable here, hmm? Me beating you, or me kneeling for you?” he snaps, scanning my body with little more than disinterest and tapping the floor with his cane. I open my mouth to answer his question, not that I really understand it, but he instantly turns his back on me to face Alexander. There’s no reply. Alexander just stares back, occasionally letting the corner of his mouth curve upwards as if something is amusing to him. “You may be encroaching on my sanity, dear boy.”
 
   “Am I?” Alexander eventually drawls, turning and walking away to the end of the room to collect his shirt from the wall. He slips it over his shoulders and begins buttoning it up, so I turn back to look at Pascal, who’s pacing aggressively. Gone is his normal devil-may-care attitude. He appears tense, stern, more dominant than I think I’ve ever seen him behave in front of Alexander as he continues to watch, sneering slightly and moving a little to the left to block the route to me as he takes couple of steps backwards. “You should stop pretending you’re not in love, Pascal, and get on with it. All of that was your fault. You listened to twelve screams before you came in to get her. Do not blame me for your own flaws.”
 
   I don’t know what that means, but the thought that someone else thinks Pascal loves me warms my bones immediately. So much so that suddenly the whole room feels balmy. It’s like a summer breeze just descended and brightened the whole depraved situation, regardless of the fact that I’m still bound tightly and the pain is still radiating over my skin. The tilt of Pascal’s head in reply as I gaze at him from behind indicates he’s thinking. He’s probably having a Plato moment of his own, but as he turns back to me, grumbling and snarling to himself, I can’t help but smile at him. It doesn’t matter that my arms are bound, or that I took the biting sting of that whip. I did it for that face coming at me, or maybe I really did it for me, to prove something to myself, and to them. Actually, now I think about it, did Alexander infer that Pascal was listening to the screams outside the door? My frown descends as Pascal reaches me and gets down on one knee to begin untying the rope on my ankles.
 
   “Did you just listen to all that?” I ask quietly, not at all sure how I feel about the fact that he either decided to let my pain continue and didn’t rescue me from it until after twelve screams, or that he honoured my wishes to a degree by leaving me to it. He doesn’t reply, doesn’t even look at me. He just carries on unbinding me until he moves up to my wrists.
 
   “You disgrace yourself by doing this to something precious to me. I am angered by your errant judgement.”
 
   Alexander moves towards the door, covering the floor in swift steps showing his readiness to leave us alone, or dismiss us. I’m not sure which.
 
   “You asked for my help. I’ve given it to you,” he replies, chuckling to himself and staring at the pair of us. I don’t know whether to smile or glare at him so I don’t do either. I simply gaze back, suddenly remembering the comment he made before he actually employed that whip on my skin. ‘Come on, you bastard.’ He knew, didn’t he? He knew Pascal wouldn’t be able to tolerate me in pain at the hands of a sadist, or maybe at the hands of a sadist other than himself. He also knew he’d be waiting outside, listening.
 
   “I am troubled by your manipulation of me. It is unacceptable,” Pascal snaps, releasing the last of my wrist bonds, still without looking at me, and then slowly standing to look at him. “You have scarred her skin. It is not yours to scar.” 
 
   Well, I suppose in this situation that’s a lovely thing to say. I gaze down at the light laceration on my inner thigh and then twist to look at my shoulder, which is hardly marked at all. It’s just reddened and sore. My fingers trace the welt on my thigh and I flinch at the contact. It’s much worse and will need some of that goo Pascal has stashed upstairs.
 
   “I hardly touched her,” he says, snorting at me and flicking his eyes over my body. I’m starting to believe it. “And if you hadn’t been so weak, I wouldn’t have gotten that far.” Presumably he’s suggesting that Pascal should have come in sooner. But I told him to leave us. Me. He went because I told him to leave. It wasn’t weak of him to stay outside when he heard me in pain. It was strong. I don’t know that I could have listened to him hurting and just waited there because that’s what I had been told to do. He was, in some way, respecting me, wasn’t he?
 
   Pascal simply watches him again. There’s no deference in his stance. He is in control – dominant, angry, contemptuous – and I notice the slight shift in Alexander’s stance as he stares back. He grows taller somehow, maybe even wider, perhaps countering Pascal’s clear rage.
 
   “Still trying to prove yourself, dear boy, hmm? I’m sure Elizabeth will be exceedingly proud of your display of honesty,” Pascal says, taking a step towards him and tapping his cane as he goes.
 
   The flare of fury that shoots across Alexander’s face is instant as Pascal reaches him and begins to circle. “Hmm? She would enjoy my retelling of this tale, yes?”
 
   “Be careful, Pascal,” Alexander snarls quietly, shifting his gaze to me.
 
   “Perhaps we should call her. What do you think, my love? We could all fuck together, debase ourselves yet further. Hmm?” he says, amusement now ringing in his tone as he still circles and prods Alexander’s back with his cane. “I could taint her as you have done Lilah, yes? Not restrain myself for you. She would squeal well for me, would she not? That pretty little cunt of hers has still not bled enough for our liking, has it?” The growl that emanates from Alexander as Pascal takes yet another prod leaves me with no doubt that someone is about to get hurt – enough so that it draws me to my feet in the hope of being able to stop a fight from ensuing.
 
   “You should remember the collar you’re wearing, Pascal,” Alexander states, and as I continue to stare into his eyes, I start to feel his restraint. It’s palpable in the air around us. His body is perfectly still, quite unlike Pascal’s whose flamboyance is becoming more and more animated. He knows exactly what he’s doing to Alexander, and exactly how to achieve the finest of responses.
 
   “Perhaps you should remember some manners, hmm? You sicken me with this. You have behaved as a child would, tearing at a toy he cannot have,” he snarls, stopping behind him and giving him another prod. “You prove yourself unworthy of my collar. It is not surprising you were beaten if this is the type of behaviour you emitted as a youngling, is it? Hmm? Tell me, boy. Were you so pathetic he had to teach you manners?”
 
   The room stills. In fact, everything stills as I continue gazing into Alexander’s darkening eyes. He’s not amused anymore. There’s hatred coiling through him. I don’t even know what Pascal’s talking about, but I can see fury rising within Alexander. I can see it affecting him, and although I’m interested, I don’t care because thoughts and visions start colliding in my mind. All the words he’s said to me since we started this come crashing into my brain with some kind of clarity.
 
   ‘Do you want to play a game? It’s called how long.”
 
   “Do you want to walk away?”
 
   “You asked for my help. This is help.”
 
   “What did you learn about yourself?”
 
   “You’ll have to be strong enough when he falls.”
 
   “You have to know what you want.”
 
   “You’ll have to take his manipulations from him.”
 
   “You’ll only need your voice if you get it right.”
 
    
 
   My eyes narrow at the thought as I watch him watching me, containing himself and blocking out the words that Pascal is using to hurt him. His manipulations. That’s what he does so well. He uses words and sentences to wrap people’s minds around the things he wants them to feel. Clever bastard. He induces fear, humiliation, pain, everything via his voice. It’s probably his barrier, his way of protecting himself. He’s still talking even now as I feel myself drawing further into a black hole of nothingness – just me and my thoughts staring at Alexander. What I feel. How I feel. What I want. My thigh reminds me where I am as I take a tentative step forward, pulling my eyes from Alexander’s and looking at Pascal instead. His mouth is moving, words of superiority and wisdom no doubt flowing out, but Alexander has been trying to help. In this fucked up strange world of theirs, he has been showing me the quickest route to Pascal’s heart. The heart that just came in and rescued me. The heart that is now fighting for me regardless of the fact that he isn’t saying the words. He’s standing up to a man who has him collared, a man I’m pretty sure could easily kill him by the look in his eyes at the moment. He wouldn’t do that for just anybody. He would only do that for somebody precious who forced him to risk Alexander’s fury.
 
   “He needs someone to fight for, Lilah.”
 
   That’s what Ruebin said, and that is exactly what’s happening here. He is fighting for me, for us. He loves me enough to be willing to challenge his relationship with a man he adores.
 
   “Stop now,” I say quietly as I take another step forward, wincing slightly at the rip of pain that erupts through my thigh. He swings his eyes to mine, half halting his mouth before turning back to carry on with his tirade. “Pascal, stop. He was helping me,” I say, touching Alexander’s shoulder on the way in an attempt at thanks.
 
   “Help? He does not know the–”
 
   “Kiss me,” I cut in, moving past Alexander and pushing in between the two of them. “Kiss me and show me why you came in here.” His mouth stops moving at my request and he looks down at me then back at the wall of muscle behind me. “No, me. Look at me and tell me.”
 
   “This is neither the time nor the place to discuss such matters,” he says irritably, still flicking his eyes between Alexander and I. My hands reach up to cradle his face. Oh, and the first touch is wonderful, so different to normal. Relaxed, comfortable, electric in some way as I feel his heart in there. There’s nothing stilted or harsh in his frame. He instantly moulds into the flesh of my palms. His face softens, and his skin gently grates against my fingers, creating all sorts of images of love and commitment in my mind. Happiness, walks in parks, rainbows and even unicorns. My mouth stretches wide as he watches me and I lose myself in fields of green and happily ever afters.
 
   “This is exactly the time and place, Pascal. He’s giving you permission to do so. Can’t you hear him? You don’t need to fight him for me. I’m yours. He knows it as much as I do. That’s why he brought you in here.”
 
   I feel Alexander’s back scuff against mine and move away as I continue to stare at the man I love. My man. My brave, strong, compassionate, even decent in some ways man. Lover, entertainer, kink founder extraordinaire. I just need to learn more of him, and do it my way so I can stay in control of him and make him do what he needs to do.
 
   I don’t know what else happens in the room in the next ten minutes. All I know is that those ten minutes consist of his lips on mine. I feel his clothes rubbing against my skin, warming me. I feel his hands roaming over me, pulling me closer and forging us into one. I feel his insides moaning and groaning as our tongues duel lazily, lengthening our moment to one of a new significance – a new and impassioned stripping of souls, of colliding hearts tearing through skin to get to one another. I don’t even feel the cold of the stone floor when he lays me down on it, because everything is so warm here. Hot. Heated. Our breaths, groans, they all mingle together into lazy summer afternoons lounging in parks, him reading aloud in that voice of his as I lie on his stomach. Dreams and visons of a little girl laughing and running gleefully. Green eyes full of mischief and humour. Family. Loyalty. Love.
 
   “I love you,” I breathe out. I don’t know how or why, just that he needs to hear it, and I need to say it. I need him to understand that he is loved. He is my love. I want him to know my feelings even if he’s not brave enough to return them yet. It’s fine. He can do it when he’s ready, or when I make him, when I take it from him. It doesn’t matter. None of this matters. It will come in time. He gave me more than he can possibly imagine when he tried to rescue me from something he likely sees as normal. 
 
   My hands grip at his jeans, slowly making their way across the top of them towards his belt buckle. I want to feel him inside me in this moment. I need to. I need to cement this moment with another dimension of closeness. His hand brushes at mine, pushing it aside as he begins to move away from me.
 
   “Not in here,” he says quietly, sliding his hands underneath me and lifting me from the floor until we simply stand in the middle of the dungeon, gazing at each other and realising feelings of love. 
 
   He smiles, and it’s enough to melt my heart even more. It’s sincere, hypnotic, and full of a man I doubt many people ever see, maybe only me. I rest my head against his chest as he begins walking and nod at the fact that he doesn’t want to make love on a cold, stone dungeon floor. He wants more than that. I couldn’t care less. I would have done it in there, anywhere. I couldn’t feel safer than I do now, and the fact that he’s going to carry me, yet again, through a room full of his people only heightens my ability to feel relaxed. In doing that, he’s announcing to the room that I’m someone special. Someone worthy.
 
   The gate comes into view and I bury my head against him again to shield myself from the visions that will assault me. I just want this to be about us, just the two of us, but as he keeps walking I realise how quiet it is and squint my eyes open to see nothing. There’s no one here. Not a soul. The music is still playing softly but there’s no one around.
 
   “Where is everyone?”
 
   “Not here,” he replies, gently lowering me onto a bar and climbing over the top of it with the agility of an athlete.
 
   “What do you mean, not here? It should be packed in here?”
 
   “Hmm,” he muses, reaching for a bottle of something off the top shelf and grabbing at two short glasses.
 
   “I was tormented, it seems,” he says, sliding over the bar again and offering me his hand to help me get down. “Can you manage?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can you walk?”
 
   “No, not that. Where is everyone?”
 
    “I sent them away.”
 
   “Oh… Why?”
 
   “Can you really not think why I would have sent them away?” he asks, smirking at me and telling me everything I want to know. He sent them away for me. He emptied his whole club because he needed to deal with me, with us. My smile creeps onto my lips until I almost feel myself laughing. A kink club emptied for me? Lilah James.
 
   “Mmm. But you should say it anyway, just for the record.” 
 
   “Hmm. You push me too far for comfort, my love.”
 
   “Who said I wanted you comfortable?”
 
   He snorts and tucks my arm under his.
 
   “This will be problematic for you, Lilah. I am perturbed by this emotion you appear to pull from me, and will endeavour to make it as difficult as possible to be reasonable.”
 
   True, I’m sure, but not a conversation I’m willing to entertain at the moment. It’s not necessary. We are. And we will become something other than the normal coupling that other people recognize as usual, something more. There is nothing standard about any of this. It’s beautiful, if not overwhelmingly confusing and slightly bizarre in its organisation. 
 
   “I think you should be using that mouth for more important matters, such as peeling my knickers from my body, or perhaps laving your tongue in a better place than your own mouth. My cunt is quite ready for whatever you feel like doing to it.” The swing of his head is instant as he almost trips over his own feet then snorts out a small laugh. “Oh, stop gaping. You can’t expect me to be with you for so long and not pick up the terminology. Frankly, it’s exhausting trying to avoid saying it. Do you really make women bleed for you? What a thought. How? It’s interesting really. I assume you don’t mean with a blade, like the other night at that funny show we went to?” 
 
   It appears all thoughts of making love have disappeared, because as we walk into his room, I find myself searching for implements of destruction. Why, I’m not sure, but this is what he needs, and I want him to be happy. My hands finger the veritable array of canes and floggers on the wall, just hanging there casually, for some reason making my fingers itch. “Which one do you prefer?”
 
   He snorts again behind me, so I turn to find him filling up two glasses with clear liquid. “What’s that?” It’s not cognac or whiskey, which are his normal go-to drinks.
 
   “Vodka.”
 
   “Vodka?”
 
   “Mmhmm. It was a gift from a friend.” I look across at the bottle and notice the diamond encrusted base for the first time. It also appears to have gold filigree work all over it.
 
   “Expensive friend?”
 
   “She is. I was saving it for an occasion of merit. It seems you have become it,” he replies, handing it to me and then patting his hand on some sort of bench in the room.
 
   “Well, I’m flattered.” He raises a brow, probably intimating that I should be, and then wanders off into the bathroom.
 
   “Sit on that,” he calls. Really? Why? Although, my backside is sitting before he returns with the pot of goo in his hand. “You require loosening, or perhaps angering. I am unsure of which yet.”
 
   I’m not sure I need either. I’m quite loose enough already, and why would I need angering? I’m happy, regardless of my painful thigh, which I can hardly sense over my love-induced serenity.
 
   “I’m fine,” I reply as I watch him start to rub some of the ointment carefully into the welt. It stings instantly, causing me to yelp out a little and hiss through my teeth at him. His devilish smile erupts, bringing all those wonderful fields and dreams back into check with acute clarity. He may have feelings for me, might well be in love, but it clearly doesn’t mean he wants to stop being exactly who he is. His hands move again, inducing yet more pain to rile me as he teases the edges of the welt, pressing firmly where he knows he shouldn’t, pinching into the swollen bruising around the sides.
 
   “Did you enjoy the sensations he gave you?” he asks, moving slowly up my body to look at my shoulder, and evidently deciding it needs nothing more than his tongue licked across it. I smile to myself at the thought of the sensations Alexander gave me – pain, turmoil, confusion, clarity. Who wouldn’t enjoy that type of stimulation?
 
   “Did I sound like I was enjoying it?” He simply smiles and sits on the bed opposite me, looking a little lost for a minute. 
 
   “Would you like to go back to Europe?”
 
   What? Yes. Definitely. I’m sure I’m gaping at the mere thought. Unfortunately, this quickly turns into a frown as I realise I can’t. I’ve got too much do here, like organising the rest of his divorce, which, now I think about it, shouldn’t take too much doing now all the ground work’s in place. But I still have to find Alexander’s sister somehow, because that’s how I get my job working for him full time and a home of my own. I also need to work out what the hell to do about Pascal having a daughter. Although, I’m not sure that’s my decision to make. I stare back into his soft gaze and wonder if I should just tell him. I could just tell him now. I know there’s a good man in there. He’s shown me there is. I can’t just keep lying to him about this. I love him, and him me, I think. He has a child. He should know that, and I can’t be the one to hide it from him. Certainly not if we’re about to make love. He’s already given me so much of himself. In his own way, he bares his soul every time he does something out of the norm. He’s showing me all the things I’m asking of him. He’s been gentlemanly, honest, decent. My mouth hovers around the words and his brow rises in response, but how do I say it? How do I tell him that I know he has a beautiful little girl – one who has the same soul wrenching eyes as the ones staring back at me? And how do I explain the fact that I’ve been hiding it from him? I have no idea what that will do to us. If I leave it to Alexander then it will be him who delivers the news, and him who gets the brunt of any backlash because. Assuming he doesn’t let Pascal know I knew. 
 
   Oh God, this is all wrong. I can’t do this and ask what I do of him. Underneath all of this kink and oddity, he is a man – a man I love, who has a child that I know about. He should know, and I should tell him.
 
   His hand suddenly hovers in front of me. When did he get up? I glance at it and know what he wants. It’s the same thing I want – to be together, to wrap ourselves around each other and find our balance. To learn more about each other. Tears start in my throat at the thought. I can feel them burning their way up my neck and consuming the lie inside me. He’s offering me what I want, what I have damn near begged for, and I can’t find the words to be honest back. I close my eyes at the thought of intimacy and shake my head, trying desperately to rally back the other version of me he needs. The one that can be angry for him and deliver physical pain rather than mental anguish. I can do that instead. I can put this off and make it happen after he knows, then it won’t be a lie anymore. Then I won’t have to look into those whirlpool eyes when he gives me everything and hold my own deceit back.
 
   Swallowing down the tears and letting them drift off for another time, I pull in a long breath and open my eyes to look at the implements again.
 
   “Which one do you need?” I ask, getting up and crossing to the wall. I don’t look at him. I can’t. If I do, the tears will start again and the words will tumble from my mouth, ruining everything we’ve achieved so far.
 
   “In this moment, none.” Oh, God, don’t say that. Please don’t make me lie in a bed with you, make love to you, and do it dishonestly. My fingers grab hold of some knotted cord hanging from a handle and I twirl it around in my hand.
 
   “This one?” I ask, gulping down the need to just turn and tell him, and still just staring blankly at the wall because it’s better than facing him with anything other than a clear head.
 
   “Lilah, turn to face me.” No.
 
   “I don’t know how to use this. Is it the same as a belt?” I say, trying to distract him into talking about kink instead. Unfortunately, I can almost feel the narrowing of his eyes behind me. Perhaps if I stripped my clothes off I could avoid it. That could work. My hands reach around to unclasp my bra as I suck in the largest breath I can muster, blinking back those fucking tears as I do. I have to be someone else for the minute. I have to hold my game in check and be who I have to be until Alexander tells him the truth. “Maybe we should just try and see how it goes,” I go on as I turn and hover the thing in front of his face. 
 
   I was right on the eye narrowing front. Gone is the softness of ten minutes ago. He’s all male again and achieving a slight sneer as he watches nothing but my eyes.
 
   “Put it down,” he says, undoing his shirt slowly, button by button. I don’t. I just keep hovering it there in the fucking hope that I look aggressive enough to mean it, but I don’t feel that way. I feel desperate, and completely devoid of any control. “If you do not put it down, I will put it down for you,” he growls, and I’m under no illusion that he means it. His shirt finally slides off his shoulders, exposing his scarred ribcage as he reaches for his belt. My eyes flick downwards. I can’t stop them, and it’s in that second that I lose all control. His hand grabs at my wrist so quickly I barely stay on my feet, and before I’m aware of what’s happening, something cold clicks against my skin, attaching me to the bench. I tug at it and follow the sensation until I’m staring at handcuffs, real metal handcuffs, ratchetting themselves tighter in my struggle against them.
 
   “Take them off,” I snarl as I stupidly continue to tug.
 
   “I would halt your combat, my love,” he states, casually kicking off his jeans to reveal no underwear and his perfect, bronzed body. I yank at the restraint again then squeal like a pig as the cuff ratchets tighter again. “Silly girl. Why would you do this to yourself, hmm?”
 
   “Let me go. What the hell are you playing at?”
 
   “Playing? We have not yet even begun to play,” he replies, tearing at the fabric of my underwear in a practised manoeuvre until it’s nothing but shreds on the floor. “Sit on the bench and spread your legs.” 
 
   I stare at him and then the bench, trying my best not to move my hand another inch. What the fuck is going on? 
 
   “No? Shall I put you there? I would suggest you comply before you aggravate me further than you already have.” The tone of voice he uses proves he is very angry, and as I watch him glare at me, I realise why. Dishonesty. He can smell it on me a mile off. I’m being dishonest about something, and he knows it. The only things he’s asked of me are loyalty and honesty, and yet again, I can’t do it. It’s like the apartment all over again.
 
   “Pain won’t work on me,” I say quietly, flicking my eyes to his and acknowledging the fact that I have little choice but to sit on the bench and deal with whatever is coming. So, I do exactly that and pull in a breath to combat the nerves. With any luck, I can just switch off again because I’m not telling him the truth. I can’t. Everything will be broken if I do.
 
   “How would you know what pain can do? Hmm? You have never felt any of consequence,” he replies, grasping my ankle and pulling it towards another waiting cuff. The click of the metal sounds like a death knell, or at least a barrier between us as I try to search for my off switch. “Pain is fundamental to finding truth, my love. It bleeds inside us, desperate to oblige its own release.” He walks around to the other side, dragging his fingers along the welt on my thigh as he does and smirking at the squeal that comes out of my mouth. “It is not so easy to hide when we are under duress, hmm?” He grabs my other ankle, and try as I might, I can’t stop the slight panic that has me kicking out at him. Love him or not, I have no idea what he’s about to do. 
 
   “Don’t listen to him. He will hurt you more than I will.”
 
   He holds my leg firmly, twisting it until it’s exactly where he needs it to be, regardless of my body’s attempt to find freedom, until the third metal click sounds, signalling my complete capture. He leaves my other hand free as he looks at me, then he walks behind my head, and much as I want to follow his movement, I try to zone out instead. Whatever he’s planning to do to me, it’s really about me telling him the truth, and I can’t do that. I survived him nearly drowning me, so I’ll survive whatever’s coming next. My mind instantly clears of confusion as I search for what I need. It doesn’t take long for those three men to consume me again. One with his sharp suit on, the other two with their mocking jeers and their laughter. The thought sickens me as I blow out a breath and imagine their fingers on me, their weight on top of me, the feeling of being smothered and helpless. It’s all there, allowing me to find my own buttons buried deep inside and take my control back. There is nothing he can do to make me talk, nothing. He can bite me if he likes. I remember that. I remember the third one biting into my neck as he grunted and groaned. He can rip at my insides, because I remember that, too, that feeling of disgust as a man slides inside and takes what he wants with no thought for my comfort. He can even hurt me, because I can still sense the bruise the suited one gave me when he punched me in the face to stop me fighting back. There’s nothing the man I love can do to me, while I’m in here inside my mind, that’s be worse than I’ve already endured. I took it from them, and I didn’t even know them. To take it from the man I adore to keep us safe is easy in comparison.
 
   “Are you ready, Lilah?”
 
   “Fuck you,” I spit out, stilling my body as best I can, closing my eyes and blocking out any other noise but the sound of my breath.
 
   “I love you.” My eyes fly open again the second the words come out of his mouth. I have no response at all, as he licks his lips at me and then flattens his face again. How many times have I wanted to hear that from him? How many times have I hoped and wished that he would open up enough to just say it? And he says it here? Now? He frowns again, his mouth lifting into something completely unholy as he reaches behind him. “Is that what you wanted from me? Hmm? Love? You can have it. There it is. Now you will tell me the same.”
 
   What the fuck does that mean? He knows I love him. I’ve told him. 
 
   My mind is completely flustered as he brings a length of chain out from somewhere and begins attaching it to the end of the bench. I have no peaceful place any more, no dark corner to hide in while this happens, and no way of protecting myself. All I can hear are those three words. It doesn’t matter that he didn’t say them nicely, or that we weren’t wrapped up in each other when he said them. He said them. To me. He loves me, and for the first time since I’ve known him, I feel completely at peace with him, regardless of my current predicament. He’s all I can see. All I can feel. It’s all him. I long to reach out and touch him, to run my fingers through his hair and tell him the same, to bind us to one another and become one. My hand reaches for him as he links the chain around something beneath the bench near my head, but he moves away before I can touch him.
 
   “Please…” I whisper. I don’t know what I’m asking for, maybe just to be closer to him, to show him I love him, too, and that this is all perfect. Not that it quite is, given the current circumstances, but it could be if he’d just let me up.
 
   Three clicks later and the back of the bench drops away beneath my head, causing my neck to wrench backwards and blood to rush to my brain. I shut my eyes to stave off the sensation and try to regain some balance as the world tilts.
 
   “Are you awake, my love?” I open my eyes to a slight blur and find him crouched in front of me, his face upside down as I try to align myself to that fact.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, watching him turn the chain over in his hands, smiling as he does so and then running his finger along the side of my cheek.
 
   “Do you think I cannot see when you try to hide from me? Hmm? Did he show you how to do that? Or do you manage it of your own accord?” he asks, tipping my head and brushing his lips across mine then retreating again. “Replacing one’s pain with another you feel more control over is intelligent, my love, quite shrewd indeed. However, unfortunately for you, I am not inclined to allow your escape today. Today is for truth. Hmm? For the same truth you ask of me?”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   If he wasn’t so enamoured with her ability to withstand everything he was giving her, he might well have broken her entirely. The possibility was not as appealing as he’d thought it might be, though.
 
   Two hours she had been here, under his control, beneath him, and not once had she given away the secrets she was hiding from him. He had managed to induce fear for approximately twenty minutes by saying the words she wanted to hear. That fear had encouraged tears, and then screams, and then nothing more as she drifted back into her safe place and allowed him no further plague on her mind. Her body maybe, but it seemed she had a deep set ability to go inwards, deeper than he’d previously given her credit for, and easily as far as his beloved had achieved. Pain was no longer registering with her, and for some unfathomable reason, it was of no pleasure either. He stared at her as she lay perfectly still with her eyes closed and her head lolling backwards. She was stunning, an array of colours pinking up her skin and glowing iridescent hues back at him. Quite captivating. She did not have a bead of sweat marring her brow or hairline. She just lay there quietly. Perfection.
 
   He ratcheted the lever one more notch and heard nothing but the sound of the mechanism as she was stretched yet again. No screams, no beautiful howls of torment, not even a gasped breath. She was true, steady, and so far into her world of darkness she could no longer feel a thing. Hmm. What did she have in there to keep her so in tune with herself?
 
   Not many could achieve the level of concentration she must be managing for such a result. Although, he hadn’t been nearly as deviant as he could be, nor as vicious. Perhaps that was what came of being in love with a woman. It was not a feeling he understood in its entirety, nor particularly favoured at this moment in time. She was keeping secrets from him, and keeping them well. And regardless of the fact that his beloved was somehow involved in the treachery, he would not have something between them any longer.
 
   “Why do you persist with this lie? Hmm?”
 
   She said nothing in response. She did not even flinch. In fact, he doubted she could even hear him as he gazed at the rich dark hair still framing her face. Other than the one technique he was refusing to acknowledge as an option, he had tried nearly everything he had to coax the information from her, and nothing had resulted in the truth. 
 
   Feeling the sensation of his own inadequacies rise through his innards at the prospect of the only two options left, he walked away from her and took another shot of vodka as he sat in the chair. He hadn’t lied when he told her he loved her, but being with her with this between them was torturous to his sense of comfort. 
 
   How dare Alexander force this discord? It was yet another sadistic preference he employed to show his superiority.
 
   He mused his options for a few minutes, pouring another shot and flicking his eyes over her still perfectly prone body. Love. He had felt the words tear up his innards when she said them to him in the dungeon, felt his heart skip a sinful beat as she pulled on his shoulders and rewarded him with those luscious lips of hers. Again and again, she stripped away layers of the walls he’d built so thoroughly over the years – a self-imposed cage of necessity. One that had become indestructible other than for Alexander, and perhaps his Rose on occasion. Lilah James was scrupulously embedded now, though, and he’d had nothing to fight her with. Why was still a conundrum, one that was of no consequence any longer. It simply was. She was. She crawled the very depths of him and asked all of the questions he’d denied himself over the years. No, she did not ask. She demanded, and unwittingly, his lacking heart responded.
 
   He snorted to himself and noticed her chest heave in a long, slow breath. Calm. In the face of all he had put her through thus far, she was still unruffled. Dedicated to her cause, no doubt, which was deceit. He found himself rubbing his fingers together as he took another swig from the bottle and disgusted himself in the process. Drinking from bottles was for drunkards and reprobates, uneducated morons at the very least. Enough was enough. He was neither willing nor able to carry out either of the remaining options and so she must leave. Breaking her entirely seemed unacceptable for reasons unknown, and making love to her to force the lie free, dishonest. Not something he was willing to entertain given his new-found love for her. He stood and walked to the bench with no other thought on the matter. He could not bear the lie between them, and until she was honest, their timing was incorrect.
 
   Snatching at the lever, he hit the button and watched the metal chains uncoil rapidly from her skin, clinking and clattering as they hit the ground beneath her. Still she didn’t move or utter a word. He raised a brow at her. It appeared she was so far under that she felt nothing at all. He’d stood little chance the moment she had left reality, so he simply watched and waited until she came around. He supposed he could rouse her. There were various ways to achieve reawakening. More torture, iced water, heated cloths, all would bring her home again quicker, but there was something intriguing about her in this state, almost elemental, as an angel would be. Or maybe a devil. He smiled as her face twitched a little, then sat on the bench next to her, unlocking all the handcuffs, engaging the headrest once more, and then lifting her legs across his thighs. It was just a small, barely there curve of her lip really, but he found himself grinning like a child rolling down hills in the summer. How did she achieve that from him? A vague memory of Fabrice and he chasing ponies though a field leapt into his mind as he gazed at her. It was a happy memory, one filled with joy and brotherly affection. They had been good friends in those days, brothers in arms. Until the conniving started – something he’d felt was quite unnecessary given how protective he was of his younger sibling. Too many times had he taken a beating from Mama to protect the smaller, weaker children, and too many times had he coerced them into leaving before they witnessed it. Perhaps he should have abandoned his sense of decency and left the little cunts to enjoy the brutality of mother dearest. Perhaps that would have stopped his manipulative whining bastard of a brother from growing into the deceitful tyrant he now was. 
 
   He cracked his neck and pushed away the vision of his mother coming at him with her cane outstretched, tapping it on the floor to signal the inevitable. He’d often done nothing wrong, or not that he was aware of at the time. He simply existed, and it seemed that was reason enough for Mama to feel blighted about something. He never had worked out what that something had been. Even after he’d grown into a man and asked, she’d denied him an answer. She was simply bitter, a sour old hag, despite the love she showed to his siblings in order to punish him further. 
 
   Soothing himself by running his hands over her legs, he felt her muscles twitch slightly and began to sense her breathing change a little. He smiled again at the thought of her return, with her love and her warmth, and then frowned at the inescapable need to say goodbye. Such a sad state of affairs, miserable in fact, but necessary at present regardless of the depth of his feelings for her.
 
   Soft mumblings began to leave her lips as her movement became more animated. She mewled and grumbled a little, something about a little girl and gardens. He smirked again. Women always seemed to have that maternal instinct prevalent inside them. It was a shame his own mother had not been aware of her own. Perhaps then this whole life of his could have been avoided. He might even have lived up to his birth right, had children of his own and a wife of better quality than Lucinda. A long sigh left him at the thought. He could remember the point at which he had become disinclined to behave the way he had to in order for that to happen. It was the first time he’d hit the bitch back, then cried like a fucking child in his room for the rest of the evening and long into the night. The sound of that cane cracking across her cheek still reverberated around his mind. It still taunted him with regret and shame even though she had deserved it, and it still ate at his innards occasionally, making him question his life’s worth. An eighteen-year-old male striking a woman was ungentlemanly, brutish and uncalled for. He wasn’t a child anymore, simply lashing out. He’d been very aware of what he was doing. Years under the headmaster he loved had proved that. Yet, the moment he had watched her fall to the floor and glare up at him with a snarl on her face had been the moment everything changed. His whole life changed. He’d never touched her again, not once, not with ay lasting consequence, anyway, but in that moment, sexual tension had been shaped, twisted, darkened. He’d felt it. He’d felt the rise of his own cock as she glared at him, and he watched her on her knees with little care. He’d felt the power exchange fulfil something deep inside where feelings such as that should not have existed. Being an untrained sub for a sadistic tutor was one thing, but feeling sexual sadism towards his own parent had been sickening. It had almost been enough to end his life for, and then a sixteen-year-old Lucinda had arrived on that hill while he was riding two days later. She was beautiful and untainted with her brilliant smile and devil-may-care eyes as she made daisy chains in the sun. A commoner, visiting family from a neighbouring village, she somehow offered the chance at a life he had not yet considered. A way of finding himself, of becoming the tutor. He may as well have left his position in society that very day, because one look at her on her knees had been like lightening, threading his veins in sin. The debauchery that followed had only heightened it further until sickening deeds of deviant desire were normal to him, and anything else was dull and laborious. Gone were the thoughts of how disturbed he might be, or how insanity must be affecting his mind. In their place raged a need so consuming he ached without its fire. It burnt a hole though care, justice, and morally decent obligations. It shredded any desire for rules or obedience. It both disgusted and healed, elevating a small, weak boy to a man of power, a man in control of his needs. It warmed his bitter, calloused bones and brought relief to a tortured child’s hopelessness, lighting a cavernous room of hatred and filling it with courage instead. It was the foremost reason he had opened his clubs. The doors had been flung wide for anyone who needed such sustenance. He’d carefully constructed a series of safe havens – places where those kinds of needs would be accepted, harnessed and moulded. Worshipped.
 
   Loved.
 
   “Are you done?” her voice said quietly. He was very much done. And yet not in the slightest.
 
   “Yes,” he replied as he continued to stroke her legs and gaze at the wall in front of him. “It is time for you to leave.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “This cannot be complete unless you are honest with me, Lilah. And it seems I cannot force that from you without destroying you, nor should I have to.” She sighed and shifted her weight a little, possibly to help with blood supply.
 
   “Pascal, I can’t tell you. It’s not my place to tell you. Talk to Alexander, please.”
 
   “Why would you give him loyalty over me?” That sounded childish even to his own ears, causing him to damn near chastise his own behaviour. She couldn’t tell him, and she was right not to, given Alexander’s involvement. It still infuriated him, though, and made them being together impossible, which resulted in his innards tangling into knots of perplexing proportions.
 
   “It’s not a case of who’s the bigger boy. I told him I wouldn’t say anything until he thought it the right time. Like it or not, he is your… I don’t know. What is he? Master? Dom? You tell me. Tell me he isn’t the most important thing in the world to you and I’ll tell him I won’t keep you in the dark anymore.” He was, just, but becoming less so by the minute as he interfered with something that was no one’s business but theirs. And tell him? Defy him? That would be an interesting conversation, one he would need to be present for, in case of forced injury.
 
   “This is becoming intolerable. It is dishonest, unethical and intrinsically contrary to my current sense of rationale.”
 
   “He says, having just strapped me to a bench and done highly unethical stuff to me, which I did not agree to by the way. What stuff did you do anyway?”
 
   “Nothing that you could not handle, it appears,” he replied, lifting her legs and standing to retrieve his jeans. Alexander’s training was not, at present, helpful. “And you agreed the moment you stopped fighting.” 
 
   “That isn’t agreeing.”
 
   “It is where I am concerned. You should know this already.”
 
   “I know nothing about your rules and boundaries. You don’t appear to have any except when I tell you what to do. Perhaps we should just go on with that for future encounters.”
 
   He didn’t answer that. He wasn’t entirely sure there would be any further encounters unless she was honest. He searched his wardrobe for something that would make him feel better than the jeans he had worn earlier. Blue – absolutely not. Grey – presently a worse option there could not be. Green – better. He turned to face her grey eyes and snarled at the treachery again.
 
   “I have had enough lies and deceit, Lilah. I require the truth from you. If I cannot have it, this cannot continue.” She sat up and glared at him as he flung the jeans at the corner of the room and proceeded to find something less revolting to wear.
 
   “What are you doing? It’s the middle of the night, isn’t it? Come to bed. We can talk again in the morning.”
 
   “I am not inclined to sleep with a liar.”
 
   “That’s unfair,” she said, her voice softening to one of exquisite beauty. It was not a tone he was ready for or prepared to listen to.
 
   “You are unfair,” he snapped, grabbing at his shirt, wishing she would get out of his suite, and wanting nothing more than to fuck the life from her and rest in her arms all night.
 
   “You told me you loved me but you won’t trust me, or him?”
 
   “No.” No, at this moment, he would not. All he wanted was the truth to rid himself of this underlying feeling of dread and confusion. The two people in the world he thought loved him were lying to him.
 
   “You’re behaving like a child again. Go screw yourself,” she snapped, suddenly rising from the bench, naked, and walking towards the door without even glancing at him. For a second, he did nothing but watch her walk away, until he realised he had not yet finished his tantrum, and she still had not told him the truth.
 
   “Do not walk away from me,” he shouted, yanking on his trousers, grabbing a robe and storming after her, to find nothing but the elevator doors closing. Stairs.
 
   Several seconds later, he was waiting by the elevator entrance, which opened, revealing nothing. He titled his head at it and dipped his head inside. There was only one other option – the roof. He got in and punched the button hidden in the lower corner. Why would she go up there? He wasn’t even aware she knew there was an up there. Stupid girl.
 
   The doors opened and he was immediately hit with frigid air and then the sight of her standing by the railing. Naked. In the snow.
 
   “Come inside this instant,” he yelled, walking across the freezing ground barefoot to get to her as the wind whipped against his skin. “What in God’s name made you come out here?” 
 
   She didn’t move. She just kept her back to him and stared out at New York’s skyline. “Lilah, you will freeze,” he reiterated, reaching her and attempting to place the robe around her shoulders. She shrugged it off and turned to glare at him. He saw the tears first – pure, soulful tears pouring down her cheeks, and yet not one inch of her face looked upset. She was radiant in her anger, ablaze, filling the night sky with frustration and rage as she shook and held her ground. Fascinating.
 
   “Why do you fucking care?”
 
   “Do not be contrary. You are well aware that I care,” he replied, thrusting the robe at her again and imploring her to put it on before he simply picked her up and took her inside. 
 
   “Tell me then,” she yelled, still standing firm and staring straight into his eyes without remorse. “Be a fucking man and give me a reason.” He tried to snatch at her and make her put the robe on, but the moment he reached again, she slapped out at him as if she wanted to kill him for daring to try.
 
   “What are you talking about? Put the damn robe on,” he grumbled.
 
   “Tell me so that I can make this okay,” she snapped in reply, pushing his hand away once more as he tried for the final time to get the robe onto her back. “And stop fucking touching me.” He threw his hands up in the air and took a step away from her clawing fingernails.
 
   “Tell you what, Lilah? Do you want to hear that I think more of you than him? Is that what you require? I cannot,” he eventually said, uncomfortably. “And you have no right to ask that of me. You knew from the beginning how this would be.”
 
   “I have every right to ask,” she said, closing the distance between them and pointing a finger in his face. “I deserve to know where I stand. You want my honesty, then fucking tell me.” 
 
   He drew in a long breath, trying to stave off the need to beat her ass for pushing him into beating her ass.
 
   “Lilah, please, go inside before I take you there myself.”
 
   “PLEASE? PLEASE?” she practically screamed, filling the air with her anger. “Fuck you and your pleases. That’s what I said downstairs when you told me you loved me. I begged you to let us be together and you chained me instead. You made me believe something that wasn’t true.”
 
   “I wanted the truth.” He had. He still did.
 
   “And that’s your way of getting it? By lying to me about love? I told you I loved you and meant it. I felt it. Feel it. Inside here,” she snarled, hitting her own chest and turning away to face the sky again as if it were all she had left to look at. “I won’t carry on with this if you don’t mean it. I can’t,” she continued, softening her voice a little. “Alexander has offered me a home and a job. He’s given me the chance of a new life, a decent one, and I’m about to choose whether you’re in it or not. So talk.”
 
   Was she? The confusion that flooded his innards instantly sent shivers of uncertainty around every muscle at the thought. That was, in itself, enlightening. He glanced down at his own hands to find them balled in annoyance, not at her, but at himself and his lack of ability when it came to love.
 
   “You cannot expect me to–” 
 
   “I fucking expect it all. All of it,” she yelled, spinning to face him and stepping into his space. “I expect you to be a man, Pascal, the one I love. Now, right here,” she spat, now digging her heels in and growling in frustration as she twisted her face into evil elegance. Glorious. “You fucking well know who he is. You’ve shown him to me. I expect you to be the man I know from the park, the same one who took me to the zoo and was human and filled with emotion. I expect you to forget the reasons why you shouldn’t and be more concerned with why you damn well should. I expect everything from you that you refuse to give anyone else, and you either give it to me or get out of my fucking way.”
 
   He stared at her for precisely ten more seconds after her tirade before succumbing to the colour of her skin. I was almost blue, exactly the same colour as his beloved’s eyes, and somehow, with the venom in her eyes and the way she stood defiantly, head held high and arched brow on display, the two of them became one. She was everything Alexander wasn’t, and yet in some ways, she was also everything he was wrapped in smaller, more delicate packaging.
 
   He grasped her wrist and began to haul her back to the door, which she instantly fought, tugging at him like a caged wolf. His little caged wolf. He turned and sunk his shoulder beneath her stomach to lift her. And she fought and screamed and bellowed at him all the way back to the bedroom, smashing a mirror in the elevator with her foot on the way, and practically scratching his eyes out at the same time.
 
   “I would control yourself if I were you,” he warned, kicking the door closed behind them and trying to reign in his temper as he threw her on the bed. She got straight back up to launch herself at him with the precision of a panther.
 
   “Fucking Neanderthal,” she screamed, lashing out with her hands and growing fiercer by the second.
 
   “Remarkable response given your current display, my love,” he replied, dodging her as she leapt at him, picking up the vodka bottle on the way. Feral indeed. He moved away slowly, keeping a careful watch on her hand and the bottle that was now precariously perched ready for throwing.
 
   “How dare you fuck around with my feelings,” she snarled again, this time launching the bottle at him, which shattered against the door frame having skimmed his ear. He turned to look at the $9000 liquid spilling out across the floor and smirked, then turned back to find her flipping a small chair over in fury and scattering the contents of the mantelpiece across the room one by one, all aimed in his direction.
 
   “Would you calm yourself?” he said, dodging an incoming lamp. “This, while stimulating, is not helpful,” he continued, trying to contain the amusement that wanted to creep onto his face. She was quite resplendent in her ferocity. And she needed fucking, immediately, preferably un-bound so that those nails could gouge more holes in his soul.
 
   “Fuck you.” Her reply was laced with more malice than he had ever witnessed from a woman as she picked up a handy whip she had found. He raised a brow at her, instantly acknowledging his need to be beneath it, for her and for himself.
 
   “There you are, my love. You just needed a little push or two to find yourself again, hmm? Are you still confused, or is this it, Lilah? Are you finally ready?” She snarled in reply and swung the thing around awkwardly in her hands. It was too big for her, far too ungainly and cumbersome, but it was perfection to witness.
 
   “Tell me you love me,” she yelled. He shook his head and moved slowly to the left, leading them towards the cross and pondering the correct route forward for this moment. Another of their enchanting moments.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Tell me.” She was feral, wicked, and sin-filled as she followed him, so he kept his face to her, watching her watch him. Her hand looked so small holding the whip, but it was weighted in her hand correctly, held with precision and grace as she continued to stalk him.
 
   “No.” 
 
   “You’re a disgrace. Look at you. You can’t even admit it to yourself, can you?” 
 
   He very much could, and he admitted it more and more by the second as she glowed and shone in front of him. She was pure sin, hindered only by an intelligent mind that encumbered itself with all the reasons not to become more. He smirked at his own thoughts. She would probably say the same of him for different reasons.
 
   “You thinks something’s funny? It’s really fucking not,” she snapped, attempting to crack the whip for the first time. It was laboured and ill practised. Maybe Alexander hadn’t given her a chance with one yet, but she learned quickly as his feet hit the wall behind him. The second crack was better, louder. It didn’t have the ring of a true Master yet, didn’t instil the immeasurable sensation of fear that one delivered, but it was soul cleansing to hear nonetheless, and he saw the light shining in her eyes. This was her awakening, her moment, her chance to feel herself and that which was buried deep down inside. He could almost sense the hatred pouring from her – not for him; he was simply a catalyst. There were far more irritating things lingering within her guts than this argument. They were inescapable, and she was beginning to set them free. He took a long breath and waited for her to back down or move forward. Either way, he loved her. He adored her and her fury. He loved everything about her. Her eyes, her bravery, her untarnished glory, and the way she spoke so effortlessly, flooring him with intelligence and reminding himself of who he could be. What he should be. Her apparent disgust at him both appalled and enlightened him, somehow stripping back those layers even further and ripping new skin from beneath the lies. She said she loved him as if she’d never said a truer word in her life.
 
   She hovered there, eyes still full of anger and pent up indecision as she swung the tail back and forth. He started to strip his shirt off again, hoping to give her the incentive she needed to carry on, but as he saw her frown, he knew she wasn’t ready. Angry she might be, furious even, but she had picked that whip up for the wrong reasons, and much as he might want her to continue until she got it right, he wouldn’t allow her to get it wrong and discourage herself.
 
   “Put it down, Lilah.”
 
   “Fuck you.” She was still very much angered then. 
 
   “Please.” She raised a brow at that. Unfortunately, her mouth didn’t change from its snarl. “Do you believe yourself ready?”
 
   “Fuck you.” It seemed fury and sentences of more than two syllables did not go together in Lilah’s tentative little world of debauched elegance. Something she would use more effectively, he presumed, as she continued to grow into herself.
 
   “I love you. Put it down.” Still nothing changed as she stared back at him, which was worrisome. He had thought the effect of the words would ensure compliance, but evidently not. He scouted the steps to get to her and relieve her of the weapon before she damaged herself. Three, if he was swift enough. Although, the temptation was still very much there to carry on with this lunacy and see where they both ended up. “Lilah James, I do love you. I am thoroughly in love with you.”
 
   Nothing. Not a movement nor smile until eventually her chin tilted upwards and her lips moved.
 
   “You have a child.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Why did I let that come out of my mouth?
 
   Because he said it, and he meant it. I could tell by the quiet, almost pleading tone in his voice. So here we now stand, facing off, and I haven’t got a clue what’s going through his mind. He’s just staring at me with a completely unaffected face. It’s even still got a slight hint of a smirk on it. Surely he can’t be happy about the information I’ve given him. Maybe he is, or maybe he already knew. Oh, good lord, I hadn’t even thought of that. He might know he has a daughter and not care.
 
   Why the hell am I still holding this whip?
 
   It falls from my grip and gently rolls its way off the bed and down to the floor, leaving the echo of a dull clunk rattling around in the silence. He doesn’t flinch, but something in those green eyes changes. Maybe it’s the slightest flicker of hope returning to his mind. I’ve told him the secret. I told him. I defied Alexander and gave him what he wanted from me – loyalty to him. There’s nothing between us now – nothing other than me organising his divorce and that doesn’t matter. I’ve told him the hardest bit. He hates Roxanne anyway. That bit will be easy to say, if and when we get through this.
 
   His eyes flicker again as his mouth twitches and then curls into a sneer. That might not be good, no matter how fucking delicious he looks right now, standing there in nothing but dark sage trousers. I don’t know whether it’s the honesty, the fact that he’s told me he loves me, or the fact that I’m naked and have been acting like a hellcat. Who’s in control of the next move? What do I do now? All I want to do is leap on him. I’m not even worried about dignity or elegance. I just want what’s mine, what’s ours. I want together. I want him all over me, inside me. I need his skin on mine so that we can finally do this with nothing in between us.
 
   “That is all?” he says softly. Not quite, but it is for now. 
 
   I nod in response as I continue to brace myself for a possible onslaught. Not that I give a fuck what happens. He could do anything at moment and I’d still love him for it. I don’t even care who’s in control anymore. I don’t care who makes the first move or what happens when that move is made. He turns his head away from me for the first time and gazes at a box in the corner. I look at it, too, and wonder what’s inside. I nearly jump out of my skin when his body moves into my line of sight, causing me to swing my hands out in front of me. I don’t know if its protection, an order to stop, or a plea for him to get to me quicker, but they just hover there in front of me as he halts his movement and frowns.
 
   “No? Yes?” 
 
   What does that mean? I don’t know. My mouth opens to ask just as he opens the top button of his fly and takes another step towards me, causing my hands to flair out again.
 
   “No pain. I’ve endured enough pain for you,” I stutter out, watching his smirk grow into his familiar and devastatingly deviant smile.
 
   “You have not had nearly enough pain, my love. You lied to me.” Well, yes, but he knows now. It’s done. My face screws up in confusion as I try to work out what he means, stupidly lowering my hands at the same time. He’s so quick that before I know where I am or what he’s doing, I find myself pressed against the wall, face first, with him biting into the soft flesh of my neck that he normally kisses so well. His other hand snakes down my stomach, digging into the skin with no thought for how painful it might be to me, until it comes to rest over my clit. I suck in a breath as, without warning, he forces his knee in between my legs and braces them apart. 
 
   “Tell me to stop,” he says quietly, sinking his teeth in again and pushing his fingers down further. I wouldn’t even if I wanted to. My need to have him inside me is so deeply entrenched that I couldn’t care less what happens anymore. I was hoping it would be making love, but maybe this is love, our love. I’m throbbing for it as one finger slides between my folds. No matter how much I asked for no pain, my body and heart are reacting just as they normally do. I’m dripping, and I can hear that as he slides in another finger and begins to circle his thumb at the same time. “Mmm, have you had a cock in your ass?” 
 
   My body stills instantly. Yes, brutally, beneath three men when they held me down and raped it from me. I cringe at the thought and try to push it away to stay focused on his needs, my needs, this moment, and thankfully my shuddering starts again as he slides another finger in as deep as he can and slowly begins to grind all three in and out. “It hurts the first time, my love. It grates and gouges out that hole, hmm? It’s mine to take, yes?” 
 
   I wish it was. If anyone deserves it, it’s him, but he’s too late. We’re too late for that. It’s already been ripped from me. Not that he needs to understand that, or know about it. It’s not his trauma to bear. It’s mine, and I wouldn’t put that on him. This is about us and our ability to love each other in the way we know how, together. Regardless of those other men, the ache that’s beginning to ride through me at his words is almost unbearable as he continues with his slow rhythm. His rhythm, our rhythm. He’s not building up anywhere near enough speed or friction to forge an orgasm yet, and he won’t. He’ll do this his own way, and I’ll let him for now. 
 
   “I won’t let you come, my love. You will have my cock shoved into you viciously and you will wail in pain, getting nothing for your acceptance. Do you understand me?” He can believe that. He can have that memory for himself, and I’ll try to replace my actual memory, and have a new reason to remember being fucked in the arse, because oh God, the sweet sting that’s building is incredible as he presses so hard on my clit that my knees buckle. “Mmm, look at your weakness. Is it so good to have me quietly? Hmm? So good that you cannot bear the tension? You are a little slut, Lilah James, hmm? My little slut. Is that cunt aching for me now?” Oh, God, yes, very much so, and this gentle fondling and delving is of no help in getting me where I need to be. I might not be a sub. I might not even entertain the idea of being so, but I’m in his hands and desperate for him as he pulls his fingers from me. 
 
   His voice echoes in my head as I hear him lowering the zip on his trousers. My little slut. He’s right. At this moment, I am. I’ll do anything and have him anywhere just to get him inside me again. If this is what he wants, he can take it. He can take it all from me and I’ll willingly give it. 
 
   “We’re not even going to prepare you, my love. Raw is unsurpassed. We shall remember this moment, hmm? Should I bleed you? Would that have more impact for such a moment?”
 
   My moaning and groaning as I grind back into him is climbing, so much so that I almost beg him to just do it. Whatever words come out of his mouth, I just want more of them. I want him. 
 
   His hands find my arse, gripping tightly and beginning to spread me apart. I still and tense beneath his grip. He doesn’t stop or ask me to relax. He just grips harder and pushes my back to make me bend a little. “My little slut, yes?” he whispers as the head of his cock rubs over the puckered area. There’s no lubrication, nothing. It’s dry and course as it chafes the skin and heightens the sense of fear creeping into my bones. I’m offered a small reprieve as I feel a bead of wetness weep onto it, easing the thought slightly.
 
   “I don’t want…” I start, mid-pant, as I try to ready myself. I don’t even know what I don’t want. Pain? It’s going to hurt. He’s told me it will hurt. He wants it to hurt, and I know it will. I know exactly how much it hurts regardless of how much I try to block out the memory. This is my punishment for lying to him, and for whatever reason, I want to take it. He’s right. I’ll never forget this. I’ll never forget the night I gave him something freely because I love him, and I’ll never forget the night he made me loyal by telling me he loved me, too.
 
   I feel his tongue dragging up my back at exactly the same time as he starts to force his way into me. There’s nothing comfortable about it and my body tenses as I cry out at the intrusion. He simply pushes again and spreads me wider by wrapping his hands over my thighs and yanking outwards.
 
   “You will take me, my love,” he snarls in my ear, biting at it and then licking at my chin. “This one last time you will do as I say before we exchange, hmm?” 
 
   I’m not sure what that means, and I couldn’t really give a fuck. My mouth moves towards his. I just need his lips, I need that kiss and then all of this will be closer somehow and I can forget the other time. As our mouths meet, he shoves again, harder this time and with the ferocity of a man possessed, and I feel all of him slide inside me. No sound leaves me as he seats himself, even though the shock of it is indescribable. I let his mouth remind me why I’m doing this and try to lose myself in him. He grunts into my tongue as we begin to swirl into each other, and I try to accommodate the feeling. Then he slowly pulls his cock out and does it again, this time causing me to cry out in pain. He’s so deep with every rough drive – deeper than it’s possible to go when he’s inside my pussy instead, and the pain-fuelled ecstasy that’s beginning to wind its way across me is almost paralysing. I ache inside as the hard drives become more furious and our tongues keep duelling, our teeth clashing. More and more of him hits the walls inside and causes yet another panicked scream to come crying out as his fingers tear at my skin. My hand tries to make its way to my clit, hoping to release somehow and change the thoughts racing through me, but he snatches at it and holds it fiercely against the wall, then arches my back further by yanking my hips backwards towards him.
 
   “This is my love for you, Lilah. You said you needed it, so here it is,” he growls, driving in so hard I yell out and all but collapse into his hold on my hips. Within seconds, his hand pushes inside my pussy, holding me aloft as I begin to tremble and shake around the sensations. The moment he does, pleasure starts to combine with pain. It’s so intense that my quivering frame just shakes and shudders. “I should let you come, yes? Is that what you require of me? Decency? Hmm?” He snarls again, grunting on another drive and twisting his hand inside me. My breath catches as another rally of nearly unbearable sensations floods my system. They’re not painful any more. They’re divine in their serenity, obliterating the time before and bringing me racing right back to now. Whatever this is, it’s just he and I. Together. Him holding me together as he tries to tear me apart piece by piece. A unison of sin. Dirty and desperate and so emotionally charged I can feel tears pricking the back of my eyes as he drives in yet again and I scramble for purchase against the wall. He groans out as he lets go of my hand and presses my body back up and into the wall again, pulling his hands out at the same time as his cock leaves me completely. The next surge forward lifts me from the ground as he forces into my pussy and wraps his arm around me to help me stand. The mewls and moans of frenzy that ring out as sweat starts pouring over us only heightens my need to come. I can feel it burning its way through me now, feel it surging through my veins and connecting us together again, as one. Grunts and growls come from behind me as one hand reaches for mine again and places it on the wall beside my head. He links his fingers into mine and whispers mumbled words into me.
 
   “More,” I groan as the pace and lunges get faster, harder, just more. More of this, more of him, more of us. He closes the distance and shortens the rocking of his hips, just animalistic thrusts now, hitting me deep inside and getting me so close I can’t breathe anymore. I emit more moans of passion, of love, our love – a filthy, desperate love – as I hear his breathing begin to pant harder in my ear.
 
   “Yes, more,” he growls out again, putting all his weight onto my back and squashing us further into each other. Over and over, he drives into me until I feel the freeing sensation chasing me. So close… One more drive, one more thrust and we’ll be there. His fingers suddenly grasp mine so tightly I yell out at the same moment as my orgasm crashes over me, taking me by surprise. All sensations erupt into one eternal, euphoric mass of emotion, as he keeps raging into me. On and on he forges, scorching my already ignited insides with near demonic aggression. My heart stops; everything stops other than the feel of him and some kind of trance in the room.
 
   “I love you,” I call out as I reach for the back of his head and pull his mouth towards mine again. The second our lips meet, at the very first touch, he stills completely and I feel his come spilling into the depths of me. For the first time, I just enjoy the blissful sensation. I just linger in the feel of him buried inside me, exactly where I need him to be without anything in the way of our love – whatever kind of love that is. It’s our love, my love, his love. A different love, maybe even an unhealthy love. I don’t know, but in this moment, I do know I won’t be turning it away. I’ll be cherishing it and letting it consume me until I’ve given him everything, and him me. 
 
   I want it all from him.
 
   It’s so quiet. I can hardly even remember where I am as I give in to the fact that I can’t stand up much longer and let him take all of my weight. He chuckles a little and kisses the back of my neck, lowering us both until we’re curled up in each other on the floor. Time seems to tick by with nothing said as our breathing calms down and we find some kind of rhythm again. At some point, he moves so that he’s sitting against the wall and my head is in his lap, facing his cock. I smirk at it while I relish the thought of the clamping and grinding that’s still going on inside of me. Never have I been taken with so much passion – well, maybe that once at the apartment with him, but never before that. This is what has been lacking my whole life – someone who knows exactly what he’s doing with a woman’s body, or a man’s I daresay. He just knows every spot, every touch, and every grind. It’s all perfection, and yet, as I gaze up at him, still in my euphoric state, I find him frowning. My stomach drops at the vision as fear creeps over me again, and I duck my eyes away from him, trying to tell myself that I’ve done nothing wrong. He tips my chin back to him almost instantly and then lies my head back down on his trousers to look up at him.
 
   “I am sorry if I hurt you.” Laughter bursts out of me.
 
   “No, you’re not. I still love you. Don’t worry.” 
 
   The moment the words have left my lips, I realise he didn’t say it back. In the midst of that soul shattering orgasm, he didn’t say it back. My frown appears before I can stop it, letting him know exactly how I’m feeling all of a sudden. He smiles a little and sweeps the hair from my face, rubbing his thumb along my jaw as he does, but all the intimacy that was there ten minutes ago has gone. He seems distant; I’d say cold but that’s not it. It appears to be sadness if anything, which is not at all what either of us should be feeling. He eventually pulls in a long breath and just gazes down at me with no expression of any consequence.
 
   “Tell me about the child,” he says softly. 
 
   I’d forgotten about that. My body goes to move from his lap, but he gently pushes my head down and pulls my chin up to face him again. “If you knew how few have lain there, you would not be so eager to move, my love. Rest yourself. Talk, hmm?” 
 
   I’d rather just lie together. The last thing I want to do is discuss the very thing that put a wall between us in the first place. He stretches across towards the back of the chair and drags his coat from it, then lays it over the top of me gently. “I am not angry, Lilah. I simply need to know about the child you believe I have fathered.” He fiddles with the material until he’s happy its keeping me warm and then links his fingers through mine, bringing them to rest on the floor by the side of us.
 
   Blowing out a breath, I resign myself to the fact that this does need discussing and curl my legs up as I imagine her little face laughing at me.
 
   “She’s about five or six, I think.” His eyes widen.
 
   “A girl?”
 
   “Yes, she has your eyes and your cheeky smile. A real little heart breaker in the making,” I reply, thinking of the way that slender finger shushed her own lips as she watched me. I chuckle at the vision again, and for the first time I allow myself to picture her with any real clarity. She’s the daughter of the man I love, and she’s probably just like him in some ways.
 
   “Mmm. Where is she?” he asks, breaking me from my semi-maternal haze.
 
   “Here. Or she was a few days ago anyway.” I tilt my head back up to look at him and find him watching me intently with a slight lift of his mouth and then a small chuckle. “What?”
 
   “Is that why Alexander took you from me?” he says, completely ignoring my question and trying for his own interrogation instead, which I suppose he has a right to do.
 
   “No, that’s something else,” I reply, wondering whether I should just get it all out in the open. He raises a brow at me. Lying, again, I know, but this is client confidentiality. I think I can use that even though he is in fact the client of my client, and he doesn’t know what my client is doing. Does that work? Well, it’ll have to for now. “But you really do need to talk to him about that. I found her by complete fluke and told him.”
 
   “Why did you not come to me?” he asks, looking slightly sad again and throwing very cute puppy dog eyes at me that I thought were wholly impossible for a man like him. I chuckle at his attempt at cuteness.
 
   “Pascal, you had just offered me fifty thousand dollars to fuck you for a month. Alexander offered me a better deal than that. Who would you have chosen to be loyal to?” His puppy dog eyes are dispensed with immediately as his far more intelligent, sin-filled smirk comes back into play.
 
   “Mmm. Clever girl. Who is the mother?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure, but Alexander thinks it’s Roxanne. He’s got no proof because I can’t find any to give him, but he’s seen her and believes it’s true.” The sneer that crosses his lips would make angels weep, and I’m practically tossed aside as he rolls out from beneath me and leaps to his feet.
 
   “He hid this from me. I am not enamoured with him at present,” he spits, heading for the tray of drinks and reaching for some brandy.
 
   “He didn’t know what to do for the best,” I respond, watching him glug far too much brandy from the bottle and hoping to keep Alexander’s nice side memorable. Although why I’m bothering I don’t know. The man likes torturing people for fun. Surely Pascal being a little pissed off at him isn’t going to cause too much of a problem.
 
   “Are you agreeing with his ill-advised judgement?” he eventually snarls at me. His face is suddenly so full of anger that I rise to my feet at the possibility of having to defend myself. I scour the room for some clothes only to realise that, yet again, I don’t have any. They’re in the bloody dungeon of all places.
 
   “I wouldn’t have told you if I did, would I?” I snap back, grabbing at a towel and feeling my indignation rise to the surface. How dare he get shitty with me after what I’ve let him do? 
 
   “Mmm,” he grumbles, scanning my frame and probably noticing my arse flinch at the thought. “How is your ass?”
 
   “Painful.” 
 
   “Glorious. I shall have to insert ointment, yes?” My smile breaks out as I shake my head at him and watch his amusement return.
 
   “Dirty bastard.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Look, I’m tired, and…” He walks straight past me and into the bathroom, ignoring me and switching on the shower. I follow him in there, deciding that a shower is probably a good call. “Her name is Claire by the way, in case you wanted to know.” He doesn’t reply. He just takes off his trousers and steps under the spray.
 
   “We should go out, I think. There is a quaint little bistro on 114th that does exquisite blackened squid,” he says, rubbing his body down with soap and dragging on my wrist to get me in there with him. Not a problem in the slightest as far as I’m concerned.
 
   “Are you not bothered about your little girl’s name?” 
 
   He takes a deep breath then kisses me chastely, offering no connection of any kind as he continues washing himself. My eyes narrow. He started this conversation, and now he no longer wants to talk about it? “Why are you hiding form me?” Still nothing as he rinses himself off and steps out without even looking at me. I hover for a minute, not really knowing what to do. Do I chase him about this or just let it go and discuss it again in the morning? I grab the soap and quickly wash myself off until I’ve decided whether I’m wound up, or just so positively in love and exhausted that I don’t care for an argument. Unfortunately, by the time I’m ready to get out of the shower, the thought of him hiding himself away again after what we’ve achieved tonight has incensed me.
 
   I stomp out to find him getting dressed.
 
   “What the hell are you doing now?” 
 
   “Leaving,” he clips, refusing to look at me and buttoning up his shirt.
 
   “You absolutely are not going out.” His face falls into a glare so quickly that I feel threatened by its intensity. Naturally, I’m enraged yet further by Mr. Prick who thinks he can ignore me, and I throw my finest fuck off glare back at him.
 
   “Lilah, I simply wish to get debaucherously drunk, fuck till the cows come home, and then dismember my beloved’s cock. Slowly, and with whatever implement happens to be handy.”
 
   “You mean pretend this didn’t happen and move on?” Because that’s not going to work for me. And simply? There is nothing simple about any of this, and I know that because he won’t look at me. For an intelligent man, he’s making all the wrong moves if he expects me to believe he’s not affected by having a daughter in his life.
 
   “My love, I am not sure we should sully our time together with discord, and I am in need of drink, vodka preferably,” he says slowly, as if mentally preparing each and every word before they leave his mouth. I scan over his body and notice all the tension suddenly radiating off him. There is no relaxed; there is no calm. He’s a ball of aggravated energy, barely holding it together enough to keep from saying what he really wants to. I’d rather fucking hear it than have another millimetre of something between us again. I can’t be with him if this is the way it will go on forever – him giving me pieces of himself and then snatching them away the moment something is too difficult to say. We are all in, or we are not. Sucking in a breath, I reach inside for the best thing to start him opening up again. My voice.
 
   “Running away again, are you? Not man enough to admit something hurts?” I get nothing in reply so decide to carry on. Two can play the hurting people with words game. “I thought more of you. Hiding away inside yourself again and refusing to acknowledge responsibility for something you created, your daughter, hmm? Poor Claire. That’s her name. Claire.” He turns his head slightly, buckling his belt and shrugging into his jacket, then sits and begins to put his shoes on. “Oh, you are good, aren’t you? Well done for being such a callous bastard. He was right when he said you weren’t worthy, right to tell me not to tell you. I disagreed, but it seems I should have listened to him, huh? You’re not, are you?” He arches a brow at me and gets up, grabbing a tie and placing it around his collar. He stands by the mirror to tie it into place. “Good enough, I mean.”
 
   “You should know these little games you attempt won’t work on me, Lilah. I have years of playing with better than you. Him for a start. I am a master at–”
 
   “Mmhmm, but he lied to you, didn’t he? You poor soul. Does that hurt the most, Pascal? That he chose me as a confidante and not you. We schemed, didn’t we? Plotted behind your back and made decisions for you. He made decisions for you. Isn’t that what masters of dogs do? Make decisions for their toys? Play with them?” I carry on, hating the words as they leave me but knowing that this is the fastest way through to him. I know that. I do. I watched him do the same to Alexander and saw the control it took to withstand the onslaught of his comments. They hurt, and whatever it is that makes him open up to me is buried in that hurt. I make my way to him and lean on the wall by the mirror to put myself in front of his face. Which is busy doing its best to ignore me, and getting less and less emotionless by the second. “You should have seen his scowl when I told him you had a child. He was both disappointed and angry. As I am now seeing your reaction to her – Claire, your child. Perhaps I’m more in tune with him than I am you. Perhaps I should go to him and beg for him instead. Maybe he can give me what I need….”
 
   The sudden eruption that consumes the room is near apocalyptic as everything is turned over and smashed. The first thing to be ripped from the wall is the mirror facing him. It skims my face as it flies through the air, causing me to take a step away from him in shock. Chairs are thrown at walls, vases, ornaments launched across the space with no direction in mind. I take a few more steps back and watch him hurl fury at the room as he moves around like a tornado, driving destruction at everything in his path. He is in no way precise. He’s unfurling pure anger and unleashing everything at nothing in particular, as another table gets trashed against the doorframe. I’d like to say I’m scared, but I’m not. In fact there isn’t anything that makes me nervous at all. It all appears to be happening in slow motion to me as I watch him heave and yank at the curtains in rage. What he’s trying to do with them, I’m not sure, but as I watch the frenzied undertaking and gaze at his beautifully furious face, I realise he’s nearly in tears. Frustration is etched into every fibre of his being as he takes his annoyance out on anything that will take it from him. I sink back further into the bathroom doorway and watch as I hear the tearing of fabric and notice his jacket ripping across his shoulders. Growls and shouts of aggravation fly through the air in another language, as yet more things smash into surfaces.
 
   “Be who he needs you to be.”
 
   I find myself nibbling on the end of my nail as I wonder what he needs from me. I’ve wound him up successfully and stayed calm in the middle of this hurricane. Does he need more pain? More mental turmoil? Surely not. He’s doing that to himself with every movement he makes at the moment. It carries on as I try to figure out what to do next. I could offer myself to him, I suppose, but my guts  tell me that’s not what he needs. They tell me he needs to be held. Calmed. Loved.
 
   “Pascal, stop,” I say quietly, hoping it’s enough to clear his haze. Nothing stops. He doesn’t even acknowledge me as another object goes flying past my face into the cross at the end of the room, shattering beneath something that’s used to tear people to pieces. The irony of the vision is not lost on me as I gaze at the broken fragments, imagining the pain that wood has witnessed. 
 
   I turn back to watch him destroying another mirror, with his fist this time, pummelling it repeatedly and probably breaking his hand in the process. It’s all so unlike him. Every part of him seems to be falling apart in front of me, breaking the image of a composed gentlemen and inducing thoughts of a scared teenager running from his problems, his mother maybe. There’s nothing composed or elegant about him as he moves as an animal would, slashing and decimating anything in his way to help himself somehow. Alexander wasn’t wrong with his analogy of a caged wolf unleashed when he described what would happen. That’s exactly what’s going on.
 
   I find myself in the middle of the room before I’ve even realised I’m moving, still watching him punch the mirror as I lift my hand to touch him. “You can stop now. I love you. It’s okay.” I don’t know why I’m saying that. I don’t even know if I believe it’ll work, but I have to hope I know what I’m doing on some level. Alexander told me I wouldn’t need any of the other stuff if I got it right, that I’d just need my voice.
 
   “Shh, it’s okay. I love you,” I say again, finally garnering enough courage to physically touch him as I lay my hand on his back. His arm comes back again and then drives back toward the mirror, and I hear the crunch of bone for the last time as I snake my hand further up his arm to lay it on him again gently. “You can stop now. Just stop.”
 
   I feel the wheeze of air coming from him as my other arm wraps around his stomach muscles and draws him gently away from the wall towards the bed. His arm and body are still vibrating with another impending explosion. I can feel the muscles charging beneath my fingers, still wound tightly and desperate to give in to his need. He doesn’t speak, but he doesn’t fight me either as he walks backwards, and lets me take him where I want him to go. Bed. That’s where I want him to go. I want him to wrap himself around me, hold me, and know that he has someone that he can unleash this on to if he needs to. I want him to know that if this is what it takes for him to know that I love him, then he can have that, too. And most importantly, I want him to know that no matter what, I won’t judge him. He can be this man he hides underneath the exterior shell of perfection that emulates distinction and effortless class. I just need to be allowed to know why he hides, and understand whether he wants to carry on doing it.
 
   Softly guiding him down to the covers, I crouch down to undo his shoes and begin the process of undressing him garment by garment as he watches me. It’s almost a strange experience of déjà vu as I remember the bathroom and the way he so tenderly undressed me. He just watches me with a void expression. His face is flat with only the occasional scowl that lightens with every touch I land on his skin. When I get to his shirt, having removed just about everything else, I climb astride his lap and kiss his handsome face, undoing the buttons one by one with each kiss. Forehead, cheeks, chin, eyes, even his nose gets attention. He’s beautiful in a way that defies belief. As if God himself placed every good gene inside one man and sent him down here to taunt the rest of us. It seems the devil got in the way at some point, though, increasing the sins of the many by doing so. 
 
   I smile at my own thoughts, thanking God in the process for putting me anywhere near him, regardless of the time I had to spend on the streets to have that happen. I brush my lips across his, waiting for some reaction from him, anything to tell me that I’m doing the right thing. He doesn’t kiss me back, but he does eventually lean his forehead into mine, sighing, and then moving his hands to rest on my thighs.
 
   “It’s okay,” I chant again, releasing the last of the buttons and sliding the shirt from his shoulders so I can push my chest into his. So our hearts can meet, so I can let him feel me there, or so I can feel him next to me. I’m not sure which is more important at the moment. The second our skin touches, his arms are on my back, pulling me closer. I wriggle myself in deeper, wrap my arms around his neck and let him squeeze me as tightly as he likes. It’s not as if he can break me. I appear to be immune to every form of torture in his arsenal. My hands tangle in his hair as he leans his face down into me and I end up resting my chin on top of his head. For a man who’s so big, so vibrant, so Pascal, in these few minutes he feels small. His breath sighs out of him again as his fingers knead my spine, gently pushing me about, almost as if he’s checking I’m still there. And for once, after all of this, I feel completely in control. This is what he needs from me, a challenge to his mind, someone to compete with his sense of appropriate reasoning, and I knew it. Some would have been terrified by him, maybe even run from the threat of an explosion of almighty proportions, but I can see through that part of him, and thankfully, he appears to love me enough to let me in.
 
   “Do you know how long I’ve waited for you?” he mumbles, rubbing his face into my chest and tightening his arms more by the second. 
 
   “Well, you are reasonably old, so I would guess it’s been a while.” 
 
   He snorts. It’s only a slight attempt at laughter, and he sounds so exhausted I could cry for him, but it’s enough for me to know we’re going to be okay. We’ve got this, almost. I just need to learn more about this complicated world he lives in, because I don’t need to find his heart. I’ve found it. It’s here, beating heavily against mine, with me, perhaps for me in some ways. Proving he’s alive, normal to an extent, loving and decent. Maybe morally questionable, but capable of love, and deserving of being loved in return.
 
   Human.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   I’ve been staring at the laptop for around two hours, and I’ve done nothing but think about last night. I should be preparing more files for the lawyer to work on, but to be honest, there’s not much I can do about the divorce any more. Everything that needs to be done is in place. All ‘appropriate’ – I say that in the loosest form of the word given some of the slightly dodgy ventures he’s involved in – companies have been organised into what is rightfully his, and what she could challenge as hers. There is a simple split over Eden and The Parlour – he keeps Eden and all the other kink clubs that he or his businesses own, and she gets to keep The Parlour, even though it’s his in name. All other stock relating to him can be challenged as his before their marriage, which only appears to have happened seven years ago according to the documents. If they’re correct. As far as houses go, the apartment in the building that houses The Parlour is in her name. Therefore, it seems sensible to offer her that and the house in Hawaii, which he’s never even mentioned as important, and hopefully that, along with the substantial amount of money the lawyer will offer her, will be enough for her to back off from the other properties he owns. She has no legal claim over anything relating to his family because it should all be tied up in ancestral records if the family’s lawyers have any sense. Unfortunately, that isn’t information I can access. Alexander’s lawyer will have to do that. And given that I’ve done everything so far with no help from him, it won’t do him any harm to do something. I daresay he’ll be paid a fortune for doing nothing but sitting there in the meetings and using all my hard work to prove how wonderful he is. That was what the fuckers at Cutlers did every time I’d been up all night researching something they needed. I really should finish my law degree. I’d be a damn fine lawyer, a brilliant one in fact, because I hate not being able to get all the facts together myself. It irritates the shit out of me that I can’t do all of this for him and have to leave my job half done. Also, I have to hope that the lawyer in question – I can’t even remember his fucking name now – gives a shit about Pascal’s well-being. Or at the very least, I hope he gives a shit about his own life given Alexander White’s involvement in this. In reality, the only fly in the ointment is Claire, and what she might mean for the rest of this case. 
 
   He still won’t really talk about her, not that I’ve given him much of a chance. Nothing happened after I got him into bed last night. We just sat there wrapped around one another for what felt like an eternity, and then I rolled him into bed. I let him hang on to me until I eventually heard his breathing evening out, then I gently moved until I could watch him sleep peacefully.
 
   I wanted to sleep, too, but I couldn’t. I just gazed at him with a heart full of sorrow for whatever made him the way he is, and then looked at the chaos around the room. Given what had happened – the love, the tears, the sex, then the aftermath of me learning how to push his buttons correctly – it was romantic in some ways. But it was also a warning of things to come. I could feel that in the pit of my stomach as I remembered Alexander’s words yet again, rattling around my mind.
 
   “You’ll have to be strong enough for him.”
 
   Strong. 
 
   I slipped out of bed at some point with a world full of unanswered questions wandering around my mind, and considered waking him up so he could answer some of them. Eventually, I just ended up gazing at him for a minute or two instead, struggling to come to terms with the enormity of him saying ‘I love you’ with a slight frown on my face. Then, I made my way back down to the dungeon to retrieve my clothes, hoping for clarity. 
 
   It was odd down in the club at night. Such a place seemed cold without the usual throng of bodies. I found myself drifting around to try to understand the need for the ambience in there. I walked endlessly, fingering objects I had no clue about, trying to work out what they were for, and then just sat quietly at the bar having a drink of scotch. It was revolting stuff, but I thought it might make me sleepy. It didn’t. I was too consumed with the man lying in bed upstairs and what was going through his mind when he exploded all over the room. I may have calmed him down enough to sleep, but I have no idea of what makes him like that, or what I can do about making it better for him. I don’t really know him at all, regardless of my love.
 
   Eventually, I realised that having shut the door when I left him sleeping, I couldn’t get back into his thumb print protected suite and elevator, so I grabbed my bag and decided to make my way home. It was easy to hail a taxi at three in the morning, and before I knew it, I was back at my apartment, staring out of the window looking at the park, again. It seems to have become my new favourite image, other than the sight of Pascal naked, or clothed, or angry…
 
   My smile lights up again at the thought as I stab at the off button on the laptop and head for the safe. I need food. The place is empty, as I haven’t really done any shopping since I got here. I need to get to a shop and do some normal things like cooking some real food, and watching the television, even a movie if I can find one interesting enough to hold my attention.
 
   Grabbing a quick shower and then dressing, I decide to head to the cheapest shop I can find to get a small selection of decent apparel. Tailored stuff I can’t manage. I wouldn’t waste what money Alexander has given me, but I can at the very least remind myself of the person I want to be, not the slut that Emanuelle chose to make me look like.
 
   By late afternoon, I carry several bags of food and a couple more appealing bags of clothes back to the apartment with a smile on my face. It’s one with which I’ve been growing increasingly comfortable with every passing hour. Maybe I’m just more comfortable with myself. I felt enlightened as I perused the shelves and chose clothes that this new version of Lilah would wear. They’re more fitted than I would have bought when I had money of my own, but they’re still me, or maybe the version of me I always wanted to be. Something about these people and this world gives me the courage to stand up for myself in a way I never have before. Maybe it’s the fact I’m free to just be, with no limitations on how strong I am with my voice. Maybe it’s the fact that I am allowed to say what I want, even actively encouraged to by men such as Pascal. He pushes me without even knowing he’s doing it, or perhaps he does know it and he needs it from me. Alexander certainly thinks he does. That’s the whole reasoning behind his training after all. He couldn’t give a shit about implements of torture, or my ability to use them correctly on skin. As he said, that simply comes with practice, I’m sure. He’s been training me to learn more about myself, to be honest about what I want, who I am, what I need, and what Pascal needs me to be. It’s clear he knows exactly what Pascal needs me to be, but he won’t tell me directly. I know that. He wants me to reach inside myself and hurt myself enough that I can understand the strength I’ll need. He wants me to prove that to myself, and with every passing situation regarding the odd man that I love, I feel that happening. I feel myself becoming more and more confident in my ability to handle him. It feels more natural now, like I don’t have to think too much about the best thing to say or do. I can hold my head up and know that, having survived the streets, I have something he’ll never have with his privileged background – survival instincts – and no one is taking that from me. No one will ever command me or tell me how I should be. I know me. I know what is best for me and those that I choose to love, and I know how much my body and mind can bear. It’s a damn sight more than I gave it credit for, and that is all down to Alexander’s unique techniques. Monster he might be in some people’s eyes, but to me, at the moment, he is a very shrewd and wise angel in disguise, regardless of the fact that he still scares the shit out of me sometimes.
 
   Dumping the shopping on the table, having found myself back in the apartment, I begin putting it all away and think of what tonight’s session might bring. And then I realise he said every other night originally, which means maybe there won’t be one tonight. This leaves me at a bit of a loose end now that I have some time that belongs to me and I don’t have to worry about anything else. I have no friends, no one. The only people I knew when I was at Cutlers turned their backs on me the moment they found out I was on the streets. Great friends. Until Jacob found me and took me to Roxanne’s, I really had no one but the odd person on the streets in whom I had a modicum of trust. My thoughts wander to Elizabeth as I think of her welcoming smile and kind words. Kind everything really. I could be friends with someone like her. She’s decent and honest, probably to a fault, but she must be one hell of a person to deal with Alexander on a daily basis. I have no doubt I could learn a lot about this whole situation if I could have her over for coffee, or perhaps go out on a girly night with her, just to chat and dance and giggle. In fact, I don’t even want to talk about this situation at all. I just want to be Lilah for a night and remember what it was like to do normal things and be a woman.
 
   The thought saddens me as I stare around the empty apartment and see no sign of me at all. There are no pictures of friends, no flowers, no ornaments, no old family knickknacks or even my own DVDs piled up by the television as they used to be back in my old home. There’s still nothing of me here because I have no life. I have nothing but this tie to Pascal and the need to complete Alexander’s tasks.
 
   Having pondered that for a moment or two, I walk over to the phone and stab in Elizabeth’s number. It’s not like I want her for business. I want a chat with another female who is normal. I want a friend I can get drunk with, perhaps moan about men with, or at the very least laugh with.
 
   The tone sounds odd as it rings and I realise immediately that’s it’s an out of country line. My heart drops at the thought, but smiles again when I hear her voice.
 
   “Lilah? Are you okay? Is something wrong? What have they done now?” I giggle.
 
   “Hi, yes, and nothing, and at present, nothing. That I know of, at least.”
 
   “Oh good lord, you had me worried there for a minute – not that I care in the slightest for either of them. Arseholes,” she replies, giggling with me as I hear the clunk of a door in the background.
 
   “No, its fine. I just wondered if you fancied a drink or a night out, but I can hear that you’re not even in the country.”
 
   “Oh,” she says, sounding surprised as more noise continues in the background. “That would have been nice, but no, sorry. Mum’s not well so I’m back in good old Blighty. You’re okay though, right?”
 
   “Yes, fine. It’s just, well, I haven’t really got anything to do, no friends, you know?” God, I sound like an utter moron, whinging and moaning about lack of friends. Pathetic. “Look, it doesn’t matter. I can hear you’re busy so I’ll leave you to it.” All the background noise stops.
 
   “Do you need me to come back? Are you really okay? Because you don’t sound it. Or you could come here, I suppose. The house is a bloody mansion anyway with no one but me in it, so I could call Alex and have him get Phillip to organise the plane if–” What?
 
   “No, no, don’t be silly. It’s fine.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes, its fine.”
 
   There’s an awkward silence, as I wonder what else to talk about with a woman I don’t really know that well. She’s a cook, isn’t she? I know nothing about cooking to help me out with trivial conversations. Actually, I have nothing in common with her other than the two men who brought us together. My feet dig into the carpet as I wander over to the window and sigh out in frustration. I need a fucking life.
 
   “How are they both?” she asks quietly, bringing me back to the fact that I should be talking.
 
   “Challenging,” I snort, picturing Pascal as he curled himself into me. 
 
   She laughs and I hear movement again, along with the sound of a machine turning over.
 
   “Is Alex okay?” Random question… Shouldn’t she know how he is better than me?
 
   “Since when? He seemed okay last night.” He was enthusiastic to say the least.
 
   My hand lifts to my shoulder automatically and I rub at the sore area from the tail of the whip. It’s not a patch on the welt that still tingles on my thigh, but just the thought of him heightens the pain again. I’m not sure I should tell her about that, though, so I don’t. Although, is this normal? Does she know he does that sort of thing to other women? Perhaps I should have a conversation with him about how much she knows about all this at some point.
 
   “I haven’t spoken to him for a while. He pissed me off and then Mum got sick so I headed back here and told him to grow up.” Only she could get away with that.
 
   “Grow up about what?”
 
   “We had an argument about Pascal. It seems stupid now I’ve thought about it and calmed down, but… well, it’s not easy being part of the two of them. They’re difficult together.” Tell me about it, and I’m not sleeping with Alexander. The thought instantly reminds me that she does, in fact, sleep with Pascal, too. The thought isn’t quite as irritating as I thought it would be, but doesn’t sit entirely comfortably in the pit of my stomach either, as I watch the snow begin to drift down again. “It’s hard when you have to deal with their mixed emotions and fight both their corners, for them, and against them, even when you don’t agree with one of the corners. Jesus, that still sounds confusing. I had no idea how to handle him without arguing more and saying something I’d have regretted, so I guess I just had to get some space and calm down a bit.”
 
   “You should know I’m in love with him. Pascal, that is, not Alex.” I don’t know why I felt the need to say that, but I did. Maybe it’s because I believe I should have some sort of ownership of him? The instant the thought enters my head, I know it’s not the case. I don’t want ownership of him. I want him to need me more than he needs others. That’s all. I want him to choose to be with me over all other temptations, maybe just to see me as his sense of home.
 
   I come out of my musings to hear nothing but silence on the other end of the line. I don’t say anything else. There’s nothing else to say at the moment. I just wanted her to know the truth because I assume games don’t work in this sort of situation and truth is the best route forwards. Besides, this is the new me who doesn’t fuck around with what she needs to say or do. She just says and does it.
 
   “I’m not sure what I should say to that,” she eventually says, sounding less than pleased.
 
   “Me either really, but he said it back so I guess we should talk about it at some–”
 
   “Did he?” she cuts in, this time sounding completely shocked as the noise of the machine in the background cuts out again.
 
   “Mmhmm. And I don’t know what that means, or what we all do now. I only know what I feel for him and him for me.”
 
   “When? What? I mean, how? I only left a while ago and you were working for Alex, and... Christ, Lilah, I don’t know how I’m supposed to even...” She trails off and there is silence again. There’s a sigh and then a door slamming, followed by more huffing. “You know I love him, too, right? That’s not changing, Lilah,” she eventually snaps as another door slams. Christ, how did we get into this? I just wanted a girly giggle. Perhaps Elizabeth’s not that girlfriend for me.
 
   “I don’t know how I feel about that, and I don’t know how I feel about you sleeping with him either, if I’m honest. In fact, I don’t know anything other than the fact that I am in love with him, and that I can offer two things that you can’t. Loyalty and beatings, apparently.”
 
   There’s more silence, some keys jangling and the sound of an engine starting, then more deathly silence. And while my hackles might be on alert, I’m not bothered by her apparent anger. She needs to know. Now she does, she can get as shirty about it as she likes. I’ve told her the facts, and emotional retaliation isn’t going to make me back down in the slightest.
 
   “Right. Well, I’ll be back in a few days. I suggest we talk then.”
 
   She’s not happy. I get it. I don’t suppose I would be either given their circumstances, but that doesn’t change the facts. Had she spoken to Alexander, she would have known what was going on. Now I think about it, I’m a little pissed off with him for not telling her and landing this on me instead. 
 
   “Okay,” I reply. “Elizabeth?”
 
   “Yep.” It’s a really snotty sound now, clipped and aggressive, which only makes me respect her more, regardless of the current situation.
 
   “I’m not sorry.”
 
   “Of course you aren’t,” she replies as a horn beeps in the background, and the screeching of tires comes blaring down the line at me. “And that’s exactly the reason he picked you.”
 
   Then the phone line goes dead.
 
   Great, real girly giggle.
 
   My breath huffs out of me as I make my way back over to the kitchen to make something to eat, feeling even more alone than I did twenty minutes ago and somewhere close to tears. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s just because I wanted a bloody friend to talk to about normal things, or perhaps I’m just tired. Two hours of snatched sleep hasn’t done me any favours at all. I stare at the kettle as it boils and will the tears away, but know that I’m fighting a losing battle. They’re coming. I can feel them racing their way up my throat in a desperate bid for freedom. It’s all I can do to keep myself from falling to the floor and sobbing like a child. It’s not even me, I don’t think. There’s nothing wrong with me, other than feeling a little lonely. It’s him. It’s the way he hung on to me last night. It’s the way everything about him consumes me. It’s the way I’ve been doing everything I can to get him to admit to loving me, and now he’s done it, I don’t have a clue what to do. I swipe at my face to swat the tears away. They’re of no fucking use. They’re emotional and useless in solving his problems, whatever they might be.
 
   I’ve just realised the enormity of what he admitted, and of what I’ve taken on by loving him and having him love me back. There will be nothing easy about this. He even said it himself. There will be nothing that makes me feel warm and squishy on a regular basis. I will have to deal with him sleeping with other people. We will not be conventional, and while that’s okay, it’s hell on my senses when he’s going to ask me to hold him together. The sad fact is that no matter how I think about a relationship with him, nothing seems right other than the routine we have fallen into. I can’t ask him to stop being him. Who would want to? He is what he is. He’s stunning, and there will be no changing that. Nothing about who he is should be changed. He’s like a bright spark shining in an otherwise very dull world. There is something so dysfunctional about all this that it somehow makes it exactly what it should be. 
 
   My hand grabs at a tea-towel to try to stop the dramatic stream of liquid streaming down my face. I don’t even fucking know why it’s still coming. I’m thinking rationally. There’s nothing wrong. In fact, I should be on cloud nine given what happened last night. He gave me everything – love, commitment (well, his form of it), and he held on so beautifully, as if he was collapsing and freeing himself of worry, if only for a while. I felt that.
 
   “You do not know how long I have waited for you.”
 
   Who could ask for more than that?
 
   He’s even manged to replace my memory of being raped to some degree. It’s still there, haunting me, but now at least I have a more positive memory of anal penetration than I had before. It was quite beautiful in fact, as if it would be anything else with him. Everything is serene with him, if not completely mind-blowing.
 
   My sobbing recedes to nothing but the occasional sniff as I continue to stare at the kettle. Fucking kettle. I need a real drink. Tea is not going to cut it at all. In fact, what I need is another session with Alexander. Perhaps that will guide me more in what I’m supposed to do or how to handle Pascal, therefore clearing this fucking fog that’s clouding over what should be an amazing feeling. Love.
 
   My head swings towards the phone again. Is it okay to demand another session? It’s probably not okay to demand anything from Alexander White, is it? Fuck it. I want to know more about myself. More about Pascal. I don’t need to know how to make him say he loves me. I know that now. I know he loves me, but what I do need to know is how to hold myself together in the process of loving him so deeply I want nothing but his happiness. How does one keep from feeling utterly consumed by someone else’s pain? How do I take everything he has to throw at me and stay in control of myself? Because I don’t even know the reasons why he’s in pain yet. I don’t know what happened to him. I don’t know why he hurts. When I find out, I want to be ready to hold him together and not worry about my reaction to it, or how much it hurts me to feel it with him. That’s not what he needs from me. He needs my strength. He needs my ability to switch off. I simply can’t bear the thought of ripping him to shreds to get the information out there in the open only to be lost as to what to do with it when I’m holding it in my hands.
 
   I’m over at the phone and dialling Alexander’s number before I give too much of a shit whether it’s the right thing to do or not. He probably needs to know that Pascal knows about Claire, whether he wants to hear it or not. I made a fucking decision based on what I thought was best. My decision. My life with the man I love. Alexander White can go screw himself if he thinks he has some sort of control over what I do. He may have some kind of hold over Pascal, but that does not include me, and Elizabeth can go screw herself, too, if she thinks she’s going to dictate how this whole thing works.
 
   “What now?” Alexander barks down the phone.
 
   “Are we meeting tonight?” That may have come out snarky. I couldn’t care less. There’s silence for a while, then what sounds like a glass clinking.
 
   “No, I have something on, and anyway, I wouldn’t have thought you needed to after–”
 
   “Well, I fucking do,” I snap. Fuck, I’m angry. There is yet more silence. Not a damn sound. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been quite so aggressive. Oh well, too late now. Actually, maybe I should apologise? For what? Being direct? No. I decide not to say a thing until he speaks, or maybe puts the phone down on me, which at present would result in me marching straight round there.
 
   “Are you drunk?”
 
   “It’s six pm,” I state. Only people with a fucking problem get drunk at six pm.
 
   “Shame. I like you more when you’re drunk.”
 
   “Fuck off.” This time, there isn’t one part of me that feels the need to apologize. If he’s allowed to tie me to chair and then beat me with a whip, I’m allowed to say whatever the fuck I want. There’s a slight chuckle followed by raucous laughter. I don’t know what he thinks is funny. I’m not feeling very amused myself, and he’s certainly not going to be amused when I tell him about Claire. Eventually the laughter calms to slight chortling, with the occasional snort.
 
   “Come over here whenever you like. I have to leave by nine pm.” I’m not entirely sure that’s a good idea. With him? Alone in his apartment?
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m flying to San Francisco tonight.”
 
   “No, not that. Why at yours instead of the club? Although, why are you doing that?” There’s an irritated huff and then some more clinking, ice cubes maybe.
 
   “When did you become so interested in my life? If you must know, I’ve found Evelyn, without your help.”
 
   “Oh, have you? How? Where?”
 
   “I’ll see you in thirty minutes.” 
 
   “I don’t want–” And then the phone goes dead. “Pain,” I finish, clearly to myself.
 
   Great.
 
   Food? In thirty minutes? Not a chance. Although, why should I go running when he summons me? Thirty minutes is not enough time for a girl to get ready. Not that I give a crap about what he thinks I look like. It’s more the mental preparation I’m concerned about. I was so relaxed yesterday after the time in the zoo that I hadn’t thought twice about what would happen, and then it just sort of fell into place after that. Rather successfully really, given the night’s events.
 
   Smiling at the image of lying on the dungeon floor wrapped up in Pascal, I wonder for a brief minute what I’m doing. I should just call him and go back over there really, go and lie in his arms, make love again, be together, find our own way forward, but I just feel like something hasn’t quite clicked. Like my brain hasn’t quite got a handle on everything and is still confused about something.
 
   Before I know it, I have myself organised, without eating, and am heading over to his place in a cab, readying myself for whatever it is that he thinks is going to fix this hole in my brain that can’t quite connect all the dots. I wish I could find it myself, but I can’t, and I’m not stupid enough to try and carry on without his guidance, regardless of the fact that I kind of hate that I can’t manage it on my own.
 
   The time between the cab arriving, the man at the concierge desk nodding at me, the elevator going up, and the doors sliding open, seems to pass in seconds. In fact, the whole leaving to getting here seems to have taken nothing but seconds. There’s no fear in me, no worry or concern like I assumed there might be. I’m reasonably calm in comparison to the crumpled mess of a girl that first met him. As I wander into the space and search for him, I even find myself smiling at the thought of being here with him alone, not in a sexual way. I can’t really explain it. Yes, he’s attractive. There’s no fucking denying that at all, but there’s something else going on, something that feels more like an inbuilt respect for him that balances us somehow, puts us on the same playing field at. And, of course, the connection to Pascal gives us common ground, I suppose. 
 
   “Good timing,” he says, walking in from one of the doorways past the lounge area and looking straight past me to the elevator doors. They open again the moment I turn around to see why he’s looking and I see a short woman covered in tattoos holding, or rather struggling, with a very big box.
 
   “A minute’s notice? You don’t pay enough in ink money for this shit,” she says, laughing and continuing to struggle. He eventually wanders over, smirking at her, and takes it from her to put it on the dining table.
 
   “You get paid very well, and I’ll see you in three days,” he replies, handing her a thick brown envelope. “Thank you for the short notice.” She snorts at him and turns away without acknowledging me.
 
   “It’s only cause I enjoy watching you squirm, Alex. I don’t do this for just anyone, you know?”
 
   “I know. Thank you. Now go, I’m busy.”
 
   She does, having kissed him on the cheek and patted his shoulder as if he’s a cute little puppy dog. He’s really not.
 
   I watch the doors close again and then stare at him for an explanation, not knowing why I think I deserve one but waiting nonetheless.
 
   “Last night must have gone well then?” he says, walking back past me and over to the table, grabbing a dark blue jacket on the way and slipping it on. Yes, it did, sort of. My mouth goes to reply but it suddenly strikes me that it’s none of his business what happened. I only need his help with the bits I don’t quite get yet. “You don’t want to talk about it?”
 
   “No, not really. I just need a bit of help with some bits I don’t fully understand yet. That’s all. What happened between him and me is exactly that – between him and me.” He smirks a little, looking entirely too happy about something as he glances over my frame and licks his lips. My brow arches at him in defence, because if he thinks that’s going to happen he’s got another thing coming. He stares straight into my eyes, and I stare straight back, remembering how strong I need to be to withstand eyes like his or Pascal’s. I’m not entirely sure what he’s trying to say, but I get the feeling he wants me to somehow bow down to him. That’s not happening either. He’s trained me too well for me to falter the moment he turns on the charm, sadistic as it might be. I actually feel the moment I truly believe in myself. It’s when he holds his hand out to me with a soft smile, and I take it with no fear that anything is going to happen that I don’t want.
 
   “This is for you,” he says, letting go of me, placing my hand near the box and rounding the table to the drinks tray. “What would you like?”
 
   “What? Why? What is it? And vodka tonic, if you have it.” 
 
   He fiddles about for a while, quietly making our drinks and not really saying anything to break the silence. Interestingly, that silence that once felt awkward and uncomfortable now feels more peaceful in some way. I find myself smiling at the image of the man Elizabeth knows, the one I’m beginning to see a little more with every meeting.
 
   “You’re not as scary as you used to be,” I say quietly.
 
   “Yes, I am. You’re just not scared of me anymore.” That makes no sense at all, but I giggle nonetheless and take the glass he offers. “That could be considered rash on your part, but we’ll find out in time.”
 
   I don’t answer that. I’m not sure if he’s right or wrong. All I know is what my insides are telling me and if they worked with Pascal, then they should work on him, too. I’m not even pretending anymore. This is natural, comfortable.
 
   “What’s in the box?”
 
   “Open it,” he replies, sipping his drink and gazing at me with interest as if he’s perusing something that confuses him. I tear at the tape on the side and eventually lift the top off the box to reveal layers of lemon tissue paper. Pushing them aside, I feel leather brush my fingers, and dig in deeper until I grab hold of something and pull it out. I gape at the beauty dangling from my fingers. It’s an exquisite black leather corset covered in silver clips and fastenings. I glance over at him in shock and watch him incline his head to the box again. “There’s more.” 
 
   I go in again and begin pulling the rest out. There’s a leather pencil skirt with a zip up the back, which matches the corset perfectly, and what looks like black Laboutin, patent five inch heels with red soles. There are gauntlets – I think that’s what they’re called. I’ve seen some on the arms of the girls in the club. Gloves. A full set of very strappy and very beautiful, revealing underwear, and a foot long white box which I’m not sure I dare open.
 
   Having laid it all on the table and run my fingers over the softest leather I’ve ever felt, I look back at him. 
 
   “I don’t know what to…” Do with it? Say? He smiles and takes another drink, then pushes the smaller box towards me again.
 
   “You don’t need my help anymore, Lilah. You’re nearly there. You just need a shield,” he says, raising that brow of his as if I should understand. I don’t. I don’t know what ‘shield’ means at all. “Open the box.”
 
   The moment I do, I find an intricately plaited whip coiled around itself. It’s smaller and more elegant than the one he used. I take it out and hang it in my hand. It has hardly any weight about it in comparison to the others, yet fits into my palm as if it were built solely for me. “The gloves self-grip it, so remember to wear them.”
 
   “I don’t even know how to use it,” I reply, swinging my eyes to his and almost laughing at the idea of it. Yes, laughing. This is ridiculous, and yet bizarrely okay as I find myself glancing back at the clothes and becoming lost in the thought of them. I might have picked it up in anger last night, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t make it do what I wanted it to do.
 
   “He likes the make-up heavy, and French perfume, something citrusy with notes of sweetness,” he says, dismissing my comment. Why is he talking about perfume? I don’t need perfume tuition. I need training. That’s what he said he’d do. 
 
   “Are you suggesting I don’t need you anymore? I do. I don’t get it all yet,” I stutter out, feeling slightly panicked at the idea of doing this with no guidance at all. He sighs and then smiles again, picking up the corset and holding it up to the light, inspecting it.
 
   “Can you see me through this?” he asks, eventually holding it in between us and blocking his face.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The leather. Can you see me through the hide?”
 
   “No. What are you talking about?”
 
   “A shield, Lilah. Most people wear them in different ways,” he replies, throwing it back down on the table and chuckling to himself. I’m still confused, and growing increasingly aggravated by his amused response.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about? You don’t wear a shield,” I spit out, trying to control my anger at the fact that he’s making me feel like an imbecile because I don’t get what he’s talking about. He sits and points at another chair, brushing his fingers over the material of his trousers and frowning as he does. I glare a little in response.
 
   “SIT!” His tone makes me jump, so I sit down sullenly. Eventually, his scowl softens to something slightly less intense. “I’m not nice, am I, Lilah? I told you that. Whatever you may believe we have become, I am still not good or nice. I enjoy giving pain. I savour the screams and become more aroused because of them. I kill with little remorse or concern. I don’t need a shield to help me because this is natural to me, and he pulls it from me and tempts me more by the day. Do you understand?” Although his words shouldn’t shock me, they do. Because I don’t see him like that anymore, not really. He’s been kind to me in some ways, helped me. It seems strange to think of him as what he’s describing, but I nod in reply anyway and think of the man I met first time around in Pascal’s office. He was much more like the man he describes now, scary, with his evil blue eyes and his frigid air. The thought makes me gaze at the floor instead of at him. 
 
   “Until you find your own way, Lilah, you’ll need something to help you feel less… nice… about what he needs from you. I can train you to be vicious, train you to fight even, but really that has to come from within you. He can smell it on you, and we both know you have it there, don’t we? You’re not a sadist, Lilah. You don’t have it in you, but you are a Domme, and a good one with time. This,” he says, waving his hands at the clothes again, “will help you find her more easily.” 
 
   I sit there listening to him and continue to nod, still looking at the floor. It’s all true. When I think about the fact that I’m pissed off mainly because I don’t understand everything, and therefore take the emotion out of it all, he’s right. I don’t want to hurt Pascal because I enjoy the sound of pain, but I will do it if it’s what he needs from me, and if wearing this outfit will help me achieve that, then fine. That’s what I’ll do. Hopefully, it will give me this boost that Alexander is talking about. I sigh at the thought of being on my own and trying to find my way through all of this. Alexander was – is – like a friend in a way. He’s someone to call on to help me sort it all out in my brain and find some sense in it, however unusual his methods might be. 
 
   “Did he tell you he loves you?” I nod, smiling quietly at the thought before I realise I’ve told him more than I was previously willing to give away. Although, I suppose with Elizabeth knowing it was bound to come out at some point. All the truths will, won’t they? This is all too interconnected to hide anything.
 
   “I told him about Claire,” I mumble out, lifting my eyes slightly and thinking about moving away from him, just in case. Apparently, I needn’t have worried because he’s smiling at me.
 
   “Good. He’ll need your help with that, not mine.”
 
   “You should know I also told Elizabeth I’m in love with him.” He raises a brow again, chuckling to himself and standing up.
 
   “Well, that’ll be an interesting discussion for you.”
 
   “I’m not sorry. I just thought you should know in case it causes… friction.” He doesn’t say anything else. He just looks at me with a slight smile still gracing his face and then wanders back towards the drinks tray, probably to refill the one he’s already drained. “You know, you drink far too much.” Stupid Lilah. He does, though. Perhaps he shouldn’t – just like Pascal shouldn’t smoke. I mean, do these men ever think of their health or the fact that they could get married and father children, be grown-ups even? I stare across at him as he pours another drink and chuckles to himself, clearly amused by my random outburst. Whatever. This is me now. 
 
   I’m saying it like it is.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   He threw the phone at the driver and headed straight for the door of The Parlour. A daughter? Hmm. His mood, having not lightened in the slightest, was becoming ever darker by the second as the thought of the bitch embedded itself even more. When? And how? If it was true, how could she have hidden such a thing from him?
 
   His strides quickened as he sneered the horrendous yellow traffic down and crossed the street to get to her. Fucking New York society. Why was he even here anymore? Europe. Home. His mood wasn’t alleviated by the fact that he had woken this morning to find Lilah gone, and had therefore spent the entire day wondering why she had left him alone. This caused a confusion that was continuing to vex him even now. She should have stayed, woken up with him and given him the chance to show her what she had pulled from him the night before. He may even have been loving in some romantic manner. Instead, she had left, as would have been his own normal Dominant manoeuvre after a night of fuckery with somebody of no consequence. No note. Nothing. Just a room still full of the destruction of his rowdy temper, set free at last and apparently loved. If she had left for a serviceable reason, such as giving them both a chance to think, unlike most mindless women who wished to cuddle perpetually, then he was agreeable to the notion. Unfortunately, it had not endeared the same sentiment inside his chest area. Or his cock.
 
   Now he had to deal with Lucinda and her lies. He hadn’t even contemplated the discussion he was going to be forced to have with Alexander at some point, which at this moment in time would involve fists and blood. How dare he hide this from him? What right did he have to decide whether or not he was worthy of knowing he had a child? It mattered not that the bastard had every right given their current roles; he should have told him, should have at least made him aware so they could discuss it together. A child? Good God the man took some fucking liberties.
 
   He barged through the doors and stormed along the corridor that would take him to the centre of her world. It was either that or sneak around the back entrance looking for a child he wasn’t sure was his, something he was neither willing nor able to accomplish in his current state of annoyance. The heat of the situation hit him square in the face as he strode though the throngs of cavorting bodies and imbecilic reprobates in his way. Some moved, and the ones who didn’t were given a swift, stern glare to remind them who he was. Regardless of the collaring, he wouldn’t have his name tarnished any more than it may have been already. A large ‘it’ stood between him and the doorway into Lucinda’s idea of a dungeon so he glared at that, too and wondered why Gage was not in residence.
 
   “Where is Gage?” he demanded, watching as the fool remained unmoving in his presence.
 
   “Night off,” it drawled in reply, widening its stance and presumably attempting to appear threatening.
 
   “Hmm. Move,” Pascal said, pointing his cane at the door to make it obvious where he wanted to go. It was entirely possible this was a dense one. Everything got one chance.
 
   “Nah, can’t do it. She says no one is to come in without a–”
 
   Bored already, Pascal made swift work of belting the imbecilic moron around the head with his cane, and then finished it off with one to the cock, too. The result was an almost seven foot Goliath lying on the floor like a baby while spitting up froth. Hmm. Appealing. He stepped over it and turned the latch, only glancing back because the howl of pain that suddenly erupted was amusing. He watched as more ‘its’ rushed to its side and began tending to its wounds. Dull. Turning, he carried on with his now increasingly rage-ridden strides until he turned the final dark corner and looked through her ‘office’ window. She was in the middle of a torture scene, presumably a headmistress encounter given her sharp black pencil skirt and white shirt ensemble. A woman was strapped to the wall on her knees by chains and had a double ended dildo stuffed into her throat. He rolled his eyes at the same old thing and tapped his cane sharply on the window to get Lucinda’s attention. This was not a conversation he wanted overheard by anyone. Thankfully, the room was soundproofed, unlike any other in this building. He knew this because of the amount of time he’d spent in there himself, on his knees. She needed to get rid of the slut and deal with what he was about to deliver.
 
   He smiled at her as she glared back at him. The door would be locked. It always was, and there was no way in unless she opened it from the inside. Consequently, he attempted to remain pleasant for the time being while inwardly preparing himself to use every ounce of his preferred treatment when dealing with such appalling treachery. Her face softened a touch, showing just a hint of the Lucinda he once knew, one he would play cards with, stroll in the sun with, holiday with. She was a quite beautiful woman when she was not being a devious bitch. He could have spent a different life with her had his beloved not fallen from the skies above – something he still wouldn’t have changed for the world, regardless of his current brewing hatred for the man. She started towards the door with a slight frown on her face, no doubt ready to launch a tirade of abuse in his face, as was her normal demeanour when she was displeased with him about something. Hmm. She wouldn’t look quite so arrogant when he got the slut on the floor to leave.
 
   The door clicked open and he watched her leave it wide open and walk back into the room again, her crop still clutched in her deviant fingers. He stared for a moment and composed himself as she raised a brow at him and continued to look angelic. Whatever she was, or had become over the years of his training and guidance, she was definitely a force to be reckoned with. He was proud of that. It appealed to his sensibilities every time he watched her grow another few inches and played him at his own games. However, this was not a game any longer. She had made it so by hiding something as precious as a child, potentially his child. Their child.
 
   He turned and took the four strides necessary to enter the room and then dismissed her stare and wandered towards the slut in the corner, who was shaking like a leaf in the wind. That was likely exactly what she had asked for on visiting the establishment.
 
   “You should leave, my dear,” he said, unhooking her chains and gesturing towards the doorway.
 
   “Don’t touch my things,” Lucinda snarled behind him. He raised a brow at the slut as she continued shaking and gaping at him, then flicked his head at the door again as he tapped her naked ass with his cane.
 
   “It will not be in your best interests to stay. I am irritated and in need of venting my frustration. We could lock the door again should you wish it?” She shook her head and began to crawl her way to the door like a good little pet should. Wise girl. He followed her and eventually locked the door behind her with the key Lucinda had left there.
 
   “Did I not teach you to always keep the key in your possession?” he asked, pocketing it in his waistcoat and turning back to her.
 
   “What do you want? I’m busy,” she said, huffing and then backing away a little at his advance as she reached for her top drawer. “And what have you done with Lilah?” He watched her fingers reach inside, presumably to grasp hold of her knife, and then stared at the desk for a moment with a smile. His Rose had been over that the last time he was here, his cane between her teeth and his cock rocking itself against her. Until Alexander had stopped that particular encounter and then walked out, leaving him to deal with his wife.
 
   “Do you remember the last time we were in here, Lucinda? Hmm?” he asked, ignoring the quiet slip of a knife into her pocket and instead turning for the very area against which he’d last had her pinned.
 
   She didn’t reply. She wouldn’t. She would not bow down to him in any way, regardless of the fact he could defile her this very instant and brutalise her for her dishonesty. He had trained her too well for such weakness around him. “Why did we have that last conversation of ours, hmm?”
 
   “Because you are now a collared slave, just as you always will be, you pathetic fool,” she snapped. He smiled at the wall and fingered the area against which he’d fucked her ass. Collared? Not so much anymore. And certainly not now that his beloved had been nearly as duplicitous in this treachery as she had been.
 
   “Hmm.” He turned back to her and waited for her to set upon him – waited for the first strike she would surely use as her tongue ignited itself.
 
   “What is this, a fucking reunion?” she said, advancing on him and riling herself up into her normal state of urgency around him. “Get out before I–”
 
   “Where is my child?”
 
   She froze instantly, telling him everything he needed to know without opening her mouth. His hand twitched around his cane immediately, and it took nearly everything he had not to storm towards her and kill her. Bitch. A child. A daughter. His daughter. He felt rage riding through him as he stared at her and waited for her to explain. One chance. She had one chance to get this right and make him believe there was a reason for what she had done. How many years had he already lost because of her?
 
   Her face regained its calm veneer. She was obviously hoping to placate him with her softer side. He couldn’t think of one thing that would work on him in this moment except perhaps her dropping to her knees and begging for forgiveness. He wanted nothing more than to rip the skin from her bones and watch the blood seep into the gutters below them. Slowly.
 
   “Pascal, I…” Nothing else came out as she took a quiet step away from him and began to walk behind the desk, presumably for protection. There was no protection in here. None.
 
   “You…? You what, my love, hmm?” he replied, trying to release his bruising grip on his cane and give her the benefit of the doubt for a few more minutes. She shrivelled a little and reached behind to the wall, and he raised a brow as she grasped hold of a metal cane, tightening her long fingers into the perfect hold. Were they to duel? It was an appealing prospect at present. “I will give you one chance, my love. One. That you would hide my child from me is most perfidious, even for you.”
 
   “You didn’t deserve to know,” she spat, rallying herself once more and standing taller as she waited for his fury. “What do you have to offer our daughter? You can’t even manage yourself let alone something as beautiful as Claire,” she continued, placing herself in front of the desk again and offering him his chance. He halted the need to ring her neck and steadied himself. “What’s the matter, Pascal? Is that tongue of yours tied? It should be, with a fucking gag rammed in it. What is it that you think you deserve from me? You deserve nothing from me after your behaviour.”
 
   “I expect the damn truth,” he replied, still grinding his feet into the floor in the hope that it may stave off the inevitable. “I deserve it after the years we have been together.”
 
   She stared for a few minutes, her fingers tightening again and then releasing. She sneered and snarled, tapping her foot and glancing over his frame. She was more than aware how this would end, and more than certain she would not win regardless of her temper. Whatever he had made her into over the years, helped her achieve, his submission to her had always been his choice alone as submission always was. It was a position in which he no longer resided, and therefore, this was a game she would lose dramatically should she choose it.
 
   “Well you have it,” she eventually spat, throwing the metal rod on the floor between them in defeat and opening her arms. “Beat me, Pascal, if you like. It doesn’t matter. You decimated what was left of me the moment you ran off with Alexander and his whore.” His innards clenched slightly at the thought of her in pain. Much as he might hate her, there was still an element of care rumbling around inside him somewhere. “Had you not done that, we would be as one now, a family. That is what I was waiting for.” He sucked in a breath as the term fell from her mouth and watched it widen into her most vengeful smile. Family? “Instead we are not, and we never will be. You deserve nothing but hatred from me.”
 
   “I didn’t know,” he snarled, chastising himself and her for the position she had put them in. 
 
   “No. And there was a reason for that. You asked for time. You asked for your time with your precious Alexander so you could find yourself, didn’t you? And I let you have it. I gave you your time to grow up and become man enough for a role such as father.”
 
   “You should have told me. It would have been different if…” She shook her head at him and backed herself up to the desk to lean on it, crossing her arms and sneering at him again.
 
   “Stop it, Pascal. I allowed you to make your choice.  The one you asked me for. That is what one does for love, Pascal. You think I would want you simply because we have a child? Or that I would accept you wanting me because of our child? It wasn’t enough that you could want me that way. Your choice was always between him and me alone, and you made it.”
 
   He stared at her in fury as his hand twitched again. He didn’t know whether to beat her for her intelligence or fuck her for her stupidity. Whatever he’d felt for Alexander at the time, had he known about a daughter, he would have made that sacrifice. He would. He would have stayed and at least tried. Why did she not tell him? She would only have had to utter the words and he would have stayed.
 
   “You are a bitch.”
 
   “I am what you made me,” she said quietly. “You taught me well, my love.”
 
   The words sliced through him as if the knife in her pocket was lodged in his chest. He had taught her well. He’d taught her to play games, to manipulate herself and those around her. To become exactly what he required of a lover, or what he believed he required of one before Lilah had come along and upset his priorities with her honesty and her brutally just reasoning. He had never taught her to be so vicious as to hide a child from him, though. Such things were sacred and not to be toyed with by anyone.
 
   “I would never teach you to lie about such things. Do not put this on me. You made a choice to be duplicitous about our daughter,” he said, waving his cane in the air and trying to find some cognitive awareness for her behaviour. “Did you feel so scolded when I chose him? Hmm? Unloved? You should still have told me. I deserved to–”
 
   “You never loved me. If you did, you would have stayed,” she cut in, lowering her eyes for the first time and hitching her backside up onto the table. 
 
   He pulled in a breath and watched the sadness ebb into her features. Had he ever loved her? He was not sure now that he gazed at her weakening form and countered how he felt for her against the feelings he associated with Lilah. Had she ever made his soul cry out for her? No, she had not. Not in that way, anyway. However, he had cared deeply for her. He still did, irrespective of this deceit. “Just do whatever it is that you came in here to do to me, Pascal. You can’t hurt me. I know you too well.  And for once, I have all your power sitting in the palm of my hand. There isn’t anything you can do to me anymore.”
 
   Hmm. At that moment she was quite correct. Unfortunately, he knew how much pain she could take from him. It was certainly more than he was willing to deliver to the mother of his child. Although why that made a difference to his ability to beat her black and blue he did not know. Mother.
 
   Visions assaulted him of his own mother cradling herself on the floor, hugging her arms around herself and pleading him for mercy with her eyes as he stood above her. She had been a liar, too. Bitch. 
 
   Decency, it seemed, was flooding him at the most inopportune of moments. He stared at Lucinda, wondering what to do with her. She did nothing but gaze back, a look of slight contempt now hovering over her features. Beautiful features really in this light, just as they were when he’d looked through the window – almost desirable. Almost.
 
   “Where is she?” 
 
   She tilted her head at him and smiled, almost laughing at something.
 
   “I’m not going to tell you that. You could kill me and I still wouldn’t tell you. She deserves better than you.”
 
   “She deserves her father,” he snapped loudly. She flinched a little but carried on smiling. “Tell me where she is. Is she here? Hmm? Should I scour the corridors until I find her? Perhaps drag you along for the ride?” 
 
   The bitch just shook her head, smiled again, and then turned her legs over the desk until she slid down into the chair on the other side. 
 
   “How would you rather I found her? In a pleasant mood, or an aggravated one? She is your love, is she not? How best do you think I should first meet her?” She still did nothing as her smile increased to one of sheer brilliance. Conniving cunt. He didn’t even have the threat of violence anymore.
 
   “Poor Pascal,” she eventually said, chuckling at herself and tapping the desk. “You could always beg me for it. That might work out.”
 
   “Do not provoke me, Lucinda. I am struggling with my sanity at present,” he snarled, scanning the room for something to help his progress in gathering the correct information. Short of a few unnecessary implements, nothing was of use.  He’d fuck her but that wouldn’t help. Nothing sinful would make her give up the information. He’d taught her too well for that, too.
 
   Scouring rooms it was then.
 
   His strides took him over to the door in seconds, and before he could unlock, it she was at his back.
 
   “Do not dare presume to search my premises,” she practically screamed, dragging at his hand to try and keep the key from the door.
 
   “She is here then, yes?” he said, flicking her weight off him and opening the door before she got a chance to do something that angered him beyond all reason. She grabbed again as he began traversing the floor to get to the exit, and then did the unimaginable and shouted for the moron at the door. He stooped as the first fist came flying at his head, pushing Lucinda away from him at the same time in case the Goliath hit her by accident. He shook his head at his own ridiculous sense of decency, then twirling within the space, he searched for a route past the seven foot it now blocking him and brutishly attempting to fight. 
 
   “Do move out of my way,” he barked, readying himself for whatever the moron decided to do next. It was another fist, delivered slower than a sloth would eat leaves. He shook his head again and dodged the incoming blow with yet another sidestep while hooking his foot around the calf of the uncultured moron. This resulted in a crashing sound against the rails as the fool landed in a heap close to where Lucinda watched from. Pascal straightened his tie and headed for the club again, thwacking the ass of anything that got in his way en route. Reprobates. Idiots and children. Why she couldn’t muster more adequate servants was a complete mystery. Gage was at least able to some degree.
 
   He turned for the elevator and heard her heels clattering against the floor behind him. Instead of bothering to wait, he simply turned and took the stairs two at a time, speeding his pace to find her. A daughter. His daughter. Around six years of age, and beautiful. Of course she would be. She would be as stunning as her mother, with her sharp, cat-like features and dark hair. She would be intelligent, too, no doubt. A mind of unasked questions waiting to be fulfilled, waiting to be loved. And the closer he got to her, he could feel that love coursing through him. It wasn’t questionable, nor was it confusing. It was just there, burning a hole through him as he searched for her face. It was primal, something desperate inside him clawing to see her eyes and watch himself shining back in them. 
 
   The corners carried on as he began to turn onto each floor, kicking in doors meticulously as he went and shoving Lucinda off him each time he did so. He’d kick every fucking door in the building down if he had to. Women screamed at him as he walked in on them and scanned their suites. Some smiled and beckoned him in. Not today. Today was for a much higher purpose, and as Lucinda kept screaming, the last threads of sanity began to shatter inside him. He wrenched at her arm and twisted it up behind her back in frustration as he marched them back out of yet another suite and back towards the stairs again. 
 
   “Eighth floor, hmm?” Would you keep her with the street scum? I think not,” he shouted, feeling her flinch again. He skipped the entrances to the eighth and ninth floors and headed straight for ten. “Get off me,” she snarled, yanking at her arm to escape and tripping over her heels. She had chosen the wrong man to emotionally challenge. She had not borne his upbringing, nor felt the essence of emotional torture he had lived within. She was weak in comparison, and would never be able to deliver a life correct for his child. She would manipulate and control any child of his. She would bully them and make them pay for his sins – sins he had been proud of, and yet in that moment he couldn’t even acknowledge them as acceptable. She would use her hatred of him to cajole the child into hating him, too, if she ever even knew she had a father. He might have loved Lucinda on some level, but nothing could compare to the feeling tearing its way through his innards at the moment. Nothing even came close.
 
   “Eleventh? Or your floor? Hmm? I think the top, yes?”
 
   “Fuck you.” He smiled into her shoulder at her unwitting announcement of the correct floor and pushed her upwards again, biting into the back of her neck and savouring her howl of pain as they rounded the corner. She tripped over step after step, fighting him to go backwards and making her body weight as heavy as possible in his hold, yet another show that she did not want him to get to her floor. He pushed on again, almost lifting her to get to his destination. His child. A child hidden from him for years, as if she were some dirty secret that he should not be allowed to enjoy, help, guide. Love. She wasn’t. She was a miracle of hopes and dreams that he didn’t know he needed until now. And he did, desperately. He could feel her awakening his heart’s reach more and more with every foot forward, cracking it further apart and ripping new fissures that even Alexander hadn’t managed so far. Pure, honest love, paternal love, climbing from the depths of him and fighting for freedom.
 
   He let go of her with a shove as they reached her door, and he watched her bounce from the wall then try to right herself. She panted against the surface, scowling and swearing quietly at him as she tried, in vain, to appear unflustered.
 
   “Does she even know I am alive?” he asked as calmly as he could, itching to just kick the door in and see for himself, but refraining. He received no answer. She just glared at him and put herself in front of the door. “I am going in there, Lucinda. I would suggest you make the correct choice in how we deliver this information before I do it for you.”
 
   Several moments passed as they simply stood there looking at each other while he tried to give her the time to make the correct decision. His frayed nerves still shook his innards to disturbing levels, but he was damned if he’d let his first glance of his child be stained with Lucinda’s deceit. Nor would he allow his daughter’s first vision of her father to be of rage. He breathed deeply and calmed himself, corralling his temper back into its cave where he could pull it out again when required. This was not the time.
 
   Eventually, a sigh left Lucinda’s mouth as she softened her glare and then closed her eyes, no doubt trying for the same emotional containment he was aiming for.
 
   “She thinks you live abroad, in Europe.”
 
   “And what reason have you given her for why I am not in her life?” The bitch shrivelled again, now almost cowering before she even opened her mouth. “Hmm? Quickly, Lucinda. I am becoming bored,” he snarled. She flinched a little and mumbled something about caring. “I do hope you didn’t just say you told her I don’t care for her, because, I swear, if you have told her I do not wish to be in her life, I will throttle you.” Again, she didn’t answer. She just stood there looking like she always did when she had pushed the boundaries of acceptability. He pulled in yet another ragged breath and shook off the need to kill her where she stood. Fucking woman. “Open the door.”
 
   “Pascal, you can’t just go in there and–” He stepped in so close she clamped her mouth shut and turned her face away. She remembered well what she would get when he was overly boisterous.
 
   “One more word from your mouth and I will forget that my daughter is mere feet from me and finish that which my innards are suggesting,” he growled out quietly, watching her eyes widen in fear and relishing the prospect of continuing. “I am not amused by your behaviour. Open. The. Fucking. Door.”
 
   She nodded meekly and then turned to face the door, digging around in her pocket for the key. He pulled in another breath, took a step away from her and attempted to find his smile again, which was harder than he expected. The key clicked and she looked back at him.
 
   “Please, Pascal…” He raised a brow, halting the bitch mid-sentence and raising his cane to her face again to announce her stupidity.
 
   The second she nodded and pushed it wide, he heard the voice of an angel singing. Sweet, high-pitched and divine in sound, she sang about oranges and lemons. There were bells tinkling, too, as if maybe she were playing a tune alongside her song. He just stood, immobilised in the hallway, and listened to the soft sound of her happiness filling his heart with joy, real joy. Joy he had never felt in his life before.  He smiled when she swore in French because she had gotten the words in the wrong order. Lucinda went to move, but he shook his head at her and closed the door silently behind them. He just wanted to listen to her voice, to feel it resonating inside of him. Perhaps he could even prepare himself somehow. He’d never felt this before, and for nearly the first time in his life, he was unsure of what to do for the best. Lucinda was correct in some manner. What did he have to offer her? What did he deserve? Surely not something as treasured and untainted as a child. Tears pricked the back of his eyes at the thought as he listened to her switching to French again. Citrons.
 
   His child.
 
   “Merde,” he heard again, followed by an almighty racket. It seemed she was throwing her toys out of the pram. He smiled again at something he had not considered. She would probably have a temper as errant as his own.
 
   “Are you staying or going?” Lucinda whispered. “Because you can’t fuck around with this, or her. I won’t let you.” 
 
   He raised both brows at her and questioned whether or not to drag her back outside and throw her down the stairs. Him fucking around? Him? How dare she? He scowled at her and quietly pushed past her until he was near the entrance to the room from which the singing was coming. 
 
   “What are you going to tell her?” Lucinda whispered again.
 
   “That her mother is a lying slut,” he whispered back, removing her hand from his arm and sneering at it. If she ever touched him again, he might well kill her.
 
   “She’s only five, Pascal. You can’t just–”
 
   “I will do whatever I think is prudent. And you will damn well agree with me.” 
 
   She nodded and backed away. Good. Perhaps he could find some sense in his mind with her out of his fucking way. He reached out to the door and found his hand hovering. Perhaps he needed to straighten his tie? He stretched his neck around and adjusted his tie, actually feeling the need to rip the fucking thing away from his throat. Still, he would not go into this meeting half-dressed. He would be impeccable, even if he presently felt anything but. Brushing his hands on his thighs to remove the sweat that had gathered there, he gently pushed on the door and watched it swing open.
 
   The room was just as it should be – pink, and covered in teddy bears and dolls. He quietly tilted his head around the corner to find her and was stunned by his feelings as he watched her rip the head from a bear and toss it in his direction over her shoulder. He couldn’t speak, which was a highly interesting response to the situation. He couldn’t form any words. What should he say? She just sat there with her back to him, not noticing his arrival, and gently swaying back and forth while still singing her song. A thousand questions raced through him as he gazed at her long, dark curly hair. Who was she? What ice-cream did she like? Where did she enjoy going? He couldn’t find the words to introduce himself, and if he could, what would he introduce himself as? Her father? Or perhaps a friend of her mother’s. 
 
   She fidgeted and then launched another head over her shoulder. It seemed he had a little sadist on his hands. Teddy bears were quite scary creatures to a five-year-old, he presumed. 
 
   “Claire.” The word had left his mouth before he was aware he’d uttered it, and the swing of her perfect little head was instant. Eyes so green they reminded him of emeralds sparkled up at him, causing him to rear his head back at the intensity of them as they narrowed.
 
   “Qui êtes-vous?” she asked quietly, without the slightest hint of fear as she continued to gaze at him with interest, almost shaking the innards out of him. Who was he? Hmm. Who indeed?
 
   He crouched down in front of her and let his eyes roam across her face. She was all Lucinda, but her eyes were undoubtedly his. They shone at him, twinkling and revolving stars within them. Beautiful. Perfect.
 
   “A friend of your mother’s,” he replied, letting his knees come to rest on the floor and picking up one of the discarded bear heads. “What did the bears do that was so insidious they required decapitation?”
 
   “Insidious?” She tilted her head at him and then stared at the wall for a few seconds. “Proceeding in a gradual way, but with very, very harmful effects.” He raised a brow at her apparent recital of the dictionary. “They were being very naughty. They wouldn’t ring the bells in the right order. See?” she said, shuffling herself out of the way so he could see the array of silver bells on display. He chuckled at her and watched her pick up a doll instead. “Bella’s much better at bell ringing, aren’t you, Bella?” she said to the doll, placing her by the bells and turning back to him. “Do you want to play a game?”
 
   He smiled and nodded, not quite knowing what to say as she pulled out a large ornate box and handed it to him. He took it, and felt the brush of her little fingers across his almost tear a hole out of his heart. His little girl. His. She smiled and giggled as she crossed her legs, pushing her blue dress over her knees and positioning herself in front of him. “You do play chess, don’t you? Mama says some people don’t know how, but I do. Learned it easy.”
 
   He laughed. He laughed so silently it caused tears to well in his eyes and his smile to hurt his face. Perfection. Only the Gods above would send a miniature version of Alexander to taunt him with yet more love. And then she smiled back at him, sending warmth rushing across him in waves as he watched the curve of her lips and saw yet more of himself reflected in them.
 
   “Which colour do you choose?” he asked, still smiling at her as she giggled with him – or at him, he wasn’t sure and did not mind in the slightest either. He was happy to be laughed at, laughed with. Her chubby, perfect cheeks would giggle for the rest of his life if he had anything to do with it. And he would. If he could find a way to lift her out of here and take her home with him, he would. Not back to Eden, but back to Rome, where he had a home not drowned in depravity.
 
   “White. Princesses don’t wear black, silly,” she replied, still giggling and fidgeting.  Of course she would be white, wouldn’t she? He snorted at her as she grabbed the box back out of his hands impatiently and tipped it out onto the floor. Rooks, pawns and knights tumbled onto the pink carpet and he gazed at them for a moment. A life of games suddenly meant nothing amidst fluffy pink carpets and decapitated bear heads. Kings and queens were drowned out by the sound of her giggle. “What’s your name?”
 
   He shook his head of the other thoughts and looked back at her. Papa.
 
   “Pascal.”
 
   “You’re French? Mama says I need to learn lots of languages. I speak Spanish, too, and a tiny bit of German, but I’m not very good at that,” she said, shaking her head and frowning.
 
   “Ich bin Dutch,” he replied. As was she, and Royal. She knew nothing of what she was. Lady Claire Van Der Braack. Hmm. Presumably she was Claire Reynard at present, something he would be changing forthwith.
 
   “Dutch? Where’s that?” she asked, lining up the board perfectly and moving her pawn forward. He scowled inwardly at yet another thing of which the bitch hadn’t deigned to inform their daughter.
 
   “Nowhere in particular. We’ll talk about it some other time. Do you want to hear a fairy-tale instead, Claire?”
 
   “Chess needs concentra…” She stuttered a bit, trying to find the rest of the word maybe. “…tration. Concentration. Mama said so. Where is Mama?”
 
   “I’m here, darling,” her mama’s voice said behind him. He turned and glowered at her until she walked back out of the door again.
 
   “Mama, can I have chocolate?”
 
   “You need chocolate for concentration?” he asked, countering her pawn with another and watching in fascination as she immediately countered again.
 
   “I always need chocolate. Princesses eat lots of chocolate. Chocolate’s good brain food,” she said, tapping her tiny head and looking very serious indeed. He smiled and snorted again, moving his rook and wondering what she would do next. “Do you like chocolate?” Not really. It was too sweet for his tastes. It held no bitterness to it, and it was sticky. Messy.
 
   “Of course. Everyone likes chocolate, do they not?” She giggled a little again.
 
   “You talk backwards.”
 
   Backwards?
 
   There was silence as he continued to watch her move, laugh, giggle and smile. So free, she was everything. A bundle of joy. An intelligent bundle of joy, it seemed, as he watched her swipe piece after piece in her rather aggressive chess playing. His daughter. He tugged at his tie, took off his jacket and then crossed his legs so he was mirroring her across the board. A new game was afoot, one which required the upmost concentration, it appeared. He snorted again and gazed at her sneaky little smile as her brain worked out the problem in front of her – one he’d put there purposely to outfox her five-year-old mind. It didn’t, it seemed.
 
   Knight to king four indeed.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t know why I haven’t called him or gone over to Eden yet. I don’t really know why he hasn’t contacted me. In a normal relationship, I’m sure people immediately think of moving in together and making babies when they’ve declared their love for each other. Not in this one. As I sit in The Met museum looking at all the paintings around me, I can’t help but wonder why. I don’t really know why I’m here. I don’t really like art that much, but it’s freezing outside today, and it’s one of the things I did on occasion when I had some money of my own. I’d take myself off to all the touristy things and make sure the list was knocked off one by one. I came here once before and never got round everything. There was some panic in the office about a case I’d been working on at the time and so I’d gone back in to do some more work on my day off, cutting my tour of The Met short at the same time. So this morning, rather than call him to see if he was okay as was my first thought, I thought I’d finish what I started and come over here instead. It’s been uninteresting to say the least. I suppose it would help if I had a clue about all the history surrounding the art, but I don’t, and I don’t care enough to read all the literature available on each and every piece here. I’m just sitting here, really, gazing at pieces that are dotted around and trying to convince myself I’m cultured. I’m not. If he were here, he’d be spouting off dates and times at me, giving me in-depth details of the artists and their lives. He’s probably a connoisseur of art history. It probably decorated the castle he grew up in. In fact, he’s probably got a Rembrandt or two hanging in his childhood bedroom.
 
   I smile at the thought of a young Pascal running amuck in a castle. Then I frown at the image of his mother beating him. Why would a mother do that? Why would anyone do that to a child? Odd behaviour for a woman, but I suppose we’re all different. I’m not suggesting it’s okay to beat any child. It’s not. It’s just that since my revelation about what I appear to be able to do for him, I’m finding it hard to be judgemental about anyone. Parents shouldn’t hit their children, ever. There’s no reasoning for it at all. But why did she? Why? When I remove the sentimentality and try to find some kind of thought process behind it, my legal brain searches for an answer. Maybe I’m trying to excuse it in some way. Not that it should be excused, more that there must have been a cause, or at least a purpose. There is always a purpose to people’s actions, some sense of rationalisation to how we behave, what we do, and why we do it. Being around these kinky people makes me want to know why. It forces my less emotional state of being to the forefront so that I can put some boundaries around the behaviour, or maybe find the motives and needs hidden within the acts themselves. I find myself smiling again at the thought of Alexander and his techniques. He’s most definitely someone who challenges the why, who, where needs. Presumably he learnt some of that from Pascal, given his training. Or did he? Did Pascal just pull it from the depths of him instead? That appears to be what he’s best at – helping one find oneself. But he helps people find the suppressed parts, doesn’t he? He helps people find parts of themselves that society asks you to contain and ignore. He is a liberator in some respects – a person who, by refusing to accept the boundaries society dictates, causes freedom within constraint. I wonder how many of the people in those clubs would have raped someone had he not guided them out of it, or at least invited them into a place where they could indulge that fantasy without the need to cause harm. I also find myself wondering how many people feel the desire to be raped, hurt or bruised and think themselves odd because of it. When, in reality, they’re not as odd as they might imagine. They just haven’t been to a place that accepts it as normal. My eyes scan over women milling around looking at the paintings, the occasional one fingering a sculpture they shouldn’t be touching, proving their disrespect for the rules. Are those people the ones he finds and challenges to look inside themselves more deeply than they have before? I can see him now, looking over every passing person and watching how they move, talk and think. He must calculate every single individual and wonder why they deny themselves so much. In his world, there is no boundary that can’t be crossed, no bridge that can’t be burnt if necessary, and certainly no edge that can’t be ridden along and enjoyed regardless of potentially sliced skin. It’s passionate really, emotional, and completely juxtaposed to the persona everyone else must see. Completely juxtaposed to me, and my legal brain, too, really. He may come across as cold, perhaps a little arrogant, but really it’s just him being bored with someone else’s inadequate reaction to their base needs. It may seem intolerant to some, but it’s not intolerance to the person themselves. I’m not sure he cares enough for that. It’s more like he has an intolerance to their inability to be truthful to themselves. He is a tutor of emotion when the right person presents themselves to him, or he finds them. He harnesses the bits of people that have been repressed, and then draws them out into the open again, hopefully teaching them to control their needs and use them wisely. 
 
   That’s something I’m sure confounds him about Alexander. I don’t think I’ve seen what Alexander is capable of first hand. I’ve experienced a little in the dungeon, but I don’t think that’s half of what he can do when he sets his mind to something. That sentiment probably rings true with Pascal, too. I may be sitting here day dreaming of the man I love, how beautiful he is and how his mind works, but really, I don’t know him. I don’t know anything he’s done in the past, or what he gets up to when I’m not with him. I certainly don’t know what he gets up to with Alexander, or the chaos they’ve caused together. I’m pretty sure I’d like to know more, though – more than Alexander has told me anyway. He’s quite good at telling tales when he’s had a drink or six. Like last night before he had to leave for his flight to San Francisco. Apparently, I’m to tell Pascal he’ll be back at the weekend for the quarterly ball. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that but he said he’d see me there, and that I should be wearing my new ‘shield’.
 
   Getting up and walking my way towards the exit, I stop by the café and grab myself an ice-cream. It is a tourist day after-all. It’s one of the things I do on my touristy days, devour ice-cream, salted caramel if I can find it, although, as I hit the blisteringly cold air again and head back through the park, I wonder why I did. It really is freezing today, much colder than it’s been for days, and far too cold for actual snow. I pull down my fur hat as far as it will go, hoping to cover my ears, and tuck my scarf tighter, hoping to stave off the freezing conditions. It doesn’t really help, but I do find myself smiling at the thought of eating an ice cream in this weather, something I’m sure only the unrepressed could manage, those who break the rules. Well, my rules were well and truly broken the moment his lips touched mine, and will, undoubtedly continue to break inch by inch the further in love with him I fall. 
 
   Love. 
 
   What am I doing here? I should be there with him, supporting him and seeing if he needs my help with the fact he’s just found out he has a child. It feels almost rude to intrude on his feelings, though. I should give him the space to find his own way through that conundrum, to think on his own without my opinion getting in his way. Or maybe I just wanted some time to myself. It’s not like he hasn’t rocked my world, too, and while I wish this was a simple case of falling in love and being hopelessly devoted to that thought, it isn’t, not with him. Nothing will be simple about him, or us, and odd as it might seem, that thought doesn’t concern me as long as I can have my space to rationalise it and be comfortable in my own skin. It makes me wonder what will become of us as a couple. The thought of happy families and living together doesn’t spring to mind like it once would have before him. In some ways, the thought is appealing, but the strength returning within me challenges that sensibility and wonders whether it would be better for all concerned to be open about what this is. Dysfunctional. We might be in love and find our peace in one another, but as he said, there will be no real fidelity or sense of coupledom. It will be as it evolves, with no need for jealousy or resentment. I know he loves me because he simply wouldn’t have said the words if he didn’t, but I also know he loves others, and who am I to ask anything more than that of him? I couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Won’t.
 
   My apartment block starts to come into view and before I know it, I’ve veered away from it and am ambling along Broadway, checking out what’s on at the theatre instead. I haven’t been to the theatre for years. In fact, I’ve only been once since I first arrived in New York. People must think New Yorkers go all the time, but they don’t. It just becomes another thing that you zoom past on your way to work. Busy, busy, busy. Until you’re sacked and living on streets... Funny how when you’re sitting on those streets in your own filth, you become desperate to go and see a show again, all the time chastising yourself that you should have gone more when you could. I saw Cats the last time. I didn’t really enjoy it, but it was a touristy thing to do. Perhaps I would have been better with La Soiree given my new proclivities. We should go. I should get him to take me to see it. Date night at the theatre. Good plan. I could buy a new dress. Actually, I still don’t have any money. The money I’m spending is Alexander’s petty cash, and while I’m thankful for it, I wish it were my own. When will I have done a ‘good enough job’ that I can have my apartment and job? I’ve done all I can on the divorce case. All the info is with the lawyer, and now he’s found his sister, I’m not sure what I can do anymore. I just want something to be settled in my life. I just want a sense of peace in myself. My apartment, my home. A place to hang pictures, pay rent, buy food and cushions for the sofa if I want. Somewhere for me to feel independent again and find my self-respect once more. Much as I’m grateful to all of them for their help, they’re all so damn confusing with their odd relationships and confounding terms and strange, albeit wonderful, liberties sometimes. I just want a place to shut myself away in on occasion and call it home. A place where I can be wholeheartedly me, on my own, without interference to cloud my judgement.
 
   I flick out my phone and text Alexander, asking what else he wants me to do, then wait for a response. I don’t expect it to come any time soon. It’ll come when he’s good and ready. Until then, I’ll just continue to amble around and watch the world go by, maybe eat some cake. Or I could go for a run? I scan the floor in front of me, which is not only covered in snow but is actually frozen solid in places. Perhaps I won’t go for a run after all. I stand at the crossroads of 86th Street, shivering and wondering where to go next. The thought of a bath springs to mind – a hot one, with a certain pair of green eyes in it with me. My smile erupts as I consider the fact that it’s his relaxation, too. My pace picks up as I head in his direction and think of the way he gazed at me as I told him the truth about his daughter. He seemed unaffected until I started pushing those buttons of his. I can’t really work out whether that’s a good thing to be able to do to someone. At least it’s truthful, and that’s all I ever really want from him. The truth. No matter how much it might hurt to hear. With any luck he’ll know I can do it now and not make me have to push him again. He’ll just be honest straight away and give me whatever’s inside his heart, or show me, even if it is an explosion of fury.
 
   Ten minutes later, I walk through the front door to be confronted by Emanuelle sashaying around wearing hardly anything. She scowls at me instantly and turns her almost naked back on me to walk away, slinking her way down the hall like a snake dressed in scarlet. The vision instantly infuriates me. Why, I’m not sure, but it does. It’s like she’s dismissing me as irrelevant. I’m very much fucking not, certainly not where Pascal is concerned. And given this is his house, business, home, whatever it is, I will not be disregarded with such hostility. Actually, where is his home? Does he have a place he calls home?
 
   “Emanuelle?” I call. She doesn’t answer, just continues slinking away until she’s out of sight. Bitch. Some part of me wants to chase her down, but another simply shakes my head and turns towards the office. He’s not there, so I carry on into the main club. It’s reasonably empty. Perhaps he’s in his suite, the same suite I can’t get into without thumbprint recognition. I plonk myself at the bar and dig out my phone again to send a text, hoping he’ll reply or come and find me, because other than that, it’s off home I go. 
 
   I wait roughly ten minutes before my phone chirps.
 
    
 
   -          Martin will pick you up in 10 minutes. Wait outside.
 
    
 
   Very loving I must say. I scowl at it and wonder where it is that I’m being taken, and what mood he’s going to be in. I scowl at my outfit, too. Jesus, am I ever dressed for him? Once, I’ve been adequately clothed to don the streets with him. I may have a slightly more effective outfit on with the nice orange shirt I picked up and these cream jodhpurs, but this winter wear is killing any ounce of flair I might have had. I seriously can’t wear heels in this ice and snow.  I miss them. I lived in heels before I was on the streets. They gave me some height and some semblance of power. Not that I had any in reality, they just made me feel like I did. Just like those heels that Alexander gave me. They are exquisite. I’ve never even dreamed of owning a pair. I was so desperate to put them on this morning and let them infuse me. Unfortunately, the slippery streets of New York are not allowing that option, so black kinky boots it is, again.
 
   Pulling on my coat and turning for my hat, I find a bartender hovering around behind me. He’s organising bottles and putting glasses into various holes. He smiles and holds a shot glass up to me, shaking a bottle of vodka in the other hand. Why not? I nod my head in reply and watch his lips broaden. He’s cute, and it doesn’t take me long before I’ve blatantly scanned his muscly body. That’s cute, too, in a bulky kind of way, and for the life of me I don’t appear to be able to stop myself wanting to reach over and touch him in some way. Why? I’m in love with someone else. The person I’m in love with also happens to be this bartender’s boss. Perhaps all this kinkiness is beginning to rub off on me more than I thought. He hands me the shot glass and delivers one of those smiles that tells me he knows exactly what I’m thinking, and that he’d be more than happy to oblige. I frown at the thought and wonder what the situation is regarding me fucking other men. Given that Pascal can sleep with others, what does that mean for me? Is it just a fuckfest for all? He said loyalty and truth, but I can be loyal and truthful without the need to only sleep with him. His idea of loyalty has nothing to do with fidelity, does it? And what would happen if Alexander asked, or just took? It’s all very confusing. I knock the drink back and slide it back over to cute boy as I pull out some more lipstick and layer it on, dabbing it down with a napkin.
 
   I wander away from the bar and head in the direction of the car that will be here soon. I do not need anyone. Actually, that’s a lie. I do need Alexander, but that’s only so I can get my job and apartment. The more I think about that, the more uncomfortable I am with it. It’s just a feeling building inside of me. I’m not stupid enough to turn it down, but I’m becoming increasingly concerned with my own independence. As if I can only deal with the complexity of it all if I distance myself somehow, too. I push the door open and the air assaults me. I pull on my fur hat to ward off the cold. Maybe I should get a job with someone else instead. The lawyer that’s handling this divorce case might need someone, and if that’s the case then perhaps I won’t need Alexander at all. It’s not that I dislike the thought of working for him. It’s just that with Pascal’s relationship with him, and then the fact that I might be working for him on a more permanent basis, I just feel that’s overcomplicating something that’s already intricate enough. I can imagine the difficulties of having to deal with him professionally and personally. Difficult is the best word I’ve got. It will likely be horrendous on occasion should something not be to his liking. 
 
   A month or so ago, I was sitting on the streets not knowing what to do with my existence. I just survived, just. Now I find myself in the midst of something that, while fascinating and beautiful, is completely different to anything I’d ever considered. It’s a world that is so far from the everyday, and yet somehow feels so normal to me now.
 
   I watch my toe tapping the floor as I scan the road waiting for Martin. I’m not even sure I’d recognise him if he walked into me. He seems so irrelevant. When did that happen? When did I turn into Pascal with his lack of interest in anything that he deems remotely beneath him? I can feel that, too, that intrinsic absence of care for anything that isn’t worthy of thought. I suppose I’ve always had that anyway with my legal brain rapidly sorting things into appropriate files and boxes, but I don’t think I ever did it with people, did I? I can’t remember. I remember trying to be noticed, and trying desperately to show my abilities off and be respected for them. Now, it appears, I’m not bothering anymore. There are very few people I need to feel respected by – not because I don’t want their respect; I suppose I do, but it’s more because I don’t feel they have any right to judge me. I am me, like it or not. This new version of me is more comfortable in her skin, more able to say what she wants, when she wants, without fear of reprisal. What’s the worst that could happen? I’ll be on the streets again. And I’ll fucking survive it again, won’t I? I don’t want that, and I’ll do everything in my power to make sure it doesn’t happen again, but I’m damned if fear of those streets will ever make me bow and scrape again. I’m not scared of them anymore. I survived them, and I am stronger for it.
 
   The car pulls up in front of me and I watch Martin run around to open the door. I don’t move towards it. I stand and wait for him to do it for me, as he should. I dare say he’s paid a lot of money to open doors, and he opens them very well.
 
   “Ma’am,” he says, nodding at the interior and bowing slightly. Ma’am? I feel my lip curve slightly as I wander past him and nonchalantly grace the seats with my backside. The leather feels like my corset combo against my fingers – rich and soft, luxurious and elegant. It’s tailored, trimmed and perfected, just like its owner, who is waiting for me somewhere, apparently.
 
   The car pulls away and I sink into the seat, pulling my hat off and just gazing at the passing traffic.
 
   “Where is he, Martin?” A sense of peace settles over me as I gaze out of the window and watch the park coming into view again in all its glory. I almost feel the need to walk around it again on my own so I can let this new, stronger version of myself dismiss the visions of that little boy asking his mother what was wrong with me.
 
   “She doesn’t work hard like daddy does.”
 
   Fuck her. Fuck her and her assumptions. What would she know about working hard anyway? Fucking useless women with privileged lives, whose husbands give them everything while they sit there attempting to look pretty. Why hasn’t Martin answered me?
 
   “Did you hear me?” I snap out, then realise how abrupt I sound. “Sorry.”
 
   “He’s waiting at the airport, ma’am. I did answer you first time.” Did he? Okay then, I didn’t hear him.
 
   “Okay.” Wait. What? “At the airport?” Why is he at the airport?
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Well, that’s an interesting development. A strange sense of yearning coaxes its way around my insides, along with an element of intrigue. This is Pascal we’re talking about, though. Who knows what he’ll come up with next? It’s one of the things I love about him, the way he never does what I expect. It’s strange how if anyone else had been this way inclined in my life before, this type of oddity would have thrown me, but not anymore, not where he’s concerned anyway. Everything is so abnormal it is becoming second nature to accept it as perfectly logical. It makes me wonder if that’s the way he sees all the other people. Average. Mundane. Perhaps that’s why he’s so bored with all of the ‘vanilla’ people, as he likes to call them. Plain. Dull. A non-descript colour and flavour that pleases most people, but has no real ability to shine within the fray. There is definitely nothing ‘vanilla’ about Pascal Van Der Braak.
 
   The traffic from the city disperses and we speed up as we head over the bridge towards JFK. I gaze out of the window and try to remember the last time I was over this side of the island. There’s only been one time since I arrived in America, and that was when I arrived five years ago. Not once have I travelled outside of Manhattan in five years, not once. How fucking stupid is that? I live in America, this enormous country, and all I’ve done is try to prove myself on a small island and then ended up on the fucking streets anyway, wasting away. I might as well have been damn well wasting away when I did have a job and an apartment for all the good they did me. I may have had a roof over my head at the time, but in reality I was still wasting my existence, wasn’t I? I went to work each day, went home, slept, got up, and ran. The same every fucking day. No holidays. No life. No friends. No visiting new places or learning new things. Just dull vanilla shit. Every fucking day. Where has the time gone? Christ, what a waste of life. When I think about it, my dad would be appalled. Not at the fact that I was on the streets, but that I was wasting my life before that even happened. In fact, if he’d been around at the time, he probably would have flown over and given me one of his disappointed faces, then dragged me to Nevada or some other random place on an expedition.
 
   I smile at the thought as the airport comes into view, and stare at the back of Martin’s head. He doesn’t appear to have moved an inch since we began driving, just sat there in his driver’s uniform looking professional.
 
   “Martin, where would you go on holiday if you could?” I ask, randomly.
 
   “Europe,” he replies instantly. “My wife wants to go to France, and then Engla–”
 
   “It’s the UK, Martin,” I cut in. “United Kingdom. Four countries in one.” I don’t know why I felt the need to say that, but I did. Americans need to know these things. England – it makes us sound like we still live in the eighteenth Century. We don’t, although I suppose Pascal still does in some respects. He’s not British, though.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he says quietly, turning us onto a back road leading behind the main terminal, and then the private parking to switch off the engine. “Ma’am, I’ll take you round to him now if you’re ready.”
 
   “Mmm,” I hum as I wonder, once again, why we’re even here. He never mentioned anything about needing to fly somewhere, although he did ask me if I’d like to go back to Europe at some point. I ponder that thought as Martin wanders around the car and opens my door for me again. Why did he ask me that? I won’t be going anywhere today. My passport is in my backpack at home.
 
   We walk across the tarmac towards what looks like private doors and I’m immediately struck with the wealth of it all. It’s nothing like the normal terminal entrances. There’s a fucking red carpet, for God’s sake. I’m sure Pascal revels in that at every opportunity. He’s probably dressed in his finest regalia, tapping his cane at anything that doesn’t move quickly enough for his liking, and as my smile increases at the image of him, I hurry my strides to get to him. My lover, mine, if I’m allowed to call him that. I suppose I am. He’s told me he loves me, shown me a person that no one else sees, enlightened me as to who he is beneath that veneer of perfection. He’s still perfect as far as I’m concerned.
 
   The doors automatically open and we’re hit with hot air straight away, and a tunnel leading into a large, open plan lounge area. It looks excessively decadent for an airport. It’s full of completely unnecessary things like chandeliers and private sectioned off areas. There’s a long opulent bar and restaurant area, all over the top, and expertly designed to cater for the super-rich. Beauty is one thing, but this is ridiculously exaggerated, even for him.
 
   “Ah, there you are, my love.” His voice comes drifting towards me as I glance around looking for him. He’s standing at another bar I hadn’t noticed looking as handsome as ever in a three piece beige suit, swinging a pocket watch about and smiling back at me, with, wait, a little girl? I frown instantly at the image and halt in my tracks. His brow rises and his hand goes straight to her shoulder, almost protectively. I narrow my eyes at him and wonder what the fuck is happening as I notice the long dark curls and realise it’s Claire. He doesn’t remove his gaze from me, and I watch as his mouth flattens and those stern eyes come into play. My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to say about this. I knew he had a daughter, clearly. I was the one who told him. But why is she here?
 
   “Hi,” I eventually say, instead of, “Why the hell have you got your child at an airport with you? Where is Roxanne? And why have you brought me here?” All of which I’m still trying to put in a better context that won’t come out as, “What the fuck are you playing at?”
 
   “Indeed, and I will tell you. However, first Europe, yes?” he says, removing his hand from Claire, who’s busy eating popcorn, and holding it out to me, wiggling his fingers as he does. I take a step forward again and reach for the comfort of that hand. Maybe it’ll explain what on earth is actually going on. Who knows? It’s unlikely I’ll be heading to Europe, though. There’s obviously a slight passport situation there.
 
   “What’s going on?” I ask, instantly relaxing into his embrace as he pulls me straight into him and chastely kisses the side of my neck.
 
   “Claire, this is my friend, Lilah. Lilah, Claire.” Her little head spins until she notices me. She beams, frowns then returns to eating her popcorn again. “Claire, it is somewhat rude to not answer.”
 
   “Pourquoi?” she mumbles through her popcorn. My brow shoots up. French? At five years old? She’s definitely got her father’s tongue. That thought makes me a little uncomfortable as his hand travels over my arse. I swat it away, trying for respectable in front of his daughter.
 
   “It’s okay. She’s eating,” I cut in, hoping to wipe the scowl from his brow as I smile at her and continue with my internal questions. Wonderful as this little family thing might be, and beautiful as it is to see them together, I cannot believe Roxanne has just let him take her off on holiday without her. It doesn’t matter that she is his daughter. No mother would just let their child go off with someone they don’t know unless there was a very good reason.
 
   “Pascal, I want to go back to Mama.” Oh. She doesn’t know he’s her father? I spin him away from her a little and stare into his eyes, searching for the truth before he has the chance to cut himself off.
 
   “Please tell me you haven’t just taken her,” I say quietly. I don’t know why. I just have an underlying fear that’s exactly what he’s done. Because in his head, he would deem that okay, wouldn’t he? He would think he has the right to do anything he wants with his child, just like he does with other people. There’s no response from him; he just gazes at me. “You wouldn’t, right? Because that’s kidnapping.” I’m now whispering and glancing nervously around, hoping to hell that no one else notices our little discussion. His mouth twitches at the side, highlighting his slight amusement. Kidnapping is not amusing, regardless of the fact she is his daughter. I’ve worked enough cases to know this is still against the law. “She might be scared of you if you just accosted her and didn’t organise this properly. That’s not the first image you want her to have of you, is it?” 
 
   That causes only the briefest of responses. A slight flicker of doubt crosses his eyes, but I see it. I can see everything hiding in those miniscule movements he makes. He has fucking taken her. What a fool. Idiotic. Here he is in the middle of a divorce case that, granted, he knows nothing about, and he steals his own child? Stupid. What is he going to do? Run off to Europe and never come back? Christ, I thought more sense would come out of that head than this. 
 
   “Idiot,” I hiss at him, pushing his body away from mine and turning back towards Claire. Martin is still standing by the entry way. “I’m taking Claire back to Roxanne. Claire, honey, do you want to go back to Mummy now?” 
 
   He grabs my shoulders and yanks me back to him so subtly anyone else would believe it a romantic gesture. He wraps his other arm around my waist at the same time. It’s not. There is not one inch of romance in his hold. It’s brutal in its severity as his fingers find some of those damn pressure points near my groin.
 
   “I would suggest you desist with your thoughts, my love,” he whispers menacingly into my ear. I try to keep my smile plastered in place as his hands bite in harder. I try to pretend nothing is going on as those little eyes look at me and grin at the thought of going back to her mummy, but the pain is excruciating. It’s nearly enough to bring tears to my eyes, as is the thought that all of this could go very wrong between us if he doesn’t see sense. I summon everything I’ve got and begin prising his fingers off my hip one by one, desperately trying to make the whole thing look like a fun game.
 
   “Are we going now?” she asks, jumping down from her chair and spinning around in circles. I stare down at her happiness and watch the innocent twirl of her dark red dress, buffeting the air around it in glee as her boots skip across the floor.
 
   “Get off me,” I hiss again, twisting in his hold and thinking about stamping on his foot. I’m spitting mad that he would try this shit. What moron would attempt to abduct his own child? And for what fucking reason? “What’s your fucking plan, hmm?” I snap out under my breath, somehow removing myself from his grasp. “What the hell were you thinking?” I move to Claire and grasp her hand, stopping her mid-twirl and heading for the door. “Come on, honey. Martin, can you get the car ready please? Claire and I are leaving,” I shout loudly, letting everyone else in the room know exactly what’s happening as I swing my eyes back to Pascal. He snarls and glances around at the other people who are looking at him, and I can feel the aggravation flowing off him in waves. It’s as oppressive to my senses as any I’ve ever felt, threatening all kinds of repercussions for my actions. He’s pissed off at my disloyalty. I understand that, but so am I. In fact, I’m so incensed that I can’t even fathom how to control the tirade of abuse that wants to launch itself across at him. Kidnapping? Fucking idiot. She doesn’t even know who he is, for God’s sake. These are not the actions of a decent man, nor a decent father.
 
   I turn to watch Martin leave the tunnel then storm towards it with Claire in tow, not giving the slightest fuck what Pascal is doing behind me. What can he do to me here? Nothing. Absolutely nothing in front of all these people. He can when we leave, but I’m gambling on the good man inside him withholding himself until Claire is not in the picture to view whatever explosion I’m going to deal with. The car comes into view and I push a skipping Claire towards it as Martin holds a door open, then smile at him, hoping that he understands what’s happening as I glance back at the door, looking for Pascal who isn’t there yet.
 
   “We need to leave before he gets here, Martin. Do you understand?” I whisper, imploring him with only my thoughts to understand and get us on the road. The last thing Claire needs to hear is me explaining this. He just stares at me for a while, then smirks a little, nodding his head and waving me in behind Claire. I clamber in and hope that means he gets it. I watch him sprint around the car to get us under way and sigh in relief. “Where to, ma’am?”
 
   “The Parlour,” I reply, fixing Claire’s seatbelt and willing the car onwards, all the time snatching glimpses out of the window to see if he’s there yet. Who knows what will come out of those doors at us any minute? I’ll scream the fucking place down if he attempts to stop us. I am taking her home. Home. Her home, where she can see her mummy again. Whatever type of mummy she might be, she is her mother. He can’t just go around taking that which he believes belongs to him without the proper legal intervention, mediation, counselling sessions should they all need it. This is a little girl we’re talking about, not a dog or a piece of furniture, for God’s sake. She’s a little human, one who hasn’t got the ability to make sensible decisions, regardless of her confounding ability to speak different languages. She’s probably got his intellect, too, hasn’t she? Christ, what a mess.
 
   The car eventually pulls away and I relax back into the seat, staring at the entrance to the terminal and wondering where he is. He’s still not there. He hasn’t come for us. I thought he would. I thought he would erupt in anger at my blatant disregard for his desires, but he hasn’t. He’s just let us go.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re the lady in the doorway, aren’t you?” her sweet little voice says next to me. I keep staring back at the door as we drive past it and think of all those doorways he’s opened up – love, life, kink, acceptance of a new me, wealth, and criminality. His heart. Oh God, what am I doing?
 
   “Yes, honey,” I reply, placing my hand down next to hers so she can take it if she wants, still scanning the doorway for him and hoping to see his smile again so that rather than this just feeling like the correct thing to do morally, it can feel like the right thing to do by us, too. She doesn’t take my hand. Why should she? I mean, what would I know about comforting a child? Although, she doesn’t seem particularly fazed by any of this. Actually, I’m not even sure if it’s her that needs the comfort. “You okay?” Because I’m not.
 
   “Yep, but I left my popcorn. Where’s Pascal gone? He’s funny,” she replies, hitching her boots up onto the seat and twisting her little body to face me. I blow out a breath as we round the corner and wonder where Pascal has gone. He’s very obviously not chasing us down, which makes me feel a little sad regardless of the situation.
 
   “He’ll see you again soon, honey,” I say, not having a clue what else to say to a five-year-old in this circumstance. So I don’t try. I just sit in relative silence as she begins to sing a song and plays with the tassels on her dress. Eventually, the bridge comes into view again, and we grind to a halt in the traffic. Martin’s job suddenly strikes me as precarious given what he’s just done for us. Will he be sacked for this?
 
   “Martin?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Will you be okay?” I ask, hoping I need not explain further what I’m trying to say. He chuckles a little and looks over his shoulder at Claire, smiling, then back to the road again. “I’m sorry, but I needed to get her home. And you were–”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he cuts in. “Everything will be fine, ma’am.” Good. I wish I could say the same for myself and my heart, which I’m damn sure will be dealing with an irate Pascal at some point soon. It’s just one step forward, two steps back. He opens up to me, and then does something like this? Why didn’t he come and talk to me, discuss his thoughts? We could have made a plan, organised it properly. I could have told him about the divorce, made him see sense. He’s supposed to love me. You’d think he’d come and talk to me about something like this. I’ve only been away from him for a few days. What has been going on in my absence? Where on earth has his head been at?
 
   “Lilah?”
 
   “Yes, honey,” I reply, turning to face her and crossing my legs. 
 
   “Pascal said he was taking me home, but my home’s here, with Mama. Do you know where we were going?” she asks, screwing her button nose up and hypnotising me with those huge green eyes of hers. No, I don’t, although castles spring to mind. A fairy-tale indeed. “He said there was lots of things I needed to know, told me that everything wasn’t what I thought.”
 
   “Did he?” I reply, attempting for a comic book type disposition so she’ll keep talking. “What else did he tell you?” Because I want it all. I need to know what he was trying to do. If there’s any chance of us surviving the argument that’s coming, I want all the details so I can stand tall and challenge him.
 
   “Yep, we were playing chess. I won. He’s bad at chess. And then he said we needed to leave so he could show me some things.”
 
   “Did you want to go and see things with him? Where was your mama?” I’ll fucking tear shreds from him if he snatched her. I will. She twitches her nose again.
 
   “I’m thirsty.” 
 
   I look around the interior for something, assuming there’s only alcohol in the decanters on the right. Thankfully, Martin’s hand comes over the seat and hands me a bottle of water. I unscrew it and give it to her, which she takes and gulps down in tiny mouthfuls. Tiny. I watch her little body moving and notice all the similarities. Eyes, hair colour, even her hands look the same as his. They’re smaller, obviously, but her fingernails are set like his. She also seems to have his deportment in her frame. Her shoulders are straight, upright. There’s no slouching or look of inferiority. She’s regal in her hold of herself, not unlike her father. Although, Roxanne has all that, too. Something tells me it’s not quite as natural, though.
 
   “Claire, where was your mama before you left home?”
 
   “Don’t know. She was there, and then she wasn’t,” she says with a shrug of her shoulders, taking another gulp of her water and then bouncing excitedly. “Then we had ice-cream, strawberry. It’s the best flavour, matches my bedroom. Then the airport. Did you see all the planes? I like planes. Pink’s my favourite colour of plane. Pascal said we were going on a big plane.” Did he now? Moron.
 
   “So you didn’t see Mama before you left?” I ask, noticing the end of the bridge back into Manhattan slowly coming into view and wondering where Roxanne actually is. If nothing else, I’ll get her back to Vixon, Clarissa, whatever the fuck her name is. At least she’ll know what to do.
 
   “No. She said she was right there, though, so she must have been somewhere. Maybe she was on the plane waiting for us?” I fucking doubt it. 
 
   I smile down at her and find myself holding my hand out to her again. She takes it this time and snuggles her head into my shoulder, which instantly sends a wave of emotion flooding through me. Not that I know what to do with it, but it’s sweet nonetheless, so sweet, in fact, that I switch hands so that I can put my arm around her back and hug her tighter. Brave little thing. Bless her. Being taken from everything she knows by a fucking Neanderthal idiot who should damn well know better. What on earth was going on in his mind? Were we all supposed to run off into the sunset and live happily ever after? Pretend she didn’t have a mother? Was he assuming I’d take on that role on our trip? Twat. It’s not often I get so incensed by strange behaviour, especially given him and his proclivities, but this? This is just downright stupidity. What was he hoping to achieve?
 
   My phone chirps in my bag so I grab it out and swipe across it.
 
    
 
   -          Nothing for the time being. Spend some time learning more about you. You’re going to need it.
 
    
 
   Alexander’s words of wisdom regarding my earlier text to him aren’t very useful.  I appear to have nothing else to do for him. How his words ring true given the current conundrum, too. My eyes narrow at the text. Did he know about this? Was he involved? He doesn’t seem like the sort to kidnap anyone, well, not in his business mode anyway, but who knows with these pair of reprobates? He wouldn’t, though, would he? He wouldn’t tell Pascal this was the right thing to do? Not after having conversations about whether Pascal was decent enough to even be a father. He must have some sense of right and wrong in that sadistic brain of his, otherwise he never would have thought about hiding it from him in the first place, would he? Although, this is a man with very odd sensibilities I’m talking about. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder if I’m Alice in some kind of sordid Wonderland. Where has normal gone? Not that my normal was very nice when Jacob found me, but it was a damn sight less confusing. Elizabeth should be here. She wouldn’t think this was acceptable. She’d be doing exactly the same thing as me – the morally correct thing.
 
   What would Alexander do if he were here with Claire? Would he do what I’m doing and chastise Pascal for his stupidity, or would he be on his side? After several seconds of contemplation, I decide that I couldn’t give a damn what either of them think is acceptable. I’m doing the right thing. Unless there’s some very good reason why she should be taken from Roxanne in the first place, and the only thing I can think of that would justify such an action is abuse.
 
   “Do you like your mummy, Claire?” She nods her little head into my chest and snuggles herself even deeper, trying to get her feet up onto my lap, only to be hindered by the seatbelt. 
 
   “Mama’s nice. She’s always helping me. We do drawing together and play with dollies. Bella likes her too.”
 
   “Bella?”
 
   “My dolly.” Oh. It seems like there’s not much in the way of abuse going on then. Not that I’m an expert in such matters, but surely she wouldn’t be talking about dollies and drawings if there was something bad happening at home.
 
   We drive through the rest of town and I let her keep herself nestled into my side, all the time trying to calm my heart, which is rapidly distracting me from the fact that this is the right thing to do. No matter how I feel about what he’s done here, I do still love him. I can feel him still, swirling around inside me and asking me to love him. And I do, desperately. It doesn’t matter what’s happened as long as he’ll talk to me, make me at least understand his reasoning. Or try to. Unfortunately, after our chaotic run up to being in love, I can’t help but think this is going to make him shut down on me again. This will be like high treason to him – telling him he’s wrong. No one tells him that, do they? Apart from Alexander perhaps. But then, that’s not what he wants from me, is it? If it was, he wouldn’t stand for my arguing. Or throwing snowballs at him.
 
   Before I know it, we’re at The Parlour and Claire is undoing her seatbelt. She’s obviously desperate to get back to her Mama. I smile and look up at the building, yet another one filled with sin. It’s a place where they sell people to owners who will use them because of their unfortunate circumstances. Was that what he was trying to get her away from? Maybe he was. Still, he didn’t go about it the right way. He had no right to just take her.
 
   I put my arm across to stop her as she wrenches at the handle.
 
   “Claire?”
 
   “Mmm?” she says, swinging her head back to me and grinning. “Come on. Mama can make us hot chocolate with marshmallows and sprinkles.”
 
   “Did you have a nice time?” I ask, glancing out of the window to see a frantic looking Roxanne bursting through the entrance. Martin gets out and, rather cleverly, blocks the door so Claire can’t open it or see her mother.
 
   “Yep. It was fun. Pascal’s funny, and the planes were huge. Did you see them?” she says, shuffling about on the seat until she’s nearly standing and opening her arms like wings. I nod my head in reply and feel my smile widening with hers. She looks just like him, a younger version, but so full of that sparkle of mischief he has permanently fixed in place. When he’s in a good mood, anyway. “Are you coming in?” She drops herself onto her backside and bounces, giggling at the same time and reaching for the handle again.
 
   “No, I don’t think so. You’re Mama’s waiting. Look,” I say, knocking on the window to get Martin’s attention so he’ll move, and then pointing at Roxanne when he does.
 
   “Mama!” she cries joyously, wrenching at the handle again and again until Martin opens it for her from the outside. Her little feet have her running across the pavement until she hits Roxanne with such force I’m surprised the woman manages to stay upright. I swing my feet out and can’t help but keep smiling at them together. No one has a right to tear that bond away from them. She may have been a bitch to keep Claire from Pascal. That was undoubtedly wrong, but she must have had some reasoning for it. Given his world, I’m not entirely sure she should be within it. Although, the building I’m looking at isn’t any better than Eden, is it? 
 
   Roxanne eventually looks at me. She doesn’t smile as she holds Claire to her. She just stares at me – a stare that would once have made me lower my gaze. Not anymore, though. I am more than I was the last time she saw me. Nothing about her scares me or intimidates me anymore. I am stronger because of who I have become, and it strikes me that I am becoming her. Maybe not in the kink club owner sense, but in my demeanour, the way I act and think. I am becoming a Domme.
 
   She eventually nods at me with the slightest hint of a smile. Her way of saying thank you, I should think, but she doesn’t invite me in. There’s nothing in her face that says, ‘come on in and get a coffee’. She’s as cold as ice, and becoming sterner with every step backwards until she’s pushing on the doors, never breaking her eye contact with me. I nod back at her and pull my legs back into the car, knowing she has every right to be unwelcoming to me. She knows nothing about me anymore, who I am, what I am, or what’s happening with Pascal and I. Not that I know much more than she does at the moment.
 
   Just as I go to close the door, I notice a shadow behind her, reaching its hand forward and pulling her into the building. I squint my eyes, trying to get a better view of who it is. It’s bigger than her, a man I think, and as the glass door closes, the last of the afternoon sun reflects his face in it. 
 
   Jon Innsbrucker. 
 
   He’s smiling at her and wrapping his arm around her shoulder at the same time, and then his hand ruffles Claire’s hair as they walk into the depths of the building and out of view together. Why is he there? Slamming the door, I keep looking, hoping to catch another glance, but they’re gone, leaving me with nothing but that unassuming entrance and a highly disconcerted feeling swirling about inside myself. Jon Innsbrucker – the sadistic prick who tried to rape me. Well, he didn’t really, but I felt it in the moment he held me. I felt that punishing grip and what he might do given more time. Bile rises inside me at the thought of him, and the fact that he’s even touched Claire has me raging. She’s not his to touch, and so familiarly like that? Something is not right.
 
   “Are you ready, ma’am?” Martin says from the front as I hear the engine start and watch the horizon disappear into darkness.
 
   “Yes, home please, Martin. My home,” I reply, gazing straight past him to look at the floodlit road instead as he pulls away. Why was he there? With Roxanne? They’re not a couple, are they? Maybe they are, but it doesn’t feel right, and I’m all about trusting my guts right now. They’re doing me proud with how to think, act, and be. And at this moment, they’re telling me to turn the car around and go back in there to get Claire out. Seeing him there has me worried. Why, I don’t know. It’s not he’s any more of a sadist than Pascal or any other man in that building, but something’s not right about Jon. He’s too calm, too empty. He’s not like Alexander with his underlying sarcasm, warmth even. Or like Pascal with his sense of regal decency, however strange his version of it might be. Jon has none of those. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it’s not right, whatever it is.
 
   “In fact, Martin, can you take me to Rappali’s on 56th please?” My small home from home, it’s tatty bar come restaurant that used to occasionally give out free meals to the homeless at the weekends. I don’t know why I want to go there. I just feel like some comfort food and maybe some time to think while I ponder what the fuck I’ve just done. And what the hell I’m going to do about the aftermath when I see the love of my life again.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he replies, turning the car onto a different street and heading back in the other direction. I sit quietly for a while, watching the endless billboards going by, and wondering how to handle Pascal the next time I see him. Presumably in a straight forward manner, not allowing him to control anything, including my own fear that will surely begin the moment he becomes aggressive about the disloyalty I’ve shown.
 
   I suddenly realise we’re going the wrong way and narrow my eyes at Martin’s head. He’s been told to take me somewhere, hasn’t he? Probably threatened with the loss of his job if he doesn’t.
 
   “Where has he told you to take me?” I ask, staring at him in the rear view mirror.
 
   “The park, ma’am,” he replies, chuckling slightly and moving the mirror a little so he can see me clearly. I smile at the thought of the park. At least it’s public. Nothing too rowdy can happen in public, can it? Other than an argument. Although, it’s dark now. No one would see anything.
 
   “When did he say that?”
 
   “When we were on the bridge,” he replies, lifting an amused brow and shrugging. “He expects you’ll both be there.” Well, thanks to Martin’s bravery and apparent decency, Claire won’t be. Although, unfortunately, I’m now not sure if I’ve done the right thing or not. 
 
   I nod at him in thanks and pull out some lipstick. If I’m going in for a fight, I’m doing it in style. Something makes me think I’d be better off in that damn shield Alexander got for me, but for now, this claret lippy is going to have to do the job for me.
 
   The park comes into view so I straighten my clothes out and get myself ready for him, checking myself in the mirror. I look good. How could I not after what I was a short while ago? I am empowered by this new version of myself, so much so that I don’t even feel the need to apply more touch ups to myself. 
 
   The car pulls up and Martin walks around to help me out. He’s nice really. I nod at him again and watch him point at a pathway disappearing off into the night. I know this track well. It veers round to the right and ends up at the lake eventually, but it’s a fair walk, alone in the dark. Tightening my coat around me, I take a step forward, rallying my older street-wise self back together, ready for arseholes to appear at will, only to have Martin grasp my arm from behind. The sneer that greets him is not pleasant as I yank myself away from him, trying to contain my irritation at him touching me.
 
   “Ma’am, do you carry a gun?” As if I can afford a gun. Idiot. I roll my eyes at him and take another step. “Ma’am, please,” Martin says again, putting himself in front of me and holding out a gun.
 
   “I don’t even know what to do with it, for God’s sake.” This doesn’t appear to stop him as he clicks some bits around on it, pushes us into a darkened corner, and then points at another bit.
 
   “Safety’s here. It’s on. Just do this,” he says, flicking a bit across, “And then point and shoot.” As if it’s that easy. I frown at him and then at the gun. It’s not something I’ve ever entertained, but as I glance into the blackness of the park, I can’t help thinking it’ll be useful to at least have one. “Just put it in your bag, ma’am. You’ll feel safer.” I snort at him and wonder how he would know what unsafe feels like. Has he slept on the streets at night? Has he been raped? Has he felt the slice of a knife at his throat when someone wanted his fucking sandwich? I travel my eyes over his pristine uniform, thinking about his slightly upper-class American accent. I doubt it.
 
   “What would you know about safety?” I mumble, taking it from him and dropping it into my bag, you know, in case I need to shoot someone. Pascal included, I suppose. “Thank you, though.”
 
   He nods at me, and walks away, leaving me facing the darkness and trudging onwards through the ice before nerves get the better of me.
 
   I can’t remember the last time I was here at night. It’s pretty, even more so than the daytime in some respects. The moon is shining bright in the sky, flooding it with light, but down here it’s just shadows and the dull glow of a yellow haze over the path. It’s not a place many venture at night. There’s been too many reports of incidents here – rapes, murders, stabbings – and given how much that was part of my life while I was on the streets, I would never have put myself here voluntarily at night. Who would increase the risks when life was already perilous enough? 
 
   I can’t help but smile a little as I gaze around at the beauty of it. Huge trees seem all the more ominous as their snow laden branches creak and groan while their shadows give a sense of how small we really are beneath them. 
 
   The wind picks up a little, chilling my already cold limbs as I keep walking, attempting to avoid the stretches of ice beneath my feet. I pull my coat tighter around me and clutch onto my bag, rubbing my gloved hands together as I do and speeding up my pace, all the time searching for more light to help me see where the fuck it is that I’m heading. 
 
   A bird squawks behind me somewhere, making me jump a little and then laugh at myself. Stupid. It’s only a bird, for God’s sake, but there’s no denying how this place makes me feel at night. It makes me feel on edge. Every noise is a reason to swing my head around. Every moving shadow is a reason to believe someone is creeping up on me. Base instincts are rallying me to move quicker, think sharper, and get to my destination before it’s too late. Not that I know where that destination is, just that it’s on this path somewhere. My feet halt. What the hell am I doing? He’s done this purposely, hasn’t he? He’s trying to scare me, make me nervous, build the tension before I get to him, and put me on the back foot. Clever bastard. There’s no way he’d let anything happen to me, is there? If anything’s going to happen to me, it’ll be him doing it. He’s probably watching me now, enjoying the sensations he’s creating in me without even touching me. Dominance and submission – what a merry dance it is. I’m suddenly filled with a comfort I’ve never known before, the sense of knowing this is all a game, a way of proving who you are. Who we are. What we mean to each other. What we’re prepared to do for each other, to each other. Not unlike the average everyday workspace really, just a more honest version of it.
 
   “I know you’re here,” I call out into the blackness. There’s a chuckle somewhere, but I can’t pinpoint it. Nevertheless, it is his chuckle. I’d know it anywhere. Rich, low, deeply resonating as it quietly fills the air around me. “What game are we playing?” 
 
   There’s no response this time, nothing but silence, so I walk on once more, wondering what he has in mind and wanting nothing more than to play with him. Maybe if we do this then we can forget the last half day, or at least be in a more jovial mood to discuss it rather than fight. Each step I take is more and more comfortable with the knowledge he’s there. He doesn’t scare me. What can he do? He amuses me, and the anxious feeling that’s riding over me is excitement not fear. Nothing will hurt me now I know he’s watching, nothing but him anyway, and that’s fine. Our relationship is centred on pain in some ways – his need for it, and his need to deliver it. My ability to take it, and do what he needs me to do. If this is a new scene of depravity then it can only be highlighted as one I’m used to. I know those dark lonely nights full of fear and dread. I’ve been there. He hasn’t, not like I have. Alexander’s voice pops into my head for some reason, reminding me who I am. What I need to be.
 
   “We think best in the dark.”
 
   I pull in a breath and focus my eyes into the darkness, honing old feelings to keep me alive, the same ones that helped me survive the nights on the streets. Energy floods through me at the thought, priming my muscles and readying me as I slip another knot into my bag to make it fit tighter to me. I suppose I could run, but what good would that do me? It might get me to the lake, but there’s no more light there than here, and this isn’t about a conversation, or even an argument. This is about him staking a claim, proving he’s the one in charge. He isn’t, not of me anyway. If he wants that, he can go back to the Emanuelles and Ruebins of his world. They’ll happily oblige his whims and fancies. They’ll bend down and take whatever he throws at them. I won’t, and he knows it. If he wants to play again to prove that, then fine. Let’s play.
 
   I veer off the track in the rough direction of his chuckle, heading deeper into the pitch black to turn the tables on his game. If I can’t see him, then I’ll make it damn well impossible for him to see me, too. Another chuckle sounds, far away from the one I heard before. It seems he’s managed to get the other side of me somehow. The thought makes me smile all the more at his cunning. He’s like a big kid playing Action Man with Barbie dolls, just for the hell of it. How many others has he scared half out of their wits in his life? He thrives on it. It’s like some huge tournament to be manipulated and toyed with. Well, he’s not playing with me, not unless I feel like being played with anyway. A rustling noise makes me jump again, and I slip on the wet grass and lose my balance. My hand ends up bracing me before I hit the deck as my feet push me upright again. Fuck.
 
   “You should watch your step, my love.” His voice comes out of the gloom. My head swings around at nothing. Jesus, that sounded close, but there’s nothing but blackness and the odd tree branch getting in my way. I move them gently out of the way and duck my head down to avoid more branches, then I head out into the open space again. “Why would you take her from me? Hmm?”
 
   I don’t reply. I just keep myself low and keep hunting for him. What I’m going to do when I get to him, I don’t know. Fuck him – that’s a distinct possibility given my sudden inappropriate thoughts regarding his voice and what it does to me when he’s talking dirty.
 
   Something suddenly hits my backside sharply, causing me to spin and hold my hands up. The moment I do, it hits my backside again. Fuck. I twist again and search for him, but there’s nothing there other than the stinging sensation now covering my arse.
 
   “That hurt,” I snarl, attempting for angry but not managing it at all as I smile into the blackness.
 
   “Good,” he replies from a distance away, behind me, in the other fucking direction again. Christ, he’s good. It’s like cat and mouse, and I’m the damned mouse. Action Man has nothing on this guy. “You look radiant in your fear, my love.”  
 
   “I’m not scared of you,” I call out quietly, circling the last place I heard him. Neither of us needs to be loud. We’re both so intently focused on each other there isn’t a thing that could interfere with our clarity at this moment. 
 
   “You should be,” he replies, chuckling to himself in about the same spot, and then quietening himself again. “Are you coming for me, my love, hmm? Readying yourself? I can smell your cunt.” My body shoots to the left as something brushes my hair, then I jolt forward as his damn cane smacks my backside again. 
 
   “Fuck,” I grunt out.
 
   “Indeed we shall,” he replies, laser quick as his fucking cane takes both my feet from beneath me and I fall in a heap on the floor. My gloves scrabble in the grass to get me to my feet again, desperate not to look like an utter fool in front of the man I’m in love with, regardless of my current irritation at his manipulation. “This defence of yours necessitates more training.” 
 
   “Fuck off,” I spit, spinning again and trying to see him. There’s no reply. Nothing but that eerie silence again. I could run. He can’t catch me when I run. I stare out into the pitch black nothing and consider my options. Running is about the only one I’ve got, short of getting on my knees and waiting for whatever he thinks he’s going to do.
 
   “Tut tut, my love. Hmm? You think you can outrun me again? Do try.”
 
   Does he know everything that goes through my mind? Am I that predictable? It’s not a feeling I’m comfortable with. Standing perfectly still, I gaze in the direction I last heard him from and wonder what it is that he needs from this moment. Does he want me to apologise? Not going to happen. Does he want to feel in control again? Probably. 
 
   “You have to be strong enough to give him what he’ll need from you.”
 
   I drop to my knees at the thought. What he needs. His power. His strength. I know I can take whatever he needs to deliver. I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it again if it makes him understand that I do the things I do because I love him. That I stand up to him because I love him. And if this is the way to gain his respect, then fine. Let’s do this. Having him inside me, in whatever way, is something my body and mind crave. There is nothing I won’t do to prove that I did what I did for the right reasons, and he needs to accept that and learn to talk to me. So he can prove who he is, too.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Hmm. Fascinating. Remarkable even.
 
   What was she doing down there?
 
   He paced the darkness silently, watching the breath leave her lungs as she knelt on the floor like a heaven sent ray of intrigue to cloud his judgement. She couldn’t see him, hadn’t been able to from the start of this little escapade, but then she didn’t know the dark like he did. She hadn’t lived in it, defiled things in it, been trained in it. He smiled at the memory of his beloved headmaster the first time he’d taught him about the dark, about surprise. Mmm. His muscles still quivered at the thought of the tension he’d carried all those years ago. Sports fields and well placed rugby posts at midnight. Raped and pillaged at the hands of a devil. He’d learned how to see in the dark long ago, learned to breathe quietly, move silently. Although the purpose of the chase, however long he may have extended it, was always to be caught.
 
   Tipping his cane over his shoulder, he watched her open her arms, blowing out another breath as she did so. Beautiful, it reminded him of himself in some ways, waiting for the inevitable. Well done her. Intelligent manoeuvring indeed. She was hoping for conversation no doubt, thinking of giving herself over in some way to appease his anger. Furious he may have been, mildly agitated still if truth be known, but somewhat less inclined to beat the treachery from her now. What was the point anymore? His daughter had clearly been safely delivered back into the hands of the bitch, and whatever his feelings regarding her home or the degenerates within it, Lucinda had employed the correct techniques in her education thus far. Another few days would not matter. It may even give him a chance to sort things a little better here before he took off with Claire for good. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected at the airport, but she had done what she believed correct, and regardless of his anger, she deserved his respect for making a decision and challenging him with it. Not many could do that to him and get away with it. 
 
   “Why are you not getting on with it?” she snapped, allowing that voice of hers to cut through the air like a scalpel across skin. He shivered a little as it warmed his blood and caused him to smile broadly. Only she could kneel there in the dark and chastise him for being too slow. Most would be trembling by now, or running, but not her. She was simply waiting impatiently, knowing there was nothing he could do that she couldn’t switch herself off to. There was only one way to surprise her now, a way he was struggling to come to terms with out here in the cold. It was not the most pleasant place for affairs of the heart.
 
   He walked across to her until he was mere feet from her and gently caressed her blown out breath with the end of his cane, swirling it and creating a pattern in the dark above her head. Love was a strangely stimulating concept full of wonders and enticements. Forgiveness. Never had he thought that would come to fruition inside him again, only for his beloved, which was still somewhat debatable at present given the bastard’s duplicity.
 
   He reached his hand forward until she could see it and smiled as she placed hers in it, letting the wash of her love for him enthuse his bones as she did. Decency, honesty and beauty, all wrapped up in a sinful little package just for him.
 
   “You are cold, my love,” he said, feeling the snow on her gloves seeping into his fingers.
 
   “I’m kneeling on the fucking ground. Are you surprised?” He snorted at her angry response and tugged on her hand until she got to her feet, then wrapped her arm into his to begin walking them back in the direction of the pathway.
 
   “That bat’s more relevant than I thought,” she said quietly, her teeth chattering a little.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “The bat on the end of your cane. It seems you can see in the dark, too. Do you have sonic powers I’m not aware of?” 
 
   He laughed lightly with her, stamping his feet as they reached the tarmac again and getting a good view of her face once more. Stunning. Those cheekbones of hers were still as sharp as glass, and her lips were burgundy stained as if sin was a necessity for her life. “You’re not angry about earlier? I thought…”
 
   “I am furious, with violent undertones that may need appeasing at some point,” he replied, drawing her to him and kissing her softly. His mouth was bereft without her lips, a feeling he was becoming more and more inclined to feel safe with. She was a haven of sorts, a place to simply breathe and exhale. Thoughts and old memories disappeared the moment her tongue found his, as they always seemed to, and he felt himself relaxing into her as her hands reached for his chin tenderly, pulling him closer. For the first time he understood Elizabeth’s need for that closeness with acute clarity. They were as one with each other. Alexander’s lips were undoubtedly consuming, but Lilah’s were peace-filled. Quiet. There was no need for training from him, no guidance necessary. She simply was. There was a softness within their moments together, a feeling so intrinsically laced with hope that he could do nothing but give in to them. Every taste of her was more exquisite than the last, and as every inch of her grew stronger, she became more tangible, a spirit descending, all the time promising immortality of sorts.
 
   He slowly pulled back to watch her smiling at him, shy amusement creeping across her face.
 
   “Well, that was much better than the pain I thought was coming,” she said, giggling softly and still cupping his chin. “You’re good at that, you know?”
 
   He raised a brow at her. He was good at everything. In fact, there wasn’t a thing he wasn’t good at. Did she not know this? Maybe dressage… He wasn’t especially good at that. However, that was usually the horse’s fault, not his.
 
   “Do you ride, my love?” he asked, kissing her palm to remove it from his face and linking his arm with hers to turn them towards the road again. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Horses? I have not yet felt your cunt grind in such a manner.” She laughed. He wasn’t sure what at so he looked at her again and chuckled at her amusement.
 
   “Oh, good God, you do come out with some strange analogies. Really? My grinding cunt?”
 
   “It is a way to understand your capabilities within the saddle, is it not?” She continued laughing, spluttering with every step and leaning her head onto his shoulder as they turned the corner back towards the exit of the park.
 
   “I suppose that would be your way of understanding such a thing, yes. And no, I don’t ride horses. I always wanted to, but never got around to it. I didn’t get around to a lot of things, something I intend to change.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   They walked along the edge of the park for a while, something he hadn’t done for quite some time. He remembered doing it frequently with the family when he was younger. It was the done thing to stroll around the parks and cities, in the correct places of course, showing one’s power and chatting with the elite. Dull times indeed. No matter how his father paraded himself around and chatted cordially with others, giving the illusion of interest, he always knew what would happen soon after. The man would then rush them home to drink as liberally as possible, leaving him to deal with yet another beating from his mother while defending his siblings without their knowledge.
 
   “I have a daughter,” he mused, watching the city speed past. “I am unsure of how to proceed.”
 
   “Is that why you thought abducting her would be useful?”
 
   “I was not abducting her. She is my child,” he snapped, halting and glaring at her. “Do not be so dramatic.” 
 
   She arched her brow, tugging on his arm, and started them moving again.
 
   “In the eyes of the law, you did,” she replied quietly. “And as much as you might not want to hear this, she doesn’t know you at all. What did you think was going to happen? That we would all ride off into the sunset and live happily ever after? Really?” 
 
   He couldn’t deny it was an appealing thought, one he was contemplating when he decided to take her in the first place, having locked the bitch from hell in a handy closet and thrown the key through the open window. 
 
   “Were fairy-tales and unicorns involved, too?” He rolled his eyes at her and swung his cane around to tap her backside again, causing her to jump forward. “Seriously, Pascal. It was stupid of you.”
 
   “I am becoming more and more perturbed with your descriptions of me. Too tall, too big, moronic, stupid? Is there anything else you’d care to add?”
 
   “Stubborn?”
 
   “Well, that one is correct. It is also not likely to change given the morons I have to deal with.”
 
   She smiled again, unwrapping her arm and grabbing hold of his hand instead to walk backwards in front of him like an excitable schoolgirl.
 
   “What do you want, Pascal? We’ll do it, whatever it is, but you have to be honest with me so we can move forward. I want a good job, and I want to travel, often. I’ve never done anything but walk these streets trying to prove myself. I don’t feel I need to anymore. I want to see it all.”
 
   He frowned a little at the thought. A good job? And travelling? Things normal people would do, couples. Not something that would fit in with his lifestyle.
 
   “I have already seen it all, my love,” he replied, watching her every step and concerning himself with the possibility she might fall.
 
   “Then show me. We can go, do. You can tell me everything you know and we can–”
 
   “I want my daughter.” The words fell out, surprising even him. But he did. He wanted her safe, protected, away from all of this and understanding where she had come from. Who she was. Not that his family was anything to be especially proud of, but she did have status, a power she knew nothing of as yet. Lilah stopped and looked at him, inspecting every facial movement like a true dominant would, searching for reasoning, for answers. The look was just as Alexander’s would have been. Fiercely interrogative, yet unassuming to the casual bystander. He watched a couple walk past them and smirked at their hand holding as they laughed with each other about some triviality, all the time feeling her fingers still linked with his. Lovers in New York, ambling and debating. Now discussing something that may well change the direction of his life forever.
 
   “You really do, don’t you?” she eventually said.
 
   “Yes,” he replied, musing the thought to himself as he started them walking again and stared up into the night sky. “I am concerned for her safety within this world of ours. Lucinda should have removed her from this situation long ago. It is not something she should have to endure.”
 
   “Sweet as that thought is, this world is your life.  Your creation, in fact. You can’t just go and hide her somewhere so she doesn’t have to see it. What was the plan? Send her off to Switzerland like you were and leave her there until she’s eighteen? How did that work out for you and your relationship with your family?” He just listened, waiting for her to offer up more information that she shouldn’t be aware of. “I mean, you have brothers and sisters, right? Did you ever actually see them? And what about your status in society? She doesn’t have to deal with any of that because of Roxanne keeping her quiet. Will she have to deal with a title once you acknowledge her as your own?” He smirked and flagged a taxi down. Where was Alexander when he wanted to beat something? “Where are we going now?”
 
   “To Alexander’s.”
 
   “Okay, but why?”
 
   “It is simply unacceptable that I should not know why you have this information on me,” he replied, squeezing her hand and feeling oddly contented that she was relaxed enough to be so blasé about seeing Alexander again given the whipping she took the last time they met.
 
   “He’s not there. He’s in San Francisco. He’ll be back at the weekend for some ball you hold. He told me to tell you. I forgot.”
 
   “Hmm.” He flung some dollars at the taxi driver and flicked his hand in the direction of the road again. It seemed they weren’t going to Alexander’s after all.
 
   “If you think I would have said any of that without understanding the repercussions, you’re wrong. I have reasons for knowing all these things about you.”
 
   “Which are?”
 
   “I’m information gathering.”
 
   “For what?” She let go of his hand and continued walking for a while, saying nothing and giving nothing away. 
 
   He narrowed his eyes at her and thought about her speech about being honest with each other. Much as he respected her for her ability to keep her mouth closed, enough was enough. His patience was running thin enough with the brute already. He loved her, as much as it still surprised him to think it. He expected the truth, and he damn well wanted it now.
 
   “Lilah, I need you to be honest with me about what he is up to.” She sighed and kept walking. “This isn’t about him anymore. This is about us and I expect the same truth you ask of me.”
 
   “I can’t. I said I wouldn’t,” she replied, walking slightly quicker and losing every element of softness in her voice. “It’s legal stuff anyway. I’m under oath in reality. And he’s paying me. I can’t just spout off stuff like that. It’s against my principles.” He caught up with her and grabbed her arm harshly, causing her to spin so sharply on him he took a step away from the slap that was surely coming. He drew in a breath, withdrawing his own temper, and removed his hand again, opting to lean on his cane for some element of sanity amidst the confusion.
 
   “You told me about Claire. What can be harder than telling me that?”
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she snapped, shaking her head to herself and spinning again to stride off. “No secrets, is that what you want? I was raped three blocks along over there,” she snarled, pointing towards Hell’s Kitchen. Then she whirled back around on him, backing him up to the park railings as she did. “There were three of them. One of them kindly savaged my arse while the others took turns in every other hole they could find. I ate food from the floor, the gutters in fact. I begged endlessly, day after day. I didn’t bathe for days on end, just wallowed in my own filth hoping that someone would kill me. You know, just to relieve the fucking monotony. And I cried, Pascal. I cried over and over again, thanking God or anyone who would listen that my father wasn’t there to see the mess I’d made of my life. I had nothing. No one. I existed, barely. Is that truth enough?” He waited for more, knowing it was coming, and leant further back onto the rails to make himself comfortable. She needed to tell him this, not for him, but for her. And he wanted her to say it all out loud, so she could rid herself of the guilt she associated with it, removing a barrier between them as she did. “What else do you want?” she spat, riling herself up exquisitely and producing that stern glare he adored. “That I pissed in back alleys, not bothering to try to find toilets anymore? That my only way of enduring was becoming nothing? I just became an empty hole, something that consumed itself with survival and nothing else. Hmm? Revolting enough for you? That’s why I can switch off the pain you seem to like inflicting. I just fall away from myself again and stare back into that hole – that degrading, self-imposed abyss of shit. One Roxanne eventually pulled me from.” He snarled to himself as a car horn blared in the background, mirroring her glare at the thought of Jacob being the one to find her. That inbreed was anything but well behaved usually. He was surprised he hadn’t raped her, too, on the way back to The Parlour. She turned again, staring at the traffic and heaving in breaths of aggravation. “I had no principles then, none. I let them go because I had to, to live. Do you understand that?” she said, turning back to him, pointing her finger and finally stabbing him in the chest with it. “Not that I fucking wanted to most of the time, but I’m fucked if I’m doing it again now. My life. Mine. Mine to take responsibility for. You dare ask me for truths when you give me so little. Well, you have all the damned truths I have to give you. Ask anything of me and you can have it, but I will not break an oath of fucking confidence regarding my career. I will not let the potential for the rest of my life be destroyed because you want me to break Alexander’s trust in me. He is, for now, my boss. Like it or not. I have told you all I can.”
 
   He gently tried to take her hand as it still prodded at his chest, but she snatched it from him, scowling as she did. He reached for her face instead, watching her furious eyes and waiting for more, wanting it if she needed it, but she didn’t. She flinched a little, showing her distrust of his offering. He wasn’t surprised. Not many could have survived those streets and been comfortable trusting others again. That she’d agreed to any of the things he’d asked of her so far was truly astounding. Especially given the rape he’d known little of before now. He stepped into her and stretched his fingers for her again, gently caressing the corner of her chin until her eyes began to soften a touch.
 
   “Thank you,” he said quietly, brushing the hair from her face and pushing his hand behind her neck as time slowed again. He smiled at her and tried to calm her down, telling her everything was fine. It mattered not who she had been, nor what she had had to do, only that she had survived it, and that she was strong enough to defy him because of it. “You are stronger because of it, yes?” 
 
   She blinked her eyes, frowning a little and then opening her mouth. 
 
   “Do you think simply anyone can elicit this reaction from me? Hmm? You are eternally engrained, my love. To me, your spirit is what becomes you most. It roughens your perfection exquisitely.”
 
   Having looked at his lips for some time, twitching her own into a semi snarl, she eventually flicked her neck from his hold and turned away to continue walking along the pavement, alone, just as he would have expected of her.
 
   “Hmm,” she snorted loudly. She was still angry, it seemed, beautifully so, of course. Although, he still wanted the fucking answer to what Alexander was doing behind his back. He watched the sway of her ass and decided he would have it out with Alexander again upon his return, more physically this time. She would never tell him the truth. She would consider it against her honour to do so, and much as that irked him, it also piqued his respect for how brilliantly she shone amidst a sea of dulled stones. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the box he had been carrying ever since the zoo. Not that she needed a cuff anymore to prove she wasn’t to be touched. Anyone within their world would be able to sense it in her glare of disdain now, certainly the way she held herself. She would never have to concern herself with who was standing in her way again. Smaller than most she might be, but her spirit was stunning in its fortitude.
 
   “Lilah?” he called, kicking himself off the wall and beginning to walk after her. She didn’t turn, didn’t even acknowledge him. She was likely too lost in her rage, chastising herself as she went for letting her insides come out so easily, and now worried about the harm they might have caused. Beautiful she might be, in love with her he most certainly was, but constantly chase her down he would not. She would harden herself, deal with her own emotions and stand up to him again. He would not allow her a second of running from this. She should be proud of herself, at ease even with who she was and what had happened to her. “You will stand and wait,” he shouted, refusing to run after her. 
 
   “Fuck you.” 
 
   Hmm. He continued watching, deciding it might be best to let her disappear into the New York crowds until she calmed herself. Snarling at the thought of her alone at this time of night and rolling his eyes at himself, he quickly put one, forever damned, foot in front of the other to get to her. Fucking English women and all the chasing they made him do. At least this time she had clothes on her back, he supposed.
 
   “Will you stop running away? I am trying to give you a gift.” She immediately halted, spun and glared at him. “A little glee around your eyes would be preferable, my love. It is not often I am so inclined.” She simply arched one of those delectable brows, crossing her arms at the same time. He held the small, long box out to her, twisting it between his finger and thumb and chuckling at himself. Gift giving, with sentiments of love attached. Odd, but warming somehow on these frost laden pavements. Nothing changed in her face, not one thing. She just looked at it and then back up at him. “Take it. It is for you.”
 
   “Why?” What woman asked why when being offered a gift? He was so confused by the question that he felt irritation biting into him again.
 
   “Take the fucking box and stop being so juvenile.” If it was possible for her arched brow to rise higher, it did, and he had the distinct impression that if she’d been holding a cane herself, he would have felt the ramifications of her disgust. “If you do not take the box, I will bend you over that bench and fuck you until you do. It is simply a gift. Take it. I would enjoy seeing you wear it.”
 
   “Would you really?” She snorted at him, slowly unfolding her arms and reaching for the box. “You could if you wanted. I wouldn’t be adverse,” she said, undoing the clasp and opening the box without showing one bit of interest. She was too busy staring at him, twitching her lips and then looking over her shoulder at the bench. She shouldn’t try his patience. Fucking outdoors, exhibitionism in general, was one of his very favourite hobbies. She eventually turned back to the box and gasped a little. 
 
   “I would be honoured if you would wear it.”
 
   “Honoured?” 
 
   He took the heavy diamonds from the box. There was nothing complex about it, more a sense of strength. Two rows of diamonds sunk into gold, some fine filigree working around the outside for femininity, and a heavy price tag to match the cut and clarity of the actual stones themselves, but other than that it was a simple design. Resilient, as was she. 
 
   “In our world, this is a sign of ownership. A commitment of sorts. It is not a collar, nor does it have the power associated with such a ceremonial band. It simply protects you against unwanted interest. It offers an element of safety should you require it,” he said, offering it up to her left arm and waiting for her to decide if she wanted it or not. He wouldn’t be at all surprised if she turned her back and walked away.
 
   Eventually, she nodded. She didn’t smile or say anything, just nodded simply, acknowledging their commitment to each other, or rather his commitment to her. She could still do as she wished with a cuff on her. Nothing stopped the cuffed one asking what they wanted of someone else. It only stopped another touching something that was not theirs to toy with.
 
   He stared at the diamonds and chuckled to himself again. Not once had he done this. He had considered it with Emanuelle at one point, but she had become dull after a month or so. A chore. He had defended her on occasion, but was under no obligation to do so. The reasons he hadn’t done it before now were very clear, certainly given he had put it on a Domme. He had no choice now. He was responsible for another. Wherever she went, whatever her choice, whenever she called, he would be there. It may not have been a collar, but to him, it held the same gravitas. The weight of those diamonds around her slender wrist were the heaviest he’d ever have to bear, short of his own child. A collar on his own throat was easy in comparison to the unending turmoil that this cuff would bring him. She knew nothing of that which he’d just handed her. He may as well have given her what remained of his heart in that box, with a bullet lying beside it.
 
   “It’s pretty. Thank you,” she said, breaking him from his thoughts as he gazed into her dilated pupils. Those eyes were pretty enough to cross continents for. Pretty enough to kill for. Pretty enough to give his life for. 
 
   As was she.
 
   “You are welcome,” he replied, pulling in a dramatic breath and straightening up. He was damned tired, and hungry. What time was it? He checked his pocket watch. Nine pm? “Could we eat? I am in need of sustenance.”
 
   “Not fucking over the bench then?”
 
   He snorted at her and tapped her backside.
 
   “Much as the thought of fucking your cunt until you bleed appeals, my love, I believe I owe you an Italian meal,” he said, hailing another taxi and cringing the moment he thought about what he’d said. “Did that offend you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Bleeding cunts.”
 
   “Why, because I was raped?” she replied, laughing lightly. “You’d hardly be you if such language didn’t fall from your filthy mouth, would you? It’s one of the things I seem to love about you.” He smirked at her and inwardly thanked her for the reprieve. Taming his mouth would be tantamount to killing himself. “Besides, I quite like the thought of you making me bleed.” He snorted again, watching her flippantly wave the omission off as if any normal human would say such a thing. Normal she was not. Thank God. “Can we go somewhere I know?”
 
   “Of course. Where?”
 
   “Rappeli’s on 56th,” she muttered, sliding her ass into the taxi and patting the seat beside her.
 
   “I have never heard of it.”
 
   “No, I doubt you would have. I was going to go there earlier but Martin had been ordered to bring me to the park instead. You’re not going to sack him, are you? He’s nice.”
 
   “He is not nice. He is yet another moron who taxes my mental stability with deceit and treachery. Do you know how much distress you caused my brain?” 
 
   He would absolutely be dispensing of the man’s services. Lying, cheating, two-faced imbecile who should know better than to–
 
   “It was for your own good.” 
 
   He narrowed his eyes. Perhaps it was, but that was not the point.
 
   “You become more like Alexander each day, my love. I am still much perturbed.” As was his cock as she licked her lips at him and smiled.
 
   “Good. I’d hate to be easy for you. I mean, how intolerable would that be?”
 
   Easy? Quite the word of the hour. Never would she be easy. And yet, holding her that first night, letting her thin frame mould against his had been the easiest feeling he’d felt for many a year.
 
   He pinched the bridge of his nose and pondered what the hell he’d just done. A cuff? Illogical. Quite barbaric actually given the damsel currently languishing within her own self-importance beside him, who would, no doubt, be the death of him at some point. Time to force some lucidity back into these emotional negotiations. Fucking was a far more appropriate topic for discussion – something that would help them get back on track. Not that he was uncomfortable with being off track with her at all.
 
   The restaurant, if one could call it such, was disgusting. Vile. A filth-ridden excuse for what could only be described as a foodstuff outlet. It was sticky. Everything he had touched thus far had been sticky, as if still tarred by the grease served on the excuse for Italian cuisine. Rome, Venice. Good God, what was he doing here?
 
   “Why are we here?” he snapped, wiping his hands with a napkin before deciding it was better to use his own handkerchief instead.
 
   “Ssh. Don’t be a snob. Food.” Snob? He gazed around the place again instead of starting an argument in etiquette. He was allowed snobbery in such a place.
 
   “Bella Lilah. Look at you? Se bello.” He snarled at the Italian slang. If one could not be bothered to speak correctly, one shouldn’t bother at all. The woman did at least look like she may have been to Italy at some point, with her portly little frame and her wizened, darkly tanned face.
 
   “Hi, Maria, I brought a friend for dinner,” Lilah replied, wincing as the woman grasped her into a hug and refused to release her. He took a step backward, warding off the potential for the same embrace.
 
   “Lui e bello,” she said, looking him over while still hugging Lilah. At least the compliment was serviceable. He was handsome. He lifted his chin a little to seem disinterested. Lilah snorted and eventually released herself.
 
   “Pascal, this is Maria. Maria helped me out when I…” She shifted a little, looking slightly uncomfortable. She should not, for any reason, be uncomfortable. He put a hand on her back to offer encouragement. “Anyway, she’s lovely. And the food is to die for.” Or die from. He watched a plate of obliterated spaghetti wander past him, carried by an undoubtedly disease ridden teenager.
 
   “Ciao, Maria. Un bel posto,” he said. Not that it was a ‘lovely place’ at all, but manners were, as always, a must. Taking her hand, he considered kissing it given the fact that she’d helped Lilah, then decided he could not bring himself to, even for her, regardless of cuffs of commitment. He’d give her a large tip instead, if he had to, and if he survived the food.
 
   The Maria woman launched into a diatribe in Italian while walking them over to yet another sticky surface that some would call a table. Where did he learn Italian? Did he live there? Some story about her aunt’s brother in Rome. An incident regarding a cow. He wasn’t sure how any of it was relevant to anything. She pointed her fingers at the menu – again, excessively sticky – and then busied herself with mopping the surface with a grubby rag dangling from her apron. He rolled his eyes at the exercise in cleanliness, wondering what other diseases he would come across this evening. 
 
   Did he have a brother? Yes, why? It seemed her daughter was in search of a beau. An unlikely matching indeed. He smiled and nodded, thinking it might be a sensible fucking session, one that would hopefully infect the conniving cunt with an incurable case of syphilis or similar.
 
   Lilah, unhelpfully, was snorting her way through most of the conversation, laughing openly at times as he sat as still as he could and tried not to touch anything that might contaminate his thousand dollar suit. The Maria woman then launched again into yet another question and answer conference, sitting herself next to him and breathing into his face. Where had they met? Were they a couple? He did nothing but raise a brow at that. Also, she tried her hand at touching his tie for some inexplicable reason, triggering him to jerk away in protest while she regaled him with stories of silk worms. This caused hilarity to ensue opposite, so he glared at Lilah and then tried imploring her for help of some sort. He could be rude. In fact, this was becoming an ever more interesting thought by the second, but this woman appeared special in some manner, if not completely senseless with her wandering hands.
 
   “Lasagne,” he eventually managed to spit out, in between the woman’s inane questions.
 
   “Yes, and my usual,” Lilah cut in, not giving the woman a chance to speak anymore. Thankfully. “As soon as you can please, Maria. I’m starving, and we’ve been walking for ages.”
 
   “Si, si. Of course,” she replied, heaving herself up and shuffling off. Lilah snorted again, so he glared at her, causing her to cover her mouth and attempt to keep her amusement under control. It didn’t seem to work as she spluttered out another round of joviality. He rolled his eyes and watched as a waiter brought what may have been considered red wine across to them in a carafe. 
 
   “Is it drinkable?” he grated out, at Lilah mainly, but the young waiter nodded and scampered off around a corner, having not poured their glasses for them, nor offered a taster. Inexcusable. “All of New York, and you bring us here? Absurd.”
 
   “I like it here.”
 
   “You will learn to like it elsewhere instead. Italy preferably,” he replied gruffly, almost spitting the wine on the floor having taken a mouthful. “Intolerable. Merde. Insufferable, revolting and quite beneath you. This is not acceptable. It is… Look,” he snarled, fingering the rim of the glass and indicating the chip in the surface. “Vile. How is one supposed to indulge in…”
 
   “Oh, do shut up.” His mouth did indeed stop, but not before his cock reared to life again, insistently battering at his trousers for escape. “This was the only place that kept me alive at one point, Pascal. I hadn’t eaten for three days when Maria helped me out the first time. Do you know how that feels?” she said, crossing her legs, leaning back in her chair and sipping at her own wine. “How could you? Silver spooned and hand fed all your life. Snobbery at its finest, I’d say. And while this might be revolting to your sensibilities, you will enjoy it, and you will give her any amount of money that’s in your pocket when we’re finished so she can keep helping out others in the future.” Really? He raised a brow at the thought of the thousands rolled in in his wallet. “I may love you, but Christ, stop being such an overbearing prick, will you?”
 
   Overbearing prick? That kind of language would normally have resulted in a severe beating, possibly even dungeon play. He watched her stare him down, smiling as she did so, tempting the thought more and more by the second as she widened her eyes in amusement. Intoxicating.
 
   Dominant indeed. And in need of fucking.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m not sure I’ve ever laughed that hard. Frankly, it hurts to laugh now. The corners of my mouth hurt, too, still, even after a night’s sleep. Curling myself into the duvet even tighter, I squint my eyes against the morning sun creeping through the curtains and flex my mouth into another smile. Dinner at Maria’s was the most entertaining evening of my life. Once the sight of him eating food from something other than a Michelin starred restaurant sank in, he took off his jacket and relaxed. Well, as relaxed as Pascal ever is in public anyway. We sat there for a few hours just being human. Talking, retelling old memories, laughing and giggling. Well, I giggled. He doesn’t giggle, obviously. He told me about some of his youth, just little snippets really, but it was lovely to hear them nonetheless. He even ate the food eventually, having pushed it around the plate for a while, complimenting Maria’s ability to make a decent Lasagne even though she obviously had no knowledge of the country. Still, regardless of his relaxed frame, never once did he touch the table, and of course he wiped the cutlery down before he even attempted to eat with it, much to my amusement. We never really got around to talking about the airport, but after a while, I was just too happy and relaxed to care, and then I was drunk, which rather negated the need for serious conversation.
 
   I want a cup of tea, but this feeling of being held is so beautiful, so radiant against the sun’s morning halo lighting up the room that I can’t help but snuggle back into him. The moment I do, his arm snakes tighter around my waist, drawing me back into him even more. I’m amazed he stayed. I’m even more amazed that he asked if he could. Several bottles of – he was right – revolting wine later, I was so drunk he could have done anything. Instead, I remember him carrying me up to the apartment, undressing me, and then asking if he could stay. I think I nodded in dull agreement, possibly attempting speech before rapidly passing out. I had no need for sex. I can’t say the same at the moment, though, because the gradually increasing grind of his manhood against my backside is causing all sorts of interesting thoughts to collide inside my head. We’ve never just had sex, made love, as odd as that might seem. We’ve fucked, beautifully at that, but we haven’t just lain in bed and enjoyed each other. This morning, I want that. I want love. I want to feel him inside me, gradually, slowly. Inch by inch. I want him at my pace. My fingers caress his arm as he gently fondles my breasts. I’m not sure if he’s fully awake or not, but his cock is, and that’s all I need at the moment. That and his lips.
 
   I turn in his hold, inching myself against his skin and letting his warmth infuse me more as I hook my leg over his hips. He hardly moves, just repositions his hand on my back and gives me a chance to look at him as he sleeps. He’s so handsome, very nearly bad boy in his appearance with stubble darkening around his mouth. He looks so youthful as I gaze at him, with smooth bronzed skin, thick dark hair, which is slightly longer every time I see him, and he has eyelashes that rival mine. He’s cute really, not that I would ever say that to his face. Cute is not something he’d be comfortable being portrayed as, I’m sure, so I just stare, transfixed by this new boyish charm, which has nothing to do with his deviant brain, and watch his lips twitching. He’s awake, and more than likely amused by my perusal. Well, fuck him. I’ll look all day long if I want to, which I do, although not quite as much as I want to show him what my ‘grinding of a saddle’ might feel like. His fingers splay a little on my spine, pulling me closer, so I reach for his face, running one finger along the curve of his strong jaw, then his brow.
 
   “You look younger,” I murmur, threading my fingers into his hair and brushing my lips across his. 
 
   He hums back into them, no words, no language needed at all as he pushes his cock into my thigh and groans into my lips. I smile and let him nibble on my lips, sucking them into his mouth and digging his nails into my back as he does. I roll my weight until I’m above him, feeling his ridged abs against me, reminding me that if he choose to, this could all happen a very different way. For now, though, this is about what I want, how I want. And what I want is him buried inside me so we can bond in a way that we haven’t done yet. I want to feel him come inside me as I look at him. I want to kiss him and feel that sensation fill me with confidence about whatever this is between us. I need that. 
 
   My fingers run down his chest as I sit myself up and look down on him. He still hasn’t opened his eyes. He just keeps twitching his mouth, shivering occasionally as I trail my fingers along his skin. It makes me realise I’ve never had this opportunity before, never been given the chance to take my time and meander my way around him. Love him. I trace the outlines of the scars on his ribcage one by one, smiling at them as I do. Others would be horrified by them. I’m not, not anymore. I understand them now. I understand his need for them. I might not understand the reasons why yet, but as I lower my head to draw my tongue across them, I know I will one day. He’ll tell me whenever the time is right.
 
   His hands find their way to my arse then slide up my back smoothly. It feels strange for him to not be abrupt in his handling of me. This is the feeling I get when we kiss. He’s soft, controlled. He just feathers my skin with gentle strokes and barely there touches of magic creating visons of happiness and comfort. It’s something I’m not sure he’s easy with, but his hands tell me a different story. They give me everything I want from him at the moment. Love. I nibble my way up his body, sucking at his nipples on the way and eventually reaching his neck as my body lifts to hover over his cock. He raises himself to rub on me so I back away again, smiling to myself and teasing him with the occasional glance against his skin. He groans again and opens his neck out to me, asking for my biting, sucking, licking – all things I’m happy to do as I continue moving myself gently against him. His fingers tighten as he tries using strength to bring me down on him again. I move out the way of his cock, glancing his hipbone instead and winding myself up in the process. I’m so wet I can feel it dripping from me, sense it slicking its way across his skin as he tries, yet again, to move me where he wants me.
 
   “You need to be still,” I mumble through my chuckle, moaning into him and casually biting his earlobe. He growls at me and loosens his hold a little, letting me climb my way up his body until I’m resting on his chest. “Besides, I like your tongue too much for this to be over quite so quickly.” 
 
   Still he doesn’t open his eyes as he lies beneath me, but he does smile. It’s glorious, and so cheeky as his brow twitches, furrows and then softens again. He licks his lips as I grab hold of his hands and put them where I want them – one on each cheek of my arse, so he can pull me into his mouth and show me his need. Grinding cunts indeed. He’s about to find out how well it grinds. I inch myself higher, letting my core linger in front of him. 
 
   “Tongue out,” I say quietly, watching his amused mouth smiling as I grab hold of the headboard. “Time to show me what that dirty mouth can do.”
 
   I don’t get a chance to say anything else as I’m yanked forward. I hardly get a chance to breathe as his mouth clamps down on me. I don’t even know how he knows where the fuck he’s aiming for, but the instant his tongue begins to assault me, I begin panting. His fingers dig into my skin deeper, holding me so fiercely against his mouth that I can hardly move let alone give commands. I don’t need to. He knows exactly what he’s doing with that tongue as it slides and flicks over me. Oh, good God. I can feel him using it like a spear one minute and then lapping at me the next. Biting and clamping, sucking and releasing. My thighs begin trembling as I rub myself into the moment, quivering and straining as I get snatched into him more and more. The grate of his stubble only heightens the feeling as yet another small bite of pain follows more tongue fucking. I sense my guts churning at first, feel them rolling over each other and inducing that coiling sensation deep inside as he grabs at me again. I lean into the headboard for support and try to pull myself away a little to elongate the feeling. It’s surreal to be here like this with him. I don’t know why I bother trying to stop the inevitable, though. His hold is far too strong for me to avoid, and I couldn’t give a fuck really. I’ll get more than this. This is just the start, and fuck I want to come. I want it to flood me as I tip my head back and let a moan sound out in the room. So beautiful. Him beneath me, fucking me with his mouth, that dirty fucking mouth of his. The mouth that belongs to me. He sucks viciously on my clit, dragging his tongue along behind it and then his bottom teeth. All sorts of pleasure assault me, nerves tingling and body quaking. I can feel it, storming over my skin and lighting up the room with darkness. My darkness. Our darkness. 
 
   Letting go of the headboard, I scramble for his hair and tense my whole frame, readying myself for the spasm that he’s created. Oh God, too much. “More. Yes…” 
 
   My pussy grinds into him over and over as he keeps up his relentless pace and leaves me panting and groaning. Tension starts in my feet, travelling up and across me in waves as I moan out in desire. As his mouth clamps down again, flicking that fucking tongue as he does so, I close my eyes and let it take me. My whole body sparks as if it’s on fire with need as I embrace it. He somehow rolls me just as I begin coming. I don’t even know where, but the softness of the bed cradles my fall. His mouth doesn’t stop working me as the first orgasm crashes through me. He keeps going until I’m beginning to beg him to stop, pushing at his head to get him off me and squirming at the torture. It’s too much, too strong. I’m almost paralysed as I try to tighten my legs around his face to escape the sensation. He doesn’t let me. He pushes on my legs, holding me splayed open and at his mercy, still sucking and lapping as he does. Fuck. I can’t breathe. Everything’s black, and I daren’t open my eyes in case this mesmerising feeling stops. Something shoves inside me abruptly. Fingers? Hands? I don’t fucking know. My moaning and panting continue as I try to regain thought, but there’s nothing but feeling. Nothing but intense sensations and unending cresting waves crashing over me. He’s unrelenting in his attack. I’m all in his hands, and no matter how much I try, I can’t move. I can see stars, blistering bright lights, currents of energy coursing over me and awakening another orgasm. 
 
   He suddenly stops laving his wide tongue over the core of me and drags it upwards until he reaches my breasts, withdrawing whatever was inside me as he does and giving me a slight reprieve. His teeth meander, gently again, nipping all over, softly, a little harsher, softly again. My quaking begins to subside slightly, although it leaves an ache in its wake that’s fucking painful. I try to relax again, tangling my fingers in his dark hair and eventually opening my eyes to watch him. He twists my nipple in his teeth, baring them at me and clamping down on it to full effect. It’s not nearly as excruciating as it should be. It’s erotic, dirty, sordid, a part of him and me.  I don’t know what the fuck it is, but it is us, and it makes me ache all the more to have him inside me, to make love our way.
 
   “I want you inside me,” I breathe out, gripping his head and tugging it towards me. The look that greets me will never be forgotten. It will stay with me forever. His green eyes are so astounding in their feral intensity it’s a little scary. They’re full of explicit intent, heated and yet longing to deliver what I need. What we need. I can see that in them, and I can feel his love for me as his fingers move down me and brace my legs apart roughly. There’s control in that power, a lighter grip that’s the real him hiding beneath. I can see him, sense him. I want him now, that man who told me he loves me. “Show me you love me.”
 
   That’s it. That’s all he needs to relax his eyes a little more and completely release his bruising hold on my groin. He just lifts his body a little and then lies between my thighs, resting his cock against me, perhaps waiting for instruction. I don’t know, but his slight smile only ramps up my need to have him buried so far inside me I’ll never forget him.
 
   “Do you believe I do?” They’re the first words I’ve heard from him. They’re gruff and husky, full of morning horniness and laced with that overriding sound of his, that European haze of rolling vowels. My tongue licks over my lips as I consider his words and let him link our fingers together above my head. Do I? He nudges me with his cock, letting me feel his weight while slipping an inch of it into me quietly and withdrawing. There’s nothing amused about his face, none of his normal brow raising. It’s just him, occasionally kissing the top of my chest and then staring back into my eyes again. “Say it, Lilah. Say it so we can do this,” he says, pushing himself inside a little further, and then fucking pulling out again. I could growl at the teasing.
 
   “Yes,” I reply, squeezing my fingers within his and focusing all of my thoughts on this moment. He smiles quietly and begins pushing in again, and I can feel every inch of him as he slowly increases the pressure between us. Every ripple, every undulation and every sensation imprints itself onto me. No-one will ever feel as he does inside me. He owns me. This is all his. 
 
   He grunts with a final drive, hitting my walls and sending me up to the headboard. Then, breaking one of his hands from mine and winding it under my arse, he lifts me into him and just holds me there. Bliss. 
 
   My fingers find their way to his neck to connect us further, somehow needing every part of us to be in contact as I arch the rest of myself into his frame until there’s no separation anywhere. It seems like minutes pass as we stay like this. We’re still, slick with sweat and throbbing together as that euphoria of orgasm chases its way across me again. It won’t take much for me to come again. It’s palpable, as if I can actually touch the sensation, or maybe he can. And as he releases his other hand from mine and tucks it behind my neck, holding me securely in place, it begins to climb higher than ever.
 
   The first full pull back feels like a loss, so much so that I claw at his neck to pull him back into me, inducing groans of desire to sing around the room. He rewards me with a hard shove, driving into me as deep as he can while hooking my leg around his back. Closer, so close. He pulls back slowly again, prolonging the sensation, and then drives in again. I’ve never felt such intensity, or such emotion. I’m tensing everything and then relaxing, holding him, clawing at him, grinding my clit into every drive and trying to keep us from separating at all. His growl comes as he lifts me bodily from the bed and pushes me back towards the headboard again, moving our bodies until he’s on his knees and I’m astride him.
 
   “Ride me,” he grunts out, pushing me into the headboard then bracing my body against his. There’s nowhere to go but onto him. There’s no room for pulling out, no room to allow drives or assaults of pain. He’s just buried inside me, and asking me to ride him. Rocking and grinding into each other, with no separation, we cling on and allow our slick bodies to join. All I want is his come mixing with mine. I want to feel it, and as my clit begins to pulse against him, I feel him swelling inside me and moan out at the thought. His mouth is suddenly on mine, licking and sucking, adoring me. I know that.
 
   “I love you,” I mumble into his mouth, panting for air as I do and trying to keep up our pace as his hips keep up their unyielding rhythm. I have never been close to this sensation before now. Never once have I felt the intimacy I do in this moment. The crashing of tides is beginning, heightened by his now bruising hold on me. Pain begins to creep back in again, and I realise it will always be there, always. He needs it. I need it. I bite into his lip, tasting the blood instantly and feeling the shudder course through his cock. It rallies me onwards, making me move quicker, almost furiously to get to our goal. Fucking, making love. Coming, together.
 
   “Fuck,” he cries out as he grasps me to him again. “More, Lilah. Fuck. More. Bite me. Own this.”
 
   I taste his blood once more, licking it into my mouth as he mumbles Italian at me, then that language I don’t know. Spasms begin racking my body. My thighs burn with the need to keep going, to reach our conclusion, or just the start of something fucking amazing. He moves me. I don’t fucking care where to, and I can’t stop because the feeling is nearly here. It’s chipping away at me, teasing me with brutal little bursts of pleasure as he draws out and rams back in again, and then I feel him tense. My whole body tenses with him, grabbing and grasping at him like a woman possessed. Nails shred skin, teeth engage, mouths clash. It’s a fucking blur of pain, and gasps and groans of delight. I don’t breathe. I don’t even think. It’s all so loud, and yet somehow silent. I’m floating, my mouth gasping for air as his come floods inside me. My come. Mine. Ours. Warm, wet, cleansed, dripping and oozing within a moment of pure, untainted magnificence. 
 
   Sparks and shivers wrack my body as he pulses inside me and I slowly start to come back to life. There’s nothing like it. I can’t remember anything that even begins to live up to the paradise that he’s just given to me. It’s ours, and no one is ever taking it away from me. I will never let him go back to being his normal wall of doors and locked openings. He will give me everything. He will rip open his soul and give me what’s in there, freely, and I’ll hold it for him, protect it and keep it safe from others. That’s what this is now. Us.
 
   I eventually let my eyes open so I can see him again, wishing I’d been able to keep them open when we came, and find myself gazing into pools of iridescent emerald. They’re deep set and frowning as they stare directly into the very heart of me. There’s no smile, no welcoming chuckle or happy crinkling. He’s entirely serious as he licks his lips, and I watch the blood dripping from them while he shakes from the exertion. My finger swipes at his blood, causing a small sneer to descend, then suck it into my own mouth, tasting it again and letting it seep into me. 
 
   “You can say it now,” I say, wiping at his blood again and painting a little cross over my heart. “You should after that.”
 
   His body slowly relaxes as he looks at me, and he eventually breathes in a large lungful of air. I watch him move away slightly so that he can rest without crushing me.
 
   “You ask too much of me,” he replies, resting his head on his hand and continuing to rock his hips in and out of me while he chews on his bitten lip. “I may need rest before offering up my heart again. It’s fucking exhausting.” I watch his mouth quirk, probably amused at his navigation of my point.
 
   “Just say it.”
 
   “Mmm. I love you.” I smile in return and hook my legs around his backside, pulling him closer again and refusing to let him move away, not that he’s trying. 
 
    “Do you cook?” he asks randomly, still forging his not yet soft cock into me and making me wonder if another orgasm is on the cards.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Cook. Whisk eggs. Pancakes?” he says, pushing himself backwards and dragging my body with him by the ankles. I don’t even try to fight the movement. I might even be compliant about the Neanderthal actions for once. Just. Or maybe I’m just relaxed. Sated. Happy.
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “Not what?” he asks, as I’m literally pulled off the end of the bed and dragged along the hallway towards the lounge, probably leaking him all over the floor as I go. Fuck it.
 
   “This isn’t very Domme like. I thought you thought me a Domme,” I chuckle out, splaying my hands out behind my head and trailing them along behind me.
 
   “I’m not feeling very submissive at present, my love. Hunger and subservience do not mingle well.” He waves his hand around in the air in the direction of the kitchen. “Cook.”
 
   My brow rises in authority at his command, although that is rather hard from the floor. Still, I will not be ordered to make him food. 
 
   “Submission isn’t subservience. It’s beautiful. And the saucepan’s in the cupboard on the left,” I reply as I linger in my post-orgasmic haze, still leaking it all over Alexander’s carpets and not giving one single fuck. “Eggs are in the fridge.” 
 
   Eggs. Fuck. My brow scrunches at the realisation of yet another encounter without protection of any sort. In fact, when’s my period due? He drops my ankle and wanders over to the kitchen, so I watch his naked form and wonder how the hell I’m supposed to know when my last period was. I just about stopped having them when I was running the streets. Starvation does that to a woman’s body. Everything closes down. The women at the clinic told me that and said that I shouldn’t be worried if I didn’t have one, or if they were irregular. But I’m healthy now. Does that mean’s it’s all working again? Shit. I suppose it does. Well, that’ll have to be dealt with at some point.
 
   “I could be pregnant.” The clatter of metal that sounds in the room has me instantly snorting and twisting my head to watch his cock swing back towards me. It’s still hard, impressively so. A dangerous weapon. I point at it, nodding at my thoughts. “We should use that again.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your cock, you. We should fuck, again.”
 
   “No,” he almost shouts. “Pregnant? I have one child already. Are you not on contraceptives?”
 
   “Nope,” I reply, shaking my head and licking my lips at the image of a blowjob. Gagging. Perhaps I should tie him up. Where’s that rope Alexander gave me? Never mind, it’s not like I actually learnt any of the knots. He scowls at me, hands on hips and oh so imposing. I laugh and turn myself over onto all fours, crawling my way across to him and eyeing up my cock.
 
   “Lilah, what are you doing?” he says, now with an agitated tone hovering in his voice for some unknown reason that I can’t be bothered with at all.
 
   “Sucking,” I reply, less than three foot from his cock and considering less sucking and more fucking. Jesus, the man is edible. When did that stat happening? Obviously always, but I’m suddenly insatiable with need. I think I’m actually drooling from both ends.
 
   “Are you attempting submission? Stop it. It is unbecoming and of no use to this conversation. I will call my physician. She will deal with any unforeseen anomalies for you.” 
 
   My brow shoots up. What did he say? Anomalies? Is he suggesting me possibly being pregnant is a glitch of some sort? I halt my absurd crawling and stare up at him in irritation. I’m not sure what I expected when I blurted it out of my mouth, but it certainly wasn’t such a callous response. He just stares back at me, occasionally looking at my body as I clamber to my feet and glare at him. What’s wrong with the thought of me pregnant? 
 
   “Why do you have this look about your face?” he says, clearly confused by my sudden transformation from compliant and whimsical to fucking pissed off. “You cannot be amused by such a thought. A child? Look at me, Lilah. Do I appear interested in the thought of more children? We have not yet begun to–”
 
   “Dick,” I spit out. What a thing to say. How about a discussion on the topic, a sympathetic and rational conversation instead of treating a potential child like some sort of infection to be dealt with. It doesn’t matter that I’m not the slightest bit ready for children either, nor one hundred percent comfortable with the thought of him as a father. That shouldn’t mean such a cruel pronouncement of finality. We did this together, and no matter how irrational the thought, or how complicated it might seem, he could, in fact, be a father again. He raises a brow at me, slicing the air with his justifiable right to be confused. Fucking superior arse.
 
   “This is not a conversation I am prepared to have.”
 
   “Tough. Start talking, and try some fucking apologising while you’re at it.”
 
   “I will not apologise for a serviceable thought process. What is it that you think will happen? Hmm? That we will become a family of four and live in comfort with slippers and a pipe?” He narrows his eyes. “Or is it my title you are after? The money. Perhaps some royal status? Hmm? You will not get it from me.” 
 
   My own eyes widen in disbelief. His fucking status? Pompous, self-righteous bastard. Who the hell does he thinks he is? I don’t want a fucking thing from him apart from honesty. How dare he ruin the happiest morning of my life with his holier than thou attitude?
 
   “Fuck you. You think I’m interested in your royal privileges? What a wanker you are. Get out,” I reply furiously as I turn, storm back into the bedroom and begin grabbing at his clothes. Fucking arsehole. What the fuck am I doing with someone like him? He’s a dick. A self-centred adolescent. One who needs to grow the hell up and start taking responsibility for his sexual adventures, regardless of his ability to bed the entire fucking world with one glance at their crotch. Good God. Christ knows how he hasn’t got thousands pregnant before now. And to think of the shit I’ve put up with from Alexander because he fucking needed it. Whipped? Christ. I was whipped by a sadist in a fucking dungeon because he thought it might help me understand him. 
 
   I snatch up his over polished shoe and launch it behind me along the corridor, hotly pursued by the next one I find daring to entangle itself with my knickers. Shoes and fucking knickers, that’s all there is here. No love, no honour, and no fucking decency. I snort in disgust at my inability to find his underwear. Maybe he wasn’t wearing any. Fuck him. He can have a cold fucking cock for all I care. It’ll match his bitterly cold personality. Turning and storming back along the corridor, I find him daring to lounge in the chair, still naked and looking far too appealing for my anger to comprehend at present.
 
   “Out,” I snarl, dumping his clothes at his feet and pointing at the door.
 
   “No,” he responds calmly. 
 
   “This is my apartment and I want you out of it. You can take your royal status and shove it up your fucking arse for all I care. I’m sure it’ll fit. You’ve clearly had all sorts of things shoved up there in the past. How many, hmm? One hundred? Two?” That may have been slightly below the belt, but I couldn’t care less. I’m furious that he would believe that’s what I want from him as I continue to glare.
 
   “Sit yourself down and consider your actions.” 
 
   My fucking actions? Oh my God. If I were larger than I am, I’d pummel the shit out of him. There is no chance of calming myself down. I’m livid. I can feel it in my whole body as it shakes with adrenalin, trying to contain its own fury. I ball my fists, pulling in a breath through my nose to alleviate the need to turn chairs over or perhaps throw the television out of the fucking window. Or at him.
 
   “I’m going to say this one more time. Get. Out.”
 
   He chuckles. “Or what, my love?” he replies, hooking his hands behind his head and smiling at me. I’ve never felt anger like this before. It’s like white hot liquid slithering across my skin, lighting up a flame and readying me for killing something. Stupid. Too emotional. Not useful at all. I scan the room, looking for something to help me out. There’s nothing, only this sensation coursing through me that is almost beginning to win the war I’m waging with myself to grab knives and throw them at him.
 
   Well, if he won’t go, I will. I march myself straight back to the bedroom and begin yanking on items of clothing, not caring in the slightest what they are until I’m dressed and still mumbling expletives under my breath. Honestly, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing with him. Love? What the hell does love have to do with any of this? I stalk back down the hall towards the door, grabbing my bag as I go and not even looking at him. All the things I’ve had to do to get this far with him, and I’ve asked nothing of him in return, only the truth. And this is the truth, isn’t it? There will be no happily ever afters or fairy-tale weddings. He has nothing to give me other than an uncaring heart and a world of confusing sensibilities regardless of those three beautiful words he’s used for me. 
 
   The door slams behind me and pull in another long breath, turning the corner to the lift as I do and hitting the call button repeatedly. Fucking man. I don’t need this shit anymore. I am more than this. Stronger. Wiser. He can come and find me, apologise and beg for me to come back. I am Lilah James. I will make my own way in this world. In fact, I might go to that lawyer’s office now and ask him if he’s got a job for me. Then I can get the fuck out of Alexander’s apartment and get somewhere of my own to live. I will not be beholden to anyone anymore, certainly not a pair of men who believe it is their right to hold some sort of power over my fucking existence because they happen to be extraordinarily good looking. And if I am pregnant, I’ll deal with that, too. Me. I will look after me. I did it before, and I’ll damn well do it again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting on the frost-laden bench, I stare up at the building housing Fischers, Prescott and Turner LLC. What the hell I’m doing here, I don’t know. I wandered for hours thinking about him, just like I used to, and then found myself sitting here. I have no idea why. It’s not like I can go in there and ask for a job looking like a just fucked idiot who still has come dripping down her thighs, is it? Stupid Lilah. But just gazing at this fortress is strengthening my resolve that bit more. I do need this. I need to put some distance between us. Love him I might, regardless of my anger at present, but this dependence on any of them is not happening anymore. I’ve done my job for Alexander, and I’ve done it well as far as I’m concerned. It might be very kind of him to offer me a job and an apartment with it, but I can’t do that. I need my independence. I need normal in my life, too, if only to balance out the strange other world I find myself dangling within.
 
   I can still smell his aftershave on me as I wrap my arms around myself and try to shield off the whipping wind. There’s only the smallest amount of snow falling from the clouds above, but it’s enough to show me this winter is going to linger, and for once, I’m missing the sun. I’m missing its warmth and its rays of hope. Everything looks better in the sun. Summer seems to somehow galvanise new beginnings, spring, rebirth, the beginning of positive thoughts, which spur the need to move forward again.
 
   A homeless guy wanders past with all his things on his back in a tatty old rucksack, not dissimilar to mine. Would those who were on the streets even recognize me now? I squint to see his face. I don’t know him, but I do. I know everything about him just because I’ve been where he is now. He’s probably cold, hungry and completely lost even though he knows these streets better than any New Yorker ever could. He ambles them daily, looking for something to do, somewhere to eat, a safe place to sleep. If only these fucking people with their suits and ties knew half the struggle it is to be on those streets then perhaps we wouldn’t have a homeless crisis. There wouldn’t be children being born in alleyways, or women being raped. None of these people want to know, though – people like Alexander and Pascal, Elizabeth even. None of them care. They just carry on with their hedonistic lifestyles, spending their millions and lounging in the comfort they give them. Not one of those three has any clue what it means to survive, really survive. I am that survivor, regardless of being picked up by Jacob. I would have fucking survived without him. Just like I will survive without Pascal. I’ll do it on my own. All of it.
 
   I’m up and waking to the homeless guy in an instant, gauging his smell as I do. He’s a drunk. I catch the stench of cheap whisky that overrides the grime in his clothes. Who wouldn’t be drunk, though, in this weather? It’s the only way to keep warm. I dig around in my bag, smacking my hand on the gun and realising I need to get it into the safe when I get back. I carefully unroll the wad of money that I put in the lining in case of emergencies. I pull out two hundred dollars and then tuck the rest back in. He stops as I manoeuvre my way in front of him. I’d say he’s around thirty, but he’s probably younger. The streets do that to you, wizen you, make you look more tired than you ever have been before. I notice it more and more myself when I look in the mirror, the lines and wrinkles decorating my once plump skin regardless of the make up trying to cover it. Sharp angled cheekbones, still hollowed cheeks showing the stress they’ve been through, all of it highlighted by this new shapely hair-cut. He tries to move around me, and I smile at him and hold out the money.
 
   “This is for you. Go get a drink, some food or whatever you need. Rappeli’s on 56th hands out free dinners on the weekend. Tell Maria Lilah sent you.”
 
   He looks shocked for a minute. He just stares and then quietly glances at my clothes, my fur coat and hat. Christ, I must look like all the other well-heeled idiots rushing past him. I take my hat off involuntarily, messing my hair up a little to make myself seem less imposing, then offer that to him, too. God knows what he’ll do with a woman’s fur hat, but he can have it if he wants it. He chuckles a little at me, smiling weakly.
 
   “It’s all right. You keep the hat. Thanks for the cash, though,” he says, taking it from my fingers with his grubby ones and making his way around me again. I watch him go, rubbing the snow off the top of my hat at the same time and wondering where he’ll end up tonight. At least he’s male. He’s got more hope than any woman out there, I suppose.
 
   I glance at the gold plate on the door beside me. The bold letters of Fischers, Prescott and Turner shine back at me and I nod at them in return. Tomorrow, I’m coming back here. I’m going to get some clothes suitable for an interview and I’m going to come back and get a job. My job. A job just for me, one I can be proud of and hold my head up as I stride the streets each morning. I’ll take holidays, pay for them out of my wages, and no fucker will get in my way. They will notice me. They will understand what I’m capable of and what I can do for them. And then I’m going to take my law exams. They’ll pay for that, too, and if they don’t then I’ll damn well pay myself.
 
   My head stretches around to see where I can get clothes from. There are several shops dotted about, not ones I’ve ever dared to go in before now and, funnily enough, not ones I’m going in now either. The money in my bag isn’t mine to spend. It’s Alexander’s, and I’ll spend as little of it as I possibly can to achieve my goal. I cross over the road, heading for the places I know – the thrift shops I used to go in before when I had a job. I’ll find something there instead. I just need a skirt. I have a shirt at the apartment that I can wear. Shoes? I need shoes. The shop will have those, too, I’m sure.
 
   Twenty minutes later, I’m out with a bag full of suitable clothes, all purchased for under fifty dollars. A simple, well-fitting grey suit, a sharp pair of patent grey shoes, and a cream blouse. I also bagged a pair of wide legged trousers in green and a contrasting chenille jumper in a lighter tone. Why the fuck I had to find green, I don’t know, but I did, and they fit well. He’s still an arsehole, though. My hand covers my stomach as I stand on the corner of 5th looking at all the designer shops and debating the merits of going back to my apartment. Will he still be there or will he have left by now? Hopefully he will have got the message loud and clear. I don’t need him and he will not make decisions for me. I am not a woman to be toyed with or trivialised. I won’t be demeaned or undermined, regardless of the way he treats others. We are together because I choose to be with him, and if there is anything growing inside my stomach, it is mine to deal with. Who the fuck is he anyway? Apart from the man I’m hopelessly in love with. I don’t know why given the Neanderthal behaviour that he so often displays. 
 
   Why was John Innsbrucker at Roxanne’s?
 
   I don’t know why he sprang into my mind, but Claire’s little eyes haunt me as I walk back along the pavement, coffee in hand. Nothing is easy around these people, is it? Nothing is simple. It’s just complication after confounding complication. He even told me that himself, didn’t he? “I will be an entertainment for you to endure.” What joy. But he was right, I suppose. Endure is exactly the right word for him. Fucking tolerate is probably better. Although, I can’t help smiling as I think of the way his arm tightened around me this morning, or the way he looked at me when we’d finished our coupling session, or the way his tanned hand fit so perfectly over mine, or the way his mouth moved so beautifully around the words ‘I love you’.
 
   Bastard.
 
   The steps to my apartment seem steeper somehow as I climb them and stare blankly at the walls. For some reason, I can’t get Jon Innsbrucker out of my mind at all. It’s ridiculous really. He’s nothing to me, and given my frustration with Pascal at present, I shouldn’t even be bothered about it. But why did he have his arm around Roxanne, and why did it seem like he was playing happy families with Claire? He’s supposed to be one of Pascal’s oldest friends. I’m damn sure Pascal doesn’t know he’s sleeping with his wife. On the other hand, maybe he does. Who am I to know how this world of fucking anyone you want goes? It just doesn’t sit right, though. If Pascal knows about the two of them, and now he knows about Claire, too, then why would he allow me to take his daughter back there? He must know what sort of man Jon is. He may not have seen what he did to me in his office, but surely he knows what the man is capable of. I wouldn’t want my child anywhere near that sort of human if I was him. He can’t know, can he?
 
   The lock clicks on my door and I push it open, flicking on the light. It’s quiet and he’s not here to greet me. I’m not sure if I’m happy or sad about that as I set the bags on the units and turn for the bedroom. I really need a shower. I grab at my bag and head directly into the study to put the gun in the safe, and then turn and head for the bathroom. I need something to warm me up, and for now, that’s not going to be Pascal.
 
   Several hours later and I’m sitting on the chair near the fire in nothing but my silk robe, contemplating life. For some reason, I got the picture of my dad out and I’ve been holding it in my hands for however long I’ve been sitting here. I haven’t really looked at it that much. I don’t need to. I know every line on his face, every curve, every wrinkle. I know the way he looked when he was happy. He was joyful with his slightly lopsided grin, his eyes crinkling at the corners. He was a real father – strong, loving and caring. He used to lift me and carry me to bed, even when I was about twelve. I remember giggling with him and telling him to put me down, that I was too old to be carried. He told me he’d never put me down, that he’d always carry me when I needed him. That I’d always be his princess, and princesses should be carried everywhere. Fucking fairy-tales. 
 
   A tear trickles down my face and I swipe it away before more have the chance to follow it. I will not cry. I will not. I shake my head and close my eyes, forcing myself not to look at the damn park that makes me ache for him to come back and tell me it’s okay. That he’s sorry. That he had no right to dismiss my emotions as if they weren’t important. My body. Mine. He can’t take such a thing and trivialise it like it’s nothing. He has a daughter, a beautiful little girl who will depend on him for the rest of her life. And he said he wanted her. What for? So he can tell her her place in life and make her sit quietly in a corner? 
 
   I stare across at the box still sitting on the dining table. My shield. Shield? What a joke. Alexander thinks some leather will help me defend myself against his words. They won’t. It’s my mind that needs to do that and it can’t. Do I have to turn into some uncaring bitch that only thinks logically to be able to cope with him? Strip all the emotion away permanently and become a damned computer of some sort? I don’t even know why it hurt me so much this afternoon. He’s said other things in his own inimitable way and they’ve glanced off my shoulders, even been amusing, but that… that was personal to me. Hurtful. Perhaps it was just the realisation that no matter how close we get, we’ll never have a happily ever after. I know that. He told me that in the very beginning. He sat right there and basically said he would never be my knight in shining armour, that there was no fairy-tale at the end of this rainbow. Oh God, I’m so exhausted from trying to work him out. Enough. He’s not my problem. None of them are my problem. They can all go to hell. I’ve got enough to think about. I want some order to my world. I just want a job again, and a home to call my own. 
 
   My hand grips the empty teacup I’m holding as I stare back out into the freezing night, wanting nothing more than to wander around my park and find some sense of peace within me. Why couldn’t he be just a little more reliable, a little more dependable? I sigh and get up, knowing he’ll never be those things. I pad my way to the sink to dump the cup, and then make the short journey to my bed. To sleep. Alone. When I finally reach my destination and crawl under the covers, I close my eyes, desperately trying not to let the smell of him affect me, and refusing to open them again in case the tears leak out and weaken my resolve.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke at six, peeled my eyes open and showered, scrubbing at my skin vigorously to try and wipe him off me so I could get on with my life and get that damn job. Having slipped into all the necessary clothes for an interview, I did some quick research on Fischers, Prescott and Turner and then left without another thought for Pascal. It was time to get my game on. Time to show the world that I will be more than I currently am. And Mr. James Prescott isn’t going to know what’s hit him when I walk through his door.
 
   So now, I sit here in the foyer of the fourteenth floor waiting for him to find a slot to ‘squeeze me in’. Or, rather, for the pompous bitch of a fake blonde secretary to slot me in. Having marched in with purpose, I realised I couldn’t just say, “Hi, I’d like an interview please,” so I decided it would be sensible to use Alexander White’s name instead, hoping that he would have enough gravitas to get me through the door. Apparently he does, because the stupid secretary immediately started tapping away at her computer and rearranging things to ‘squeeze me in’. Marvellous.
 
   I stretch out my neck, trying to relax myself and remain in control of what I’m doing as I smooth my skirt down and stare at all the professionals rushing around. They’re all dressed immaculately. Gucci, Prada, Tom Ford – every one of them has a top of the range briefcase, some of them pulling the obligatory small suitcases that house hundreds of paper documents. I remember dragging them, too, two at a time sometimes to try to get all the information I needed for a case home. I smile at the thought as I cross my legs and sit taller. I can do this, probably better than half of these idiots. It doesn’t matter that some of them have already got their law degrees and I haven’t. I have something they’ll never have – survival instincts. Instincts that will not be walking out of that door until he’s offered me a job. A good one.
 
   “Ms. James?” I swing my eyes across to the voice to see a thirty something male hanging out of a doorway. He’s cute. I stand up and walk across to him, extending my hand as I do and smiling as broadly as I can.
 
   “Mr. Prescott? Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” He smiles, turning back into the door as he releases my hand and waves at the chair on the other side of a large glass desk.
 
   “Please, sit. I really haven’t got much time, but if it’s for Mr. White then I’ll make time. What can I do for you? The case is going well so far. I sent the relevant details through to him for sign off yesterday. As long as he signs and sends them back then I see no issue with the divorce. As long as both parties agree, anyway. I must say, it’s unusual to be working a divorce case where neither party has any knowledge of it, but then, it is Alexander we’re dealing with. He does manipulation like it’s a Sunday afternoon amusement.” 
 
   Crossing my legs, I watch his mouth move around the words and take in the slight hint of a Bronx accent. He’s not born of this wealth that surrounds us. He’s made his way here, whether legally or illegally. It sounds like he’s very familiar with Alexander’s dealings, which only heightens my impression that is not necessarily above board in his work.
 
   “I’m glad you found my research useful and that I could help.”
 
   “Ms. James, your research was outstanding. I’m not sure I’ve ever had so many relevant documents sent my way. You must have extensive legal training. Are you a lawyer?” Not yet.
 
   “James, do you mind if I’m frank with you? I can see neither of us has much time, and I have more work to do for Mr. White.” 
 
   “Please do. I wouldn’t expect anything less of Alexander’s legal secretary.” Legal secretary? I have a fucking title? 
 
   “I would like a job.”
 
   “Excuse me?” he says, leaning back in his chair and looking somewhat shocked.
 
   “I need a new challenge to occupy myself – one that allows me to deal with the – how shall I put this? – less legal legal documents?” He raises a brow at me, pivoting himself left and right on his chair as he stares with an interested expression. “We both know who Alexander is, don’t we? I assume you deal with plenty of other colourful clients, yes? I would like to manage them for you. Sort the facts from the fiction. Organise their details more appropriately than legality would allow, shall we say?”
 
   “Miss James, I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about,” he eventually replies, having leant himself forward a little and picked up the phone. He stabs in some numbers, scanning my legs as he does and chuckling to himself. “And I’m not sure poaching one of Alexander’s employees would be the wisest move to make, are you?” Clearly he’s scared for his life. Yet another reason why I know he deals outside of the law. Another damn good reason why he needs me working for him.
 
   “You shouldn’t worry about that. I can still do everything he needs from me as long as it comes through this office. In fact, I could do it in my spare time if need be, but the British office can deal with most of the anomalies he has.” Fucking anomalies. I wouldn’t know shit about a British lawyer, but he must have one. He can’t possibly do everything through this New York office when he doesn’t actually live here. His business is based out of the UK, through Amsterdam by the look of it – clever tax resourcing. “You’ve only handled his affairs for a little over a year here in New York, I see. Perhaps this could be a win-win for us both. You get more work from him, therefore extensive monetary gain, and I will still handle him for you, just not as directly as I currently do.”
 
   He leans back again, hovering his thumb around the call button on his phone and chewing the inside of his cheek. I smile, arching a brow and relaxing my arms onto the armrests to show my superiority. He knows I’m good at what I do. It’s just a question of whether he’s willing to steal an employee from Alexander White.
 
   “I’ll need his approval first.” Shit. My lip twitches as I try to remain unaffected by this problem.
 
   “I would put the phone down if that’s the case. He won’t give it to you, James. He doesn’t even know I’m here talking with you. You will have to take your risk and see if it pays off.” 
 
   He smirks, loosening his tie and swinging himself back and forth again. 
 
   “But I will say this – do you think he would have hired me if I wasn’t the best at what I do? I am immune to bullshit, committed to problem management, and direct in my handling of employees. I have had to be, and I will not fuck you, so forget that thought.” Both his brows rise as he laughs out loud and places the phone back on the table.
 
   “It’s not a requirement of working here, Lilah James. Although, it’s not necessarily frowned upon,” he says, standing and pacing around to the front of his desk to lean on it. He crosses his arms and looks down on me, not a position I’m entirely comfortable with, but if he needs a little subbing so I can walk out of here with a job, he can have five minutes. “Do you have a CV?”
 
   “Would you like to switch off whatever gadget you have recording this conversation before I answer that question?” He smiles again before his hand travels across the desk, reaching under it and back out again.
 
   “Feel free to talk, Ms. James.”
 
   “What would you like me to write on said CV? Management of criminal activity and illegal trafficking of money? Or perhaps, organiser of unlawful appropriation regarding prohibited endeavours of varying consultation needs?”
 
   “A well versed description – one that I’m sure you understand with acute clarity given your management of this case so far. You seem to have an inbuilt ability to… manoeuvre the information correctly. It’s a talent, quite an appealing one,” he says, sliding himself from the table and rounding his desk again to switch whatever is underneath back on again.
 
   He sits there for a minute, hands clasped under his chin and watching me with amusement gracing his face. He’s got something about him that tells me that at the weekends, when he’s not neck deep in cases, he’s in jeans and sneakers, probably playing baseball or maybe just hanging around in local bars sinking beers. 
 
   “How much do you want?”
 
   “How much do you believe I’m worth?”
 
   “You’re worth nothing if I lose his business because of this.” Cutting, but probably true.
 
   He goes back to silence again so I sit and wait. There’s nothing else I can say that won’t make me look like a fool. I need to stay in control, appear superior as if I don’t really need this. That’s the only way I’m getting this from him. I’ve done all I can to prove I’m valuable. 
 
   “Alright, Ms. James. You’ve got yourself a deal, but,” he says, leaning forward, his elbows resting on the desk as he narrows his gaze at me. “If he pulls his business from me, you go, too. Do you understand? I will leave him in your capable hands. You tell him, and you retain him. Okay? I expect everything he has in America within six months, everything. I want it all to come through this office and be handled, organised, and appropriated by you. Property, wealth management, stock leverage, and any other valuable asset that is relevant to him. If you have time for anything else once you’ve managed him, then we will think about other clients, too.” 
 
   Much as I’m smiling, I have no clue how to make him do that for me. I may have played a blinder in this room and got myself a job, but all of his business? Shit.
 
   “That won’t be a problem, James,” I lie as I stand and extend my hand, wondering how the fuck I’m going to make that happen.
 
   “We’ll start with 100K with a thirty percent bonus, car, incentives etc. Depending how much we make out of him in the first six months, we might re-evaluate that at some point in the future, okay?” I should accept that, I know I should. It’s a phenomenal amount of money for a girl who was on barely 35K at Cutlers. But this is Alexander White he’s playing with, and I can’t help but push the boundaries, highlighting my own dominance. My hand doesn’t let go of his as he begins to release it. It tightens again, showing my displeasure while my mouth keeps smiling.
 
   “James, don’t piss me off, especially after you’ve given me every reason to let him know you’d scheme behind his back should it suit you.” There’s a few seconds where a sneer begins to descend, showing that boy from the Bronx lingering inside his expensive suit, before he brightens it into a smirk, quirking his brow at me and snorting, probably at my authority. 
 
   “One fifty.”
 
   “One seventy-five, and it better be a Mercedes. With an association for forty percent bonus on anything new I bring in on top of him.”
 
   “Done,” he snaps, laughing to himself as I squeeze his hand again and finally let go. “Deadly as hell. You’ll be an asset, no doubt, Ms. James.” 
 
   He’s damn right I will.
 
   We back away from each other and I wait for the next question, not that there should be one, but there will be. I can tell by the way that he’s looking at me. And Christ, if I’m not all fired up, too. I’d seriously screw him at the moment. It’s nothing to do with him in reality. It’s the kill, the deal done. He’s just as full of angst and hormones as I am. I can feel it in the room with us, crawling around our skin and offering another kind of release. I’m probably the best damn deal he’s done in God knows how long.
 
   “No fucking?” he eventually says, running his tongue over his teeth and staring me down.
 
   “No fucking.” None. “I suggest you get those contracts drawn up before I change my mind and go tell Mr. White what you’ve been up to.” 
 
   He chuckles at me and picks up the phone again, then begins talking to someone about contracts to be sent up to his office immediately. Good. I’m not walking out of this room without it in my hands. This is my job, and I’m fucked if I’m giving him a chance to change his mind about it. No man will fuck with me again. Not one of them, including Alexander White should he choose to be a dick. And certainly not Pascal Van Der Braack, regardless of his mouth, kissing and fucking ability.
 
   “She’ll need a few minutes to get it all together. Do you want a drink? Coffee?” he says.
 
   “No, but brandy would be good if you’ve got it.” 
 
   He wanders across the room to a cupboard and draws out a large bottle of something, clasping two tumblers in his fingers as he does, then points at the black armchairs in the corner of the room. I walk over and sit, taking the glass he offers.
 
   “Do you actually have a law degree?” he asks, sitting opposite me and smiling in that way that tells me he knows I don’t.
 
   “Really, James, my ability to navigate the law successfully has nothing to do with a piece of paper.” He chuckles again and takes a sip of his drink.
 
   “You should do trial law. You’ve got that look about you.”
 
   “What look?”
 
   “The one that tells me I’m never going to win an argument with you. It’s the same one my wife had when she was on the bench. She won every defence case she tried before cancer got her. It’s a talent few have, the ability to defend criminals without consequence to your own conscience. Certainly in women. It takes the jury by surprise when a woman defends criminals.” I snort as I consider the years of training needed for trial law. I’m a clerk who hasn’t even begun first stage training regardless of my in-depth knowledge of the matter.
 
   “I’d like that. It would probably suit me,” I reply, taking a large swig of the brandy and letting it flood me with warmth to calm the nerves that are beginning to rise.
 
   “We could look at starting you on the right course, depending on which stage you’re already at. Obviously you’d need to be up to speed on all the current litigation and referencing.”
 
   “Obviously.” I elongate my short legs as much as I can and smile at him, hoping to avoid further conversation on the fact that I have no qualification whatsoever other than my clerks degree, which, while fantastic and legal in its own right, is nowhere near enough for the amount of money I’ve just negotiated out of him. Come on. Where’s the contract?
 
   The secretary walks in two minutes later, holding a large folder and crossing the room purposefully to James. He flicks through it, nodding and reaching for his pen, then spends an unhealthy length of time looking at a certain page that I can’t see the number of. I watch him lean forward and scroll his name on the bottom of each page and I feel the positive energy surging back through me. Once he’s signed it all, that’s it. I’ll sign it and it’ll be done. I’m not even going to check it myself. It’ll do, whatever it is. For two hundred thousand and a thirty percent bonus, I’ll do anything. He won’t be able to rescind his offer, nor change his mind. He stalls on the last page, lifting his eyes to look at me and hovering his hand over the page.
 
   “You going to be worth this, Lilah James?”
 
   “Well, what do you think, James Prescott?”
 
   He chuckles again, scrawling for the final time, and passes me the pen. My smiles broadens as I take it from him and sign. Done deal.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lounging in Crifter’s Parliament on such an irritatingly sunny afternoon was not only dull; it was thoroughly gloomy. There were several things wrong with this situation, the more prevalent being the lack of a certain raven-haired fireball and her stunning ability to surprise him at every damn turn. He should have waited for her return. He had fought with himself about it, but this was an important engagement, one he could not dismiss regardless of her pain or anger. She would not be accepted in this establishment anyway, regardless of the invisible pair of balls dangling between her legs. Not even Lucinda, with all her power, had been allowed to venture in, which was stupendously idiotic given how much wealth and influence she had garnered for herself. It was probably because they all knew that the place and its contents were all attached to him in one way or another, not that he’d ever had to say that directly. Not legally – he’d made sure of that to separate himself from anything he could not control, but fundamentally it was all still his. At least while the bitch was still manageable to some degree.
 
   Thomas sat there in his suit looking decidedly crisp and clean. Having paid for the damn thing, Pascal expected nothing less. 
 
   “Om, this seems over the top for a gentleman’s club.” 
 
    Indeed it did, he supposed, to an uneducated person within the scene. However, Crifter’s was an old establishment with no real home and an extraordinary amount of supremacy. Its worldwide heritage gave it an element of glamour, but at its base roots it was a judging board, a place of justice in their world. Quarterly meetings happened wherever in the world Paul Crifter decided was appropriate, and they all had to be there, regardless of where they happened to be at the time. He gazed around the room and nodded at the various masters filling the space. Every one of them was worthy of his respect in some way. It was more a league of business owners, who also happened to be in the kink world as well as their own, more legal, vocations. He’d never really enjoyed being reprimanded for his behaviour, but he supposed an order of some sort was necessary to keep a rein on upstarts trying to invade their world.
 
   “Order.” 
 
   He looked up to see the gavel landing and swivelled his chair to the front of the large auditorium as the curtains drew around them, blocking out the too bright sunlight. Crossing his legs, he turned back to Thomas, indicating that he, too, should turn to face the front and slapped his hand away from fiddling with his tie.
 
   “Thomas, pour us another drink, then be still and respectful, and agree with anything I say,” he said quietly, negating the need to tap the child’s chin up with his cane. It was time for him to be on show. “I require you to act as your status demands.”
 
   “Om?”
 
   “Nothing more. Simply, for once in your life, be as your parents taught you to be,” he replied, flicking his hand at the boy’s clear confusion and pulling in a breath. “I will explain more meticulously later.” Thomas nodded, lifting the decanter of whiskey and lifting his own chin. He would do well here, eventually.
 
   “Court is in session. Pray be silent for the honourable Judge Crifter,” some inadequate said from the front. Honourable? The term always made him snort. Honour was such a repulsive little word for their world. Honourable they might be in some ways, but they were like a pack of wolves. The leash was always just too tight for comfort, hauling them in for their actions and drawing more lines with each passing year. It was becoming mundane. A new generation was necessary, one who had not already experienced everything and continuously searched for adventures new. He looked over at Marcus Eldridge, Canada’s ancient and rather wise kink founder who also had a younger version of himself with him today, and smiled. It seemed today would be a day for change to come about.
 
   Paul walked onto the stage, dressed in his quite uniquely theatrical robes and began pacing about. Left of the stage, right of the stage. He hated the man. He was a good speaker, though, when not boring people to death with uninteresting topics of no importance.
 
   “The proceedings will now be discussed. Three main points include delineating Russia into appropriation.” This first topic would be of some use to Thomas, and himself. “The assembly of a new south eastern quarter here in America.” Blah, blah, blah. The imbecilles were constantly arguing amongst themselves on who owned whom, and what. It was like the 1920’s Mafia. “And finally, the restructuring of rules relating to payment.” He rolled his eyes at the thought. It seemed Crifter would be asking for more thousands per month to remain in ‘The Club’ hierarchy. What a delight. He picked up his drink and looked back at Thomas who appeared enthralled by the dramatics. It wasn’t surprising given his brief stint studying law at university. He pondered his own thoughts once more, scouring the dark room for other members who may cause a problem in the coming years. Lucian Cavanagh came into view – someone they would need to be wary of concerning Europe. His family had heritage and power, and he had been encroaching on cities that were not his to play with, regardless of his own threats on the matter. Perhaps Alexander should be drafted for the manipulation that would surely be needed at some point. Hmm.
 
   “Before this begins, we have some new announcements of seniority to be aligned with the files. These will be respected and honoured from this day forth,” Crifter said, slamming his gavel again. “Firstly, Mr Johnathon Eldridge will be assuming power within Canada’s territories. Marcus will be retiring at the end of this year. We wish him well. And secondly…” He drew in his own breath and leant his hand on his cane, gripping the end of it tightly and sipping at his drink to toast the moment in his own way. Odd as it might feel, the time was right. Enough was enough. He required his peace as much as Alexander did in some ways. It was time to offer his daughter the years she would require from him. Safe years. “Mr. Thomas Clostocker will be seconding Pascal Van Der Braack from this moment forth, with a view to permanent change next year. All in favour say ‘aye’.”
 
   To Thomas’ credit, he did not move as they watched heads turn towards them in shock. He didn’t twitch one muscle as the room erupted with noises of agreement. He simply sat serenely with a commanding face and watched the performance around him. There was no gasp, no concern on show for the masses, not even a turn of his head in acknowledgement or thanks. He was exactly how he should be, given the new power that he knew very little about at present. However, pretence was where they all started. Lucidity in power came much later, when one believed in oneself thoroughly – something he would train hard in over the next year.
 
   The next three hours were as dismal as was customary on such occasions. Money, boundaries, litigation, gangland connections of ill repute, and some minor indiscretion relating to torture in Asia. He wasn’t in Asia. Why wasn’t he in Asia yet? Hadn’t Alexander just purchased something in Asia? Hmm. He was, in fact, thoroughly drunk by the time the final gavel fell. Inebriated. With a headache to rival Hell’s fire. Thomas chuckled at him and offered an arm of support as he stood. Pascal sneered at the upstart, just managing to keep himself from tarnishing the boy’s ass for impudence in front of these other people. He would stand himself, or sit back down again, and order coffee. Much coffee. He looked around, leaning on his cane for fear of falling and growling at anything that dared seem amused by his swaying. He did indeed sit again, gracefully, crossing his legs and pointing at the other chair.
 
   “Sit, Thomas, we should talk about this,” he slurred, waving his arm around at the room and pinching the bridge of his nose. With any luck, it would give him time to sober up somewhat before he started the afternoon’s charming fun, that being organising Lucinda correctly and teaching her some more manners. Also, he may be able to walk in a more customary manner after several shots of espresso, giving him a chance to appear somewhere near reserved once more when he exited.
 
   “Why, Om?” Thomas said quietly, taking the chair next to him and snapping his fingers at a passing waiter. He snorted at the movement. It was so like himself a few years ago. He was so full of energy and enthusiasm as he snapped the order at the man without even turning to acknowledge him, drenched in endless possibilities, needs and wants. He stared at the boy, watching the sparkle of those green eyes and letting them linger inside of himself. They reminded him of the frivolities, the lack of accountability, and of the limitless potential for pain he would be able to deliver when needed. He would learn harshly this next year. He would study his art as he had never studied before. He would become accountable for his actions, stronger because of them. He would harden, acclimatize himself to being fortified beyond comparison. He would disown his family and revel in his own debauchery with that freedom in place, making many, many mistakes as he did so, including the breaking of hearts, often and callously. However, with guidance, he would be ready soon enough. For sanity’s sake, he would have to be.
 
   “Because I am tired, Thomas,” he eventually replied, tipping his head back and resting it on the back of the seat as the hustle of the other members began petering out. Quiet. Tranquil. Where was his Lilah hiding? “And because I love too many people to be effective anymore.” He turned his head slightly, smiling at the boy and remembering a time when love was not a concern. When playing with hearts was amusing, as it would become for Thomas now. “Love weakens even the hardest of shells, Thomas. It draws conscience and confusion across all territorial lines, ones that have no business being present within this world of ours. I would suggest you remember that, boy.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Useless and redundant. Yet another pile of papers tossed in the bin. He could not fathom the depths of incompetence. One hour he had been here in her damn office. File after file of inappropriate information lay around for the world to see. She may as well have stapled it onto the outside of her building – his building – announcing to the whole of New York the trade they were revelling in. 
 
   “I want you out,” he seethed, shredding another file and glaring at her chained legs, which were unfathomably bruised for a Domme. “Your degree of ineptitude is immeasurable. How often have you simply discarded this into the trash? With both of our names scrawled across it? Hmm?” She didn’t answer. She just sat there like a stuffed pig, daring a disdainful stare at him. “I should gut you for this absurdity, Lucinda.” Why this headache was still addling his mind was beyond him. At least by the time he left he would have some element of sanity returned to his taxed mind, and hopefully he would have removed the threat of manipulation in the process. “How much more is there? Hmm? I taught you better than this.” Sick and fucking tired. That the bitch had hidden his daughter from him was bad enough, but this was ruin worthy. Not only to himself, but to her, too. He crossed the floor to her and unclasped the buckles. “I am exhausted by you. Bring Claire down here immediately and then remove yourself and your belongings from my building.”
 
   “I’m not doing that,” she snarled, stalking her way to the door and sneering at him. “You have no right to throw me out of my home. My fucking home, do you hear me? And if you think you’re having Claire, you’ve got another thing coming. I’ll drag you through every court in the land to make sure she stays exactly where she belongs.” Courts? Hilarity should ensue any moment. It didn’t. He was too infuriated by her at present, and one court proceeding in a day was quite enough.
 
   “Do not push my limits, Lucinda. She will be coming with me.” She span on him and stormed back into his face. He tamed the need to throttle her instantly. A dead mother was presumably distressing for a child, no matter how appealing the thought.
 
   “She will not. I have enough information to bury your disease ridden hide in prison for the rest of your life, Pascal. Do not push me. You think I’m scared of you? I’m not. I never have been. You made your choice, and now you can rot with him in the gutters for all I care. You stole her from me once. I will not let you do it again. If you want to play blackmailer then please, try. You did teach me well, Pascal, very well. Do not forget that.” 
 
   He sucked in a breath and calmly pushed her repulsive body out of his way, pocketing the last document he’d found at the same time. He’d go and find Claire himself again if that was what it took. He’d had enough of this anyway. Being in the same room as her was debilitating to his fatigued mind. The only thing of any brilliance shining inside was his daughter, and Lilah, who had left him. Even the thought of Alexander presently brought him no pleasure at all. He’d take his daughter and then have someone burn the fucking place to cinders, with her inside, and half the fucking imbeciles who frequented the disgusting excuse for a kink club. He could see the headlines now: New York’s elite snobbery and pomposity toasted in underground kink extravaganza of flames. What a lovely fire that would make. He could get rid of the problem relating to his slavery business, too. They could roast in hell as well, preferably leaving him with no more concerns regarding how to close the business down. He wouldn’t have to deal with Jon fucking Innsbrucker again either. The man still had his damn memory stick. 
 
   He left the room and chose to ignore the clattering heels behind him. She couldn’t stop him last time, and she wouldn’t stop him this time. He’d simply strangle the life from her this time if she tried. It was the most effective way to ease the issue. He’d come to talk rationally, which, given his rowdy temper at the time, had been a somewhat insidious reaction to the real problem at hand. That being Lilah. Nothing that was happening here was anything to do with anything other than a distressed Lilah. He knew that until he saw Lilah’s face again, or until he felt her body against his and tamed some sense into it, nothing would be rectified. He was bereft without her, lost. Two days and he couldn’t think straight, his focus vanished amidst a cloud of unpredictability and all-consuming grey eyes. He was not in the slightest bit surprised he had consumed too much alcohol this morning, leaving him with this wretched hangover. She’d been there in his mind the entire time, nagging at him with her voice and her snowballs of love. How did she do that? Bitch. Sanctimonious and unfortunately exceptionally talented woman. All he could see was the anger repelling him to the garbage sacks he should probably be lying in as she glared at him. But children? Rash and careless. Imbecilic even. Although, having had a day or two to regurgitate the idea, constantly, it was not quite as unappealing as his initial reaction had assumed. 
 
   He shook his head of the fog and narrowed his field of vision back to the current predicament. Where was Claire? He was damned if he would stalk halls again to find her. He halted his strides and spun to face the bitch, causing her to slam into his body and stumble backwards, so he pushed her at the same time and watched her collapse onto the floor where she belonged. It mattered not how many designer labels she wore, nor how often she procured facial treatments at the highest of knife slicer; she was despicable. A torment he no longer required. An issue of no consequence.
 
   “Where is she?” She moved, indicating she may try getting up. Moronic. “I would suggest you stay still and respond,” he said as calmly as he could, tapping the top of his cane on her ankle and watching her flinch. “It is a simple question, and should not harm your deluded integrity to answer correctly.”
 
   The elevator doors opened beside them, ringing the arrival with the hideous squeak she apparently hadn’t managed to have serviced. He rolled his eyes at yet another problem she was unable to manage correctly. Good God, and he’d left her in charge of this whole place? Fool. How could she possibly rear a child?
 
   “Pascal,” a voice said. He snarled at the German accent and glanced over at the man exiting the elevator, ready to annihilate him, too. Then noticed the flash of curly brown hair rush from behind him. Claire? He narrowed his eyes again.
 
   “Mama?” she said, running to Lucinda and sliding to her side. He slowly pulled his cane back and offered his hand down to Lucinda in pretence, offering her support to get to her feet for appearance’s sake, only to be brushed aside by Jon’s presence between them.
 
   “What are you doing down there, Lucinda?” he asked, chuckling at her and grasping hold of her arm to haul her upright. Claire giggled and jumped to her feet again. 
 
   “Mama, did you fall again?” she asked, turning to look at him and smiling brightly. “Hallo, Pascal. See, Mama taught me some Dutch, too? Hallo is Dutch, isn’t it? Mama’s always falling over lately. She’s got bruises from it, see?” He followed her lovely little finger, which was pointing at Lucinda’s exposed thigh as she started straightening her skirt to hide it. He raised a brow at her.
 
   “Mothers can be accident prone,” John said, cutting the conversation dead and wrapping his arm around her shoulder while smiling across at him coldly. Could they? The bitch was anything but accident prone. She was precise, exact. Never once had he seen her fall or collide into anything unless she had been thrown against it.
 
   He sank to a crouch and smiled at Claire, wiggling his fingers at her to distract her from what was occurring and digging into his pocket.
 
   “I have something for you,” he said, laughing as she quickened her feet to get to him.
 
   “Do you? What? Is it a unicorn?”
 
   “In my pocket?” he replied, pulling out a small pink box and holding it out to her. “It is impossible to have a unicorn stored in one’s pocket. Unless you’re a magician of course.”
 
   “Are you?” Some would say yes. He had many magical tricks secreted in corners of his mind his daughter would never know about, but he chuckled at her anyway and tapped the top of the box with his cane dramatically.
 
   “Shall we see? Open the box.” The rush of enthusiasm was cleansing to his soul as he watched beauty filled fingers fumble with ribbons and tulle. She was extraordinary, captivating. Never had his heart amassed such love for something as she continued with her excitement and began tearing at things she couldn’t get into. Chuckling again, he helped her with a particularly difficult corner and smiled as the top fell off.
 
   “Look,” she said, grabbing hold of the tiny platinum necklace and showing it to Lucinda. “He’s a magician. I got a unicorn.” The lights glinted of the dangling enamel charm, flickering the pink stone’s iridescent hue in the centre of its horse head. She swung back to him, smiling with glee. “It’s okay, Mama, isn’t it? Mama told me never to take anything from strangers, but you’re not a stranger, are you? You’re my friend. Pascal’s my friend, isn’t he, Mama?” Friend. He contained the sneer that wanted to rip the bitch’s head from her shoulders and listen to her moans of pain. Friend? Father. Father.
 
   “It’s fine, darling,” she said behind them. He couldn’t even bring himself to look at her for fear of announcing his hatred of her to their child.
 
   “Come, Claire, we have things to do,” Jon’s voice said. So casual, as if they were a happy family. He stood, placing his hand on Claire’s head gently as she gazed at her new unicorn, and glared at Jon with distrust coursing through every bone in his body. There was no happy unit of three here. Whatever the two of them were dabbling in, Claire would not be part of, especially given Jon’s apparent predilection for those who were underage.
 
   “I thought I might take Claire to the ice cream parlour should she wish it. It would seem prudent if you are busy. You could entertain yourself with,” he waved his cane around, “whatever it is that you’re doing while Claire and I shop, hmm?” he said, hoping that would be enough to let the bitch know that if she chose to say no, this would end up unsatisfactorily resolved. “It would be the best possible result, yes?” Jon chuckled, removing his arm from the bitch and holding it out to Claire instead.
 
   “Sorry, Pascal,” Claire’s little voice said as she took a step forward. “I have to go with Jon today. He’s nice, though. He gives me sweets when I’m good. Mama says it’s alright if I’m good.” Shivers ran down his spine instantly, so much so that he glared at the man and remembered his fucking statement about the cards. “What if I took your six of hearts?” Cunt. 
 
   He was so quick to grasp her little shoulders and pull her back to him that she squealed at the strength of his grip, causing him to loosen them instantly. She ran straight for the arms of Jon, then turned back to frown at him.
 
   “Oww,” she shouted, throwing the necklace at the floor in front of him and wobbling her bottom lip as she curled into Jon’s hold. “That hurt me. Mama, Pascal hurt me. I don’t like him anymore.”
 
   Never had a knife been driven deeper than that comment coming from her lips. He felt it ripping him in two, cutting through every other noise as he watched her eyes fill with tears. He ripped his eyes from hers and glared at Jon instead, who was smirking and rubbing her arm sympathetically. Fury radiated over his skin, tainted with fear for his daughter’s safety. Fucker. He’d kill him, and the bitch, too. Why was she just standing there? Surely she knew? He’d take Claire now, just grab her and leave this place, then watch it burn to the fucking ground later. He’d deal with any consequence of her screaming and kicking out at him, possibly hating him for his actions. He couldn’t care less. Her wellbeing was imperative and she seemed to hate him already anyway.
 
   Readying himself for combat, he took a step towards them, ignoring the tears and hearing the crunch of the necklace beneath his foot as he did. Jon hitched his jacket, revealing his ever present weapon and splaying his hand over Claire’s neck at the same time while raising a brow. Hmm. Prepared he was not. He had nothing to combat such a thing. He glanced at Lucinda, imploring her in his own way to do something to help. She did not. She simply took a deep breath of her own and nodded her head at the exit.
 
   “You should perhaps leave, Pascal. Claire’s busy helping me today, aren’t you? And you’ve upset her, it seems,” the fucker said, shielding her from him as he began to turn them all away and head for the stairs. Pascal watched them carefully, cursing his lack of weapon as they moved and halting his need to just grab her anyway. “Children need such a delicate touch, not that you’d know anything about that, would you?” The smile that came over the man’s shoulder as Claire put her little feet on the stairs was chilling. Not once had he ever felt fear like it. He remained perfectly still, glowering in response and trying to contain the rage crawling around inside him. There was nothing he could presently do to ensure her safety. Nothing. John patted his gun again and then dared put his hand on her little back, seemingly guiding her up the stairs and chuckling to himself. “Oh, and Lucinda agreed that I should deal with those business matters we discussed. You shouldn’t have left her with so much to do. Pretty little things like her have no head for the mechanics of business. You should have known that. We’ll finalise it later, shall we?”
 
   His own legs twitched. Every nerve and tendon was on the highest of alerts as he listened to the man chortling away to himself and continuing to climb the stairs, one hand on the bitch’s back and the other on Claire’s. Fucker. Fucker, fucker, fucker. He could have killed him. Should have. He waved his hands at himself as they turned the corner and out of sight. He should go after them, but with what? He had nothing to counter that gun. Preparation was required. Where was Alexander? Fucking man. He took a step for the stairs again, not knowing what to do as he stared upwards to the brightly lit landing and considered just trying it. He was quick enough to outmanoeuvre a gun, but should Claire be in the way, what then? It mattered not. He’d find a way. His feet took off after them, three steps at a time, wrenching at his tie as he climbed them, only to be halted in his travels as he turned the corner and found four men standing in front of him. Two of them were holding yet more guns over their crotches like a military parade of secret service operatives. He growled at them, not knowing what else to do, and listening to the continued chuckling of Jon from somewhere above him. And then they began to move down the stairs, four abreast, forcing him backwards and daring him to challenge them with their leering sneers. Claire was worth death, no doubt, but who would help her then? He drew in a large breath and glanced once more above him, hoping to hell that Lucinda knew what she was doing or why the hell she was doing it. There was nothing he could do here for now, and as his feet retreated, he berated himself with every footfall backwards until he hit the marble again. He waited for a second, hovering and calculating his options, then noticed the tiny necklace lying by his feet. He scooped it up and held it tightly. Claire. 
 
   One of the men kindly wandered past him to the door and opened it for him, laughing as he did so in moronic American sarcasm. His last stretch of sanity snapped, causing his elbow to collide with the imbecile’s throat on the way through the door, then his own head to ricochet off the moron’s temple. He’d kill something, anything. Two turns, some inept scrambling by the fucker and he was left holding the gun, pointing it back into the foyer at the three others as he dug his heel into the first one’s neck. Fucking fuckers. He didn’t even have words for the amount of rage riding over him. He’d kill one of them, maybe two. His finger squeezed the trigger as they pointed their weapons at him, too, inching his way back into the building as he did. A woman gasped behind him, then started screaming and calling for help. He glanced at the noise, sudden realising he was out on the street in full view of the world and his wife. He rolled his eyes at humanity’s response to threat, growling at it and slowly pocketing the gun while removing his foot from the idiot below with a final shove. He held his hands up and slowly backed away yet further into the street as he watched them scanning the view like the professionals they were. Degenerates, he’d kill them all for defending Jon Innsbrucker. Slowly. With a dull carving knife. With a final glare of contempt, he turned his back on them and stared up at the building, hoping to see a pair of happy green eyes looking down at him. There was nothing there but closed curtains and sin. 
 
   He sighed and turned for the road, hurrying his steps as he did and knowing that, for now, the morons would not dare attack in broad daylight. He needed Alexander, and he needed him now. He may well kill the deceitful bastard after this was over, but for now he needed help. 
 
   Squeezing the necklace in his hand, he hurried on, grabbing for his phone and constantly debating the merits of turning back for the building again, but he couldn’t do it alone. It was time for Alexander to repay the many favours he had done the man in the past. Time for him to step up to his responsibility as a dominant, a friend. To protect. For once, the man would do for him what he had done for Elizabeth. He would give his all. The man would honour the obligation he had undertaken by collaring him. He hoped he would anyway, because he wouldn’t be able to manage this without him. Able he might be, and furious enough to damage anything in this path, too. However, corrupt enough to do it all in front of his child? No. She would never see that side of him. She would not hate him for destroying her own mother in front of her angelic little face. Someone else would take that blame for him. And anyway, who better to kill something that might get in his way than a furious Alexander White? He smiled at the thought. The man would relish the prospect.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   I’ve been at realtors all day looking for apartments. Big ones, small ones. Ones in uptown, downtown. I’ve got sheets and sheets of potential places to live, which I’m sure I’m going to need the moment Alexander finds out what I’ve been up to. So now I’m sitting here in a bar at five o’clock getting drunk because I feel like toasting myself in celebration of my new job. I start next week or ‘whenever I’m ready’. I haven’t got the first clue what I’m going to do to make him move all his business over. 
 
   There’s an array of brickworks plastered all over the table in front of me. Beautiful apartments, all of them. Some are in very nice neighbourhoods. They’re the small ones. Some are in not so nice places, but they’re three times the size. I smile to myself and finger the papers again. Mine. My apartment. Fuck you, streets of New York, and fuck you, Cutlers. I’m going back there. The moment I have my Mercedes, I’m going to park that monster in front of their building, not caring a shit for the ticket I’ll get, and then storm in there to announce my presence in the law world again. Fuck them. I’m going to go and pinch the arse of the boss’s son, too, in front of everyone, laughing while I do it. I might even see if I can pinch a couple of clients as well. Yes, good plan. I can just see them all now, snivelling around in their little cubby holes, scared to death of the next shout that comes from someone above them. Stupid. If only I’d known then what I know now. The longer you fucking well hide in a corner, lowering your own head more and more by the second, the quicker you fall into nothingness. No one sees you when you’re meek and mild. No one notices a damn thing regardless of how good you might be at your job. You’re just passed over, as if they can’t even see you beneath the cloud they seem to be placing themselves upon. Well, no more.
 
   I just wish I was sitting here feeling full of self-importance and enjoying my win. I wish something would make this fucking ache inside me go away, because I’m not ecstatic. I’m bloody sad. It doesn’t matter how many drinks I pour down my throat. In fact, I think it makes it worse. I’m so sad I’m struggling to hold in my tears as I keep turning pages.
 
   My head clunks onto the table as I wind my fingers around my beer and scratch it along the table towards my mouth again. Perhaps if I just angle my head to the left and keep pouring, I’ll get giggly. Christ, I don’t even like beer, or lager, or whatever it is that I’m drinking now. I bet Elizabeth gets giggly. I bet she goes out with all her friends and giggles the night away with her beautiful hair and her ability to deal with the likes of Alexander White. Christ, I have no one. Nothing. Alone. I don’t even have anyone to celebrate with. I should be toasting success and smiling from the hilltops down at the weak echelons below me. Instead, I’m sitting in a dive of a bar, having annihilated four beers and a bottle of wine, staring at apartments that have nothing of interest at all. They’re all empty, vacant, and I know why. Regardless of how much I don’t want to say it myself, they’re empty of him.
 
   I crane my head upwards to look out of the window and then fall back into the dirty booth to see around the corner to the park. My park. Our park. I’ll never walk around the place and not think of him, will I? Shit. Why was I stupid enough to fall in love with him? Of all the men in this goddamn city, him? Fucking stupid. I’m not pregnant. There is that, I suppose. I did a test this morning. I thought I better prepare myself for the potential. Negative. Still alone. My mouth sucks in air at the thought. Well, that won’t be getting in the way of my career then. 
 
   The barman arrives in front of me, rubbing at his crotch and smiling at me. What? He wants fucking? I could do that. He’s not that bad, I suppose, not with this blurred haze in my field of vision anyway. When was the last time I was this drunk? Ah, yes. Alexander. He was fun to drink with. Perhaps I should call him and ask him to join me again. He’ll certainly help me celebrate going behind his back to get a job, won’t he? He’ll probably bring his whip with him for shits and giggles. My snort of amusement comes out louder than I expect as I spit my hilarity all over the place.
 
   “Can I help?” I think that was me talking, or it might have been him. My brow rises as I wait for a response to calculate who was asking whom.
 
   “Do you need another round? It’s quiet. I could join you.” Really? I squint to get a better look at him as I attempt to look seductive, awkwardly landing on the table again instead of the elegant placement I was hoping for. He’s tall-ish with brown hair. I can’t see his eyes, but I think he’s reasonably well built. I have no idea how old he is but what does that matter? If he’ll drink with me, it’s better than drinking alone.
 
   “I’m celebrating a new job,” I state, waving at the bar then trundling my way around the table to aim my body at it. “Shall we have champagne?” He grabs hold of my arm to steady me, instantly causing me to rip it away from him. Who the fuck does he think he is, touching me? There are only two men allowed to do that, and one of them told me I wasn’t good enough to have a baby with. Fucking man. Not that I’m going to anyway, so what does that matter? He backs away a little bit. Good. Arsehole. “Bollinger, I think,” I mumble as I round the bar and search the lines of booze. That’ll go well with beer and wine. Nuts come into view part way through my inspection so I grab a handful and start crunching on them. Hungry. Yum.
 
   “What’s your name?” he asks. I swing back to him, steadying myself on the bar as I do and thinking about whether I should remove my heels for safety. I look at the floor. It’s filthy. No, then. I grab a bottle of something and head back to the table instead. 
 
   “Lilah,” I eventually reply, watching him as carefully as my fuzzy state will allow as he sits down, too.
 
   “I’m Carl. It’s nice to meet you, Lilah.” I cringe at the name leaving his lips. There’s nothing romantic or fuckable about it. In fact, he’s got that American drawl that elongates the end of my name. Just like that Texan, not that he ever said my name. He will next time we meet.
 
   “Nice? There’s nothing nice about meeting you, Carl. I’m here because I’m lonely and I want to get drunk. It’s fucking miserable that I’m here with you. Do feel free to join in, though. But nice? Nah.”
 
   I wish I cared if he was offended, but I don’t. He can piss off if he doesn’t like it. I’m tired of giving a crap what other people think, unless it’s relevant to my success. The only person I care about is not here with me like he should be. He should be here holding me and telling me I did good, that he’s proud of me. That’s what you do when you’re in love with someone. You talk, and laugh, and love. You go through everything with them and enjoy each other. You make love, sing, wander in parks and let the air around you breathe out happiness and joy. You do not make them feel like dirt for potentially carrying a child, your child. “I hate you,” I spit out, even though he isn’t there. I don’t, though. I couldn’t hate him if I tried. Even I know that in my stupidly drunk state as I unscrew the lid of whatever fucking drink it is that I brought back with me.
 
   “Do you think you should perhaps go home?” Home? I have no fucking home. No home, no friends, no damn life. My hand balls up some sheets of paper and scatter it across at him, losing my balance as I do and falling off the side of the table to land in the booth again. Fuck. I don’t even bother trying to get up. Why should I? It’s comfortable here. I can down this drink quicker if I’m on my back anyway. It’ll just flow in if I remember about gag reflexes and relax. It might even drown me if I’m lucky. Just like he tried to do. Oh Christ, it’s all him. Every bloody thing I think about is him no matter how hard I try to dismiss him.
 
   “Just go away and leave me in peace, will you?” I mutter, staring up at the ceiling and contemplating what the hell to do next. Ugh. I could feel sick if I thought about it. I don’t. I just find myself lifting the bottle to my lips again to drink more. No home. No friends. No Pascal. No love. I’ve got a job, though. That’s good. Christ knows how long I can keep it, but I’ve got it.
 
   I’m not sure when Carl left me, but he did at some point because I haven’t heard him talk lately. I’m just lying here, staring at the grime on the revolting red ceiling. Who paints a ceiling red? Twats. Maybe I should redesign the place for them with my new extortionate salary. Me, Lilah James. Criminal analyst of legal papers that should not be legal papers. Good title. I could use that. Delver into activity of the non-legal variety – that works too. How about lead negotiator in how to get Alexander fucking White looking clean as a whistle when he’s clearly not, and has murdered his brother recently? Excellent. Done. Christ, I’ve only delved into Pascal’s background. God knows what’s in Alex’s. Alex. It’s a nice name. Alex. Kinda suits his less scary side. Not as nice as Pascal. Pascal’s a proper grown up name. The sort of name one has when one’s a fucking member of the royal family. Dick. Why did he say that? The money thing. As if I want his money. I didn’t, don’t.
 
   “I’VE GOT MY OWN FUCKING MONEY NOW.” 
 
   I think I shouted that. Well, I opened my mouth, I think. Egotistical wanker, parading himself around in his perfect suits, with his perfect hair and his perfect teeth. My eyes narrow as a fly skims the ceiling above me, then dares head in my direction. Stupid fly. I swat out at it, batting the air back and forth to get it to go away. I hate buzzy things. Buzz, buzz, buzz. Both hands attempt the next manoeuvre at it until I’m flinging them about purposefully. I can’t get it, though. I just can’t reach the sodding thing. Heaving on the seat for leverage, I try another tack and grab some of the apartment sheets, flapping them about, too. Nearly. If I just put my arm on this table, I’ll be able to… Fuck. I’m not sure what happened there, but now I’m on the floor beneath the table. Shit. Thankfully the bottle came with me, though. Result.
 
   “Lilah?” Who the fuck is that? I look across the sticky floor to see a pair of manly, expensive looking boots pointing towards me with a set of legs attached. I don’t recognise them. Not that I can see all that straight.
 
   “Piss off, whoever you are,” I reply eloquently. I have no time for men, none. James Prescott is the only man I’m remotely interested in pleasing at the moment, maybe Alexander White, too, I suppose, just because I have to. I’m quite liking the frozen lakes swimming in his eyes lately. That’s the way you keep yourself safe from all these emotions. Shut them down. Bury them. Let no one see them. Then I’ll be able to stay strong and carry on with this not caring thing I’m trying for.
 
   “And why do you need to please me?” Oh. 
 
   I squint at the boots again, realising I must have actually spoken some of those words out loud. Shit. Why is he here? I don’t move as I clutch at the bottle and wonder what the hell to do now. Instead, I decide another round of alcohol is a much better option and start swigging again. I can’t fuck up if I’m too drunk to speak, can I? Good plan. There’s a sigh somewhere in the room. I hear it over my glugging. Whatever. In fact, perhaps it’s best if I just curl up here for a while and stay quiet. I could just go to sleep. That way I wouldn’t have to think about green eyes and snowballs, and those really long walks in the park with the man I love. Oh God, why do I love him still? I don’t want to. I don’t want to care. I can’t function like this. I can’t think. Everything’s foggy, and dusted with lovely hands covering mine and saying lovely words. I’m so alone. It’s just me and my bottle, here in this bar, lying on the floor. I miss him so much. If he would just…
 
   “Get up off the fucking floor.” 
 
   My body jolts at the sound as I try to sniff back tears that are threatening to fall. Fucking tears. No, I won’t cry. I will not cry. Oh God, I’m crying. I’m crying and I can’t stop. Why did he have to say those things? Why would he? My stomach heaves at the thoughts. Over and over they claw at my insides, reminding me how empty my stomach is. How broken my heart is. How alone I am. Just Lilah James, all on her own and…
 
   “Do I need to drag you out of there?” His face suddenly appears, those effortlessly cold, blue eyes staring at me as he crouches. Cold. Frosty. I turn over to get away from them. There’s nothing warm or kind there. Nothing to make me feel happy again. I just want happy again. I want my green eyes back along with his sparkling smile. Eternal moments is what I want. I want those. There’s no eternal anything in Alexander’s eyes. There’s just calculation and pain. Hate.
 
   Some mumbling happens somewhere, but it’s out of earshot and I can’t quite hear it. Not that I care. I’m too busy refilling my mouth with liquid and pulling my legs further into my chest in hope. Maybe if I stay here and cry it all out then I’ll be okay when I leave. Maybe I’ll be able to just forget him and move on. It’s not like we’d ever have made it anyway. A couple? We will never be a couple. I know that. But oh God why not? Why can’t he just be like all the…
 
   “GET OUT!” Tears start pouring down my cheeks as his bellow fills the air. It’s undiluted dominance from his mouth, stronger than I’ve ever heard, but what would I know, or care? He’s not my problem at the moment. I’m my problem. There is a clattering and a scuffling of feet, followed by the slamming of a door, which causes me to curl in tighter and take another gulp of alcohol. Fear should be registering, I’m sure, but it’s not. It’s just me and my bottle and this dirty floor. Just me and my thoughts. I’ll just get rid of them in this place, and then tomorrow I can get on with being stronger again, being alone and happy. I’ll stand taller, be wiser. I’ll cut it all out like he does and be Lilah James again. But now, here, I just need to cry. I just need to… “Budge up.” What?
 
   Tears spill again as I’m pushed a little and then roughly turned back to face him, still in the foetal position. The sight of his face warms me a little. I don’t know why he’s here with me, how he found me, or what he’s going to do, but looking at Alexander White beneath a table with me is comforting somehow.
 
   I stare back at him through my tears, wondering what to say or do as I tuck my hand under my head to rest it on the floor. I’m tired, so tired. He doesn’t smile. He just keeps staring and not saying anything. It makes me wonder what’s going on his mind to make him get down here with me. I mean, why would he? I’m just me. I’m nothing special to him, and I can’t see him getting down on the floor for just anyone. He’s so handsome. His black hair is nearly blue in some lights, an almost permanent frown making those cheekbones look even more wrath filled. He doesn’t have Pascal’s elegance. He’s not calm or in control. There’s no cheekiness, no laughter. He’s raw in a way that Pascal only achieves when pushed, but it’s all on display with the man in front of me. I can see it most of the time now. Every encounter allows me another glimpse of depths I haven’t even begun to fathom. I probably never will.
 
   “Why are you here?” I eventually whisper through the rim of my drink. 
 
   “Apparently you needed my help again,” he replies, smirking a little and reaching for my bottle. I snarl at him. My bottle. Mine. He can get his own fucking bottle. 
 
   He snorts and raises a brow. Okay, he can have some then, whatever it is. 
 
   “And I’m the only number saved in your phone.” Did the bartender go in my bag? Cock. How fucking dare he?
 
   I watch him take a long drink and then place the bottle back between us, trying to get his long legs comfortable inside the booth until he gives up and sticks them out behind him.
 
   “You look stupid down here,” I mumble, noticing the watch on his wrist and wondering how much it cost. Thousands probably. No one like him should ever be on the floor. He doesn’t even look right down here. He looks like it’s beneath him, like his slaves should be the ones to scramble around in the dirt while he oversees the damage he causes.
 
   “As do you.” No, I don’t. This is where I should be for this pathetic display of weakness. He should know that. This is where I belong, weak and fucking useless. I might as well be on the streets again, wallowing in my own filth and self-degradation. I sneer into his face and try to imagine him doing the same. Never would he be here voluntarily. It’s revolting, and lacking all reason and purpose. How is any of this going to help me? What am I going to learn? There’s no courage in this. No fortitude. I’m just wallowing in self-pity and elongating my misery. I swipe at the bottle again and take another swig, revelling in the heat as it makes the world spin again and blurs him slightly.
He eventually lifts his hand and reaches for the table, dragging a couple of sheets back down with him and putting them between us.
 
   “House hunting?”
 
   “Mmm.” I can’t even be bothered to speak. What the fuck would he know about any of this anyway? He’s never felt this pain, never had his heart torn apart. He doesn’t know what it is to have to try and prove you’re something, that you’re worth something.
 
   “These are some nice places, costly I should think.” Why is he talking about houses? I don’t give a flying fuck about apartments at the moment. I want Pascal. I want my greens back. Oh God, I want them back. All those apartments mean nothing. Well, they do. They mean everything, but what’s the point if there’s no one to share them with? He flicks through them again, occasionally smiling and then throwing one over his shoulder in apparent disgust at my choice. “Shame you can’t afford any of them.”
 
   Fuck you. My job. Mine. I swipe at my face, clearing some of the inane tears, and tilt the bottle towards me again, licking my lips at the thought and swigging down another gulp in celebration. My job, which I got by myself, with a little help from him, I suppose.
 
   “Got a job.” Maybe I shouldn’t have said that, but fuck him. I’m already low enough down here. I don’t need him exaggerating that process any more than he does most of the time. The last fucking thing I need is Alexander White messing with my head. Training? No. I don’t want training. I want sympathy. Ridiculous as it might be, I want a friend. I want someone to spill my guts to and find a way through all this shit to the light. A light without Pascal in it, it seems.
 
   “Good. Where?”
 
   “Prescott’s and whatever,” I reply as I attempt to pull myself up. For God’s sake, this is stupid. What am I doing? I haul in a breath and swing my legs around, dragging my patent grey heels and ducking my head at the same time as I try to avoid the table top. I have a job, a good one. I should just forget Pascal and move on with my life. Be proud.
 
   “This one’s mine,” he says, nodding at me and offering me one of my favourite apartments. It would fucking be, wouldn’t it? He probably owns half of Manhattan with his millions in the bank. “You can have it if you want.” If I could roll my eyes at him without feeling sick, I would. Why the fuck is he being nice? He’s not a friend. He’s Pascal’s Dominant, Master, whatever the hell he is. It’s not normal, and I need normal. I need a regular job and a regular guy. Maybe this kinky thing will carry on. Who knows? But I need some balance and normality.
 
   “Do you actually fuck him? Or is this just a pain thing for you two?” That was quite tetchy, but hey, I want to know, and I’m drunk so I’m asking. There’s a thousand things I want to know that might make all of this seem somewhere near normal. Like, who lives with whom? Where? And, why does Elizabeth have such a hold over Pascal? And, if Alexander is his master or whatever, why is he giving him to someone else? And, more importantly, how the hell does he exist in this strange world of two halves where he goes to work normally one day in business suits, and then morphs into a sadistic killer at night? He does nothing but raise a brow at me then turn back to the sheets of apartments again, studying them as if they’re the most important thing in the world. “Not going to answer? Fine,” I snap out, deciding to drag my arse out from beneath this stupid booth and back into a modicum of familiarity, namely, a seat. Actually, water. I need water, or coffee. I stumble my way over to the bar and stare at the gargantuan machine that houses the coffee. Buttons and levers shine back at me, tempting me with a solace I have no clue how to achieve as I sit my backside on a barstool and sigh.
 
   “Are you finished?”
 
   “With what?” Alcohol? No. I just need a breather.
 
   “The self-torture,” he replies, jumping up and wandering over behind the bar. Self-torture? I snort at the term and watch him as he rounds the corner and stands in front of me again, smiling this time. 
 
   “You’re too good looking to smile. Stop it.” I probably shouldn’t have said that, but he is, and I’m not interested in knowing him that way. I just want a friend. 
 
   “Oh God, none of this makes any sense. I don’t even know why I like you. What do you know about me or my life? Fuck all. Nothing.” He just laughs and turns around, amazingly beginning to turn buttons and levers. The hiss of the machine begins to fill the silence as I stare in shock at his ability to make the thing work. How the hell does he know how to work that? I can’t even see him making his own drink unless it’s alcoholic, let alone working a machine like that. “Why are you all so hard to understand?”
 
   “Lilah, do you think if we were easier to understand you’d be half as interested?” In this mood, probably. “It’s the confusion your mind wants to simplify. You’re a natural.” I have no fucking idea what that means so I frown at him and then stretch my face to lighten the tension from crying. Fucking tears. They irritate me enough that I end up planted on the bar top, trying to ease the ache that’s blurring my vision. “It’s that logic and clarity that will make this easy for you if you stop confusing yourself.” My head flies up, causing my brain to bang off the insides of my skull.
 
   “Confusing myself? I’m not confusing myself. It’s one step forward then twenty-five back with him. Do you know what he said to me? That I’m not good enough for a child. How fucking dare he say that? We were happy, beginning to make sense, and then he does something like that. What the hell am I supposed to do with that? And you standing there being nice is not helping, especially when you’re not, are you? Nice, that is. Sometimes I wonder about who on earth you are. I mean, what the hell are you doing here with me? Christ. Am I supposed to trust you, believe you’re on my side? You’re not. You’re on his, or servicing your own agenda. And that’s why I need to get out of this. I’m on my own, Alexander. It’s just me, and I can’t do it. I want my job, and an apartment that’s mine so I can live again, possibly take a fucking breath without wondering whether it’s the right breath to take. Or if I’ll be frowned upon because it wasn’t the right choice. Do you understand that? Can you comprehend at all the amount of confusion that all of this delivers to someone like me?” He doesn’t answer, and I so wish he would so I could get rid of this fury that’s beginning to ride over me. I should be playing this carefully, making sure he’s not angry with me, that he likes me, but I’m too drunk to care as I look at his peaceful frame still making coffee. Maybe I’m too lost to give a shit anymore. “What the fuck do you even know about me, or about being alone? You’ve got thousands working for you, looking after you. You have all your tuxedos and expensive balls, houses, mansions, cars. People on call every five minutes. Christ, I bet you even have servants, don’t you?” He quietly turns in front of me with no readable expression whatsoever, placing two cups of thick black espresso down, and then reaches back for sugar. “And I don’t fucking take sugar. I hate sugar.”
 
   “Drink your coffee,” he says calmly, heaping two spoons of sugar into it and stirring.
 
   “I don’t want sugar,” I mutter again, trying to contain the need to rip him a new arsehole, not that I’d manage it with the size of him, but that’s not the point. “I don’t want sugar.”
 
   “Drink it,” he says again, more sternly, raising that bloody brow threateningly. What’s he going to do, beat me into drinking it? My life. Mine. Fucking sugar in coffee. I don’t care who he’s murdered, or what he’s capable of. No one’s making me do something I don’t want to do anymore. I am me. My choices, my thoughts, my own mind. My hands have swiped both cups from the surface before I’ve thought, crashing them across the floor and sending coffee flying into the air.
 
   “I DON’T LIKE FUCKING SUGAR!” I yell as wrench myself from the seat to stand. “I DON’T LIKE FUCKING SUGAR! Didn’t you hear the first fucking time? Do any of you listen? Lilah James does not like sugar. I hate it.”
 
   He doesn’t even flinch as I glare at him and stamp out my temper on the floor, throwing mental daggers his way. Why the hell am I crying again? Jesus. More weakness. Swiping at my face over and over to rid myself of the tears, I storm over to my bag. I’m going. I don’t need this. None of it. I’ll do as long as I can at Prescott’s and then, when I can’t get Alexander to move everything, I’ll leave. I’ll have some money. It’ll be fine. I’ll find a way. I’m halfway to the door when his hand grabs my arm in a death grip. I turn on him instantly, swinging my weight quickly enough that he falters and takes a step backwards as I shove at his chest.
 
   “Don’t even think about trying that shit with me,” I snarl, ripping my arm from his hold and stepping into him again. “I don’t give a crap who you are. I’m not scared, or compliant just because you demand it. I’m not him, or her, and you can’t force me to do anyth–”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good? What is wrong with you? You’re supposed to be mean, horrid. You’re a bastard. Not kind. They were your words. Not kind.” He smiles in reply, grabbing at my arm again, this time more fiercely if it’s possible and pulling at his brown belt. “What the fuck are you going to do with that?” I snarl out again, twisting as hard as I can to remove myself from him. It doesn’t work this time as he increases his grip and pulls me over to the wall, knocking the lights off as we go and then dragging me back to the bar again.
 
   “Time for you to learn about yourself,” he says, dropping my arm and leaping across the bar. What? He grabs five bottles of wine and lines them up on the bar in front of me. I stare in yet more confusion, rubbing my arm as I do and watching him snap the leather fully from his jeans. Are we drinking more? I suppose I can do that. Clasping the leather in his hand, he lets the buckle hang down to the floor and taps the metal on the floor twice. “What do you want from him, Lilah?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Marriage, children, a family?”
 
   “I… I don’t know if that’s what I want,” I stutter out. Jesus, we’re doing direct then.
 
   “Mmm.” He suddenly hurls the belt buckle at the first bottle of wine, smashing it instantly and causing me to jump slightly in shock. “Do you think he does?” he asks, edging his way behind me and grasping my hand. I’m about to snatch it away again when warm leather is placed into my hand and his fingers close around mine. “What do you think Pascal wants, Lilah?” He swings my arm backwards and forwards, gently at first, wrapping his other arm around my waist and holding me steady as he turns me to face the bar.
 
   “I’m not sure what he wants,” I huff out, still struggling with the concept of standing let alone trying to decipher Pascal Van Der Braack’s needs.
 
   “And that’s your problem,” he replies, lifting my arm higher and letting me feel the angle he’s creating. “You’re going to destroy the last of your fears with these bottles, growing the fuck up as you do, and then we’re going to get more drunk than you already are.” Me grow up? I twist into him to find him smiling again, eyes suddenly full of mischief and amusement as his hold tightens on me again. I wish I didn’t feel his cock, but I do, rubbing against me and creating sensations that have no business being between us.
 
   “I…”
 
   “And, if you’re a very good girl, I’ll give you a chance at asking me ten questions that should answer everything you need to know, okay? Might even kiss those lips of yours properly.”
 
   “You will not.” I fucking mean that. He chuckles and splays his hand over my stomach, pulling me back onto his cock again and reminding me how small I really am within his arms.
 
   “Have you considered the fact that I could just take you now if I wanted?” I crane my head around to gaze into those blue eyes, wondering whether he has ever done something like that. I considered it the first time he stripped me bare and had me tied against a stone wall. I considered it the second time, too, when he threw a whip at me, making me scream in pain.
 
   “You may be an arsehole, but I don’t think raping someone is your style.” He chuckles quietly. I’m not sure what at.
 
   “My style? You make me sound like a stripper.” 
 
   “Not something I can possibly imagine,” I reply, watching his smile broaden and wincing a little at the bite of his fingers embedding themselves in my groin. “Although, I still don’t really understand why you’re being nice to me.” If this can be considered nice.
 
   “Because I love him, Lilah, and he needs you.” He pauses, kissing my temple briefly and knocking my head back in the direction of the bottles. “And Elizabeth’s being nice to me again. It makes me pliable and not quite so grumpy, as she would say.”
 
   “You know you–” The quick pull back of my arm and arching swing of the leather happens so quickly that I’m not sure what ensues as the second bottle tumbles off the bar. It doesn’t smash when it lands. It just thuds then clatters against the bottom of the bar stool, rolling towards us until he kicks it out of the way.
 
   “That was my fault, not yours,” he says, moving us to the left a little and angling me into him a bit more, a frown firmly etched into his brow. He braces his foot alongside mine and starts taunting the leather again, back and forth, easy strokes, relaxed. “Believe it or not, I’ve never had to teach someone how to lash something before now.” 
 
   “Who taught you?” The second arch swings much wider and snaps my wrist with such ferocity I yelp out at the feeling, trying to snatch my arm from him again at the sensation. But the sudden sound of smashing makes me smile as I watch the glass shatter in front of me and wine spill across the floor.
 
   “He did,” he replies, letting go of me completely and nodding at the bottles. “Apart from how to fight and kill a man, he taught me everything to do with pain. Your turn.” 
 
   I stare back at him as he pockets his hands, and I suddenly realise that Pascal is as bad as him. He may be more gentlemanly about it, but he’s as bad, possibly even worse. Why on earth he’s even contemplating anything with me is beyond comprehension when I really think about it. And children? He’s right really, isn’t he? Claire’s here. There’s nothing he can do about that but be the best father he can. But willingly bring more into the world? Unlikely.
 
   “It won’t ever be simple, will it?” I say, not expecting anything other than a head shake and another nod at the bottles. He surprises me by sitting on the chair behind him and smiling softly, lifting my bottle of booze as he does and taking several glugs. He eventually dumps it on the table, practically drained of liquid as he spins it round and round by his fingertips.
 
   “It’s as simple as you want to make it, Lilah. You have nothing to hinder you but your own fears. No past problems, no abusive family, no substance addiction to cause this to be problematic for you,” he replies, suddenly looking trite with concern and watching the bottle revolve in front of him as he continues spinning it. “And you’re not psychopath, are you? You’re sane, supposedly in control. You’re the one in charge, Lilah. You just need to realise it.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   My right arm hurts so much it feels like it’s about to drop off. Apparently four bottles wasn’t enough. It ended up more like twenty. By the time I’d finished, there was wine everywhere and the place stank like a brewery. Glass chippings and bottle tops were strewn everywhere with different colours of liquid dripping from the surfaces. It was cathartic in some ways, alleviating that need inside me that I don’t fully comprehend yet. Each swing of his belt became easier, tiring yes, but less ham-fisted at least. I wasn’t done when I wanted to stop, though. I was done when he told me to stop. He said I was too weak to carry on anymore, that I needed to get fit. Seems I need to go to a gym, his kind of gym. I’m not sure what that entails, but I’m assuming it won’t have any pink lycra-clad women on rowing boats in it. I’m not even sure if I want to go really. I said I was done with this. Finished. I told myself that Pascal means nothing, that tomorrow I would move on without him and yet now, sitting in this nightclub with Alexander White, it all seems so normal again. Maybe it’s because he’s two different people – the business man and the sadist. Maybe that’s why I find him easier somehow. Whereas Pascal is Pascal, drenched in his own reality of acceptability and not feeling the slightest bit obliged to deviate from that.
 
   We came straight here after he let Carl the bartender back into the dive of a bar we were in. Carl seemed quite distressed at the state of the place, not surprisingly given the chaos we’d created. Apparently he wasn’t quite so concerned after a large bundle of notes was offered to him. Money changes everything, it seems. I snorted at his lack of care for a building he was supposed to be minding. He should have called the police, had us arrested for criminal damage, but no, just a huge wad of cash and everything was okay. Sorted. As everything probably is in this world – a world I’m going to be dealing with for a long time whether I like it or not if I choose to make a go of that job at Prescott’s. Well, if I can get my new ‘friend’ here to join in on my little lie anyway. Friend… What a strange thought. I do consider him that in a way, or a teacher maybe, but whatever he is, he’s honest with me, straight. I like that about him. I doubt he’s like that with everyone and it makes me feel welcome, as if he’s happy to have me near him, like he’s comfortable with that thought in a platonic way. Although, given he’s Pascal’s Dominant, then maybe he just wants to fuck me, too. That won’t be happening, though. Not unless I say it’s okay, anyway, which presently, it’s not. He’s like the big brother I never had. A strange explanation I’m sure, given the cock rubbing that happened earlier but there’s something there that isn’t sexual at all. It’s just comfortable now, relaxed. Kind.
 
   Gazing around the room as he finishes the texting and emailing marathon he’s been on since we arrived, I take in my surroundings for the tenth time. Its retro chic. That’s a good word for it. I’ve never been here before but it looks quite new, like it only recently opened, and we walked straight in past the queue already formed at 8pm. We’re sat upstairs in a lounge area that has quiet undertones of the music that’s banging out beneath us. It’s littered with high-end everything – polished chrome and sumptuous materials in reds and blues, all hovering above a black and white chequerboard floor. There are different floor heights, cleverly creating an intimate feeling in such a large space. There are little quiet corners and then massive open dance floor areas. It’s a brilliant design really, very appealing. Dining guests are in another room on the far side of us, visible through ceiling height glass panels, and the place is heaving with society’s elite. The women have high heels and even higher hair, makeup finished to perfection with the smallest outfits possible showing their obscenely perfect bodies, and yet, not once has he looked at any of them. He hasn’t even glanced apart from a quick nod at some woman down by the entrance who opened the door for him. There’s been enough of them drooling over him, though. Every fucking ten minutes another one of them leers her way over here, probably hoping to get laid and marry Alexander White, have his babies and trap him into a life of fucking boredom. If only they knew what bedding him actually meant. I’m surprised he hasn’t made that abundantly clear to anyone getting near him really. It would only take a quick, firm grasp to show every one of them that he is not to be toyed with. Although, I don’t suppose that would do business Alex much good in the long run. It’s not surprising he keeps the two parts of his like separate.
 
   “Are you going to ask then?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your ten questions?” 
 
   “Which world do you find easier?” He quirks a brow at me, throwing his phone on the chair at the same time and reaching for the Champagne again. “I mean, business or pleasure. You’re not exactly you when you’re here doing this pretending thing, are you?”
 
   “I’m not pretending. And that question is nothing to do with Pascal, which was the point of your questions, wasn’t it?”
 
   “It’s everything to do with Pascal. You are to do with Pascal, therefore everything you are and everything you do is relevant to obtaining information about why he is who he is.”
 
   “Legal head is on then.” He snorts, twitching his lips into a smile and pulling at his black jacket to remove the offending item, also highlighting his broad shoulders and tightly cut shirt. “Prior to me collaring him, I was more comfortable here, in this pretend world as you like to call it. Now, for various reasons, I am more comfortable there.” Interesting. I sip at my drink and try to stop myself from following the curve of his lips, all the time wondering what’s changed.
 
   “Do you sleep with him?”
 
   “No. And I would make your questions more complicated rather than giving me the chance for yes or no answers, Lilah. Especially when they’re that ambiguous. Sleep? Who sleeps with him?” I smirk in response, not only at his intellect, but at the fact that I sleep with him. Me. Lilah James. Clearly no one else does.
 
   “What’s the deal with the three of you then? And how is it relevant to me?”
 
   “That’s two questions. I thought you were legally trained. An ingenious lawyer would have asked it more succinctly than that.” Whatever. I’m not a lawyer, and I’m slightly drunk.
 
   “Just answer me.”
 
   “So direct, Ms. James,” he says, smiling again and staring at me, sarcasm dripping from his very being. I’d like to throw him a witty comeback, but alcohol and an overly stimulated groin are hindering that technique at present. “Are you ready? Need a notepad?” 
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   “I do like you,” he says, still chuckling at me and leaning back in his seat. Does he? I’m positive replies such as ‘fuck off’ should get me a telling off, not a pat on the back. “Elizabeth and I are a couple. Two. I collared Pascal because he was going back to Roxanne. He was obligated to do so and we were unfinished. I wasn’t comfortable with that conundrum continuing without me exploring a new side of my thought process. Elizabeth and Pascal have their own relationship which should be under my influence, but realistically, given her submission and the fact that she gave him a damn cane back after I had given his to her, I now have little power to control her or him. She also wears my collar around her neck. I mean mine,” he taps his neck, “not hers. So when you take in all the factors and think ingeniously about them, knowing the kink scene as the likes of Pascal and I do, she is in control of me, and therefore him. Not that she’s fully aware of any of that yet, thankfully.”
 
   “Oh. Very informative.” I really didn’t understand any of that. Apparently there’s more to their structure than I thought there was. “But you’re the sadist. The Dominant force in all this.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you in control? Surely this type of scenario needs an order, a process of power and ranking of sorts.” He frowns and looks up at the area around us, then smiles seductively at a woman lingering by the bar, one who’s been eyeing him up all the time we’ve been here. He wiggles his fingers at her, causing her to instantly light up and strut towards him. She’s disgusting, practically drooling, nothing but a vile piece of meat for him to devour.
 
   “Control depends on your context. Domination is the same principle.” He whispers something in her ear when she arrives, causing her to giggle and then nod enthusiastically. All the time, she dangles her boobs in his face and grinds her hips to the music, showing me her tedious backside at the same time. Then, quite bizarrely, she lies straight across his lap. “Linzi here has never been spanked, have you, Linzi?” She doesn’t answer. She just giggles again and waggles her arse around as he keeps his hands off of her. “Linzi would like you to spank her arse for her because Linzi believes I might fuck her if you do. Then, perhaps I’ll marry her or something as absurd as that.” She moves and looks up at him, her giggly face now a mask of confusion. “Linzi is dense, aren’t you?” he says, grasping at the back of her head and pushing it back down into the blue sofa to hold her in place, smearing the pink lipstick from her lips as he does. Her legs begin to kick out a little as she tries to move again, probably in panic. “Linzi is being controlled by my hand now, but she was being controlled by the thought of being fucked by someone with money. Unfortunately for her, what Linzi doesn’t have is any power. She’s unimportant to me. She’s a body to be used for our pleasure should we wish to use it. She’s neither submissive nor vaguely enticing to any part of my mind that warrants thought. She is a whore, aren’t you, Linzi?” There’s some mumbling coming from the seat as she twists her body vigorously in his lap, more than likely attempting escape, not something she’s going to manage with the strength of his hold on her. “Is this control or dominance, Lilah?”
 
   “It’s neither,” I reply, watching her still bucking against him and trying to understand why it’s exciting to me. It shouldn’t be. I should be disgusted by it, but I’m not. “That’s just brutally forcing something that shouldn’t be happening if she doesn’t want it.” He frowns and pushes her head down again, more aggressively if that’s possible, and raises his brow at me, ignoring her continued struggle.
 
   “It’s one or the other, Lilah. Which?”
 
   “Its control then. Dominance was getting her to come to you in the first place without force.” He instantly lets go of her head and chuckles as she scrambles herself upright, spitting obscenities at him and trying to straighten her clothes as she does. She rounds on me, snarling and picking up one of the Champagne glasses as if she’s going to throw the contents at me. Me? What have I done? I cross my legs and watch on, ready to defend myself if need be but not in the slightest bit bothered by her strange behaviour. After a short staring contest, she appears to think better of her ridiculous behaviour and swans off back into the night, still swearing at us both and pointing back in our direction as she finds a bouncer in the crowd. I turn back to him and find him watching me closely. “And the point of that was?”
 
   “So you could understand how different the two disciplines are. Control is easy. Simple. Dominance isn’t, Lilah. It’s fraught with complications and emotions, ones that tear your insides apart even though your top layer looks fine. Dominance, by definition, means power. It means supremacy. What it does not mean is ‘simple’, not when you calculate the array of responsibilities and other people’s fucking feelings you take on by holding that title – ones I willingly choose because I love them both.”
 
   “Hmm.” That’s all I’ve got. I’m a bit lost. I shift in my seat, stretching for my Champagne and then staring off towards the dance floor area again.
 
   “That’s six questions gone,” he says. Six? I swing back to him, spilling my Champagne at the same time and sloshing it over my new suit. 
 
   “Fuck,” I snap out, grabbing napkins and dabbing at the material. Given that I’ve been rolling around on the floor in it, I have no idea why I’m so bothered. He looks me over as if it’s the first time he’s noticed I’m wearing a suit.
 
   “Tell me more about this job,” he says, flicking through his phone at a message that pinged during my dab fest. “I assume you’ll be finishing my things first.” 
 
   “Did you say you’ve found your sister?” I say, rapidly changing the subject. He stares at me for a moment, narrowing his eyes and slowly rolling up the sleeves on his shirt.
 
   “Yes, she’s back where she should be, along with my money. Well, most of it. So I appear to have purchased my Asian holdings for no funds whatsoever, which is an interesting outcome,” he replies smugly. 
 
   I snort at the thought. Yet another deal done that has undoubtedly been achieved by manipulation or fraudulent behaviour. I so want to get my hands on his stuff, paperwork I mean, not him. Christ. I need to sober up. 
 
   “Why did you just change the subject?” I literally roll my eyes at his ability to see fucking everything. Friends? There’s nothing friendly here. He just is, and he just knows. There’s almost no point in trying to hide anything or out manoeuvre him. I’m not even sure if I want to in reality. He’s either on board with the plan or he’s not, and if he’s not then I’d really rather know so that I can start looking for another job the moment I start this one. Irritating as it might be, I’ve got myself into this, and I’ll have to find a way through it and out the other side.
 
   “Do you mind if I’m frank with you?”
 
   “Never fucked a Frank, but if you like.” 
 
   My burst of laughter fills the air around me, probably half induced by the amount of alcohol I’ve drowned myself in today. Quite rightly given my job success. I never thought I’d be celebrating with Alexander White, but hey ho, who better, I suppose?
 
   “You should be like this more often. You’re nice when you’re not being a dick.” He just smiles a little, and I can’t help but notice a warm glimmer of happiness gleaming in his eyes. That man of Elizabeth’s shines back at me, proving he’s decent once again. Somewhere. Deep down. “I’m afraid I may have coerced James Prescott into believing he would get all of your business if he took me on, and that he would lose everything you currently do with him if he did not.” There, done. 
 
   He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t even move. In fact he’s so still I have no idea what’s going to happen next. But fuck it, it’s the truth, and he might as well know. “And then demanded he give me an extraordinarily large salary, car and incentives to boot.” Because I’m Lilah fucking James – lead negotiator in matters of myself, and I deserve it. 
 
   He raises that damn brow at me again and sips his Champagne, inadvertently toasting my success as he does. Excellent. Quite right, too. It’s not an explosion of fury. There is that, I suppose. I wait and keep my eyes firmly focused on his. Regardless of what’s coming, I did right by me, got myself where I needed to go, and I’m not ashamed of that.
 
   “All of my business?”
 
   “Yep.” All of it. Well, the American business anyway. “In the states,” I add as an afterthought, draining my Champagne and leaning forward to refill it again.
 
   “And what will you be while you’re there? A secretary?” Fuck him. No. I sit back immediately, regaining some element of superiority and glare at his sarcasm.
 
   “A highly paid non-entity dealing with papers of illegal and immoral intent. In other words, the person who manages all of those things about yourself that you don’t want the rest of the world knowing. Like murder and coercion, and maybe dubious purchasing rights etc that I’m sure you get up to. Not that I know, but I can do all of that stuff. I’m cleverer than you think.” I’m also very drunk and should stop rambling now before this goes wrong. “Did you sign the papers James sent you by the way?” 
 
   “That’s your ninth question.” Fuck. “And yes, I did. What proposal do you have for Claire?” Claire. Beautiful green eyes sparkle back at me as I think of her and her little hands holding mine.
 
   “I’m not sure. I think that’s something for them to make a decision on at some point after the divorce is finalised. If either of them have any sense, they’ll simply agree and move on, trying to find visitation rights that are acceptable to the both of them.” I take another large gulp of Champagne, and then lean forward to whisper, wiggling my own fingers at him. He laughs and leans in, too. “Having said that, he did try to kidnap her the other day, so it doesn’t look all that good really.” Stupid man.
 
   “He did what?”
 
   “Mmm.” Hiccup. That’s worrying. Hiccupping only occurs at the very drunk stage. “I stopped him at the airport, though, and took her back to Roxanne,” I continue, nodding at my own brilliance and sitting, or rather falling backwards into the leather chair again.
 
   “You did? And he let you?”
 
   “Of course. He couldn’t stop me.” Why is my finger pointing around the room? I focus on it enough to stop it and wrap it around the stem of my flute instead. “He was an idiot for trying that anyway, which I told him when he was hunting me in the dark park.”
 
   “The dark park?” He’s fucking laughing at me now. I’m too drunk for any of this. Questions? I can barely see straight anymore.
 
   “Yes, it was fun. The park. I love that park. I had a gun so it was all fine. Then I forced him to eat shit Italian food – well, the food wasn’t shit, but the place is. I got drunk so I can’t really remember. It was funny, though. You should see him in a place like that. He’s hilarious, all holier than thou, thinking he’s above it all. And then we had sex the morning after. Really hot sex. More like making love really. Honestly, it was… I don’t have words. Why don’t you fuck him? Seriously, you’re missing out there, and–”
 
   “Question ten, finally,” he cuts in, silencing my exuberant mouth. “And it’s probably the most relevant one you’ve asked.” Shit. My game plan is so far from home I’ve thrown the fucking game away. I can’t even control my mouth let alone form coherent thought. Although, I suppose I did want the answer to this one. Hiccup. It’s important. Hiccup. I scoop my feet up into the chair, swigging at the rest of my drink until it’s gone, and then gingerly balance my flute on my knee, hoping to hear something that makes all of this clearer. He sighs for a minute, pinching his brow and then staring into space. “Lilah, all of this you see isn’t necessarily as strong as you might think. I’m just barely managing to find a path from less than attractive beginnings. I’m not like you. I’m more fucked up than that.”
 
   I shake my head to make sure I’m listening correctly, because really? He doesn’t seem fucked up to me. He seems completely level headed, if not sadistically orientated. 
 
   “I’ve never found men attractive. I’m not gay. I’m not even sure I’m bi, but he’s been a part of me for so long I’m not sure how to distinguish between the two of us anymore.” 
 
   Not bi? I would say he is. If you’re in love with a man then you’re at least bi, aren’t you? Must be. He shifts in his seat a little, frowning at his own thoughts and crossing his legs at the same time. 
 
   “He’s been my lover without us ever touching. He has been with me through everything, taught me, guided me, and helped me. Perhaps he’s the other side of my twisted sword no matter how infuriating he can be. We’ve always had something between us before now, separating us. Elizabeth is that something still, but she pulls us together as well. She makes us a three, helps me see that side of myself and honour it, honour her. But we haven’t...”
 
   “Fucked?”
 
   “Fucked,” he says, smiling at me for the first time since he started speaking, snorting a little and toasting his Champagne at me. “This abrupt you is much better than the rambling one.” 
 
   I raise a brow back at him and toast the air, too. Abrupt I can do. It makes life easier anyway, and is apparently the best way to get through to the likes of him. 
 
   “Do you understand that’s why he needs you? I won’t let him have Elizabeth. Not that she would be right for him anyway. He needs his own sanctuary, someone he can love and cherish, hold when he’s cold, as I do with her when I need the respite.” Respite? What a strange explanation for love. Although, I suppose I understand it. Maybe it’s his version of peace.
 
   “Sweet as that is, though, it suggests that if you chose to one day give him everything, he would leave me for you. So why should I even entertain any of this anymore? He’ll never be truly mine, will he? I’ll never feel safe in the knowledge he won’t stray like normal people, or come to you the moment you snap your fingers.” 
 
   I stare over at him through my haze, deliberating whether I should just up and leave now. “If you were me, what would you do? I should leave now, shouldn’t I? Find someone else. It’s all too…” My hands flap around again, searching for the right word. “Interconnected, especially with my new job. Why am I bothering at all? Not that he deserves anything after his fucking behaviour the other day. What’s wrong with me and babies? Not that I want one, and I’m not pregnant anyway.” 
 
   He chuckles quietly for a minute or two, glancing at me and pulling in long breaths as he cracks his knuckles loud enough to hear over the thrum of the music.
 
   “He loves you, Lilah,” he says, shaking his head and chuckling to himself again. “You can do what you want with that, but ask yourself this before you rashly throw him away. If he didn’t feel as strongly for you as he does for me then why did he stop me hurting you? Why would he dare? What do you offer him that I can’t?” He stands abruptly, offering me his hand, nodding in the direction of the exit and slinging his jacket over his shoulder. Are we leaving? “You need to go home and think before I start getting sentimental. In fact, I need to go home before I let you coerce me into being too nice.”
 
   “I couldn’t coerce you into anything. No one could,” I reply, laughing at the absurdity of the thought. Go home and think… He’s right, but I’m so tired of thinking. I stand as best I can, wobbling a bit in my heels and thinking about thinking. I’ve spent too much time thinking lately. I think all the time. Round and round he goes in my bloody head, constantly. Snowballs and parks, love, passion, being scared, worried. Who I am, who I was, why I was. Who I want to be. I’m tired of thinking. It isn’t doing me any good. Actions will do me good, just like they did with James Prescott.
 
   “You just have,” he says, holding out his hand to me. 
 
   I grab hold of his offered hand, mainly to try to steady myself, but hovering the vision in my mind. They’re so proficient, those hands, so deceptively ingenious. Yet, in here, he has been thoughtful, helpful even. He’s been open and honest with who and what he is. Perhaps even a little of why he is. I look up into his calm blue eyes, pondering how much pain he’s capable of giving, and why the hell he’s still being so nice to me given my manipulations with James Prescott. I giggle to myself at the thought as he leads us across the crowded room, me slightly behind him as he creates a bow wave for me to feel safe tucked into. He’s gentlemanly really, for a big bad sadist. The room parts for him, just like it does for Pascal. People just move. I can’t see if he’s frowning at them threateningly, or whether that smile is enough for them all to move. Who knows? I just know that, for whatever reason, I do feel safe with him. There’s no attachment, no connection or love. He’s simpler than Pascal, easier to comprehend. 
 
   “Thank you for celebrating with me,” I say, watching another woman throw herself at him as we round the corner to the stairs. He looks down at me, smiling and snapping his fingers again at a young woman who’s waiting at the bottom of the stairs with my coat. She hands it to him and rather than just give it to me, he slips it over my shoulders gently.
 
   “Well, someone had to save you from your self-annihilation,” he replies, wrapping his arm around my waist to steady my very drunk arse as I all but trip through the door. Thankfully, I manage to stay upright for the journey over to his waiting car as the cold air lashes my face. The music dulls down to a gentle thud behind us and I glance back at the building to see what it’s called. Ice. Interesting name for the blue eyes that took me there. I like it, and I’ll definitely be going back again. Perhaps less drunk next time. “And if I’m to give all my business to Prescott, you’ll need to stay sober from now on. The thought of you drunk and handling my affairs is very disconcerting.” Did he just agree? I swing my head up, beaming like a fucking schoolgirl at him, enough so that I could kiss him for his decency. I don’t, though. That could be wandering in completely the wrong direction.
 
   “Really?” 
 
   He chuckles and opens the door, releasing my hand and taking my elbow instead to help me in. I slide in, still in shock as I start giggling again. He’s helping? Thank God for the Alexander Whites of this world. I turn back to say thank you and find… nothing. Where’s he gone? I slide back across, then stick my head out of the door. Oh, shit.
 
   I’m not sure how it’s happened, but he’s on the floor, and it must have something to do with a certain person’s cane that’s floating in my line of sight. I clamber out of the seat again and straight over to Alexander, who’s groaning and grasping at his temple as he lies on the pavement.  What the fuck is going on? I spin around to glare up at Pascal, all six feet plus of him on display and looking like he’s livid about something as he stands there primed for war.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” I scream at him, getting down on the floor to pick up Alexander’s head and rest it on my lap. He rolls his body into me as I gingerly hold his head, desperately trying to wipe away the blood that’s beginning to leak out of it. “Fuck, he’s bleeding. Call an ambulance, will you?” I mumble out. Handkerchief. Compression. There’s nothing in my pockets as I dig around, so I pull my coat off, balling the sleeve of it up and pressing it onto the spot where the blood is coming from. Nothing happens around me. No one’s calling anyone. 
 
   “Someone call a fucking ambulance!” I glare back up at Pascal again, wondering why he won’t just hurry up and call. “Call a fucking ambulance.” He does nothing but scowl at me, and then at Alexander, switching his eyes between us like a damn tennis match “What is wrong with you? Phone, now!” He just takes a step backwards, sneering slightly and then taking another, all the time wiping the end of his fucking cane with his gloved hand until he’s gone, leaving nothing but an empty space where he once was. I stare at it for a second or two, wondering what the hell just occurred, then search for him again along the street. Why would he do this? Why? He’s gone, just disappeared into the darkness as if he was never here. I quickly look back to the mass of male in my lap who needs me.
 
   Eventually, a woman kneels down next to me, calling on her cell-phone and talking clearly into it. I keep pressing my coat down into his hair, thankful that someone gives a shit and hoping to hell I’m doing some good. All the time, I keep talking to him, trying to keep him awake, but he’s not groaning anymore. He’s not even trying to move now. He’s just lying limply against my thigh and breathing, just. Thank God for that at least.
 
   “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay,” I say softly as I stroke my fingers through his hair and hold him close. I hope it is anyway. “Tell them it’s Alexander White,” I spit out at her, hoping the sound of his name might be enough to get them moving. A slight murmur comes from his mouth. It’s barely audible so I lean down to try and hear it. “Alex, what did you say? It’s okay. You’re going to be fine. The ambulance is on its way. Just hold on.” My head swings up, scanning the road. Where the fuck is it? There’s another murmur, and a slight tightening of his fingers against my knee so I go down to him again to try and hear him above the crowd that has gathered.
 
   “’Lizbeth.” Oh God. Elizabeth.
 
   “I’ll call her now. It’s okay. I’ll call her. You just stay with me, yeah? Big bad man that you are. You just stay with me, you hear me? They’re on their way now. It’s going to be fine. Fine.”
 
   Oh Christ, it’s not going to be fine. He’s not fine, is he? I scream at the woman still talking to the ambulance service, asking her where the hell they are. Elizabeth, shit. I stick my free hand into my bag, dragging out my phone and searching for her number. Oh God, what do I say? I could really do with pragmatic Lilah to make a return at some point as I fumble around on the keys. It goes straight to voicemail. I have nothing to say to an answering machine, so I stab the off button and sling it back in my bag. I’ll call her back. How do I leave that sort of fucking message? 
 
   Sirens begin sounding in the background as I continue to rock him gently in my lap. It’s enough for me to calm myself slightly, but the woman in front of me attempts to touch him again.
 
   “Get the fuck off him,” I snarl out, clutching him to me again and glaring at anyone that dares come within a foot of us. Fucking people, gathering around in their morbid fascination trying to get a look at a dying man. Dying? No. I scuffle in closer to him, hauling up as much of his frame as I can and resting his head into my chest. “Alex? They’re nearly here. You still with me? Elizabeth’s on her way, too.” There’s no response – not even a mumble or movement as I tap at the side of his cheek. “Come on, Alex,” I say again, rolling him closer and looking at all the blood. He’s so pale all of a sudden, drained of all that temper and ire. “I need more than this from you. Do you hear me? Now is not the time for fucking darkness.” I whisper the same words into his ear over and over again, hoping for some response, but there’s still nothing as the sound of the sirens gets louder in the distance. 
 
   Oh God, he’s dying, isn’t he? Shit. Alexander Whites don’t die. No. He’s not dying. Not on my fucking watch anyway. I shake his shoulders, wondering what the hell to do to keep him awake. Nothing helps. He just continues to lie there looking so bloody peaceful it’s horrid. No frown, no scowl, not even one of his lovely smiles to tell me he’s alive. I’d even take rage at the moment if that was the only option, but I can’t even feel fucking breaths leaving him anymore. Nothing. 
 
   Tears stream down my face as I go back to rubbing his hair and rocking in the hope that he can at least feel me or know that I’m here for him, that it matters if he dies.
 
   The screech of tyres sounds all too late as I stare down into his slack face leaning against my bloodstained chest and wonder if he’s still here, or whether he’s gone. My face snarls up at the thought as I clutch his head and shoulders into me, raising my eyes to the sky instead and praying to anyone who’ll fucking listen. Alexander Whites do not die. They do not.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Pacing. 
 
   The corridors here were too short. Too abominably short. He snatched at the lever and opened the door again, two minutes after he’d entered it, then strode out onto the pavement to continue pacing. How dare he take her? First, the man hides his child from him and then, when he called for help, he finds them out cavorting the night away together? She was not his to play with. Of all the fucking world, he had to choose her. Was Elizabeth not enough for him? 
 
   He kicked out at a passing cat, hoping to decapitate the thing. Vile, untrained little creatures. It simply skipped out of his way, reminding him of the occasional thing that managed to tax his mind with escape. Unlike Alexander at present, who was likely in a hospital bed or a morgue – exactly where he should be for such treacherous behaviour. His stomach rolled at the image regardless of his own fury. Had he touched her? Fucked her? Perhaps the child she might be carrying wasn’t even his? Hmm. Well, she could fuck him till the cows came home. She would not be coming back to him again. He would never touch her again. Or Alexander for that matter. Both of which would be a damn sight easier to believe if he wasn’t so desperate to call and find out which hospital they were at.
 
   He stopped and looked up at the moon above the buildings, sneering at his own jealousy and over dramatic reaction to seeing them together. One look at them was enough to cause this behaviour? Irrational. Ill planned. What on earth had encouraged such an animalistic response? He snorted at the image of her eyes. They were hateful, piercing his very soul with their intensity and disgust. Rightly so, given her protection of the bastard as he lay on the floor. Not once did she move toward him, and not once did she accept that his conduct was tolerable. She should not have been frolicking then, should she? She should have been here with him, showing him she needed him rather than in Alexander’s new club acting like a whore. She should have been here so he could talk with her, explain his statement about her potential, unexpected pregnancy. Perhaps even listened to him as he ranted regarding John fucking Innsbrucker and the safety of his daughter, Claire. Instead, she was inebriated and smiling at Alexander like he was the toast of the city. Well, they could rot together. Rot in their own treacherous deceit. Languish in it and see the result of such disloyalty. He’d watched on from a distance until the ambulance arrived, watched the bastard’s movements slow to almost nothing as he lay in her arms, possibly dying. He hoped the bastard was dead. He’d help bury the fool, carry the coffin and lower it into the ground, throwing filth on it to mark the death.
 
   Hmm.
 
   Crows flew across the skyline, crossing the moon as they did. Three of them. A murder. How fitting. He sneered at them and carried on with his pacing. Everything was going wrong. Since Lilah had arrived, things were altering. Children, John Innsbrucker, even Alexander himself was difficult to manage. He was changed. Unpredictable. Secretive. Never had he not been able to see everything in the man, but this was disruptive behaviour even for him. Fucking his toys behind his back? No. Never once had he done that. Never once had the man dared to touch something that belonged to the house of Van Der Braack. He was offered things constantly. He didn’t need to simply take. And since Elizabeth, he had not wanted anything else anyway.
 
   He stormed onwards, crossing avenue after avenue, not knowing which way to go, nor particularly interested in where he’d end up. If he weren’t so hopelessly concerned about whether the man was still alive or not, he’d go to the hospital and make certain that he wasn’t. He’d ring the last breath out of his body. Pain tore through his own chest at the image of the bastard lying in a hospital gown, hooked up to machines while medical idiots fluttered around him. He did not deserve to live. After everything he’d done for the man, after all the love he’d showered upon the fool, he was repaid like this? Inexcusable. He had taken it too far this time, toyed with his emotions for the last time, and he would pay for his deceit. The world might not be able to kill Alexander White, nor catch up with his unending criminal background, but he could. Had. He did not deserve such love. He was a bastard. An unhinged bastard who neither loved nor knew how to behave appropriately when he was loved. Elizabeth. 
 
   His feet stopped at the thought as he stared up and saw the park. Good God, what had he done? His Rose. She would never survive this. He stared into the night and pulled his phone from his pocket to call her, then held it in his hand, not sure what he should say. Collapsing onto the wall at the side of him, he slid slowly down its surface until he sat on the pavement, mingling with the filthy snow beneath him. It was probably what he deserved for such abomination. That he had hit the bastard exactly where he knew it would count made this all seem so much worse. He could have exploded in fury, should have simply walked away and chosen a different path. However, rage and calculated precision had taken over thought. He was furious enough about Jon and Lucinda, and the thought of Claire being in danger. The thought of the two of them also fucking behind his back had been the final straw for his sanity. His Lilah. His wondrous piece of heaven. Not Alexander’s.
 
   He closed his eyes and pulled his glove off, transferring his hand to the cold street below to feel her there. She had sat on these streets, wallowed on them, let them define who she was. Those dark nights must have been so emotionless, so lonely. That she had survived them and become the woman she was today was truly miraculous, a sight to behold. A sight he could still see even now as she cradled the bastard and sent daggers into his own heart at the same time.
 
   Coins landed suddenly in front of his feet, causing him to look up. A gentleman strolled past, ambling on his nightly constitutional, no doubt without a care in the world. None of them knew. None of these inbreeds understood the level of passion associated with their world. These other people simply existed. They were merely present in their own little mirage of sanity. They did not feel as he did. They did not sense atmosphere as if it were life blood, nor did they need the care of loving hands that his own skin craved. They were empty vessels. Lifeless. Disengaged with reality. Not one of these other humans knew what it was to feel pain radiate across their being, feel a sense of belonging within it. Never had they felt passion so consuming it bled one’s soul dry hunting for the next deliverance. 
 
   They did not know love.
 
   He reached forward and brushed the snow from the coins shining back at him. One dollar. Pitiful payment for a homeless man. He turned it over in his fingers, letting its frost ridden texture swim through his veins. Icy. Just like Alexander, just as he needed him to be. Never once had the bastard shown emotion when he’d allowed crying into his shoulder. Not once had he weakened himself to show care or love, and never had he chastised the display either. The man had simply held him close and wrapped him into a strange sense of peace, allowed the tears to fall, and then shown the strength needed to get him back to his feet again. Just as a Dominant should. Just as Lilah would when she fulfilled herself.
 
   A tear slipped down his cheek as he stared into the night and tossed the coins aside. Endless cars blazed in his vison on their nightly journeys. Back and forth. The same daily rituals. Dull. Nothing like his world, certainly nothing like it with the likes of Alexander constantly revolving within it. Such a man shone in a world of boredom. He loved all his little games and amusements, his smile, the way he could read his own mind like no ever had before. Love. A love so consuming it was beyond compare, and yet Lilah was there now, too, wheedling her way in as a swan along rivers of sin. Drowning him with her wings and asking more than Alexander ever had, or would, or should.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   It had been so long since he’d heard those words with any consequence attached to the person saying them. Love. He loved her, too. Loved her flair, her wit, her mouth. He loved everything about her. Differently to Alexander. There was a safety in Lilah, a sense of serenity he had never quite managed to find with Alexander. Perhaps it was simply because she had not yet reached her potential, that he still felt control labouring within their courtship. A control he had never once had, nor wanted around Alexander. Alexander. Was he alive? Breathing? 
 
   Sudden fear racked his body as another tear stained his cheek, prompting him to rise to his feet and turn into the avenue again. What had he done? How many times could he ask himself that question before he turned and ran for the hospital? His heart thundered erratically as he traversed yet more streets. It pounded inside him for the loss he may have created himself. The thought of a world without Alexander was debilitating to his senses now reason had returned. The mere thought of not touching him again crawled across his skin as a viper taunting his own demise. He had to know, had to find out whether the man had survived the assault. He needed to tell him he was sorry, that he should not have been so impetuous. He was wrong, a fool. Over exuberant and rash. Why? Idiotic behaviour, borne of juvenile reactions to matters of the heart. Never had he been so out of control of himself. His feet quickened as he began running. Where to, he was not sure, but anywhere was better than here. Perhaps if he simply kept running, the night would turn to day and all would be well once more. Perhaps this nightmare might cease and he could find contentment again, find the lips he craved. 
 
   His phoned vibrated against his thigh as he ran on. Corner after corner seemed to pass beneath his feet until he neared the entrance to the park again. The park. This park was suddenly so full of joy. Love resided inside those gates. The love of a woman, one who would have shielded him, caressed him, held him. And now she was doubtless gone, too. It was probably for the best. She knew nothing of the madness inside of him. Only Alexander had witnessed snippets of it. Only he had held him close, sucked the turmoil out and made him whole again. Oh good God, Alexander. 
 
   He skidded to a stop, grabbing at his phone again and flicking through to Lilah’s number. He cared not how she would react, nor the berating he would receive for his stupidity. But it was a voicemail message from his Rose that caught his eye first. He dialled to hear it.
 
    
 
   “Pascal. Oh my God, where are you? Get to Mount Sinai, St Luke’s, now. Lilah called. Alex has been attacked. Hurry, please. It’s not good. Please, Pascal, I can’t… Fuck. I’m just coming out of JFK. I can’t get through immigration yet. Please, Pascal, please, just get to him…”
 
    
 
   He switched off the blind panic in her voice and stared at the phone for a minute, panting out his frustration and trying to determine what it meant. Why would Elizabeth be asking him to go there? If she had talked to Lilah then surely she knew it was he who had delivered the blow. He shook his head. He did not care if she did or did not know. He had to get there, had to apologise, or simply hold the man and cry as he died. His stomach lurched in waves at the thought as he stared at the end of his cane in disgust. The man couldn’t die. His feet had picked up again before he knew it and he ran, ran faster than he had run before, tossing the fucking cane into the park as he did. Corners and streets hazed as he took them at speed, everything blurring into insignificance as the streets moved past him. 
 
   Years of visions passed in front of him as he tried to make his muscles work harder. Venice, Rome. Laughing, joking. Games of chess. Games of sin. Just them together in an apartment in Tuscany. The first time he saw the man and felt that jolt shudder across his skin. Endless nights of pain. Suffering. Beautiful evening sunsets and clinking glasses of cognac. And that smile, worthy of a God. Crystalline blue eyes haunting every vision he’d ever had of peace. Hands of steel, wrapped around his throat, tightening ever more and calling him home. His collar, the one he’d made the man take off. Why? Why? Fool. If he survived this, he could put it back on. No longer did he care for Elizabeth’s safety. No longer did he give a damn about her involvement. Alexander would be whole, as he should be, and she would endure or not. She would either survive or not. She was of no importance anymore. He was. He would always be the priority.
 
   St Luke’s came into view and he powered on again, caring not for the cars in his way, nor the people milling around outside the entrance. They would move or be knocked from their feet. He simply had to get there, to find the man he loved and know that he was alive, that he would live. The stench of death hit his senses the moment he stormed through the door. Decay and disease littered the air as if anyone who came here would surely not survive. He snarled at the registration area, choosing to hurry past it and find his own way instead. Doctors, nurses, bodies of no consequence were everywhere, hindering his approach as he rounded corridors and searched frantically for doors. A man stepped in front of him, some official it seemed, holding up his hands and trying to stop him. He went to grip his cane, hoping to move the imbecile, but it was not there. Gone. As it should be. Tossed, thrown.
 
   “Where is he?” he snapped.
 
   “Sir, calm down. Who are you looking for?” Who? The only fucking person of any importance, of course. He moved himself around the fool, too infuriated to listen to moronic questions, and began stalking again. Corridors and elevators. Anywhere. He did not care how far he roamed until he found him. Never would he leave the bastard again after this. He would give his soul. Anything. 
 
   He arrived at a desk of some description and trashed it, tossing things from the top of it in the hope that information would present itself. It did not, so he grabbed out at a passing white uniformed ‘it’.
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Sir?” she said, frowning and grabbing at his arm as she tried to dislodge herself from him.
 
   “Alexander White. He is here. Did you not hear me? Take me to him now.” She stopped her fidgeting and widened her eyes, leaving her hand resting against his gently. What did that mean? Why was she being so pleasant all of a sudden? “What is the matter with your eyes?”
 
   “Sir, you need to calm down or I’ll call security. I’ll take you. It’s okay. He’s downstairs.” He watched her slowly move her hand from the back of his arm and then felt her wrap it around his waist instead. “Are you okay? Do you need something to calm you? This is a hospital, Sir. You need to relax. You don’t look well.” He could not care less how well he looked. He simply needed Alexander.
 
   “I’m fine,” he snapped, shrugging himself from her compassionate hold. He neither deserved nor cared for it. “Take me to him.” She nodded and turned them back to the elevator, picking up some of his tossed folders as she did. He snarled at the time wasting and picked some of them up, too, hoping to get her moving faster. “Please,” he seethed, barely containing the need to smack some sense into her. A man was dying and she was concerned for her desk?
 
   She nodded again, pressing the call button on the elevator and checking her watch. “Is he…” He couldn’t bring himself to ask the question, so clamped his lips closed again as she turned to look at him. She gently blinked her eyes at him, no hint of a smile nor sense of hope anywhere in her features to soothe his concern. She simply turned away again and walked into the elevator as the doors opened.
 
   “Sir, are you family?”
 
   “Yes, brother.” The words left him so quickly he couldn’t fathom why. Brothers they were not, but anything other than that would not have gotten him where he needed to be, which was at Alexander’s bedside. Besides, Alexander had no family, short of a disappearing sister, a murderous father and some old woman of no significance. She nodded dully, still with a look of calm empathy, then continued out of the door as the elevator rang its arrival.
 
   He scanned the area immediately, hoping for sounds of aggravation, rage even, anything to tell him the bastard lived, but there was nothing but silence hovering in the air. It was as a morgue would be, full of death and uncertainty. There were more corridors full of people sitting on the side waiting to be seen, or perhaps waiting for information about those they cared for. He sucked in breaths, trying to invalidate the sense of dread creeping across him as he followed her down the hall. People looked up at him, some crying, others simply staring blankly as they considered their own problems. Every one of them sad or angry, their faces stained with tears. One woman was beating the arms of her partner silently. She shook within his arms and continued thrashing at the man’s chest.  He stopped and looked at her, imagining his Rose doing the same to him. She would crumble with this news – fall apart and be forever lost. The man didn’t stare up at him, nor frown at his gaze. He simply held his wife tightly, letting her beat into him again and again, repeating the same movement as if it would help. But who would he beat into? Who would hold him if Alexander were gone?
 
   “Mr. White, if you could come this way?” He swung his head from his musings at the sound of Alexander’s name, searching instantly for the man, only to realise it was the nurse he was following asking him, the brother, if he would continue following her. He walked on again, slowing his pace at the approaching result of his actions, almost attempting backtracking to avoid what was coming. 
 
   A dead Alexander.
 
   Three more doors were opened and closed before he saw familiarity once more. Lilah sat in the corner of a small room, her knees pulled into her body as she stared vacuously at the wall. The nurse explained that a doctor would be in soon with some news, and that Alexander was in surgery. The injury was severe. He had been attacked, but the assailant was currently unknown. From what she knew, the police had investigated the scene, but no one had seen anything. There were no witnesses to the crime. There was. There was one sitting right there in front of him.
 
   She didn’t look up as he walked in quietly and took a seat opposite. She just continued to stare at the wall as if transfixed by it. Perhaps it was for the best they did not speak. He had little to justify his actions, only regret. And he was far from pleased with her own deceit. He crossed his legs and brushed at the dirt on his trousers, hoping to somehow clean the stench of self-loathing off of them, perhaps also hoping that the movement would make her look at him. It didn’t. 
 
   The assailant was unknown. She was protecting him. Why? He did not deserve such protection nor require it of such a treacherous little slut.
 
   “Do you have any news on how he is?” There was no response other than a slight narrowing of her eyes and a shift of her body to turn away further. Rightly so. She was likely confused about her loyalties. He blew out a shaky breath and held back his own fury for the woman. He just needed to know about Alexander. “Lilah, tell me.”
 
   “What would you care to hear?” she mumbled, still not turning her head and grasping at her knees to rock herself. He gazed at her and noticed the tremble of her perfect lips, the staining on her sharp cheeks. Captivating, and too perfect for comprehension at present. They were tears for her beloved, no doubt. Filthy little whore. A whore that was, for some unfortunate reason, protecting him. Was she not he might well fuck the breath from her innards. “He’s alive. Just, I think.”
 
   She brushed her hand through her hair, causing him to notice that her delicate fingers were covered in blood. Alexander’s blood. He stared at them for a minute, hating her with one breath and yet thanking God she was there with the next. 
 
   “Why have you not told the police?” Still, she didn’t move or look towards him. If possible, she merely made herself smaller and shrank away into the wall, leaning her head into it and sighing rather than looking at him.
 
   “He came round for a few seconds in the ambulance. He only said four words. He didn’t mean it.” She tipped her eyes at him, just the eyes. Eyes that were so full of loathing he struggled to keep hold of them with his own. “What do you think that meant? I’m not sure what that means, because from where I was standing, you looked just like you meant it. It was in your eyes. I felt it.”
 
   He had no answer for that, and had he had one, he would not have discussed it with her. He simply looked away and drew in his own breath again, attempting some semblance of order within his chaotic mind. 
 
   Silence resumed for a minute or two while he tried to avoid her stare. He could feel it barraging its way in, crawling through his damned skin, just as it did in the suite, addling him to open himself up and give her answers, or show them to her. He flicked his gaze to her, narrowed and angry in the hope that she would desist with her interference. She did not. She only raised one of her brows and curled her lip in yet more apathy. 
 
   “Where’s your cane?” Lost, gone. Thrown to the wolves to tear apart so he wouldn’t have to deal with the magnitude of holding it. “Have you hidden it so you don’t get caught, or couldn’t you bear to hold it anymore after what you’ve done?” Bitch. He sneered at her understanding of him and fiddled with the material of his coat, eventually standing to rip the damn thing from his shoulders and toss it on the bench.
 
   “Where is the doctor? This waiting is intolerable,” he snapped out, beginning to pace again. She snorted, then suddenly stood and manoeuvred herself to stand in front of him, grating her eyes into his yet again. He sneered down at her theatrics, not sure whether to kiss her or slap her for her insubordination. She glared, tearing the sickness from his stomach and demanding it rise out to tell her why.
 
   “Do not attempt to probe me. You have no right to–”
 
   The slap that rang off the side of his face was stronger than he’d ever felt from her, enough for him to turn his face away.
 
   “The doctor is trying to fix the man you love’s brain, because you tried to demolish it. Why?” He didn’t answer. She should damn well know why. It was her fault as much as Alexander’s. And now was not the time for conversations that would result in repercussions involving pain. He slowly turned his body from her, but she immediately got in front of him again, her small frame somehow filling the world with its fury. “Why?”
 
   “It is not the time for–” The second slap was delivered with such enthusiasm he didn’t even see the third coming until her nails drew blood. He gradually moved his fingers to his cheek and touched it. Deserved undoubtedly, but not from this little whore. There was only one person who had the right to punish him for his actions, and she was not it.
 
   “I would suggest you calm yourself before I–”
 
   “What? Before you what?” she cut in loudly, pushing at his chest and knocking him away from her before he could grasp her wrist. “Hurt me? Hmm? Nothing about you scares me. You’re weak and fucking pathetic. You don’t deserve to be in this room. Family? What a joke. That you even have the audacity to stand here disgusts me. So you’ll either tell me why you did it, or you’ll get out before I forget why I’m not telling anyone about this.”
 
   She did not shake, nor did she regret her words. She glowered in repulsion as he stood and waited for the next outburst. He would not be leaving, certainly not on the order of such a traitorous little bitch. “I know you heard me, so either talk or leave, Pascal,” she said slowly, drawing her eyes over his frame and sneering yet more. “Or would you rather wait until Elizabeth gets here before you tell me the truth? I’m sure she’d appreciate hearing it. Tick tock, Pascal. You’ve got about five minutes, I’d say.”
 
   Elizabeth. He’d not even considered what this would mean for them all. Her, yes, but how she would react to this information, no. The probability was that she would make Alexander break the collaring. She would ensure that the two never met again, at least until Alexander was strong enough to take that choice from her, and she certainly would not have him in this room. The most serviceable thing to do would be to remove Lilah from the situation. He stared at her defiant pose, deliberating simply carrying her out of the building and calling someone to hold her elsewhere. Unfortunately, something inside of him balked at the plan, perhaps rallying him to tell her the truth. Bitch that she was, she should understand her fault in this. She should not be so pleased with herself. She was not so much the heroine as she might think with her towering stance of indignance.
 
   “Perhaps if you had not used your cunt so flexibly, my dear, we should not be here, hmm?”
 
   There was first a confused face, one that scrunched her brow, and then horror, horror that wiped the smug look of sanctimonious possession away. He sneered at her comprehension of the situation at hand, chastising his own idiotic reactions at the same time. Imbecillic. Yes, he knew. He knew of the cheating and lying that must have been going on behind his back. He sneered at her again as she took a small step backwards. She was not even worth the death of Alexander. That she had the front to stand here and question him regarding his actions was unbelievable. She knew nothing of the love he had inside for Alexander, or for her. Nor did she understand the intensity surrounding its ebb and flow. If she did fully comprehend such matters, she would have known he was simply startled when she announced a potential pregnancy. Confused. She would not have run off into the arms of another lover. She would have stood firm, ordered him to be more than he behaved as.
 
   “You did this because you think I slept with him?” she dared to say. Thought? He did not think. He knew. Alexander did not cavort with anything he wasn’t intending to, or was, fucking. He certainly did not hold hands with them and laugh joyously. “I…” She did not open her mouth any wider than that as he waited for yet another untruth to fall from her lips. She just looked at the floor and then walked back to her seat, shaking her head and pulling her legs back up into the same hunched positon. Slut. Perhaps now she would stop with her incessant questions and self-righteous opinions. He scowled once more before turning to ignore her whimpering. Enough with this love he felt for her. She was unworthy of it. He would deal with her deceit later, show her exactly who she had been toying with while she fucked another. For now, he would concentrate on repairing the damage he may have just caused to the one person in this world that mattered. Should the bastard let him anywhere near him, or live even.
 
   Pinching his brow, he stared through the small window on the door. What he was searching for he did not know. A doctor perhaps, or a nurse. Elizabeth? He hauled in another breath and pocketed his hands, not knowing what to do with them without his cane to fondle. Tick tock. He snorted at the thought and swung back to watch her cowering in the corner again like the whore she was. She should be glad they were somewhere public. His response would not have been so verbal had they been alone.
 
   The door burst open two minutes later and a frantic looking Elizabeth collapsed into his arms, tears draining her eyes as she did and red hair flying wildly. For once, the movement was not as comforting as it normally was. She was inconsolable. Frail and fragile, her body shook with grief as she trembled and cried within his embrace. It was debilitating to try to calm her, tell her it would be okay, that the doctors were doing all they could. 
 
   Did he know who did it? No, my rose. 
 
   Why would anyone? I am not sure, my rose. 
 
   Is it someone from his past? Potentially.
 
   Lies, all lies. Just as the pair of them had done to him, and her, repeatedly.
 
   What had he done to deserve this?
 
   He broke my fucking rules. 
 
    
 
   He wrapped her up again and let her continue to sob, knowing that no matter what, that was his job, to protect her at all costs. He held her longer, let her beat at his chest, let her yell and scream into his ear. Let her demand answers to questions he would not respond to. Kept her swathed in his arms and offered her sanctuary, cocooned her from the hell she was in and stroked her hair to calm her, all the time staring at Lilah over her shoulder as she stared back. 
 
   Bitch.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m not even sure why I’m here anymore. What’s the point in any of this? I’m just staring at the wall and hoping this nightmare will go away. Elizabeth’s fraught with pain, as if the very thought of the man she loves dying is enough to drive her over the edge of sanity, if she’s not already there. I can hardly bear to look at them any longer as he attempts comfort, pretending he doesn’t know what’s happened. He did this. He caused all of this, and why? Because he thinks I’ve slept with Alexander. If it weren’t for the memory of Alexander’s last words to me, I would be beating him senseless, or at the very least telling the woman in his arms that she should do it. But the look in Alexander’s eyes as he clutched me to him by my neck, oh God, they pleaded with me to not say anything, told me that Pascal didn’t mean it. They told me that I should keep my mouth shut. He didn’t say it, but he didn’t need to. I knew what he meant. No police. Given the lives these people live, I’m not surprised really, but it wasn’t about that. It was about love. It was all there inside his eyes, no matter how brutal his hold on me at the time. They were some of the kindest eyes I’ve seen from him yet. God knows why he wants to protect him. I haven’t the foggiest. I can’t even imagine why he would choose to let Pascal get away with this other than the fact that he loves him so much. Or maybe he’s just waiting to deliver punishment himself instead. I’m not sure whether he meant for me to withhold it from Elizabeth, too, but I’ve made that decision. I’m not getting myself entangled in the middle of that conversation, or the ramifications of it. If Alexander wants her to know then he can damn well tell her himself when he wakes up. If he wakes up. If he doesn’t come round, I’ll tell her, and she can do what she wants with Pascal then. It will be her choice to make. It’s not mine.
 
   Nothing’s happened since she got here other than her pained screams and cries echoing through the room. No one’s making it any better, and no amount of emotional response is going to make this go away or force surgeons to come and tell us everything’s going to be fine. I’m not even sure it is. He’s been in there too long now, far too long. 
 
   There was a massive rush when we got here – sirens blaring and emergency staff hustling me out of the way with their bags of blood and machines bleeping. I didn’t even know what to tell them when they asked what had happened, so I just acted shocked, said I didn’t know, and then followed the trolley that barged through to a trauma room, still holding onto his hand. They made me step back as they closed the doors in my face and said they’d take it from here, that someone would come and take me to a waiting room. Then some lady came along and started talking about God. She asked me if I’d like to go to the chapel. I refused. God? I doubt God would be of any help to Alexander White. He’s certainly not been of any use to me over the last year or so.
 
   A long sigh leaves me as I make the best decision I can. Leave. None of this has anything to do with me anymore. Pascal doesn’t want me, and I don’t fucking well want him either. If he thinks even for one moment that I would sleep with Alexander having told him that I loved him then there is no future for us. None. No matter what may have happened further along the line, whether we would have become four or not, I would never have done that sort of thing behind his back. That’s not what love is to me. If he doesn’t know that by now, he never will. And the very fact that Alexander was actually persuading me to stay with Pascal makes this whole thing seem so much sadder. He was showing me how important Pascal is, how much he must care for me, and how much he needed someone to care for him, too. He was giving his permission, making it all seem clearer, drawing boundaries and negotiating terms in his own way. Explaining. Being honest, decent, kind. And now he’s probably dying because of a jealous tantrum. I’d tell that to Pascal if I thought it would help. I’d have the conversation, show him what an idiot he was to think like that, but I don’t see how that would help. I shouldn’t have to, and neither should Alexander. He should have trusted us because he was, after all, the one that asked for all of this to happen in the first place, wasn’t he?
 
   I stand and walk across to the door before I care to analyse it anymore. I’m just going to go home, and get ready to leave. Any of those apartments will be fine. At least I have a job for a while. What will happen when I can’t move Alexander’s business, I don’t know, but at the moment I don’t care. I just want to remove myself from this whole situation because I’m not doing any good here. I can’t help. I can hardly stand to look at the scene in front of me any longer without feeling the need to tell her that the man she’s clutching onto, the one she’s breaking apart on, is the one who has caused it all.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
    I close my eyes and try to pull on a small smile as I let go of the doorframe and sigh. Poor Elizabeth. She must be in so much pain having to deal with this. It hurts me and I don’t even really know him that well. I turn back to see her swollen eyes as she rests on Pascal’s lap, his hand gently stroking the back of her neck in a revolting display of care. 
 
   “I’m just going to see if there’s anyone around who knows something, okay?” I’m not. I’m leaving. It’s time for me to sort myself out and get on with my life, without these people in it. “You’ll be fine. Pascal’s here. He’ll look after you.” What a thought. Perhaps he can explain himself at some point in the future. Perhaps they’ll make it through all this somehow. Or perhaps he’ll keep lying his way through life, pretending to be stronger than he is and hurting more people. Well, he’s not hurting me again. Our time is done. I’m better than this.
 
   “Okay,” she replies through her sniffling. “Lilah, can you see if there’s some water or something?” I nod my head in reply and stare at Pascal as she tucks her head back into his chest. I don’t know what for. Maybe it’s just the last time I’ll ever see him, and regardless of what he’s done, he is still so very handsome. My man. My version of love. He just gazes back, instantly capturing my eyes so that he holds us there again, together. There’s nothing sparkling there, though. They’re dismal, almost opaque. Maybe he’s aching more than I thought he was. Maybe he’s tearing himself apart with the thought of a dying Alexander. Good. He deserves that. He deserves as much if not more pain than Elizabeth is in. 
 
   He deserves hell.
 
   I shake my head at him and feel my eyes blinking back more tears, ones I’m surprised haven’t dried up yet, then turn back for the door again. There’s no point in reliving moments, no reason to even remember them as something special. He’s ruined them now. Our moments caused him to almost kill someone, someone he loves. If that’s all I can give him then it’s of no use to anyone, certainly not me. We were supposed to be more together, not less. Happier, wiser, stronger. We were meant to be in love and perhaps find something extraordinary in the middle of all of this decadence. We weren’t supposed to become something that destroys and weakens the very people worth protecting.
 
   The door clicks behind me and I follow the corridor along, not really knowing where I’m going and not caring that much either. I just want out. Eventually I’ll find it, one way or another. It’s not like I haven’t already travelled many winding roads to get to this point in my life. Forwards, backwards. Left, right. Onwards and upwards. The cry of another woman tempts me to look back, wondering what she’s having to deal with, but I don’t. Forward is the only way I want to go. Away from whatever it is that I’m leaving. My choice. Lilah James’ choice. Not Pascal’s or Alexander’s, just mine. There’s only one more door left to pass. It’s the trauma room I left him in. I wish I’d turned the other way out of the waiting area, wish I’d made that choice earlier, but I’m here now, and need to make a decision whether I’m going to look at him or not. Is he alive in there? Will I see nothing but a corpse? I gaze down at the floor as my feet steadily approach, glad I didn’t tell Elizabeth or Pascal where it is because the thought of them having to watch is horrible. But I know he’s there. I held his hand until the last second when the fucking nurses peeled me off of him, shouting at him as they did to stay alive and keep fighting. I damn near screamed at him through the closing doors, and now I have to know. If I’m walking away now, I have to at least know if he’s made it because this is as much my fault as it is Pascal’s. He’s in there because of me. Not directly maybe, but I’m the cause, even if we didn’t do anything wrong.
 
   The steps seem horrendous as I get closer and inch my way towards the small circle of glass. There’s no sound coming from the room, no racket like there was earlier apart from the rumble of people milling around out here. I inch closer still, eventually plucking up the courage to just look and deal with whatever I see. There’s nothing there. The whole room is empty of people, including Alexander. Instruments are littered about, machines and monitors at haphazard angles, towels and muslins, gauze, all of it soaked in blood, but no people. I frown and wonder what that means. Where is he? A whistling sound breaks my concentration as a trolley squeaks its way towards me, pushed by a nurse. I move out of the way, only to see it change direction and then be pushed into the very room I’m looking at.
 
   “Do you know what happened?” I ask on impulse, holding the door open as she walks inside. She doesn’t answer, just keeps nodding her head. Its then that I notice the earphones so wander in to tap her on the shoulder. She jumps and spins on me, laughing slightly when she realises I’m not a murderer. I feel my face snarling at her amusement. Nothing is funny around here. A man is possibly dead. My friend at that. “Did he make it?”
 
   “I can’t give out information, ma’am,” she eventually says, pulling out her earphones and dumping a bucket and some spray bottles on the operating table in the middle. Toxic chemical cleaning materials no doubt, ones to wipe away Alexander’s blood. My friend’s blood. One of my only fucking friend’s blood. Tears spring into my eyes again as she holds out a hand to the door and I realise how much he means to me. “I have to ask you to leave.”
 
   “No, please. If you know, can’t you just tell me? Please… I need to know. I have to…” She shakes her head and continues, putting her fucking hand on my back to hurry me until we’re out of the door and back into the hallway again. I spin on her, snatching her hand off me and driving her back into the room again. I have to know. Have to. He helped me, picked me up, gave me a place to live, a job. He knocked me down and then built me back up again. He made me see things about myself, understand more. He helped me love someone again, warmed me back into reality. “The man that was in here is my fucking friend. You tell me if he’s alive or not, and you tell me now,” I snap out, watching her eyes widen as she backs up to the table and reaches for her walkie talkie thing. “And if you fucking well touch that, I swear I’ll rip your throat out.”
 
   Not one inch of me moves as I point into her face and stand my ground. I will have my answers. Damn her and her protocol. She can bend it for me. She will bend it for me.
 
   “Ma’am, if you just calm d–”
 
   “TELL ME!”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My whole body sighs in relief at the word. Yes, he’s alive. That’s all I needed to know. The rest is none of my business, and they can deal with it between themselves. Turning myself around, I head for the door again and try to relax the sickness rising in my stomach as my heels click along purposely. Hours upon hours of worry and I finally have an answer. He made it. Alive. I should probably go back and tell them both that he’s alive, but I’m not. I’m not going back. There isn’t a cat’s chance in hell I’m ever going backwards again. I’ll do one more night in his apartment and then tomorrow, I’m done. Out. I’ll need to use his money for a bond but something tells me he won’t mind that. He’ll probably be amused by me taking it and using it to further myself. He’ll call me every name under the sun, more than likely chastise me for being rude, but he’ll smirk as he does. And he can have it back anyway. The moment I’m paid, I’ll pay it all back.
 
   The fresh air hits me square in the face as I finally arrive outside and suck in as much of it as I can. It instantly clears my throat of all the death and drama. I have a life to build. Too much has happened in this last year. Too many wrongdoings and too many misadventures I don’t want to ever entertain again. Tucking my coat around my neck, I swipe at my eyes one last time. Enough with the tears, enough with confusion. I am me. Maybe a slightly more hardened me, maybe an even less compassionate me now, but it’s me nonetheless. I have one person to look after. One person to think about. One person to make shine. Me.
 
   I watch the quiet 3am traffic milling about and then wander to the side of the road to look for a taxi. My lip curls as some drunk man lopes past me, holding his hand out to me as if I should give him something, make his miserable life better. I probably should. I normally would to be honest, regardless of the stench of alcohol radiating off of him, but not tonight. Tonight is for leaving all this behind, for getting on with it and removing from my mind the possibility that I will ever be there again. Maybe I need to hate him for that. Maybe I need to be revolted by him to tell myself that I’ll never go back there again. So I stand my ground and glower at his filthy clothes and uncoordinated legs, enough that he mumbles something about me being a stuck up bitch. Bitch? Probably an accurate description for how I feel at the moment, and yet no matter how terrible the thought of not being my normal kind self might be, it’s like it’s the only way to move forward in this damned world. I don’t need to dwell in that place anymore. I don’t need to remember what I was, what I did, or who I became unless it makes me stronger. This new me will get herself back together again. She will no longer dismiss those bad days or bury them. She will pull power from them and move the fuck on. Bolder, braver, head held high.
 
   He eventually bounces off a wall and carries on with his loud tirade of abuse as he wanders off, taking his damn stale stench and bottle of cheap liquor with him. Thankfully, it leaves me with some quiet again, enough to wave down a passing taxi.
 
   “Where to?” he says as I shuffle in. 
 
   I ramble off the address and settle back down for some peace, asking him to switch off the fucking radio in the process. Noise. It’s all been so bloody noisy. Even the silence in the hospital was near deafening as I sat waiting. Sirens, heart monitors, crying women, me included. Only Pascal was quiet. Very quiet actually. Rightly so. Fucking man. I stare out into the night and close my eyes, trying to glean any positivity I can from this night. There’s none, but the image of his frown is instant regardless of how much I don’t want it there. Emerald eyes looking straight at me, staring right into the part of me I so desperately want to remove him from. He can’t stay there. It doesn’t matter how much I love him or how much I wish things were different. They aren’t, and I’m so tired of having to make decisions based on what he needs. I would never have slept with someone behind his back, never. Certainly not Alexander. It’s not in my make up to do it. This world of theirs appeared to be free of jealousy and tantrums, but clearly it isn’t. Clearly men become monsters when their toys are trifled with or taken away from them. What an idiot. Why not ask me? Why not simply ask the question rather than assume I’d done it. That hurts more than anything. A man was very nearly killed tonight because of jealousy, something that could have been avoided if a bit of sense had been applied.
 
   A sigh leaves me as I watch the park go by and consider whether I should go in, scream into the night, and then burn something just to counter the taste of his lips with the stale stench of smoke instead. Perhaps then I’ll remember him for the monster he behaved as rather than the man who’s still crawling around inside me, telling me to go and shout the truth at him. My eyes glance at the park again. What would be the point of telling him the truth? Why? So I can prove it to him? Beg him to calm down and apologise to me for his stupidity? He should have made the right choice first time. He should have known there was nothing going on. I told him I loved him and I meant it. If he is so concerned about me spending time with Alexander, and so resolute that I’ve fucked him, then he can go live on his own and stay a very lonely and distrustful soul. For all I care, he can fuck all the Emanuelles and Ruebins he has for the rest of his life, never doing anything more worthy than that. He’ll find out one day when Alexander wakes up. He’ll hear the words coming from the mouth of the man he almost killed and crumble inside. Then he’ll understand his mistake, and by that time it will be far too late. I’ll have closed the door to him by then. Locked it shut and bolted every available latch to ensure he can’t get back in. Beautiful green eyes or not, love or not, he will never speak to me like that again. I will not be walked over nor called a whore again. I’m not one, and I never will be.
 
   I pass some money to the taxi driver as I open my door and head into the building, dragging out all the pieces of paper with rental apartments on as I do to try and find my keys. The one at the top is the one he said he owned, my favourite. At some point he wrote a note on it.
 
    
 
   It’s yours if you want it.
 
                 
 
   That’s it. No other explanation as to why he would do this for me. Just like there’s no explanation as to why he’s ever been nice to me at all really. Just the fact that he loves Pascal, and Pascal needs me. Sighing, I run my finger over the scrawl of his handwriting and wonder if he’ll ever write again, then look down at the images of the apartment. There’s a small balcony overlooking a courtyard beneath on the third floor of a brownstone. It has a beautiful wooden floor that runs the length of a large, open plan lounge. There are two bedrooms, both with small en-suites. It even has a small walk in wardrobe in one of the bedrooms. I suppose he might have converted it himself at some point because it’s done to a very high spec, modern, chic, but keeping elements of old school elegance. It’s perfect for the sector it’s aimed at. Yet another thing he’s good at. It’s clear how he’s made so much money, legitimately as well as not. Oh, God. My insides churn again at the thought of him lying there with blood pouring from his head as I turn the key in the lock, screwing the sheets of paper up as I do. My friend. My only friend. And now he’s in a hospital bed because of me. I stumble towards the table and let the paper scatter on the top as I cling onto it for support. What have I just been through? Tears come from nowhere and I try to suck them back in immediately. No more tears. No more. I have to get through this, have to be strong and stay on course. I can’t go back, can’t linger over this. It’s nothing to do with me anymore. My knees buckle at the next image of the inside of the ambulance. Horns and sirens. Machines continuously barking noises at me as the paramedic tried to push me off him. But I didn’t let go. I couldn’t. I just kept staring at his body in that space, with all that strapping across him, willing him to wake up, say something, anything. It wasn’t right him being there like that. People like him don’t lie in ambulances looking weak or needy. I remember thinking it was only ten minutes earlier he was laughing at my schoolgirl grin. When he did come round and look straight at me, I leant into him, put his hand onto my face, pleaded with him to stay alive and keep fighting. What fight he had left he used to grab the back of my neck and pull me closer. 
 
   “He didn’t mean it.” 
 
   My arse hits the floor and leaves me sniffing up more tears as I stare into the beige carpet and wonder why he would say that. Pascal did mean it. He had that look, the same look as he had when he tore his suite up. He was devoid of anything but rage. He may have seemed composed to the average bystander, but he wasn’t. He was only composed in his rage. I don’t know what to do about that. I can still see the earnest delivery of those words in Alexander’s eyes, as if the only thing important enough to tell me in that moment, the moment when he possibly thought he might die, was that I shouldn’t blame Pascal for any of this. Not that I should tell Elizabeth something. Not that I should sort something out for him. Not that I should get him medical help. Just that I should forgive Pascal, and that, for me, meant not telling the police or Elizabeth. Why would he tell me that? Why should I forgive him? Why do I even have any place in this to forgive anyone? I’m nothing here in the middle of these three people. I’ve drifted in. Maybe Pascal does love me, or did, but compared to the love they must share between them, I can’t be as important to him, can I? Important enough to kill the man he loves for?
 
   Unbuttoning my jacket, I notice my hands for the first time and stare at them in revulsion. They’re still covered in blood. His blood. It’s seeped into my fingernails and blotched into my skin, as if it’s engrained in the very fibre of me. I just stare at it, not screaming or flinging myself around to scrub it off. I just gaze at it and feel my feelings die a little more. Such is this world, full of pain and suffering. People dying. Women being raped. Third world countries starving. Men waging war on each other, murdering others in the process. Everything’s stained, tarnished with hate and regrets. Regrets Pascal will be wallowing in for an eternity if Alexander doesn’t make it through to the other side of what he’s done. I look down at my jacket and notice the splatters of dried blood there, too, and the large patch of it where I held his head against me. It’s just there now, parched and useless as it sits on my jacket rather than in his head, where it should be.
 
   Slowly taking it off, I stare at it some more and then carefully put it down on the floor next to me, noticing the fact that the crimson has turned brown and that it’s also seeped into my blouse. I unbutton that as well, one by one, methodically, revealing the fact that it’s even on my skin. I snort at the vision through my tears and imagine his amusement if he knew. He’d think it comical that his blood was staining me. Actually, he might find it arousing, which is something I don’t want to think about any more. He was my friend, and I’ve lost him now. He might be alive, but I can’t be near him anymore. I need to move away from all this. If he makes it and we continue working together, if he even remembers that he said yes, then that’s what we’ll do – work. We’ll work with no discussion about Pascal, or life outside of business. It’s simpler that way. I can move on if it’s like that. Who knows? I might find someone else.
 
   Heaving in a long breath, I haul myself to my feet and unzip my skirt, sliding it down my legs as I walk out of it and kick my heels off as well. Shower and bed, that’s all I can do. It’s all I want to do. I wander over to the bathroom, half in a daze, leaving a trail of blood-soaked garments in my wake. That’s something I should probably get used to if I’m going to work for him. Legal papers might not be physically tainted with blood, but they might as well be if it’s something illegal, or morally questionable. That’s what this life of theirs is, isn’t it? Full of depraved criminal activity. Something I’m apparently happy being around. Something, it seems, I’m even good at from what James Prescott said about my work. I shake my head and ratchet the shower lever, ramping the heat level up as high as it will go. Scalding will do. Perhaps it will burn this blood off me. Burn his blood off me. It’s what I deserve. After all, I’m the reason it’s on me in the first place, aren’t I? Pascal did this because of me, because he believes we schemed and fucked. Oh God, and I did this all for him. Alexander did this all for him, because we love him. If it weren’t for me, Alexander White would still be larger than life and well. He’d be fine and Elizabeth wouldn’t be killing herself with worry, or cradled in the arms of the very man that put Alexander in that hospital in the first place.
 
   I step into the stream of water without bothering to check it, and just accept the searing heat as it hits my skin. It only hurts for a second or two before I switch off the feeling and push my face underneath the jet, too. I don’t move. I don’t even try to wash it off. It will come off of its own accord when the stain is ready to leave my body. However long it takes beneath this pain, I’ll take it. I’ll weather this feeling and then move on once I’ve punished myself enough for what I did. It might not have been me that struck that blow, but it was my fault. I caused it. 
 
   Tipping my head into the pounding jet, I let the heat scorch my face, let it blister its way across my tears and remove those, too. Too many tears lately. Tears are no use to me at all. Tears and thinking of things I can’t change, but try as I might, I can’t stop them wanting to fall again. I don’t know what for. Maybe it’s loss. Maybe it’s the situation I’m in. Or maybe it’s just the need to cry them out for the very last time, so I let them come. I let myself fall down to the bottom of the shower and dissolve into nothing within the glass that surrounds me one last time. Sobs come from the depths of me, tearing their way up through my throat and breaking out as howls of fear. It’s not just tonight. I can feel that. It’s everything. My lack of control for my year on the streets. The men who raped me. The hollow feeling of emptiness that still lives inside me now, the same one that was beginning to go when he told me he loved me. My safety. My lack of friends, life. I’m so alone again. 
 
   The water pools beneath me and I stare at it through my useless tears, watching the blood swirl within the liquid and travel around my feet. It’s light pink now, mingling with the water to help nullify my blame. It doesn’t feel like I’m blameless yet. It just feels like I need to ramp up that lever again, knock it more inches forward to try and bring more pain to my flesh because I can’t even feel the sensation anymore. What human can’t feel pain? Am I that callous from the streets that I can no longer even remind myself? I stab my nails into my palm over and over again, repeating to myself the reality I’m in. Alone. Alone, and so fucking tired I could curl up into a ball and just let this water drown me.
 
   Time ticks by as my sobbing continues. It doesn’t even feel like I’m me anymore. I’m more like a haunted memory of myself. If I had a mirror in here, I could probably look at the reflection dispassionately, see it as pathetic. 
 
   I just need this blood to wash away, and then I’ll be okay. I’ll start again and make it work. I’ll find my new apartment, go to work, do my job and build my life back up again. Brick by brick. No Pascal, no kink, no love, no children. No dens of iniquity. No Roxannes and Claires to worry about. I will harden. Whatever it was that I was beginning to feel again – hope maybe, happiness – it can go to hell and rot in those gutters I came from. There is no happily ever afters, not here anyway. Pascal was right. This rainbow is tainted and torn and twisted beyond all normal standards, leading to nothing at the end of it but despair, confusion and long, lonely nights.
 
   Eventually, I do nothing more than curl my body around my knees and just rock backwards and forwards, letting the water cleanse me of the last month or so, and still allowing the last of my tears to fall. They’re not coming with as much force now. They just drip out occasionally, instantly being removed by the flood of water still cascading over me. Fucking tears. No more. And then there’s nothing. Nothing but the sound of the jets and steam. For once my mind feels clear. I look back into my hands to see the last piece of Alexander leave my thumb, slipping its way from the crevice in the nail bed and washing itself away. Gone. It’s all gone now. I gaze at both hands for a minute longer, checking to see if there’s any more to come off me, and noticing all the lines and wrinkles. Then I crawl my eyes up my arms to stare at my bracelet as the steam licks across it. That has to go, too. It has to go wherever I can forget about it. Perhaps I should put it in a box with the cufflinks I took from him and tape it closed. Unfortunately, I can feel my lips smiling at it as it twinkles back at me. It’ll only remind me of the good times if I keep it. It’ll slowly make me forgive him and draw me back to him. I snatch at the clasp and remove it as quickly as I can, throwing it into the plughole and watching the water sluice over it and buffer it about. Fucking bracelets of commitment. I am not committed to anyone but me anymore. Just me.
 
   This all stops, now.
 
   Something seems to vanish inside me as I realise that with acute clarity. I almost feel it leaving and purging the last of my fears with it. Alexander told me this would happen, that I would realise who was in control at some point. That I needed to understand it and then I’d be okay. He was right. I can feel it calming me down, as if nothing can hurt me anymore. I am in control of myself, and anything else I come into contact with. From this moment forward, I’m no longer concerned with anyone else but me.
 
   “Has it burnt you sufficiently yet, my love?” 
 
   My head swings up slowly, searching the steam for him. Why the fuck is he here? 
 
   “Has it scorched your skin enough to cleanse you from your sins, hmm?”
 
   I can’t see him, but then I don’t need to. I know every line and feature, every curve, ridge, and bump. I can see the slight sneer of superiority, which he has absolutely no right to be wearing. I can see his frown of irritation over scorching green eyes, the one that hides behind his composure until he’s ready to let it loose. He thinks he’s in control here, that he’s surprised me as I sit here in the shower naked. He thinks that he can scare me. He can’t. I’m the one in control. What happens now is anyone’s guess, but I can still feel the emptiness filling me with a quiet I never knew possible, regardless of the potential threat involving his hands. There is nothing he can do to me. I’m not the one who’s done something wrong. He is.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t move. Nor do I worry or concern myself with what he’s planning. He’s nothing to me. Nothing. That’s all I need to remember. I will not show weakness or emotionalise anything. I am past that now. He made it that way by calling me a whore and nearly killing my friend. I’m not even concerned if he’s in turmoil about Alexander. He should have thought about that before he tried to cave his skull in. I’m not angry or flustered. I’m calm and logical. I may still be in love with him, clearly that’s not going away overnight, but he has no power here. None.
 
   My body slowly pulls itself upwards to close down the jets of water, knowing that the only way out of here is past him. I don’t bother with a towel. I simply gaze through the steam in the direction of the door, pushing my hair behind my ears as I do and waiting until the room clears enough for me to see him. Eventually, it disperses and I find him leaning on the doorframe, arms crossed, still in the same clothes he was wearing earlier but now covered in a heavy, brown wool coat, too. He looks, to the untrained eye, like he’s amused as he rakes his gaze across my skin. He’s not, though. He’s tense, possibly about to blow.
 
   “You should go back to Elizabeth,” I say calmly, stepping out of the shower and making my way past him, purposely not bothering to avoid contact with his body as I go. He won’t block me anymore, nor get in my way. I will no longer think about his needs, and he certainly won’t stop me feeling the way I do. If that means barging through him then that’s what I’ll do. I’m not scared of him. What can he do that he hasn’t already done?
 
   I make my way to the kitchen, searching for something to drink. The kettle begins to boil and I wait for the red light to flick off as I put a teabag in and reach for the milk. I’ll start packing soon. Not that I have all that much to pack. Then I can go to the rental office and find my new apartment, the one I’ll live in by myself.
 
   “Do you believe you can dismiss me?” he says from behind me somewhere. I am doing. As far as I’m concerned, he’s not here. Gone. “This little theatrical display of yours will not work, my love. We have matters to discuss.” No, we don’t. We have nothing to discuss. There is nothing he can say or do that will change what this has become. 
 
   Some papers shuffle behind me and I turn to gaze to see him leafing through my apartment sheets. “Running somewhere, my love?” I snort to myself. Running? I have nothing to run from. I’m not the one who’s done something wrong. No, I’m not running. I’m just leaving all this and moving on. Leaving you.
 
   “You know where the door is, Pascal. Leave. There’s nothing here for you.” There isn’t. I can’t even bring myself to look at him anymore. I turn back to my kettle and watch the light flick off. 
 
   Boiled, finished, done.
 
   “It is not so simple, my love. You lied to me, causing distress to my much aggravated mind.” Poor him. My lip curls in anger. I’m sure Alexander’s feeling just as distressed about his own mind, if he still has one functioning inside his head. I slowly turn back to him and stare into his eyes. My feet have me moving over to him before I think, tilting my head to gain better insight into what the hell goes on in there. Not that I care all that much. He doesn’t try to stop me or turn away. He wouldn’t, would he? It’s all about the bigger boy now. Who’ll back down first? Who’s scared? Who will win this silly little battle of power he has raging in his mind? Dominants and submissives. Who’ll bow down in fear or respect? I don’t feel either. If anyone’s scared, it’s him. Not me. 
 
   “What have you come here to do?” I ask, getting my body as close to his as I can without touching him, never once removing my eyes from his. Let him answer that. Let’s see what he thinks he can achieve. He does nothing in return, just looks a little surprised for a second before turning his face blank again. “Hmm? Come on, Pascal. What is it that you think you can achieve here? Frighten me? Knock some sense into me? Like you did to him?” 
 
   I instantly scowl at the thought and wander my fingers up his chest until they reach his jaw, then tap him twice to see if that provides inspiration for him. Perhaps he needs a little help achieving his goal. “Is that what you came to do? Beat me? Try. I have already taken all the punishment I’m willing to take for your actions. I’ve done it myself. What did you say? Cleansed my sins? Yes, I’ve done that now. It’s done.” Still he doesn’t move. He just licks his lips and gazes down at me with a frown. I step even closer and rest my head into his chest, staring at the pile of discarded, blood-stained clothes on the floor. “You broke this between us. You and your jealousy stole our moments, and now there’s nothing to left to say, is there?” He tenses a little. I feel it echo in my ear. The strain, tension. I feel the pressure of his heart increase beneath my cheek. Beautiful. So strong. Pounding away in there as a lion’s would. “It’s a shame I won’t feel this heart again. A shame I won’t wake up next to it and sense it before my own. Don’t you think so? I do, but we’re damaged now, aren’t we? And I won’t let you break me again.” 
 
   Sighing into his warmth for one last time, I lift my head away from him and take a step backwards, and then another, and another, until the four feet separating us feels like ten thousand miles. Just an empty void of air, not unlike the desolate space inside my heart, breached and then separated. Discarded and desecrated until there’s no room left for emotional response anymore. He eventually smiles one of his menacing smiles and slowly lifts his hands to begin clapping. Robust, deliberately slow claps. 
 
   “Quite the performance, my love,” he says, taking a step toward me to close the distance again. “Not surprising given your aptitude for pretence, hmm? Was it amusing to watch me squirm beneath you while you fucked another?” 
 
   I should tell him the truth now, tell him it was all pointless, that I was never sleeping with Alexander, and that actually the man he loves was just trying to help. In more ways than one. But I won’t. I will not lower myself to this discussion, nor give him the satisfaction of knowing the truth of how much people love him. He doesn’t deserve the love of good people. Not this version of him anyway. I wander over to the door and open it for him, then turn back to the work-surface to begin making my tea again. I might put some clothes on at some point, or maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll just stay naked until I have to leave tomorrow.
 
   “You think yourself so intelligent, my dear. You are not. You are foolish to have toyed with my affections.” 
 
   Toyed with his affections? Oh, good lord. I was the one strapped to walls. I was the one tied to a chair. I was the one who endlessly asked for answers to questions. “What a wicked tale you weave, hmm? Was it always him you preferred? Did he overwhelm you with his brooding silence?” I shake my head at his attempt to manipulate a reaction from me, and then laugh lightly at the thought of a brooding Alexander. He’s not brooding much anymore, is he?
 
   “Just leave, Pascal. I’m sure Elizabeth needs your comfort. Perhaps you should keep your feral tongue for her instead of me. She probably doesn’t understand it as well as I do.” 
 
   Finishing the last stir of my tea, I tap the spoon three times and turn back to him with nothing left to say. It’s time for him to go. I lean back on the surface and hover the cup in front of my mouth, blowing at the heat and watching him stand there. He looks confused, still beautiful, but unsure of himself. It’s fascinating to see in some ways, and if it were any other day, I might carry on, but it’s not, and today I lost my world, him included. He needs to leave me to find my new one. 
 
   He moves a step closer, letting me see that perfection in all its glory as he casually glances his gaze across me and licks his lips again. In fact, there’s nothing casual about it, and given that I’m still naked, he’s probably aroused. I cross my legs and sip at my tea again instead of showing any interest. Well, I hope it makes him excited. I hope that cock of his is hard and aching for something he’s not having again. He broke all of this, ruined it with a jealous tantrum that was completely unnecessary and caused pain to my friend. Idiot. I’d love to say that I wasn’t interested in fucking him, that I wasn’t desperate in some ways to strip him of all those clothes and ride him eternally to cleanse us both of this, but I can’t, because I do still want to do all those things. Suck him, bite him, gobble him up and prove that we still work. Lick every inch of that goddamn body and claim it as mine again, mark it, love him even. Just make this all feel better somehow.  And the more I think about it as I watch him take another step, the more I know it’s true. Who wouldn’t want to fuck him? Every woman in the world wants him, men, too. They wouldn’t want what’s in that head of his, though. That’s tainted beyond repair. I wish I didn’t want it still.
 
   “Shall we play a game, my dear?” 
 
   No more games. I just sip at my tea again, sneering at his pathetic response, and then lift myself from the surface to walk past him to the bedroom. Fuck him and his games. I’m not a game, certainly not his. He can go play games with one of his other subs. They’ll enjoy his torment, I’m sure. 
 
   He catches my arm as I go past, gripping tightly and twisting me until I’m somehow on my knees beneath him. I don’t even bother to wrench away from him. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he’s hurt me. He’s hurt me enough already. I won’t let him do it anymore. The cup spills all over the floor as I relax in his hold and just stare up at him, smiling as I do.
 
   “So predictable, Pascal. Is this all you’ve got? Is this going to make you feel better about almost killing him?” He chuckles and smiles in response, crouching himself down in front of me and harshly picking up my chin with his fingers. He turns my head left and right, as if he’s inspecting it, or maybe just proving he can manoeuvre me wherever he wants. I don’t know, and hardly care. There was only one way he was ever going to surprise me tonight, and that was by walking in and apologising, from his knees. It was the only way any of this could have been saved. The only way we could have repaired the damage he’s caused. “What now, Pascal? Is it time for the pain yet?”
 
   He just hovers for a moment, still inspecting me, but this time it’s my eyes. And then there it is, locked in another one of our endless fucking moments together. My breathing alters. I can feel it. My heart rate triples in speed as I contain every palpitation that’s threatening to burst through my chest for him. Oh God, it’s all gone so wrong. There should have been fields of green matching his eyes at the end of that rainbow. There should have been magical kisses and fairies with wishes. Instead, there’s a black hole, one I could descend into in this very moment if I chose to let myself fall. I do the only thing I can and rip my gaze away from his before he has a chance to change my mind. The fallout is instant.
 
   “No,” he snaps, suddenly gripping both of my arms and hauling me to my feet then dragging me towards the door. “You will not hide from me again, not this time.”
 
   The door slams behind us as he continues to drag me along the corridor and towards the stairs. It seems we don’t need the elevator. He just keeps towing me as I trip over and don’t even try to keep up. I’m not sure if I thought this would happen or not. I don’t think I knew what would happen if I defied him by denying him any reaction. It’s just the way it has to be for me to carry on without him. I can’t let him in anymore. I won’t.
 
   My eyes close as we hit the last of the stairs and I stumble along behind him, still naked and not bothering to cover myself. What’s the point? Nothing’s relevant until this is over and done with, and whoever’s here won’t see me after tomorrow anyway. I’ll do what has to be done tonight and then I’ll come back and get my things. I’ll leave with my head held high and my future in focus. 
 
   The freezing air greets us as he pulls open the door and yanks me out into the snow. I don’t even feel it really. I just stare at Martin as he opens the door to the car and has the decency to avert his eyes a little. Why, I don’t know. It’s not like he hasn’t seen this sort of thing a thousand times before – Neanderthal men dragging women wherever they choose, as if they have some right to dictate everything, fuck anyone. I snarl at Pascal as he puts his hand on top of my head to shield me and then shoves me into the backseat. Protection? Hilarious. 
 
   The moment I’m in, I shuffle to the other side, cross my legs and glare back at him as he folds his body in behind me then closes the door.
 
   “Home,” he snaps at Martin as he too closes his door, starts the engine and begins to drive away. Home? Is that what that place is to him? That’s no home. There’s no happiness there, no future. It’s no place for his child, or even for him to relax and be content. Not that he deserves contentment in any way, given his actions. I stare at him for one more minute, wondering what he has planned for his little outing, and then just turn myself to look at the dark sky outside. 
 
   I’m not sure what time it is, six or seven o’clock maybe. The sun must be coming up at some point soon, I suppose. Perhaps it’ll brighten these horizons with something other than the image of Alexander’s blood. Perhaps it’ll help scorch a little more of it off of my skin. Maybe if I just go out into my park and stand there, arms spread, naked and waiting for its rays, it will tear the stains off of me and complete all of this, killing off that final feeling of need I have for the man beside me. That fucking longing that, no matter how much I try to deny it, is still swelling inside me and making me challenge every thought I’m having.
 
   He doesn’t speak or touch me again until we reach the doors to Eden. He just lets us rot in our own silence, probably trying to make me wind myself up to the fear he wants me to possess. I snort at the image of a dragon on the door as he gets out and then arrives at my door, opening it and holding out a hand. I just stare at that offering and laugh again. Is he supposed to be being gentlemanly? Fuck him and his offerings. We both know there will be nothing gentlemanly happening tonight. I neither need nor require his help. I will do this on my own.
 
   I step out, avoiding his hand, and gaze along the empty street as my bare feet dig into the slush beneath me. I could make a run for it now, I suppose. There’s a few places around here that I could go to for help, but he’ll just find me again, won’t he? He’ll search and search until he’s found me again and then the whole thing will have be finished, again. I’m not going to run from him or this. I’m going to face it head on, and then when it’s done, I’ll leave.
 
   Martin opens the door to Eden and smiles at me. It’s warm, sort of inviting, happy even. I walk towards the entrance and head straight in without bothering to look at Pascal for guidance. I know where he’ll take me – the dungeon. He’ll want to desecrate that memory as much as me. He’ll try to make himself forget the fact that that is where it happened, that’s where he really acknowledged he loved me. It’s where I told him I loved him, too. I’m as comfortable with the thought of ruining that moment as he is. By the time I exit the fucking room, I’ll have nothing but bitterness and regret concerning him, and that’s just what I’ll need to carry on without his green eyes haunting me.
 
   The corridors and hallways seem to flash by in silence as I focus on the gates I need to get to. The quicker we’re there, the better. It’ll be dark, quiet. I can remember the time Alexander taught me how I need to feel to withstand him. I can suck in breaths and get ready for him there, prepare myself. I’ll just go inward, let myself collapse into my own black hole and switch it all off.
 
   I eventually stop at the gates and turn to look at him. He’s still not uttered a word, and has, at some point, taken the top half of his clothing off, leaving him in nothing but grey trousers and shoes. I wish I could stop my eyes skimming over his body, really I do, but I can’t. He’s lean, muscular, toned, and perfectly balanced, apart from the scars crisscrossing his skin.
 
   “Are you prepared, my love?” he says, scowling at me and then moving past me to push on the gate. It swings wide and I feel the moment his whole being changes into something I’ve probably not witnessed before. All features flatten to nothing – no smile, no frown. Not even the scowl remains. It’s as if he’s removed any element of emotion as quickly as I’m going to have to. I gaze for a few more seconds, trying not to imagine him with a smile in place, desperately trying to remember the need for this to happen and not remember the lovely moments. The hope, the love, the way he held me, laughed with me. Snowballs and walks in parks. That’s all gone now. Gone.
 
   Sucking in my last breath of love, I turn and head straight for the room. Fuck him. Fuck all of this. Fuck snowballs and parks. Fuck love. Fuck need. Fuck family and happiness. There is no happiness now, certainly not from him. He doesn’t know how to be happy. He knows pain, and how to deliver it. Well, he can do his worst. Nothing is making me leave until this is done.
 
   He chuckles behind me as I walk into the middle of the black space and sit myself down on the metal chair, looking right back at him through the darkness. I’ll keep my eyes on him all the time. Focused, hardened. If he can tear strips out of me and be calm with that, then he can damn well keep staring into my soul as he does it, until it becomes too much for me, and then I’ll close my eyes and fall into my hole. He shuts the door, locks it, and throws the key over his shoulder onto the ground somewhere, discarding the very notion that either of us will be getting out of here any time soon. Fine. It can go on as long as it needs to. 
 
   The metal of the chair scrapes on the floor as I adjust myself to get comfortable and stare through the shadows. He moves to the hook on the wall, hanging his long coat and dropping the rest of his clothes in a pile when he reaches it. He stares back at me for a moment more, confusion marring his face, then moves across to the wall, dragging his fingers along the brickwork as he goes and finally ending up at the large pulley attached to the chandelier come cage. Oh, I’m going in there, am I? Good job I’m not claustrophobic then. Stupid man. What can he do to me in there? Nothing. It squeaks and rattles as he takes the weight of it and begins lowering it down above my head. I glance up at it and notice the heavy metal strapping all around it as it comes into view, rusting and crumbling as it descends, then look back at him. There’s still no smile, just flat-lining and strain as he uses his muscles to eventually bring it to a stop about five feet above me. Tying it off precisely, he tugs the rope, and then wanders across to me, undoing his belt as he arrives.
 
   “Does being in here remind you of him, my love? Hmm? Frosty and frigid?”
 
   I don’t answer, because the truth is no, it doesn’t remind me of Alexander. It reminds me of him, and of the love we felt in here. I remember lying on that floor over there, feeling his weight on me as we began to make love for the first time. I remember the way he kissed me and then carried me from here, rather than fuck on a soiled floor. And I remember finally sensing how I needed to be around him, who I needed to be. I just keep staring instead, hardening my mouth even more and waiting for whatever he’s about to do. He begins to take his trousers off. He tucks his hand into the pocket, retrieving something, and then throws them to the floor, announcing his fucking cock at me at the same time as if nothing else is relevant in the room. It’s still entirely beautiful, heavy and thick, waiting to be devoured. Maybe that’s what he’s got in mind. I wouldn’t be averse to that sort of punishment, but then he probably knows that, too. And I get the feeling this is not going to be pleasurable on any level – more like unending pain. He smiles slightly, just a glimpse of that stunning curl of his soft lips, just a hint of it, before he yanks the chair from beneath me and I fall to the floor.
 
   “Sluts should grovel in the filth, my love. This is where such treachery belongs,” he says, glaring down at me with his voice devoid of anything but malice. Lovely, back to the gutters then. I can use those. It’ll just speed up the momentum to leave this godforsaken position I’ve gotten myself into. It’ll remind me to never come back down here again. My hands slowly push me upwards again until I’m resting on them and just staring at the floor rather than him. Enough now. 
 
   His footsteps echo away from me before something clicks above me, then again, then again. I don’t know what it is, but the low glinting of lights makes me think it’s got something to do with all the tapered candles surrounding the cage. How romantic. I snort to myself and remember the small pathetic candle in Maria’s restaurant that flickered between us all night. He was nice that night, if not a pompous arse on occasion. 
 
   My hair is suddenly yanked, causing me to howl out in pain as he pulls me along the floor. He’s brutal as he twists it in his hand and tugs to get me to move. My hands go to his to try and protect myself a little, but then I just give up. Yet another thing there’s no point in. It’s all going to happen in here, isn’t it? Brutality, force, anger. He’s going to make me pay for something he shouldn’t have done. It’s all my fault in his eyes, isn’t it? He thinks doing this will somehow alleviate his own twisted fucking morals. Perhaps it’ll make him feel better about almost killing the man he loves. He can go for it. Fuck him. That’s the last scream he’ll hear from me. I’ll let him do this. I’ll let him hurt me, and do whatever the fuck he wants to make himself feel better, and then, when it’s over, I’ll tell him the truth. And he can live with that, too while I move on without him. Without any of them.
 
   My skin grates on the floor as he keeps tugging, then grabs at my waist and hauls me upright, stretching one arm above me as he lifts me off the floor. The clicking of metal is instant, cold and pinching against my right wrist, then I’m tugged until my left gets the same treatment. I’m locked in place. My toes just about reach the floor as I try to balance myself on them and look above to the handcuffs supporting most of my weight. I try to wrap my hands around the metal cage to help alleviate the strain, but it’s so covered in wax I can’t get a good grip as it breaks off in my fingers, so I just let my body relax and stretch towards the ground again.
 
   The cage creaks and groans under my weight, and the chains attached rattle and clink as he grabs one side of it and pushes. Around I go, spinning slowly and staring out into darkness.
 
   “You look divine here, my love. Hmm? How does it feel to have your control of me taken away?” He pushes again, speeding the spin until I begin to feel dizzy from it and give up trying to keep my feet moving with it. “Such a thoughtless little slut. You should have been more prudent with your betrayal. Hmm? Less obvious with your need for him. Did you fuck at his apartment, too? While I waited for his permission? What a fool you must both think me.” The sudden sting against my ribs has me cringing, gritting my teeth and barely containing the scream that wants to come out. What the fuck was that? I try to see what’s happening but I’m spinning too fast to be able to see anything. It happens again, this time in the middle of my back, causing me to yelp. Then my shoulder, then my backside. It’s coming from all angles, blisteringly hot, searing my skin with sharp bites of pain.
 
   ”Perhaps this will help you scorch that sin from yourself, hmm?” he snaps, causing another flash of pain on my thigh, then my arm. “As you seem to enjoy roasting yourself so, we should continue, yes? Or should you take my belt, hmm? How is your tolerance for pain when I disallow your escape?”
 
   The cage suddenly stops and I come to a halt in front of him as he holds the metal above my head to stop me moving anymore. I try to focus on him, panting through the sickness rising inside me from the dizziness, but he keeps moving, swaying himself from side to side. He’s so fucking close I can smell everything about him intoxicating the air around us. “It is disconcerting when you cannot concentrate, yes? There will be no removal here, Lilah. You will endure this for me, or not. I do not care whether you survive.” He holds up a candle, letting me realize what he’s been doing before he moves it towards my cheek and hovers it so close I can feel the heat of it beginning to burn. His face is still devoid of emotion as he watches the light dance and I try to inch my face away from it. “Should we stain this pretty little face, too? Hmm? Perhaps you would not be so conceited about yourself if we marred your perfection. It would show your vulgarity more effectively, hmm?” My eyes widen at that. He wouldn’t, would he? Not even he is as vicious as that. The sudden realisation that he is immediately materialises as he swipes the wick along my jaw line and then holds it against my skin. The burn sears, and I flick my head away from it and glower back at him, still containing the need to scream at him that he’s wrong, that neither Alexander nor I have anything to be ashamed of. That we simply loved him. That he’s the one in the wrong. 
 
   “I should fuck you like the whore you are, hmm? Simply spread you filthy little thighs and ram myself into your ass again. Should I make you bleed this time, my love? Choke the life from you as I do? Those rapists have no parallel to me, my dear,” he snarls, licking his way up my jaw and biting down on the very place he’s just burnt, forcing me to swallow another howl of pain. “You took my decency, my love, and you spat on it like the vile little street slut you are.” 
 
   Here it comes. I can feel it now. I close my eyes and feel him trying to tap into me, trying to make me question myself. Who I am, why I am. Christ, he’s good at it. Better than Alexander. It’s the way his mouth moves around the words, the way they hover in mid-air before landing a final blow. 
 
   My insides are already curdling with memories of those damn streets again as he flicks my skin with his fingers, pinching and prodding as if I’m something to be used and discarded. Rapists and bitterly cold nights. Filth in my mouth while they each took their turn. I shake out at the cuffs, involuntarily reminding myself of their hold on me while they ravaged my skin, holding me fast while they did so and plundering every hole available to them. But fuck him. Fuck them. That shit isn’t working this time. None of it will. He wants a battle of wills, he can have it. I’m stronger than this now. I survived that. I will hold my head up rather than let it control my fears. I’m damn well stronger than he is.
 
   “Do your worst,” I growl slowly, as I turn to face him again and let myself just hang. “You don’t even know what you’re doing this for, Pascal. Are you still so scared of me that you have to destroy me to stop your love for me?” He frowns and backs a step away. “Is that it? It won’t work. You’ll still love me long after this is over. But hey, if it makes you feel better, let’s get on with it, shall we? Let’s stop this fucking around and just do whatever you think you can achieve.” 
 
   He shakes his head at me and stalks off to the back of the room, so I tip my toes around to follow him as he moves. I will not allow this to be a free for all at me. He can take some of it, too. He can feel it inside him just as I do. I watch him open the cupboard and stare into it, almost as if he’s unsure of what to do next. Good. I’ll keep him off his stride. “Is he still alive, Pascal? Breathing? Can he speak? Move? Or have you destroyed him, too?” My foot slips and my full weight falls into the cuffs again, wrenching my shoulder as it does. I gasp out a breath and scramble my toes back up to support me again before I lose my impetus. “And where’s Elizabeth?” He doesn’t move or acknowledge me. “Hey, can you hear me over there? You haven’t left her on her own, have you? Left her to deal with your actions all by herself so you can serve your own ego in here with me? Surely you wouldn’t leave her all alone to face the consequences of your actions by herself.” He turns his head over his shoulder to sneer at me and I see a flash of remorse even through the darkness between us. “Oh, you have, haven’t you? She has no one and you’ve decided it’s better to come here rather than protect her as the man she loves lies dying. How very decent of you. Who is the vulgar one now?”
 
   He turns sharply, holding something in his hand, and strides back towards me. I wish I could say I didn’t give a damn, but the sudden anger lacing his grin is not amusing at all.
 
   “You believe you have some right to judge me for my actions?” he shouts straight into my ear, his voice full of malevolence as he picks up my body and yanks it to him. “This scrawny little frame holds no interest to me at all. Look at it,” he snarls, curling my body up until I’m flat in his arms. “Dirty and used. A whore indeed. He said you were. Seems he was correct, hmm?” He looks me over, then sucks a nipple into his mouth, clamping his teeth around it so tightly I can’t contain the scream that comes out as I wriggle to get away from him. “See, you even taste sour now. I wonder if your cunt tastes of him? Hmm? It would still be preferable to the stench of you, regardless of his deceit in this.” He drops the top half of me so sharply I collapse into the cuffs again, sending shockwaves of agony through my upper body until I’m left barely able to breathe through the pain. Then, in one faultless movement, he lifts my groin to his chest to hook my knee over his shoulder. He just holds me there, closing his eyes and drawing breath in through his nose with his mouth mere inches from me. Smelling me, making his breaths so loud they echo in the silence. He flicks his tongue over my clit, and God, I wish it didn’t feel so good, but it does. “You neither taste nor smell of him, my love. He is divine in comparison to this rotting cunt you have. But you would already know that, wouldn’t you?” There’s another flick of his tongue, this time directly into my insides. Then another, and another. In and out, back and forth. My stomach coils in on itself as I try not to let it affect me and close my eyes to the vision, but it’s hopeless to deny the sensation as my pussy screams for more. “Perhaps I should eat the venom out of you, or should I fuck it back inwards, hmm? So it weeps inside you for eternity and kills you slowly?”
 
   I don’t know what that means as his teeth begin to engage around me. More and more, he flicks and sucks, biting as he does and beginning to rip pieces of me away. I open my eyes as he draws me closer and ravages his face into me, noticing the smear of my juices all over his chin and lips. I haven’t got a hope as his fingers tighten around my thigh, pinning me to him more painfully than he’s ever done before. And fuck, it feels too good. Tension comes bellowing up through me, and at the same time, he lifts my other leg, swinging me around like a fucking puppet for his entertainment. His tongue digs in again, lapping and nipping so viciously that I groan aloud at the sensations ravishing me as he stretches me away from the cage. I almost can’t remember where I am as I just let him take me wherever he wants. My arse bumps along him as he lowers me, and as I watch him staring at my body, I realise what’s happening.
 
   His cock’s sudden lunge into me hits me brutally, and leaves me with nowhere to go as he holds me against him and scowls at me. “Does that fill you enough? Hmm? Perhaps two would be better. Perhaps we should stretch your used cunt with more.” He pulls out slowly to the tip and then rams back in again with no remorse about the pain he’s causing. I wish it didn’t feel good. I wish the pain coursing through me didn’t heighten my need to be fucked even harder than this, but it does. I snarl at him and wonder what else he has. If we’re doing this one last time then we’ll fucking do it all. 
 
   “Is that it? Is that all you have?” I spit out between breaths.
 
   “With time you will see how much I have, my love,” he says, slowly pulling back and then forging in. Drive after drive, slam after slam. Oh Christ, it’s so easy to love his ability to fuck. Over and over he pushes me onwards, not bothering to support my back as the cuffs do that for him. I grip on to him with my legs to try and ease the pressure on my wrists, but I couldn’t give a fuck. I’m too close to care. The constant grate of his cock, back and forth, pummelling, fucking me like I’m his toy to play with has my body tingling with need. I am his toy in some ways, always will be, because in these moments he proves that. He’s all sin, aggravated, vicious, fingers biting into skin and proving a need I now know I have regardless of him.
 
   “More,” I fucking plead, letting my head tip back so he can take me there. Just us together again. Me and him and nothing else to think about as my orgasm begins to climb, and climb, and climb.
 
   My weight is suddenly dropped completely and my legs tumble to the ground, heels and feet crashing onto the floor. I look up in shock to see him still pumping his cock with his hand, fast strokes, the same speed as he was fucking me with. His left hand reaches for my cuffs, unlocking them one by one until my whole body drops to the floor in relief. The moment I regain balance, I feel him splash all over me. Hot and sticky. It’s on my breasts, in my hair, and on my neck. His hand pushes my head back down to the floor, squashing my cheek into the dusty ground as his knee hovers on my back and his cock is brought to my face where yet more of his come sprays my face. The final few drops seep out and onto my mouth and nose as I cough into the floor, Then he rubs his cock into my mouth, forcing his thumb in too to keep my mouth open and squeezing yet more out and into my lips. I lie there, listening to no sound at all other than the occasional movement from him as he continues smearing his cock around my face, with small grunt and snarls.
 
   “You played with my feelings, Lilah. Now this is what you will be convenient for, my dear,” he eventually says, still banging his cock against me. I don’t look at him or show any reaction to his clear use of me. He may have made me feel like a used piece of trash, but he’s not going to see that in my eyes. I refuse to give any emotion to this game he’s amusing himself with. I know who’s in the right here. Me. I will endure. Eventually, having groaned a little around his cock’s eruption, he hauls me up again and stretches my tired limbs back into the cuffs again, then tightens them more this time. I feel them pinching at my skin and reminding me of what I can’t take. Memories of whips come flying back as he sneers and snarls, pushing his scent into me with every move as he rubs himself all over me. “And here you will stay, hmm?” he continues. I watch him back away and try to ignore the ache that’s still climbing as he grabs at his cock and starts pumping it again. Long, fluid strokes, still igniting the place inside me that longs for him to fuck me again, finish me off. “Until I’m finished with you.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Once more. Once more he would milk the come from himself and discard it on her delectable little body. He would drown her in it if he thought it would clear the hatred from his mind. Slut. 
 
   He paced again, dragging back and forth on his spent cock and hoping to draw more filth from the inside outwards. And she would take it all. She would take everything he had to deliver and scream her sins out. She knew nothing of that which he had withheld for her.
 
   Her body hung limply, seemingly unaffected by his come smeared over her face or the aching cunt that must be causing her distress. Hmm. Perhaps he should cause a little more pain. Perhaps he should rip new holes from her so she could understand the commotion she had caused to rage within. His hand thrust again, tightening his fingers and trying to pull the sin from inside just as she had tried to achieve by burning herself. However, no amount of rotting would alleviate these sins. They were engrained. His beloved was lying there in that hospital bed because of all their sins.
 
   He grunted as he scanned her body and stepped towards it, kicking at her feet to widen her stance. His fingers lingered around her cunt as he watched her try to move away and listened to the rattling of the chains. There was no getting away this time. She could disappear into herself when he left her alone to stew in her own cesspool. Until then, she would stay here, awake and feeling everything he had to give.
 
   Speeding his hand up as she hummed her appreciation for the gentle fondling, he felt his stomach tightening around the sound. Such an innocent little whimper. She was not innocent, and he countered her melodic sound by ramming as much of his hand in as he could, still driving his cock onward in the process. She squealed beautifully at the intrusion, drowning out his actions to his beloved, if only for a few seconds. He focused on her face, ensuring she would see the hatred in his eyes boring into hers. She did not look away, nor try to deny him. She endured. Her body writhed and kicked out, yet her cunt greedily grasped and dripped with enthusiasm, smothering his fingers with her need for him. Hate each other they might at this present moment, despise each other even, but nothing denied this gut wrenching hold between them. 
 
   He grunted at the onslaught of images, speeding his hand again. They were nearly all of her. Her smiling at him. Her laughing with him. Her fighting him. Her running, screaming for him to chase her as she did. The hunt had never been sunnier. However, now the dark, dismal days of self-disgust and loathing were back again, sending once bright daylight back to dark nights and pitch black shadows. As they had been before her, as they would continue to be without her. His fingers ground in further as she whimpered again, this time more out of pain than enjoyment. Good. She did not deserve pleasure after what they had done. Alexander was in pain, as should she be. She would not enjoy a single thing here. She might be able to endure it, but she would remember to never brighten his doorway again. She would never return to offer salvation in a way that only she could. She would leave, taking her deceit and humiliation of him with her.
 
   His come shot from him as he heard her groan at his knuckles entering her. A whole hand? Not surprising given the whore she was, or the amount of her own juices coating his fingers. Witch. If she wasn’t such a treacherous little slut, he might well keep her hung up in here for eternity, to be used as often as he chose, or fucked by the minions for his entertainment. That thought only brought with it more jealousy, protectiveness even, grating him in two in the process. Even in his hatred he could not hate her, it seemed. Ripping his hand out of her before she came, he collected his come from her stomach and took it to her eyes instead, smearing it across them and wiping it into her cheeks again. She screwed her face up, presumably at the salt stinging the liquid from her sockets. Yet another savage feeling she would endure for as long as he chose.
 
   “You should have been so much more, my dear,” he whispered, inches from her face as he ran his fingers through her cunt again. “Perfect little cunt, flawless features. You could have been adored. I may even have worshipped the ground you walked on.” He licked his way across her lips, revelling in the snap of her teeth as she groaned at him. Such fire, such demand in her eyes even though she was almost crying at the singe of saltiness coating them. “It is not surprising you can endure so much, given your penchant for sadists such as Alexander.” He smiled to himself at the thought of such dramatic hands, limited only by his love for Elizabeth. An emotion he himself would not be tarnishing himself with any more. Such sentimentality dulled errant fingers, purified their need to destroy things, or at least illuminate them. “Tell me how he was, my dear. Did he ravage you? Was that first fucking enough to decimate your feelings for me?” She turned her head from him, looking at the floor and proclaiming her guilt. Hmm. Was she not looking at the very spot he had first allowed her truly inside of his head, he would have beaten her senseless. He glanced at the patch on the floor, too, remembering her in his arms, remembering how warm she had felt, how tenderly she had held him in return. He sneered and pushed her body to spin again, scooping his dust-ridden trousers up as he did and sliding his legs into them. He would not imagine visions of such loveliness again. Certainly not now that he deserved so little of them.
 
   Threading his belt through the loops, he watched her small body turning endlessly and chuckled at her misfortune. Maybe he should leave someone in here to play with her while he was gone. Who did he have hanging around at this hour of the day? No one. Although, he could rouse Thomas. The boy did need some instruction on precision with regard to female anatomy. He stared at the door and pondered the thought, then turned in search of the key he had so misguidedly tossed over his shoulder in anger. 
 
   “You don’t deserve him,” she mumbled behind him. He snarled at the thought, brushing his hand over the ground in search of the damn piece of metal and just stopping his head from nodding his agreement. “Or me.” Bitch. He brushed more dust away, trying to forget the image of Alexander’s bandaged head at the same time, and then finally saw the thing glinting at him so picked it up and turned back to look at her again.
 
   “You do not get to tell me what I do or do not deserve. You are irrelevant – something I will use until I am bored of your squealing.” She snorted and then laughed. She laughed aloud and pushed her feet off the floor to spin around quicker, lifting her legs from the floor as she did and swinging them to help speed her up.
 
   “He was so right when he told me what you were. A caged wolf, he said. He said I couldn’t imagine it. I can, though. I can see it in you now. I can always see it. Does that bother you? You’re prowling, aren’t you? Hoping to lessen your strain, or your immorality. But you won’t because you’ve caged yourself now, Pascal, haven’t you? It’s all your own fault and you don’t even know it. What a sanctimonious arse you are.” If he weren’t so interested in seeing his beloved again, he would have begun a discussion with her involving his cock and the back of her throat, and the many implements at the back of the room, but he was. And he’d left his Rose alone, who thought he was out hunting the assailant who committed the crime. He was. He’d found her, and here she would stay until he could work out what to do with her.
 
   One more look at her and he wandered to the door, chastising himself for his heart’s reaction to her. It leapt from his chest, throwing itself at her feet and threatening to decimate this feeling of irritation. Only she could hang there and laugh at him, and only she could find the ability to make him feel remorse for something.  Fucking remorse. He had nothing to feel remorseful for. It was all her and his beloved, and their fucking deceit.
 
   The lock clicked and clanked as he turned the key. It was as old as he was, and as tired and worn. How many times had this key unlocked this room? Hundreds? Thousands? No one came in here until they were ready to accept themselves. Never once had Alexander been in here as a Dominant. He had only been in here for training. This was his own room, his little den of iniquity, one he prided himself on. He had one at each of his clubs, reserved only for a particular clientele. Men and women had learned who they were in here, revelled in themselves, been beaten, battered, and bruised. This room was for raw and unabashed emotions, for accepting one’s nature and disintegrating within it before building oneself back together again. Or rather, for him, rebuilding someone if he felt them worthy of being reconstructed. His hand rested on the door as a sigh escaped him. He was so damn tired. On and on this saga went, never any peace to help with the nervous feeling traversing his skin. Why had she taken his peace from him? Why had Alexander?
 
   “Stupid man,” she said behind him, laughing and whistling to herself about something through her chuckle. “It’s exhausting, isn’t it? The constant thinking and analysing everything? You should’ve trusted me to handle you, given yourself the time to think before you fucked it all up. What now, Pascal, huh?” Exactly. What now? For once, he did not know and no matter how much he sneered at her attempt at manipulation, it was working. He hurt inside, causing fettered feelings to unbind themselves and rise up. She laughed and rattled her chains, reminding him of what he had done, what he was doing. “What are you going to do now without people to love you? Why don’t you just let yourself fall to pieces, huh? Just slaughter yourself some more. Perhaps you could decimate every single person who gives a damn, too. You seem to be doing a good job so far.” He snarled at her voice, trying to rally sense back into his mind. She was stunning as she let go at him. She had a perfect tongue with just the right words to hit home. Piercing, soul destroying even. “Do you think he will still care for you when he wakes up? I doubt it. I wouldn’t if I were him. I’d hate you, and then I’d break you for it. Tear you open and leave you for the rats. You should have chained yourself here instead, let me start you off until he came for you.”
 
   He stared at the wooden door, barely containing the need to kill her for her ability to get inside his head, then yanked on the handle to swing the door open, slamming it closed behind him and locking it instantly to lean himself on the other side.
 
   “We must all break to become whole, Pascal!” she shouted through the door, laughing and whistling her sinister tune again. “We must all become broken.”
 
   “Sir?” Ruebin’s voice said beside him. He slowly tipped his head and opened his eyes to look at the blond hair. “Are you alright, Sir?” No, he was not alright. He was anything but alright, and the tears burning the back of his eyes were grief-stricken. His knees gave way first, then his stomach curdled, and he felt vomit rising from his innards. He fell to the floor, crawling as far from the door as he could before he removed the contents of his guts. She would not hear his weakness, nor would she know the pain she had caused. Ruebin’s hand grasped at his waist as he heaved out the ache. He pushed the boy away, choosing to crawl to the gate leading to the club, but he kept getting in his way, closing the gate in front of him and halting his momentum as he did. He growled, willing the fool to leave before it became too much.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m here, Sir.” He snarled at the boy, shoving at him and trying to get him to move. Nothing worked. Ruebin simply got on the floor in front of him and sat there, waiting, dodging his advance and continuously getting in his damn way. “I’m here for you, Sir,” he said again, holding out his hands and bowing his head gracefully. For once it wasn’t what he required. Being held was what he required. Being held and comforted and loved, and only by that deceitful little bitch behind him who he adored so. Or perhaps Alexander, who wouldn’t be holding anyone any time soon, given his condition. He shook his head and stared at the ground, trying to find some reasoning behind all this madness. Why had she interfered in all of this? Why was she still? They were all so close to perfection before her. It was touchable. He could smell it in the air around them on the yacht, feel it building into something worthy of the Gods.
 
   “What have I done?” he choked out, desperately trying to contain the tears and stop them from falling. He should have just ignored her, should never have asked Alexander for help. He should have dismissed the very notion that he needed anything but Alexander.
 
   “Sir?” Ruebin asked, almost certainly confused by this new perplexing fool scrabbling around in the dirt, exactly where he deserved to be for such an atrocious act of violence against his beloved. He heaved again, desperate to get his own treachery out from within him. He had no right to dishonour his master so. He should have waited, trusted the man, and ensured his information was correct before raging in like some hormonal teenager with a passion for irrelevancies. Years of containing such emotions. Years of training others to do the same. Yet here he was, crushing the life from his own being. Alexander, gone. Lilah, gone. And surely his Rose would leave him, too, the moment Alexander awoke and remembered. Heaving again, he managed to dislodge some bile, allowing it to grind its way up through his larynx then spitting it in front of him by Ruebin’s hands.
 
   “Are you unwell, Sir? Should I call your physician?” He snorted at the words, laughing at the connotation. Was he unwell? Oh yes, he was most unwell. He was tired and tainted, and twisted in and out of reality so often he could not presently see the wood for the trees. If he knew of a decent shrink, he might well call one to lock him up for sanity’s sake, plying him with dubious amounts of non-prescription medication as they did so. 
 
   He sat back on his haunches and stared at the ceiling, praying to anybody above that Alexander made it through – that he would survive and come home, perhaps even that he would abandon this need he had for Elizabeth so that they could slope off into the undergrowth together and never find their way out again. He turned to look back at the door, wishing the woman inside dead, yet at the same time frantically seeking her strength to help him through this as he listened to her continued whistling. Strong he was not. Faded and jaded were more appropriate descriptions of his current thought process. Part of him wanted nothing more than to go straight back into that room, curl beneath her feet and have her walk all over him for the rest of his life, kissing him as she did so and rallying all kinds of questions at him he would be more than willing to answer.
 
   Why? Whom? When? With whom? How Often? Did he dream? What of? What hurt the most? Why the cane? What about Claire? Hundreds of questions he would gladly answer should she be willing to let him rest his head on her and talk openly. She would, without doubt, bury herself so deeply inside of him he would struggle to breathe without her command.
 
   “Sir? Do you need help?”
 
   Help. He huffed out another breath and imagined her laughing, then saw her face as she told him of Claire, breaking Alexander’s trust as she did. Hmm. Why would she do that if she was fucking the man? No one defied Alexander. 
 
   Yes, he did need help. He needed someone to help him get Claire away from Jon fucking Innsbrucker for one, and all three of the people he would have trusted to help him were, at this time, useless. His rose was hovering by Alexander’s side, just as she should be. Alexander was currently indisposed for reasons of his own making. And the other treacherous little witch was hanging in the room behind him. He huffed out a breath in defeat, shaking his head and staring into the eyes of a well-meaning, but completely unusable male. 
 
   Clambering to his feet without thought to where or why, he reached for Ruebin’s head and kissed his lips, granting him a small thanks for his concern. Not that he could have done anything to help in the slightest, but the decency was warming. At least someone in this world thought him worthy of decency.
 
   “Where is Thomas?” he near slurred, bracing himself on the wall and attempting to shake his head back into reality.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Thomas, Ruebin. Where is he?” he snapped, pushing open the gate and aiming through the empty space for the bar. He should drink, copious amounts in fact. That would bring the world to rights. 
 
   “He was last seen entering the gay district, Sir. I tried to stop him but he…” He covered his eyes and dropped his head against the bar, allowing it to knock against his head. The gay district? Of all the places…
 
   “Please, Ruebin, go retrieve his felonious ass, and bring him here before I find him and kill him for his lunacy,” he mumbled, mainly into the bar, hoping that Ruebin heard him because if he needed to raise his voice, he would kill something.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” the boy said sharply, turning on his heel and scooting off like good little things did. He reached for a bottle of whatever was available and poured it into his throat, gulping it down as if it were the only thing necessary to render the pain inconsequential. Perhaps he should just stay here and pray that Alexander returned by morning, or that Lilah would somehow escape her bindings and simply show him what to do to make this all right again. He hated her for that. He hated the way she held that serenity in her hands and offered it to him. It was just what Elizabeth did for Alexander, a calm in the storm. He had assumed Alexander would give him that true sense of peace once they became whole, but he realised now, sitting here and thinking of the bitch hanging in the room, Alexander was the tornado. He himself may have been the instigator, the lash of winds whipping the current into action, but the force within it was always Alexander. Never would he be calmed when it was the two of them together, and nor should he be. It was the funnel of air inside that was soothing – Elizabeth and Lilah. Both caught inside the storm yet holding its shape together with a tranquillity none could create without the others. 
 
   Harmony.
 
   He lifted his head sharply in recognition of plotting and drank again, then launched the bottle at the mirror behind the bar, smashing it to smithereens and sneering into his broken reflection. Fucking fool. Had Alexander seen this already, realised something he had not? Had his head been so busy with jealous tirades that he had not seen that which was obvious? Was that why the man was so happy to help? 
 
   What did he do now? Changes were afoot. He narrowed his eyes at his cracked reflection and wondered what game Alexander might have been playing that he had not caught onto.
 
   He stood, kicking the chair away from himself as he did, and marched across the floor until he reached the door to the elevator. He needed a plan. How was he going to get Claire? He needed information from Alexander before it drove him mad with indecision. It would do no harm to have Lilah swinging about in there for a while longer, namely until tomorrow sometime. She would do well to learn how far he could be pushed, regardless of this new predicament he found himself in. He had locked that door, hadn’t he? He checked his trousers – yes. Ruebin could stand guard while he went to the hospital. He pulled out his phone as the lift ascended, sending two text messages out. One to his rose – he would be there soon – and one to Ruebin, to keep everyone away from Lilah and that the key to the dungeon was on his bedside table, and also to ensure Thomas was present and ready for an outing by 6pm.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Sometime later, he was pulling up outside a new hospital building. His rose had returned his text to tell him Alexander had been moved on the orders of an overpaid surgeon, one who was now in control of rehabilitation, it seemed. Apparently there was nothing Alexander’s PA Louisa, or rather new controller of his company, could not find out, and several phone calls had been passed between Elizabeth and Louisa regarding private medical care. As always, money prevailed. He was not surprised given the level of medical cover someone such as Alexander would surely be paying for. He had often been told of the tedious check-ups he had to endure monthly. Although there had always been an amusing nurse for him to toy with.
 
   He watched the other humans milling around outside and blew out some smoke, then simply sat there staring at the foyer. Hmm. What to do. He could not ask a thing while Elizabeth was in residence, if he was even awake yet, and she would not be moving any time soon, he assumed. Perhaps he should have Martin take her back to Alexander’s for a quick shower and change of clothes. She had, after all, come straight from the airport. 
 
   “Martin, Elizabeth will be out here shortly. Take her to Alexander’s and allow her time to shower etcetera. Stay with her at all times and make me aware of her return,” he said, opening the door and extricating himself from the car. 
 
   “Sir,” Martin responded dully as he straightened his tie and shuddered at the feel of death emanating from the offending building in front of him. He turned back and leant into the car again.
 
   “Mmm. Good. And when you have returned her delectable ass, Thomas needs some guidance with weaponry.”
 
   “Sir?” the man replied, whipping his head around in astonishment. 
 
   “Quite. However, it is imperative he understands which end the cock is at, so to speak.” Martin nodded his head and looked back at the road quizzically. “Is there a problem?” Pascal asked, narrowing his eyes at the man’s confusion.
 
   “No, Sir. It’s just he’s… young.”
 
   “Mmm. As was I. Ensure he can shoot the thing straight at the very least.” 
 
   With that, he slammed the door and headed into the building. Discussing his plotting with staff was not something that appealed, especially staff that did things like removing his child from him on Lilah’s orders. Why had he not fired the man yet? Maybe he should do that, too. He frowned at the thought. Martin was useful for tactical manoeuvres, manoeuvres he might need to deal with Jon and the abduction ideas that were circulating in his mind.
 
   Pushing his way to a desk through a small crowd of people, he went to bang his cane, then realised he did not have it. He missed his cane, regardless of its inappropriate meeting with Alexander’s head. It was an extension of his body. He did not even walk the same without it. His paces were shortened somehow, less smooth.
 
   A young, reasonably attractive woman mumbled something about shoving in. He smirked down at her as she looked up at him, widening her eyes as she did. She had no understanding of the words ‘shove’ and ‘in’. Had he the time or inclination, he would demonstrate those words to full effect for her. She blushed. Hmm. Maybe she did understand them. She eventually lowered her head and removed herself from his way. Good. He swung his head back to the receptionist who appeared to be engrossed in a magazine of some description.
 
   “Alexander White is here,” he snapped, assuming this would be explanation enough to have him escorted to the correct room.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, not bothering to lift her head to him. “No press for the time being. It’s family only.” He stood, dumbstruck by the woman’s incompetence. Had the world gone mad?
 
   “Do I appear to be press?” he asked, shivering at the thought of the moronic papparizzi that hovered everywhere hoping for some gossip. “I am family.” She looked up and swooned.
 
   “I’m sorry. What’s your name? I’ll have to sign you in.” 
 
   Signing in? He signed in nowhere. Bored with the question, he scanned the interior and pulled his phone from his pocket, calling his rose to ease access.
 
   “There is a moron asking for my name,” he said as the line engaged, listening to her sniffs and feeling the bile rising back up.
 
   “I’ll come and get you,” she replied, sounding as exhausted as she surely felt as the line went dead again. He stared at his phone, sighing at the inevitability of the guilt. Perhaps he could make her leave instantly.
 
   A few minutes later, his rose drifted into the space in front of him. She did indeed appear exhausted, completely finished in fact. She looked at him through red eyes for a moment before her body began to shake. Her bottom lip trembled and her hand reached forward, each footfall less stable. He moved as quickly as he could to catch her before she fell, cradling her into his arms as she crumbled beneath him.
 
   “He still hasn’t woken up,” she murmured into his chest. “Why won’t he wake up, Pascal? They say he should be awake now, but he’s not. Why?” He closed his eyes and held her close, then immediately lifted her and took her back out of the door towards Martin. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You will go home and shower yourself, rest for a while.”
 
   “I will not,” she shouted, kicking her suddenly explosive little body around and pushing at his shoulders. He dumped her on the floor two feet from the car and opened the door, shoving her in as he did and hoping that one day she might forgive him should she ever find out what he’d done. She instantly tried to climb back out again, so he pushed her back in with a growl, causing her to halt her chaotic movements.
 
   “You will. Look at yourself. Do you believe he will want to see this imperfection when he rouses? Hmm? You are intolerably dressed, thoroughly drained, and unfortunately utterly beautiful in your mess. However, you are of no use in this state.” She scowled at him, then at herself as she tried to brush the creases out of her shirt. “Go, cleanse yourself and eat, clothe yourself more appropriately. I will stay with him until you return.”
 
   “But he needs me to stay.”
 
   “He needs you alive and well, my rose, as do I,” he cut in, leaning across the seat and kissing her mouth before she had a chance to speak again. “You are barely alive, and certainly not well at present. Martin will bring you back the moment you have regained some order.” She huffed and folded her arms across herself like a petulant child, one he adored for his own reasons. “Please, Elizabeth. He will be angry with me if he sees you looking so extinguished, hmm?”
 
   “Fine,” she said, softening her glare to the compassionate look she normally wore so well. “But only because I don’t want him beating on you for no reason. I’ll be back within the hour.” Hmm. The man could beat him as much as he liked the moment he awoke. He would take the battering and continue do so for eternity for just the chance to hear him speaking again. “Oh, and you’ll need this to get in,” she added, passing him a lanyard from around her throat. “It scans over the pads at the doors. You won’t have to sign in as long as you don’t show it to anyone. The room number is on it.” He smiled at her and backed away, slamming the door and banging the top of the car as he turned back for the building.
 
   Two flights of stairs, some covert shadowing behind a rather large male who happened to be going in the same direction, and a few corners later, he was staring at the door into Alexander’s new suite. It seemed these places were more like luxury hotels than hospitals. People roamed the corridors in officious looking uniforms, all carrying clipboards of drug sheets and records.
 
   “Can I help?” one of them said to him as they went past.
 
   “No,” he replied quietly, still staring at the handle and wondering what he would find inside. No one could help. This was a conversation that needed to be held between only two. He pulled in a long breath and straightened his tie again, cracking his neck at the same time and reaching for the handle.
 
   The room was gloomy as he walked in and halted. The curtains were all drawn and only low lamplight was dotted around the circumference. Presumably this was for the benefit of Alexander’s headache when he eventually opened his eyes. It was likely that such trauma to one’s skull caused a headache of the highest order. Whatever this was, or had been, he was still not remorseful for hitting the man. He may have been a touch overzealous with the delivery, but the fact of the matter was the fool had lied to him about something. He simply was not quite sure what that was anymore. He listened to the quiet bleeping of the machines and took in some more breaths, rubbing his fingers together for something to fiddle with. He just wanted to walk around that corner and find a normal looking Alexander, one who would be glowering at him and causing his body to shiver in fear. Instead, he knew he would be greeted with a sleeping form, one who would have bandages wrapped around his skull and tubes probably still stuffed into his nose.
 
   Placing his feet in front of each other to cross what felt like endless miles, he eventually looked down at the man with a frown. He was simply lying there looking as beautiful as he always did. There was no bandage anymore, just a small pad taped down over the area by his temple. He drew in another breath and gazed at his features, checking the rest of his structure for damage. He didn’t have a mark on him other than the blow to his head. He was stunning, utterly perfect. His feet had him beside the man before he knew it, perhaps searching for the kind of solace only Alexander provided, internally begging for punishment to be delivered in some way other than this torturous vision.
 
   He kneeled at the side, resting his head onto the bed and hoping for movement or speech, anything to prove the man was still in there. There was neither – just more of the abominable silence and bleeping. Slow and steady, just as the man’s heart was in slumber. He gazed back up at him and remembered their first night sleeping in the same apartment. It was Alexander’s home on the Via Veneto. The man had endured some kind of nightmare regarding his father, and Pascal had woken to the sound of shouting and yelling that had shaken the room. He’d wandered through in the midst of the explosion simply to watch the story unfold. After a short time of sweat pouring and fists beating the air, Alexander had eventually calmed enough for him to move closer and touch his face. The next two hours were spent brushing the hair from the man’s face and whispering soothing words. He had never told him about that, or the countless times he’d done it since, not that he’d needed the help much after Elizabeth arrived.
 
   His fingers gently wandered over the hand in front of his eyes and ran circles around the back of his palm, drawing letters there – E, P, L. Just like all those numbers on his back. Dates to remember. Crimes to punish himself for. 
 
   “Did you ever know I soothed you back to sleep through your nightmares?” he mumbled to no one in particular. Nothing moved as he continued. “I bet you did. I’d wager my fortune that you knew and refused to acknowledge it. Not that it’s my fortune to lose anymore, is it, Sir?” Still nothing. He picked up the man’s hand and placed it on his cheek, nuzzling into it and holding it against his skin. So warm, so wonderfully kind in some ways. So alive and full of immorality and life. He crawled up onto the bed and lay alongside the man at the bottom, where he should be, where he so wanted to be. All of this was becoming too confusing. Perhaps he should just stay here and curl up next to the one person who could shield him forever, throw everything else away and be whatever Alexander needed him to be, regardless of whether that worked or not. Perhaps that was the answer. Maybe all of this would fuck off if he just cried himself to sleep and found shelter beneath these hands right here and now. 
 
   He nuzzled his cheek into the hand again, wondering whether the man was really awake and enjoying all of this fawning, then sighed out in comfort nevertheless. It was such an exquisite place to be, so soothing and relaxing. He’d stay here until the man woke up. Yes. Just lock the door to keep Elizabeth out and sleep like a dog at his feet until he came to life again and beat him for his absurdity. He deserved that, needed it at the moment. He certainly needed punishing in some manner. He’d rest in this silence forever and just wait. Just sleep.
 
   “I wondered when you’d get here,” a voice said gruffly from above him as a finger twitched against his cheek. He smiled into the hand and pulled his legs tighter into himself. Just the sound of the man’s voice was enough to make all the chaos disperse. Just the two of them. He smiled again and thanked God for the help. Whether he was real or not, something had brought Alexander home and that was enough for him.
 
   “I am sorry,” he said in reply, nuzzling once more and blowing out a breath in hope that it would be enough of an apology. He didn’t know what else to say other than offering himself forever, which he’d already done, but he’d do it again if it helped.
 
   The finger twitched again, then lengthened to wander along his cheek and down to his jaw. There was nothing harsh about it, nothing painful. It was gentle, caressing even, and his soul wept at the comfort it provided. 
 
   “No, you’re not,” Alexander replied, coughing slightly as his finger continued to wander. Yes, he was, mostly, and they would have a conversation about that soon, but not yet. Now was for love, and for wellness, and for regaining strength. They would simply lie here in silence until Elizabeth returned to change the dynamic again, and then they would discuss such matters, openly if they had to. Honestly. “Does Elizabeth know?” He sucked in a breath and shook his head in reply, trying to stop conversation so that the man could rest. “Where is Lilah?” Hanging in his dungeon like the little slut she was, taking the brunt of this situation just as she should. He snarled at her name, and stretched his frame out until he pulled himself up to sit and gazed downwards at questioning blue eyes.
 
   “She is… hanging around somewhere.” Nothing moved apart from the man’s brow and perhaps a slight curl of his lip. He wasn’t sure whether it was meant in amusement over Lilah’s predicament, or his own statement. He chuckled a little and wrenched at his tie to ask the only question that mattered. The only one that could make him choose a route forward. “Did you fuck her behind my back?”
 
   The man simply smiled and closed his eyes again, probably deciding that rest was needed, likely using the excuse to not answer questions directly. Bastard. If he wasn’t so pleased the man was alive and well, he might well strangle the breath from him. “You will answer me this. I must know what has been happening.” Still there was no movement, only an increased smile and a small chuckle around another cough.
 
   They stayed in silence for a while and he gazed down, wondering the best route onwards. Perhaps now was not the time for interrogation. Perhaps they should just simply be. Alexander was not angered, or did not seem it at present, and for now neither was he. He was simply relieved. Relieved and humbled by the fact that whatever he had done it had not appeared, so far, to have caused lasting damage.
 
   So he snorted a little and shuffled himself back down onto to the bed, choosing to lie again and just feel the man breathing rather than push for more. Knowing he was alive was enough for now. Whatever may befall them going forward would find its own course, maybe its own new direction, as it always had to some degree.
 
   “I remember the dreams,” the man said quietly, his hand finding Pascal’s cheek again and beginning to stroke gently against it once more. “And I remember feeling safe enough to sleep again because of you.”
 
   He smiled into the words and let them linger as warmth filled him. He’d let those words linger for an eternity, let them drown out all the noise he’d created for himself. They were as essential to his being as the air in his lungs. Unfortunately, as was she.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m bored now. Really fucking bored. I’m not sure if I should be worried, but I’m not. I’m just bored. How dare he just leave me hanging here like this? Fucking arsehole. It would help if he wasn’t the only thing I can think about. He’s all I can see, smell, or taste. I’m tired of spinning around, too, and my arms are killing me. Although, funnily enough, either the cage has moved or my body’s stretched, because I’ve almost got the full pad of my feet on the floor now. It still isn’t exactly comfortable, though.
 
   I struggle against the cuffs for the hundredth time and try to squeeze my hands through them. Nothing. Nada. Not a hope. If I wasn’t so pissed at him, I’d praise him for his genius. How do you make someone think about nothing but the person you want them to be thinking about? You tie them up in a room, rub your scent all over them, and make them gaze at the very place you made love to them, obviously. Wanker.
 
   I stare around the dark space hoping for something to present itself as useful, but nothing does. There is nothing I can do but wait. 
 
   I’m not even thinking about my past anymore. There are no dark alleys, no rapists, no running the streets. I’m past all that. It’s just nothingness and boredom. I’m not even sure how long I’ve been in here. A strange strangled cry leaves my mouth. It’s some sort of frustrated scream, I think, and it’s hotly pursued by several swear words. Bored. Irritated and bored. Come on, for fuck’s sake. I snarl at the room again, willing someone through the door. Bloody doors. My whole life recently has been all about doors. Car doors, Parlour doors, Eden’s doors, dungeon doors. Maybe I should screw someone against one so I can begin feeling in control of the doors rather than the other way around. In fact, that’s the first thing I’m going to do when I get my new apartment – find some irrelevant man and have sex against my own door.
 
   Nothing happens after my throttled squeal of annoyance, so I do it again, twisting and turning in the fucking chains until I eventually pull myself up and hook my feet into the cage itself. Oh, interesting. The relief on my arms is instant, giving me a chance to shake them out and flex my wrists. I stare at the cuffs for a few seconds, and then realize he uncuffed them without a key when he decided to spray his come on my face. Arsehole. I inspect them to see how he opened them. Nothing looks obvious. There’s no catch or loop. How did he do it? Grabbing hold of the cage, I lever myself higher and slip my calf further inwards to get a good hold and then cross my feet to secure me in place, before I begin fiddling with the cuffs. Squeezing them here, flicking them there. Eventually, I notice an indent near the chain. It looks like part of the design etched into the metal, nothing more than a small dent really, but the moment I press on it. I grin. He should have used keys, stupid man. A few more clicks and a bit of manoeuvring and I’ve lowered myself back down to the floor, being careful to relax my knees into the movement for fear of collapsing again. My whole body creaks its way to a standing position then finally succumbs to the thought of sitting down. Jesus, I ache. And not just on the outside. I can only assume orgasm denial was part of his master plan. Dick. I should make myself come now, just to show him he does not control me. Or maybe I should go and find him, tie him up with these fucking cuffs and make him watch me get myself off. 
 
   He deserves that.
 
   After a few minutes of recuperation and staring at the door, I decide to get myself out of here. If no fucker is going to do anything then I’m damned if I’m just going to wait around. There’s no key, but surely he must have posted someone on sentry duty. Regardless of how angry or deluded he is, he wouldn’t want someone else playing with his toys until he’s finished them off himself. I don’t know how I know that, but I do. He loves me, whether he wants to admit it or not, and the last thing he would do is let someone else touch me without him being present to witness it. I wish I could say I don’t love him back, but I still can’t. Whatever this is between us, it’s embedded deeply, circulating my veins like fire.
 
   “Who’s out there?” I call out into the room. No response.
 
   Narrowing my eyes at the door, I slowly get up and shakily make my way across to it, steadily increasing the pressure on my joints. Who would he leave outside this door who he could trust not to touch me? Ruebin instantly springs to mind, but would he consider Ruebin too soft? Would he trust him not to open the door and be nice to me? He might, but I can’t think of anyone else he would have complete faith in to do as he was told. 
 
   “Ruebin, are you there?” I ask quietly, pressing my ear to the wood to listen for any sign of movement. There’s still no response, but I do hear a faint scuffling of feet. I back away a little so as not to alert him to the fact that I’m free. “Ruebin, I’m really cold in here. Could I have a blanket or some clothes? Please?” There’s more shuffling. Hmm. Perhaps if I get my Domme on he might be more amenable, sweet little thing that he is. “Ruebin?” Still nothing. “If he comes back here and finds out that you’ve left me cold, he’s not going to be happy. You know that, right? I mean, what could possibly go wrong? I’m chained up, for God’s sake. I’m just really cold and I don’t know what’s going on or how long I’m going to be in here.” There’s still no sound, but I know he’s there, or at least someone is. I sigh out and wonder how the hell I’m going to get him to open the door. Perhaps I should just be honest, or maybe use that soft side of his to my advantage. 
 
   “Okay, Ruebin, you want to hear the truth? You know when you told me not to overthink, and that maybe I should not let him play with me too much? Well, he is doing. I need help. I need you to help us sort this out. You told me he needed someone to love him, someone that was just for him, someone that he could depend on and love. I can’t do that from here, can I? I need to find him so that I can show him and make him understand.” There’s some shuffling, followed by a huff.
 
   “He’ll be back soon,” he mumbles through the door. Yes. Speech at last. I find my pleading voice and try that on for size.
 
   “It’ll be too late then, Ruebin. He might have done the thing that will ruin it all. I need to stop him and show him how much he means to me. I just... Ruebin, I have to see him now. I need to explain things so he understands.” Things like, I didn’t fuck Alexander, and he’s an arsehole for believing that I would when I told him I loved him. I’m not telling him that, though. He can work that out on his own, or wait until Alexander tells him.  I don’t care either way. My feet scuff around on the floor again as I rattle the chains loudly as a little reminder that I’m in distress in here. “You understand that, don’t you? That love you have for him must make you see I have to find him and make this better. I don’t want him in pain, do you? I love him, too, Ruebin. I need him. Please?” I give another rattle for good measure, and fake coughing around crying noises to improve my odds.
 
   “Lilah, I can’t just open…”
 
   “Oh God, please, Ruebin.” Crying noises splutter out of me, along with some ridiculous weeping that I won’t be doing any more of any time soon. “I have to find him and tell him I love him.” Rattle, clink, clink, rattle. Again. “Please don’t make us lose this chance of happiness. You know him so well. You know he needs it. You told me he did.”
 
   The key turns slowly in the door so I skip to the side silently, grabbing Pascal’s coat and hiding in the shadows ready to launch through the door in case he changes his mind. He might not be huge, but he could probably still hold me back if he chose to. I’m no precision fighter, and I’m positive all these people are in some way, something I’m going to rectify the moment I escape this stupid world. Chained in a dungeon? Christ, someone needs a reality check. I’m sick of all of it. Shields and whips and sadistic men who go around thinking they own the world. They might be incredibly gifted in bed and astoundingly gorgeous in their own right, but this is too much. It’s like cloud fucking cuckoo land.
 
   I sneak my way along the exposed brickwork, smiling and buttoning up his coat as I do while waiting for the ray of light to illuminate the room and show my path out of here. The moment he opens that up, I’m gone. I don’t care that I’m naked underneath this coat, or that I have no shoes, nor that I don’t even have keys to get back into my apartment. I’ll find a way. I’m going. I am, but I so wish this coat didn’t smell of him. It’s smothered in his aftershave, drowning out any sense of reasoning behind my escape plan. All I suddenly want is to have him wrap himself around me again, hold me, tell me he loves me, that he’s sorry and that there are fairy-tales and rainbows waiting for us. I shake my head rapidly, slinking further towards the small shard of light beginning to creep in as the door opens, and it only takes two more seconds for me to barge past Ruebin and run.
 
   My feet have me moving so fast I don’t even see Ruebin’s reaction, just a flash of blonde hair. I couldn’t care less, either. All I care about is getting away. I can’t have Ruebin inside my head, too. He’ll make me remember the nice times, and the fact that Pascal is wonderful when he’s not being odd. I’ll sense the love he has for the man, and then I’ll feel the love I have for him, too. It’ll flood me and tell me to stay put, just like this fucking coat is doing. I burst through the outer gate to find the club beginning to fill with revellers doing their thing. Good. I can get lost in them. I duck my head down, weaving my way through them quietly and heading for the foyer. Some move, some laugh at my dramatics and reach out to me, presumably for some fun. They’re not getting any from me. I’ve had all the fun I can take, at the hands of the very person they seem to adore for his teachings. Another few covert strides around the boothed area, all the time glancing over my shoulder for Ruebin, and I appear to be almost there. No one’s stopping me. In fact, I can’t even see Ruebin. Why isn’t he stopping me? I expected him to be chasing me down, doing his job for his master. Strange.
 
   I eventually calm my military manoeuvres and walk calmly along the final corridor, just trying to look as if it’s perfectly normal to be dressed only in a man’s coat. I stare down to the doors in front of me and snort to myself at the thought. Given the place I’m in and the utterly bizarre clothes some of these people wear, I actually look relatively normal in comparison. 
 
   I can’t stop myself from glancing backwards one last time to see the debauchery in full swing. It’s oddly soothing in some ways. As if I’m beginning to feel at home in this venue, or maybe at home in Pascal’s arms.
 
   Breaking out into the night air, I scan the street looking for taxis, but there are none. There’s just a road full of noisy night-time traffic and fucking cold feet. I start on the long journey back to the apartment, trying to keep to the middle of the pavement and avoid the slush and ice. It’s not like it’s that unusual to see people with no shoes on here. To be honest, I remember plenty of the homeless wandering around barefoot. Perhaps not in the depths of winter, but shoes cost a lot of money. When it’s a choice between food and feet, most of them choose food.
 
   Shrugging his coat higher and trying to coax it tighter to my skin, I pick up my pace and hurry as best I can. If Pascal finds out I’m gone, with no clothes on, he’ll rightly assume I’ve gone back to the apartment to get some. Where else would I go? I have no money on me, nor any way of getting anywhere but there because I still have no friends, do I? Apart from the one lying in a hospital bed. I scrunch my brow at the thought as I turn the corner into West 96th, crossing the street towards home. I just need to get there and get my bags packed ready for the morning. I’ll barricade the damn doors if I have to. Actually, I might even pack my stuff and head out now. There are plenty of places I can spend the night until the rental agencies open in the morning. That way he won’t be able to find me.
 
   My feet are frozen blocks by the time I make the final turn into Alexander’s building and hurry across the lobby to the main desk. Luckily, I know the chap working security. Sometimes there’s another man here who hardly acknowledges me, but this is the man I met when Elizabeth first brought me here.
 
   “I’ve been…” I feign tears again, wrapping Pascal’s coat tighter in the hope that it looks like a woman’s, somehow. “Oh God, they took my bag and shoes. I can’t get in.” He hurries round as I wipe my forehead, pretending to be in shock, and try to catch a glimpse at his name tag. “I just need to get in, Luca. Safe, you know?” I feign collapsing knees, grabbing onto his arm for support as I do, hoping that the very notion of a woman in anguish will get me into that room as quickly as possible without any difficult questions. He nods rapidly, darting behind his counter again and searching through his ring of keys. 
 
   “Should I call the cops, ma’am?” Absolutely not.
 
   “No, no. Please, I just need to get inside and warm up. They didn’t touch me. I just…” Good lord, if I have to do anymore of this pathetic whining, I’m going to kill myself. I sound like a fool. Although, it does appear to be working as he half carries me across the lobby to the elevators and waits for them to arrive. Manipulation seems to be becoming second nature. I suppose it’s not surprising given the people I’ve been hanging around with.
 
   “Would you like me to call a friend for you? Mr. White? Or Miss Scott? Mr. Van Der Braack?” 
 
   Nope and nope, and certainly not the last one. It’s all me now. I shake my head as the elevator opens and we travel on in silence, apart from my stupid fake tears and the chattering of my teeth. He looks me over a few times, perhaps checking for injury. I don’t fucking know. When the elevator pings, I hang on and practically drag him and his keys to my door. He opens it swiftly, and lends yet more support to get me inside, travelling me over to the sofa and backing away slowly.
 
   “Thank you so much for your help, Luca,” I splutter out through my fake tears, digging my toes into the warm carpet.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay, ma’am? It wouldn’t be any trouble to call–”
 
   “No, no, it’s fine,” I cut in, swiping at my eyes and blowing out breaths to make it appear I’m happy again. “I just need a bath to warm up and then sleep, I think.”
 
   “Okay, ma’am. Ring down if you need anything,” he says, smiling at me and backing himself further out of the door. “I’ll get a new key cut and leave it at the desk for you.” Don’t bother. I’m not coming back. I nod in reply anyway and sniff again, attempting a bright smile so he knows he’s done well. Fucking men.
 
   The moment the door closes, I’m up and shrugging out of the damn coat. I head straight for the bedroom and begin grabbing at things that I might wear at some point. The rest of the garbage that Emanuelle bought can stay here and rot for all I care. Suitcase? Shit. I don’t even have boxes or many large carrier bags for that matter. Oh, well. I’ll wear as much as I can, stuff the rest into my rucksack and use the couple of bags I do have.
 
   There’s not much to pack. No matter how much I search, I realise yet again that I have nothing of my own really. After thirty minutes, I’m packed, showered and dressed, and standing in a room staring at the door, willing myself forward towards the exit. All I’d have to do is stay here and he’d come for me, wouldn’t he? He’d arrive and sling me over his shoulder, perhaps put his arm around me or throw me to the floor and fuck me again, forcing yet another of our moments on me. Maybe he’d even make love to me and whisper those three lovely words. I flick my eyes back to the bedroom and remember that morning, remember his arms around me as we finally joined in a way that defied all known reality. Oh, how easily I could fall again. It’s the difference between what’s right for me, and what’s right for us. That small distance between hope and realism seems so miniscule right now as I slowly crawl my gaze back along the hall to my clothes scattered all around – the ones that are still stained with Alexander’s blood. Pascal’s coat lies beside them, filling the air with his scent again and tossing beautiful images at me. 
 
   No. Done.
 
   I turn and kick out at his coat, hoping to somehow dislodge the notion of love and walk straight into the little study. Opening the safe, I look at all the information staring back at me alongside the gun Martin gave me and ponder whether to take it or not. I should really. In fact, I will. The paperwork, that is. The gun can stay here. Hopefully I won’t need to shoot anyone for a while, given my escape from this insanity. Regardless of all of this shit, though, I wouldn’t want any of this information falling into the wrong hands, and it’s not like I’m going to use it against anyone, just keep it safe. I snatch out the file and the bag of money, and begin ramming it into the lining of my rucksack, alongside my passport. Passport? I could go home. I could just make my way to the airport, buy a ticket and go, couldn’t I? I don’t have to start work for another ten days, and I’m sure if I called James and said I had a situation with Alexander to deal with, he’d give me a few more days to play with. I could organise an apartment from over in the UK. There’s enough money here to get me a return fight and a cheap bed and breakfast in the middle of nowhere for a while, perhaps near where I used to live. I smile at the thought and imagine the village I grew up in with its lovely English pub and country folk. If I want a change, that’s a damn good place to start, and it’ll get me far away from all this crap while I get my head back together and ready for my new life.
 
   Walking to the desk, I slide the laptop straight into one of the bags and then head back out into the room to gather up the sheets of apartments. I’d like to say I could leave it all behind, find somewhere to live that won’t involve any of these people anymore, but I fucked that up when I involved Alexander in my job spec. I’ll deal with that when I return. Maybe he’ll go easy on me if I tell him I want nothing to do with Pascal anymore. Maybe he’ll accept my wishes and we can just work together. If he remembers he agreed to my plan. If he remembers anything at all. I run my fingers across the top of the large box that Alexander got for me and smile. My shield. Bought for me so that I’d find a way to cut through the confusion and deal with Pascal. Bought so I could fully embrace being a Domme. It makes me briefly question whether I should take it or not. What do I want from that? Do I need it for the rest of my life, my new life? My teeth run over my bottom lip as I imagine myself in it, and Pascal’s response to seeing it. He would, no doubt, be very pleased with the effect. French perfume and heavy make-up. A tailored whip hanging in my gloved hand. Heels high enough to defy the heavens and a man panting with need for me. I feel the moment my legs quiver at the vision, weakening my resolve to leave. and immediately curse my reaction. No, enough. Done.
 
   I grab all my bags and take one last look around the space, and yet more apparitions of Pascal assault me. Counter top, sofa, chair, floor, the park. Oh, the park. Fuck off.
 
   I swing round, load my backpack on and stride towards the door, snatching up my extra bags as I go and sliding fifty bucks into my trouser pocket. I am going. Out. Onwards. As the door slams home behind me, I smile to myself and keep walking. Whatever this little adventure has been, and whoever these people are, they have helped me in more ways than they could possibly know. Look at me now, clean, clothed, money in my pockets, a job to go to, and a damn sight stronger because of them or maybe in spite of them.
 
   I smile at Luca as I approach, winking as I go and quickening my stride. There’s an airport waiting for me, and some old sights I need to see. He hurries to open the door for me. I don’t know why, but I accept it gracefully and keep going.
 
   “I need a taxi to the airport, Luca. Could you?” He looks a little shocked for a minute, before skipping down to the kerbside, sticking his hand out and whistling like a true New Yorker. Good boy.
 
   “You seem better, ma’am. Going somewhere nice?” he says as I reach him and wait for a taxi to pull over.
 
   “Mmm. I’m going to visit my past in order to move into my future,” I reply, scanning the street. 
 
   Nobody arrives to stop me – no knight in shining armour or devil in disguise. I chuckle at the thought of him sitting on his roof out here the day we went to the zoo. So handsome. What a waste of love this has all been. Although, I can’t deny he’s given me things no other man has ever delivered. I’m not sure anyone else will ever quite fill his boots, if I’m honest. I mean, who could?
 
   The taxi pulls up and I nod at Luca as he opens the door for me and smiles.
 
   “The key will be waiting for you when you get back, ma’am.” 
 
   “I won’t be coming back, Luca. If Mr. White turns up at any point, could you tell him I’ll see him soon please?” He doesn’t answer me, just nods and closes the door behind him as I smile back at him and then look straight forward again.
 
   I don’t look back at the building as we pull away. I don’t even look at the park as we skirt the edge of it and find our way through the traffic. Why would I? I don’t want the reminders anymore. By the time I get back to New York, that park will be nothing more than a running venue, somewhere I will go to get fitter, stronger. It will hold no memories other than the ones I choose to recall. I am no one’s toy or pet. I simply keep my gaze focused on the route in front of me, the one that’s taking me to a place I might need some comfort in for a while. I’ll wallow in my shit there if I have to. I’ll finish shedding the tears I have left in the UK, where no one will see or understand why I’m crying. I’ll visit the graves of my parents and tell them I’ll never let them down again. I might even find those fucking bullies and tell them a few home truths, too. Damn, I should have brought my shield after all.
 
   I look out into the midday sun and watch the blue skies above me. There’s not a cloud in sight up there – nothing but pure, clean air and beautiful yellow rays filtering across it. Stunning. 
 
   Throwing some cash at the driver as we pull up, I damn near leap out of the taxi, towing my bags with me and heading straight for the nearest desk. I need to book a flight.
 
   The queue is too damn long as I turn into it, but what does that matter? I’ve got all the time in the world and no one to consider but myself. I’ll just hang around, without chains this time. The thought makes me snort again, causing a woman in front of me to spin her head to me and scowl. I widen my eyes and lick my lips at her, snapping my teeth and then laughing again as she scrambles away from me. Mmm. Exactly, she should move. Yet another stupid person getting in my damn way.
 
   Some sort of commotion happens behind us so I turn my head, stretching up onto my toes to attempt to see over the crowds. I can’t see anything, and what do I care anyway? I tap my foot impatiently, waiting for my turn. It’s not happening anytime soon, it appears. I just shrug my hat down further and drop my sunglasses down. Perhaps I can grab a few minutes sleep because Christ, I’m tired. Luckily enough, I have an entire flight to sleep through. By the time I reach the UK, I’ll be fully refreshed and ready to go.
 
   “That’s terrible,” says another woman somewhere off to my left. “Hauling women around like that should be illegal.” I turn again, searching for what they’re looking at. Perhaps rather than standing here gossiping about it, they should fucking well do something? In fact, I would if I could see who they were talking about. It could be my first engagement in warfare against Neanderthal men. “And did you see the child? Poor thing looked really scared, tears pouring down her face. Poor little mite.” What? That’s not on at all. I pick up my bags again and move closer to where they’re standing, now stretching upwards again to see. I still can’t see anything. There’s nothing but a sea of bodies swimming against each other.
 
   “Excuse me, where did you see that?” I ask, now feeling rather pissed off at the thought of any man who would consider that acceptable. It’s strange really considering the handling I seem to have become needful of, but not without permission, never without permission. She looks back at me and then points over towards the gates through to departure.
 
   “There. Look.”
 
   I do, and instantly see a small mass of brown curly hair being dragged by a man, and then notice the woman being dragged along, too. She’s got a wide brimmed hat on so I can’t quite see her properly, but I know who it is. I could never mistake that forties clothing, and I definitely know the arsehole dragging her, shouting at the little girl as he does. Claire.
 
   “Look after those,” I snap at the woman, pointing to my excess bags and running to get to them. I don’t know what I’m going to do when I get there, but I’m going. That man is not right, and if Roxanne wanted to go somewhere, there’s no way in hell he would have to drag her, let alone her child. Why is she letting him do that? I go to call out, opening my mouth to shout for help, but realise that there’s no way I’ll reach them before they pass through the gate. Maybe if I can get there without alerting them, I can at least get a clue where they’re heading. Perhaps I could follow them and make sure they’re okay. I mean, what would I know? Children have tantrums all the time. I just don’t understand why I can see Roxanne struggling against his grip. Why would she if they’ve come to the airport together?
 
   I skirt around a few other couples, hiding behind a trolley as I go and lifting my glasses to finally get a decent view. I stare at Claire and watch tears flowing freely down her cheeks as she continues with her choking sobs, tripping over her feet at the same time. Jon just hauls her back up and strides onwards, but it’s Roxanne’s face I notice more than anything. She tries to appear serene, but I can see that she’s anything but. Her jaw is tight, her frame abrupt and jagged, nothing like the lighter than air appearance I know her by, and her head is constantly sweeping around as if she’s looking for something.
 
   I feel like battling through the crowds, ducking under the barrier maybe, and ripping Claire away from the man, but something about Roaxnne’s demeanour almost warns me not to, as if the moment I did, something awful would happen. I scan her body, their bags, anything to give me a clue where they’re heading. There’s nothing that I can see, but as I scan her one last time, she catches my gaze. 
 
   I can’t keep my eyes locked with hers as I sidestep around the crowds of people. She just keeps staring as she’s dragged onward, then does the only thing I suppose she can. She mouths some words at me. I don’t understand them so sidestep again, desperate to know what she’s trying to say to me. Her lips press together, then her tongue darts out around her widening mouth. What? I don’t.. And then I see it. 
 
   Help. Help? Shit. 
 
   I step forward, swinging my eyes to Claire and then back to Roxanne, only to see her shake her head rapidly and be tugged through the door. She looks back at me for a second more and mouths the first word again, but I don’t know what it is. Fuck. All I’m left with is the image of their disappearing forms and the sound of Claire’s crying ringing back towards me.
 
   I don’t know what to do. What the hell was the first word she mouthed to me? I hurry back to my bags, not knowing what else to do, and nod at the woman who very kindly protected my bags. Why wouldn’t Roxanne just shout out, or cause a commotion if there was a problem? It’s not like she can’t handle herself. Christ, she’s dealt with Pascal for God knows how long. I purse my lips and stick my tongue out, trying to recreate whatever word she was trying to say. Nothing comes out other than blurghh. Useless. Where would they be going? Jon’s German, I think, or Swiss maybe. Could they be going there? Good God, why am I in the middle of this? I just wanted to book my ticket and go home. I should call someone. Alexander maybe, or Elizabeth. Or the very person I absolutely do not want to call, but probably, given the circumstances, the only relevant person to call. Claire is his little girl, after all.
 
   “Passengers boarding to Berlin, Moscow and Amsterdam should proceed to boarding gate seventeen,” the tannoy announces above me. My head swings upward. Berlin. My lips mouth the word. They’re going to Berlin, and clearly not by choice.
 
   I stare at my bags for a minute as the queue in front of me decreases to only two other people. What the fuck am I supposed to do now? I dig my phone out, knowing I have no other choice but to call him. At least when I’ve done that I can get on my plane and get the hell out of here. Christ. 
 
   The phone rings exactly eight times before it’s picked up.
 
   “It is quite remarkable that you have your phone when you should be chained in my dungeon, my love. Hmm?” Is that his version of hello?
 
   “You should have used keys,” I reply, trying not to smile because nothing here is amusing, apart from the fact that I outmanoeuvred the bastard and his voice sounds utterly beautiful. Strident, clipped, and yet still somehow rolling around the word ‘dungeon’ as if it’s the most wonderful place on earth. It sort of is.
 
   “Mmm. Indeed.” 
 
   “You need to get to Berlin reasonably sharpish. I’ve just seen Roxanne and Claire being dragged through departures by Jon Innsbrucker, unwillingly by the looks of it. She mouthed ‘help’ at me. I’d say they’re in trouble of some sort.” 
 
   There’s a silence long enough to eclipse the sun as I hold my phone to my ear and shuffle further forward in the queue. There is some quiet mumbling in the background, but I can’t hear what’s being said or who he’s talking to. 
 
   “Pascal, are you still there?” I eventually ask, nudging my bag with my boot and wondering whether he’s going to bother answering at any point.
 
   “Have you booked your flight yet?” he asks.
 
   “How do you know I’m booking a flight?”
 
   “Just answer the damn question, Lilah,” he snarls loudly. 
 
   “Do not even bother to get shitty with me. I’m the one giving you the information. I’m the one helping here, and after what you’ve done, I’m not sure why I’m bothering. You should go screw yourself and rot in a hole of–”
 
   “Lilah, please. If you have not already booked, I need you to follow them.” What? Me? Absolutely not. I’ve got a plane to get on, and it isn’t going to Berlin.
 
   “No. I’m going on holiday. Away from you and all this madness. I need to–”
“Lilah, please listen to me,” he says as a door closes and I hear his breathing increase. “I cannot get there quickly enough, not even with Alexander’s jet. If they get there before I can, we may lose them. I need more of your help than a simple phone call.” I kick my bag forward again and smile at the woman who holds her hand out to me. 
 
   “I need a return ticket please,” I say to her, handing over my passport and taking my glasses off.
 
   “And, the answer’s no, Pascal.”
 
   “Of course, ma’am,” she replies, taking my passport and checking it under her scanner.
 
   “Lilah, please, you must get on that plane and follow them. Claire is my daughter. Her safety is at risk. Jon is not what he appears to be,” he says, a hint of panic now tracing his voice. 
 
   My brow rises in agreement. I think I’m well versed in what Jon might be. I felt his hold on me, sensed the danger in him. He reeks of trouble and of temper. I narrow my stare at the woman tapping at her computer and huff out a breath. 
 
   “Please, Lilah. I beseech you. Please, do as I ask.” I can hear the tremble in his tone. He’s genuinely scared. My eyes roll to the sky, trying to flick away the notion that I should do anything to help the man. Christ almighty.
 
   “It’s still no. I have no reason to help you.” 
 
   “Lilah, please. I am sorry for–”
 
   “No, you’re not. Never apologise to me when you don’t mean it. It’s bad enough that you did what you did, but faking an apology? Fucking awful.” The woman behind the desk frowns at me. I’m not surprised. I may have shouted that last part.
 
   “Where would you like to go, ma’am?” she asks, trying not to look at me. Home. For some quiet time to reflect, and a chance to breathe. I scrub my hand across my face, searching my mind for any other answer to the predicament I find myself in. For fuck’s sake.
 
   “Please, Lilah. I will make amends if you allow me the chance to explain myself. I need you to follow them. Please…” Fucking man. I tune him out, desperately searching for sense and rationale. This is ridiculous. Why should I help? He chained me, for Christ’s sake, and now he needs help? And I’m supposed to jump at his command? Jesus. 
 
   Clare. 
 
   “Berlin, please, next available flight,” I eventually huff out at her, shaking my head as I do and wondering what the hell I’m getting myself into now. “Preferably the one that’s just been called, if I can get on it. Will that be a problem?” She taps away again, nodding her head and smiling.  Well, at least someone’s happy, that person not being me. I listen to the quickening of breath on the end of the line and more doors closing in the background as I dig around in my bag for money.
 
   “No, ma’am. We have one first class seat left, and two in business class. Which would you like?”
 
   “Take the business class flights. Jon always flies first class,” Pascal cuts in, apparently answering her question for me. Jon always flies first class, does he? Well, good for him. I’m not even sure if I have enough money for a return flight in business class.
 
   “How much for business?”
 
   “$4320.” That’s the hotel screwed then.
 
   “Okay,” I reply, handing her the bundles of cash from the bottom of my bag and acting like I have more money than sense. “You’re buying the damn food,” I grumble into the phone, wondering where I’m going to sleep. “And funding the hotel, for God’s sake.” He laughs lightly, starting an engine and swearing at something in that language I don’t understand. A horn blares in my ear while I take all the documentation from the woman. “I don’t know what you think is funny. This is fucking ridiculous. I hate you.”
 
   “You do not, my love. Should you despise me so, you would not be acquiescing to my pleading, hmm? You would surely be leaving me to rot in a hole like a rat.” Hmm. Interesting thought.
 
   “Have a safe flight, ma’am,” she says to me, pointing me in the direction of the gates. “You’ll need to hurry. They’ll be boarding shortly, and you’re only allowed two bags on board. Shit. I start to make a run for the gate, trying to shove things into one bag, including my handbag, all the time knowing that I’ll probably have to dump half of it at security anyway as it starts tipping out. I balance the phone against my ear as I crouch down and start re-organising as quickly as I can without throwing the contents all over the place.
 
   “I’ll expect huge favours for this. You know that, right?” I snap, jamming my things about and ramming bits into crevices, hoping for the best.
 
   “And you will attain them from me, I am positive, my love.” He’s bloody right there. Maybe I’ll make him give me orgasms for a year without any form of emotional attachment. Oh, good God, what am I thinking about that for?
 
   “I have to go. I’ll see you there, presumably. Although, I still do not know why I am doing any of this for you. It’s utter madness that I’m even entertaining this. I was chained in a bloody dungeon a while ago, and–” I think I’m mumbling. I might as well be for all the sense I’m making to myself.
 
   I pick up my things and begin sprinting to get through to departures, pulling my glasses down at the same time and thinking about how the hell I’m going to look inconspicuous enough that Jon won’t realise it’s me. Or Claire for that matter.
 
   “Perhaps you do it for love, hmm?” he says, rolling his fucking vowels at me and then ending the call. Bastard. Green eyed, condescending, completely self-serving, devious, wicked and unfortunately completely breath-taking bastard.
 
   Rather than mull any of that stupidly confusing thought process over any more than I have to, I just keep running until I skid to a stop behind another queue of people waiting at security. At least I’m getting fitter, I suppose. Because one way or another, I have a feeling there will be an awful lot of running on the cards at some point in the near future. Or perhaps there won’t and I’ll stand my fucking ground and show the world Lilah James will not be messed around.
 
   Pulling my backpack off, I start digging around in it for the things that they won’t let me take through. The man at the front wearing an official looking uniform waves me over to him and promptly looks at the bin, where I throw the bag of toiletries as I dump my bag and walk through the metal detector.
 
   “Have a good flight, ma’am,” he says, staring at my rucksack as it comes out the other end.
 
   I snatch up my bag and scowl at him as I start the journey towards the waiting plane. A good flight? More like a covert, hide under a pillow type of flight where I can’t relax or sleep for fear of missing something important. And, of course, just to top off the fun, I’ll then have to meet the love of my life, who I’ll refuse to acknowledge as attractive in any way because I currently do not like him at all. He’s a bastard, one who nearly killed my friend, regardless of the fact that I’m still hopelessly in love with him. What a fine situation to get myself into, again. So much for getting on with my fucking free life without him.
 
   “Last call for Berlin boarding at gate seventeen.” 
 
   Last call for Berlin.
 
   I mouth the words, shrugging my coat up higher in the hope that I don’t look like me. Absurd. I must look a complete fool as I attempt to be inconspicuous and hover behind the few remaining people queuing to get on the plane. Why am I doing this again?
 
    
 
   Perhaps you do it for love, hmm?
 
    
 
   Hmm indeed.
 
   Arsehole.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   For Now…
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