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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
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t why I’m here. I can’t even remember when I came here. I was scratching marks into the wall at first, but I lost the will after day nine. It didn’t really seem to matter anyway.
 
   Every day is the same since that man asked me to go with him. He seemed kind and nice. He offered me some food and a drink, both of which I hadn’t had for days. I don’t think I had anyway. Then he gave me his coat and a blanket, tucked me up in the back of some expensive car and brought me here. I think he was just a driver or maybe a chauffeur. He had that look about him with his double breasted uniform and a pair of leather gloves. Anyway, it doesn’t matter what or who he was, or is, because I haven’t seen him since I got here. Wherever here is.
 
   It’s the same every day. I found it odd at first but I’m used to it now. I was so tired and weak when I got here that it was helpful really. A small woman comes in to help me wash and get dressed. I don’t know where the clothes come from, but they’re nice enough, and at least they’re clean and dry. Not like the rags I arrived in. They were taken from me the moment I took them off to get into the shower, the first shower I’d had in God knows how long. Nearly a year I’d been running the streets – a year without a real bed or a home of any sort. There isn’t a long and awful story to tell about an abusive family member or a broken home. I suppose I just slipped through the cracks and got lost at some point. I lost my job first, and then I couldn’t afford the bills on my apartment, so the landlord threw me out. I don’t blame him. My father always told me I’d need to work hard to survive New York when I told him I wanted to go. He said, “Lilah, you come from the countryside. New York’s no place for you. Stick to what you know. London’s got some great law firms. Work there so we can stay close. Why do you wanna go all the way out to America?” I didn’t listen, and I took that job after university at Cutlers and Associates, and then a year after that, he died from a massive heart attack, leaving me with no one else in the world.
 
   So I went home to bury him. There was only me and a few close friends of his there. Mum had died years before and we didn’t really have much family around us. So I just stood there and looked at the grave until everyone else disappeared. I remember feeling so alone at that moment. No real friends, no family left. I’d lost all the people I’d considered almost friends when I moved to New York, and then I’d never really made any more when I arrived here. I was too busy working, trying to make a name for myself. It didn’t happen. I wasn’t good enough or pretty enough to be seen by any of the important people in the company. I was just yet another junior nothing in a firm full of better candidates trying to get through each long day. I’d get up at 4.30am and run. Run like my life depended on it. It was nothing to do with being fit. It was to do with keeping my weight down, to make me look like all the other size six women; that was all. My normal size ten wasn’t acceptable in New York. Size ten people were called fat, or chubby, so I ran every day without fail. Then I’d get myself to the office for 6.30am in the hope that I might bump into someone significant enough to notice me. I never did. In fact, the only important person I ever met was the postie who handed me my notice in a drab brown envelope. Fired. Not required anymore. Clear your desk and be gone by the end of the day. We don’t like you. You’re useless, inconsequential.
 
   I cleared my cubby hole of a desk out and went home to organise the rest of my life. There was nothing in it to organise, really. I owned very little and had no money in savings because the family home was mortgaged up to the hilt to pay for my university fees. I scoured the papers, the adverts, the recruitment companies, but there weren’t any jobs available for me. I did find a bit of temping work for a while, but that didn’t pay half the bills on my tiny one bed apartment. So I lost that, too. There was nowhere to go and no money to get back to England, and no one there waiting for me anyway.
 
   I suppose I just became another person on the streets of New York, lost and alone. I’m just one of those thousands of cases that no one wants to talk about or listen to. I’m not unattractive, but not attractive enough. I’m not stupid, but I’m not clever enough. I tried to look after myself, but not well enough. I’m not even hard working enough apparently, or that’s what they said when they fired me.
 
   I stopped running. There was nothing to run for, and interestingly, when you don’t eat, you lose weight quite rapidly anyway. It just falls off and leaves you with that size four look you’ve been craving, maybe even a two. And when you’ve got nothing to do with your life but roam the streets trying to find a safe place to lay your head down for a couple of hours, there’s no reason to run anymore. Homeless shelters were useless, and invariably more dangerous than the streets. Charities, while great, have only got so many resources to give, and I wasn’t a lost enough cause for them to worry about. I still had a chance, apparently. I just needed to get a job. You don’t get a job in New York without an address. It’s as simple as that. Not a decent one, anyway. Maybe I could have worked in a back alley dealing drugs like some of the others did, or I could have bunked down in one of the junkie holes, but that’s scarier than just trying to get through each day and find some food at the end of it. Too many times I’ve seen some woman being dragged off into a corner and used for a sniff of coke, or brown. Not a road I’m willing to travel, I’m afraid. I’d rather die than be used like that. Just once, it happened. Just once I was corned by three of them, used and then discarded like some useless toy. Raped. I can still smell their breath now as they hauled me around and laughed. I can still feel them inside me as they forced me to the floor and took what they wanted, one after another. I can still feel the pain in my backside; they took that, too. And I can still picture the smart appearance of the first one when he asked me for directions and I smiled in reply. How naive, pathetic. I gave up fighting them after a while. I just lay there and let them get on with it. It seems when you do that it’s not so much fun for them anymore. I don’t even think the last one actually came. Well, maybe he did. I don’t know. I’d switched off the need to care by that point. What was the point? It was happening. Happened. Done.
 
   Just like my life at the time. 
 
   And so that’s what happened. I just rotted away and became another poor girl on the side of the road, foraging about in dustbins for something to eat, finding the strength to run when I needed to, and keeping one eye open constantly.  It was a slippery slope into nothingness, a long and treacherous road to self-destruction and there was nothing anyone could do to help. I was pragmatic about it. I had assumed nothing good would come of anything anymore. I just tried to stay alive. I’m not one of those whiny girls. I don’t find amusement or comfort in self torture or reeling things over and over in my mind. I’ve never understood why women feel the need to over emotionalise everything. Why? What good does it do? I’m afraid my more legal approach to life holds more gravitas. Sensible decisions based on the situation at hand. Methodical planning and intelligent guess work, on occasion, when necessary. This emotional reaction to life is simply that. Emotional, and of no intrinsic use to anything. It makes no difference to anything, including being on the streets. The only three emotions I needed out there were fight, flight and survive. All of them, just about, kept me alive.
 
   And then that man came and offered me some food and a place to stay. I was just sitting on the sidewalk in a back road somewhere, with the few possessions I still had loaded in my backpack, when he pulled up. He just got out and held his hand down to me. He was tall and had a kind smile. He just asked if I needed help, and told me he knew somewhere I’d be safe. I knew at the time I shouldn’t go with him, knew I should run away, but how bad could it be? It couldn’t be as bad as sitting there on the streets trying to use what little strength I had left to fight off more rapists and freaks every moment of the day. So I went with him, and I ended up here.
 
   I’ve tried to leave on a few occasions. After a few days of sleep and some hot food, I thought maybe I could talk to someone and get a job, or pay my way somehow, but the door was locked, and it’s stayed that way. The only thing I ever see or hear is the small woman who comes in and helps me. She wanders about precisely and brings me my clothes or food, but then she just disappears again. I’ve tried talking to her, asking her questions, her name, anything really, but she doesn’t answer. She just goes about her business and then leaves. 
 
   Brushing down the front of my white shirt and plain beige skirt, I wander over to the small window to gaze at the wall opposite. That’s all I’ve had to look at for however long I’ve been here, just a wall and this room. It’s a nice enough room, and I can tell by the view that I must be ten stories high at least. There’s a sliver of an alleyway running between this building and the next, but where I am, I don’t know. The room is a bit drab with slightly old fashioned furniture, but it’s clean and has a prettyish lemon flower wallpaper on it. There’s a chair, a desk, a dressing table and a bed. There’s also a bookcase filled with all kinds of literature – the classics, porn, children’s stories, detective stories – something to suit everyone really, except me, that is. I can’t stand reading. Working long hours into the night trying to figure out complex legal documents is enough to put anyone off reading for a lifetime, let alone doing it for pleasure. The bathroom door is right beside the bookcase, leading into a small room with a shower, bath, toilet and basin. It’s compact but in good order, and gives me chance to lock myself away every now and then. For some reason, I get the feeling I’m being watched in here most of the time. I haven’t found a camera or anything, but every time I’ve tried to fiddle with the door, that woman has quickly appeared again.
 
   A man came in the day after I got here. He looked me over and scowled a bit, then just stared at me for ten minutes as I hovered by the wall, not knowing what to do or say. He asked me to turn around as he stood on the other side of the room, so I did. He eventually left without a backward glance and slammed the door so hard the room shook. I’m not sure who he was or what he wanted, but I haven’t seen him since. I don’t really know what anyone wants with me, or why I’m even here. Regardless, I am thankful for the help. Without it, I’d still be out there on the streets in the depths of winter. I think it’s still January, or possibly February now. I’m not sure. Whatever month it is, though, it’s snowing, and it looks bitterly cold out there. 
 
   Wrapping my arms around myself, I stare around the room and wonder what to do with myself for the rest of the day. There’s nothing to do, is there? I wander over to the desk and open the drawers for the hundredth time to see if anything has appeared inside. Maybe if someone left a pen and some paper I could write my life down, all twenty-six years of it, but nothing has materialised. They’re still as empty as they were yesterday, so I sit in the chair and just stare at the wall above the single bed, trying to think of something to do with all this time. If someone would just let me out of this room, I could go and search for a job. I could say thank you for the help and then get back out there and tackle the recruitment agencies again. If I’ve got an address now then I can work. Anything would do. Just something so that I can save up some money and get a place of my own again. I’ll clean, or waitress – I don’t care. I just need some freedom so I can get on with my life again. Maybe I could even pretend this shit never happened.
 
   There’s a sudden knock at the door, which damn near has me jumping out of my skin. No one knocks on my door. Only the unknown woman comes anywhere near it and she never knocks. She just unlocks it and walks in. I’m instantly unsure of what to do, so I stay quiet and melt into the chair, hoping that whoever it is goes away. A few seconds go by and then the knock happens again. It seems they’re not going away.
 
   “Hello?” I call out, nervously.
 
   “Are you decent, Lilah?” a woman’s voice asks. My nerves instantly disperse at her calm and pleasant tone.
 
   “Yes,” I answer, pulling myself up from the chair to stand. I’m obviously going to meet someone new. The door clicks open after a few seconds and an incredibly tall woman comes into the room as if she’s not even walking. It’s almost like she’s floating on air. She’s dressed in a woman’s version of a man’s black pinstripe suit, with a hat perched on her head at a jaunty angle. She looks like she’s walked straight out of the forties. It’s quite appealing really.
 
   “Hello, Lilah,” she says, taking a seat at the dressing table and crossing her legs. She waves her hand at the chair behind me and nods at it. “Please, have a seat. Are you well?”
 
   “Yes, thank you. I’m fine. I don’t know who helped me or why, but yes. Thank you.” She smiles at me as I back my way over to the chair, and she flicks her gaze over my frame, almost studying my movements and analysing my appearance.
 
   “Good. I’m pleased you’ve recovered from your ordeal. Now, I’ve come to talk a little business with you. You’ve seemed distracted these past few days, and I thought you might like something to occupy yourself with.” Oh, thank God. Something to do. Perching on the edge of the chair, I lean towards her eagerly.
 
   “Yes, of course. I was just thinking that I could get a job, make some money, and then I could find an apartment again or pay you back. If you’re the one I need to pay back... Sorry, I’m rambling. Who are you?” She looks at me with a raised brow, probably aimed at my inane chattering.
 
   “My name’s Roxanne, and I’m here to help you. Women should never become what you became. I try to help as many as I can.”
 
   “Oh, so it was you who helped me. That man, the driver, never said anything. And that woman never says anything or gives me any information and I–”
 
   “What do you do, Lilah?” she cuts across me as she pulls out a cigarette and leans back on her chair with the look of someone who owns the world. She just has that aura about her, the type of look I’ve only ever dreamed of creating for myself. She would have been noticed at Cutlers. Every single person who ever looks at her will be in awe, I’m sure, possibly speechless. Just as I am now. She asked me a question, didn’t she? I just can’t seem to remember what it was. I’m too busy gawping at her mouth as it moves around her inhalation of smoke. “Lilah? Job?”
 
   “Oh, sorry. I’m a... I mean, I was a legal clerk at Cutlers and Associates. Until I got fired, anyway.”
 
   “Do you have to work hard for that figure or is it natural?”
 
   “I used to run. It’s not natural.” What the hell has that got to do with anything? I must look like a bemused idiot as I brush my skirt down again to cover my too short legs and look towards the floor in slight embarrassment.
 
   “How much money do you need?” What? My head comes up to look at her again. Why is she asking that sort of question? Any money would be good.
 
   “I suppose I’d just like enough to get my own place again, or maybe get back on the corporate ladder, perhaps go home to England. I want to make something of myself. I don’t know. I could...” I don’t know what I could. I have nothing, do I? She stares at me again for a while, this time just studying my face, so much so that I look away again to escape from her cat-like eyes. She laughs the moment I do and stands up.
 
   “Another English rose,” she mutters, moving toward the door and grabbing the handle as if she’s leaving. I’m instantly up and charging towards her. She’s the first normal person I’ve spoken to in weeks, months even.
 
   “Please don’t leave. I’ll do whatever it is that you want me to. I’m so grateful for your help. If I can help you in any way, I will.” She stills her hand and turns back to me.
 
   “There is nothing corporate about you, Lilah. Haven’t you realised that yet?” she snaps. I’m slightly shocked at her abrupt tone and back away a little, hanging my head. I may not have been good enough at my job, but that doesn’t mean I’m not corporate, does it? It’s what I went to uni for, and I’m damn good at research and information gathering. I was the only one who found the useful clauses and paraphrases that broke that Delaney case Stevens worked on. I shake my head at myself and slowly crawl my eyes back up her pinstriped legs towards her face.
 
   “I’m good at what I do. They just didn’t notice me enough. I don’t know why they let me go, but it was their mistake. I’m better than they obviously thought I was.” 
 
   “Much more like it,” she says as she twists the handle again and then opens the door to walk through it. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”
 
   I follow the swing of her legs along a hall and down a few corridors until we’re met with an elevator. She pushes the button and waits for it to arrive, all the time patiently standing still as if she has all the time in the world. My legs fidget about as I wonder what to do with myself and glance around everywhere, looking for information, or even a way out.
 
   “Do you live here?” I ask out of desperation, needing to break the silence.
 
   “Yes.” That’s all she’s got to offer on the topic. She’s obviously not a big talker.
 
   “It’s lovely,” I reply as I scan the cream hallway and notice all the other doors and flowers lining the route. It looks like a hotel or maybe apartment building. “Which apartment is yours?”
 
   “The top floor.” My eyes widen at the statement as I realize how wealthy she must be, or maybe she rents it. Still, she’d have to be pretty rich to even do that. Not that I’m surprised. I can tell by her face how much she must spend on facials and makeup. She probably spends half her life in various clinics having all sorts of treatments to maintain that level of perfection.
 
   The lift arrives so we step in and descend swiftly to floor one, still in silence. When the doors open, I’m met with a huge foyer area, which seems to match her clothes. It’s all creams and blacks, with an art deco look about it and a large sweeping staircase running off to the left and upwards.
 
   “This is my club,” she says, crossing the marble floor and walking us toward some more doors. “It’s not open yet, and it will be good for you to see it empty. You can get a good feel for it when no one’s in the space.” She pushes them open and I see another large area that looks just like a very upmarket nightclub. There are leather booths and a small stage at the front of it. A long bar runs right down the side, with steps leading down to the dance floor. It’s the sort of place you’d imagine Ella Fitzgerald singing, with that smoky atmosphere and jazz music playing in the background.
 
   “It’s wonderful,” I say, gazing around and imagining it at night. I’ve never been anywhere like this before. I’ve never had the sort of money to pay the fees to get in. “Is it private, members only?” She chuckles a little as she makes her way over to the bar and pours two shots of vodka. My mouth immediately drools at the thought. I can’t remember the last time I had a drink.
 
   “I’d like you to work for me, Lilah. But first I need to ask you some questions and I’d like simple yes or no answers. Do you think you can do that?” she says as she passes me a glass and waves a hand over towards a door in the corner. I down the drink immediately and chase after her.
 
   “Yes, of course,” I respond hurriedly as we cross over toward the door. I try to keep up with her long strides. “Anything.”
 
   “Do remember that the exit is over there,” she says as she points back to the foyer. “You can leave if you like. You’ll go with nothing but the clothes on your back and your pride intact, though. What I’m offering now is a one-time opportunity. I won’t offer it again. I’ll want a yes or no to my last question and I’ll expect it honoured either way. If you say no, you know where the exit is.”
 
   “Okay,” I reply, as if I have any choice.
 
   She turns the door handle and begins to walk us along corridors lined with windows, waving at each as she passes.
 
   “Kink, Lilah. Have you heard of it?”
 
   “Yes.” One word answers.
 
   “Did you know that people pay a great deal of money to get what they need?”
 
   “Sort of. I–”
 
   “One word, please.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I was going to sell you, Lilah. However, I’m beginning to think you might be useful in other areas. Do you think you might be?” No. The halting of my feet confirms this. Sell me? Who the hell does she think she is? She turns and smiles, arching a brow back at the doorway we came through, a clear indication that we both know where the exit is, and that I should use it if I want to. But where do I have to go? Nowhere. Back out onto the streets with no money, and no hope of getting any.
 
   “Yes.” It’s the only option I have. She starts walking again and points at a window, indicating that I should look, so I do. It’s a large, grey space, with very little in it besides a desk, a funny looking cross shaped thing on the wall, and some trunks piled in the corner.
 
   “That’s my office,” she says. “It’s what I do. I beat men for money. I have nine other girls working here, and five men. They’re all submissives or Dominants. We tailor to our clients’ needs. Do you know of these terms?”
 
   “Yes.” Who doesn’t? Fifty Shades and all that. I’m certainly not a prude, but I wasn’t really sure these sorts of places actually existed.
 
   “I believe you are submissive, Lilah,” she says as she opens the door and slips inside, beckoning me with her hand. “Now, I have two choices. I can sell you…” My eyes widen again. “Please don’t look at me like that. We all have to make a living. Or I can train you. Of course, you do know where the door is. That’s your choice.” She picks up a pair of gloves from the table, slides them on, then holds her hands out to me. “Can you see the bloodstains on them, Lilah?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, backing away from Miss Fucking-Crazy. Where the hell am I? 
 
   “It’s not mine. Mr. Cromwell likes blood play. He pays me thousands of dollars to cut him, to make him bleed. There are others who would pay you a lot of money to bleed for them, although that would come much later. You might just kneel on the floor for them at first and do as they wish. Each person has a different level of kink, and it’s quite pliable to suit the recipient. It’s mostly about trust and confidence in what you are. Do you think you could do any of that?” 
 
   “No.” I may not be a prude, but this is unbelievable.
 
   “Then you should probably leave. You’ve answered my questions, and I’m glad I could help you. Thank you for your time,” she says as she pulls the gloves off again and heads for the door. I just stand there staring after her. What the hell do I do now? I have nowhere to go, no money, nothing. At least she’s not selling me. There is that, I suppose. But surely I could help her another way – office work, documents, anything to keep a roof over my head and make a bit of money.
 
   “Roxanne, wait, please,” I call out as my feet scuttle me out of the room and round the corner after her. She keeps striding away towards the exit and doesn’t even acknowledge me. “Please, Roxanne, I have nowhere to go. Couldn’t I help you in your office? I’m great with legals and documents. You must need help on the financial side of the business.” Business? Interesting term for such a place. I’m not even sure if this sort of thing is actually legal. “I skid to a stop beside her as she turns and points back at the room we came out of. 
 
   “That is my office, and my business, Lilah. I need someone to help me service my clients. That is all. If you’re serious about making a career for yourself and making money in the process then there is a job here for you. However, be under no illusions – I am not your friend, and I am not likely to put up with weakness or absentminded behaviour. So, answer me with a yes or no, nothing else. Do you believe you could be a submissive for me?”
 
   What choice do I have? The streets or becoming some sort of sex toy. At least I’ll get paid. Maybe if I get some money together I can make a run for it when I’ve got a chance. Hanging my head, I look back down the corridor and wonder what it is that I’m going to have to do for her, or for other people.
 
   “Yes,” I reply quietly, still looking at the floor and chastising the words the second they leave me. Fucking Cutlers and Associates.
 
   “Good,” she says with a clap of her hands as she pushes the door open and heads back to the elevator. “Vixon will come for you at three, and start you on the road to looking a little more elegant than this. Listen to her, and learn from her. Also, work on keeping your head up, and stop blinking your eyes all the time. No real dominant wants a weak woman. They pay me because I offer a quality product – that being you. I expect you to work hard and always be on time,” she says, pushing the button on the wall again and handing me a key. “Go up to floor seven, apartment four. It is yours while you are here. I’ll have someone bring your things to you. Do not leave the building unaccompanied, and always be back here before 6pm. I will see you later.” With that, she turns and heads off in the other direction, leaving me with a key and nothing else but the tapping of her heels. Oh God, what have I just agreed to? Lilah James: sex slave. I snort at myself as I notice the shaking wreck of a woman in the mirror with no idea what any of that conversation was about. And who is Vixon? 
 
   The elevator arrives and takes me straight back up to floor seven, where I’m met with a beautifully decorated hallway. Long tables stretch between doorways with vases of flowers on top of them. They look like someone comes in and designs them, probably some uptown florist company that services all the hotels in the neighbourhood. A door opens in front of me and I watch another beautiful thing amble toward me. She’s about 5’10” and quite curvy, wearing a floaty black dress with no bra. She’s got long brown hair cascading down her back and looks like she’s just stepped out of the salon. She winks as she gets closer and licks her full red lips at me.
 
   “You new, honey?” she asks as she keeps walking by. I turn to watch her incredible buttocks sashaying away. “Welcome, I’m Jewel.” 
 
   “Lilah,” I shout in reply as she gets in the lift and turns round to face me again.
 
   “Welcome, Lilah. You’re going have a ball here. Enjoy,” she says, waving a hand as the door closes. She must be one of the others. I turn back in the direction of the doors again and eventually find room four. I slip my key in and turn the handle. I’m instantly stunned as I gaze at what’s in front of me. This apartment is bigger than anything I’ve ever seen in New York. I could fit my old apartment into the hall and kitchen alone. It’s not vast or anything stupid, but there’s a cream fitted kitchen with steps leading down to a lounge area, and as I open the other doors, I find a huge master bedroom with en suite and a walk in wardrobe, which appears to be filled with clothes. I frown at it and I turn back around to scan my new home. It’s painted in pale blues and creams with a few delicate touches of femininity here and there, but it’s mostly bare of other things, paintings etcetera. Maybe I’m supposed to go shopping for those sorts of things with my pay-check, the one I’ll get for fucking men. Oh, God. What am I doing here?
 
   I collapse onto the cream sofa and stare out of the window to see another apartment block looking back at me. At least it’s prettier than the view from the room I was first kept in. I can even see plants hanging from the balconies on the Victorian style frontage. A woman is hanging her washing out, airing her clean knickers and laughing at something as she does. She wouldn’t be laughing if she knew what was going on in the building she’s looking at. I’m in some sort of fetish club, aren’t I? Some depraved, disgusting world of highly inappropriate content, and I’ve just agreed to try my hand at being a submissive – whatever that entails. Why? Because I’ve got no other option, nothing. I’m too clever for this shit. I should be out there again, making a name for myself in the right way, not doing this because I have no other choice. My dad would be mortified. I’m mortified. But as I sit here and look around my new home again, it quickly dawns on me that I could still be on the streets. I could still be fighting for my life and digging around in garbage bins, trying to find anything to eat. I could still be waking up after each snatched nap, praying to die instead of having to deal with whatever situation I’d gotten myself into now. As I watch the snow filtering through the sky, I realise how cold I could be out there if I’d taken Roxanne up on her offer to allow me to leave.
 
   Pulling myself up again, I resign myself to the fact that even if this isn’t forever, it is for now, and I’m a lot better off than an awful lot of other people out there. I’ve got clothes, heat, food, water, and hopefully some money coming at some point. I wander up the steps to the kitchen area and flick the kettle on, because tea always makes things better, and maybe I can start planning an exit strategy if I think carefully enough. I just need to make it through this training, whatever it entails, and then I can get my money and get out of here.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “Alexander, I must leave,” he said, trying to control the imminent tirade that would surely happen in a split second if it were anyone but the bronzed bastard in front of him.
 
   “No.” Infuriating, beautiful man. Why did he always have to be so stubborn?
 
   “I have a shipment leaving. It is imperative I return to New York. You know this,” he very nearly begged.
 
   “Neither of you are going anywhere.” 
 
   This was not going well. He stared at those piercing blue eyes and tried to talk to him, tried to tell him what was happening without Elizabeth being made aware, but the fool had become his usual wall of closed doors and nonsensical behaviour. Idiot. He watched Alexander turn and head back towards the cabin, the same fucking cabin that he had hidden in everyday rather than confronting the issue at hand and dealing with it.
 
   “Dear boy, you–” Alexander’s spin and scowl were enough to stop Pascal mid-sentence. It was a habit he still found hard to break, but that growing frame and look of disgust were warning enough. His eyes found the floor as he tried to find another way of explaining. Regardless of the fact that Pascal had accepted his terms, Alexander White still had so much to learn about himself, some of which he was only beginning to appreciate and understand. Control of his new found deliverance, the thing he’d pushed for all these years, would take time and careful crafting. He felt his insides shiver as he struggled to lift his gaze. One wrong look and this would go exceptionally erroneously. He could still sense his back tingling as it struggled to heal effectively. Thirty-two lashes he’d received before his knees gave way – thirty-two excruciating and extraordinarily instinctive whips of precision against his spine, neck, buttocks and ribs. They were the thrashes of a God proving sin a necessity in order to heal the pain inside. They were all-consuming, degrading, heaven sent, and filled with aggression. Just as he needed them, just as they both needed them. It had been the first time Alexander had embraced his skills and abilities to full effect. It seemed killing one’s brother, and being made a fool of by your father was reason enough to force hell forward. Elizabeth had not been so ready for such hedonism. She was still not ready. She was too pure, too perfect, and too fucking angelic, despite her ever-growing ferocity.  
 
   He pulled in an aggravated breath and took a step towards the man, slowly. He had to go. Lucinda’s shipment was of increasing concern and the next batch needed his approval. Even if he didn’t want anything else to do with the woman, he did need to close this particular cargo’s hold. Jon Insbrucker was not a man to be crossed, nor dismissed, regardless of the fact that he often played genial cards with him in Berlin. He’d get out of it the moment he could, close the business perhaps, or at least remove Lucinda from it, but years of planning had gone into the preparation of slaves for sale, a deal he’d made with his wife a long time ago. She was doing increasingly well in the business, and it made him a great deal of money.
 
   However, he was the front of the company, the deal breaker, the engineer of the prices, clients, and types of submissives available. Women and men were picked from the street, trained, prepared, paid, and then given a brand new name and life, as long as they fulfilled their obligations. Most were exceedingly content with their newfound happiness; a few were not so pleased. They were dealt with swiftly before they became delinquent. Unfortunately, Lucinda, ingenious as she may have been, could not be trusted with the skill of honing the foremost decisions without dragging his own name down with hers into the grime. She was unpredictable, capricious.  He needed a fucking divorce, and a damn good lawyer.
 
   Elizabeth walked into the middle of the conversation and put herself in front of him. Alexander scowled at her, too, and then raised that brow. She didn’t move, not one step away. She simply stood her ground and offered protection as the yacht swayed from side to side. She was becoming accustomed to life at sea. She should have been; they had been dallying here for over a month. Monotonously.
 
   “Problem?” she snapped, her hands on her hips and her foot tapping. She was becoming as frustrated with the lack of any route onwards as Pascal.
 
   “Move, Elizabeth. This has nothing to do with you,” the bastard said as he watched her stand defiantly. Her body was the epitome of grace as she stared the man they both loved down and refused to budge an inch. She should have used that tone carefully. She would not get a second chance at freedom. He knew himself that he would be bound more effectively next time. Either that or another helpful soul would not be present in the room. 
 
   “Everything has everything to do with me. Certainly if it concerns him, or you, or me,” she replied, waving a hand in the man’s face and revving herself up for some consuming explosion of fury.
 
   Amusing as that might have been, he shook his head at the thought and wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her behind him. The protection was an endearing thought, but a completely inappropriate response to Alexander’s ever darkening eyes. Could she not see the odium in them? Alexander needed a positive reintroduction into reality, one he possibly wasn’t going to like much. 
 
   Needs must, though.
 
   “If I do not go, the buyer may withdraw. I shall lose close to the amount of two million, and the word will be passed around that I am disinclined to agree with Jon Insbruker. It is not acceptable that my income or reputation should fail because of your inadequacies, Sir,” he snapped with as much enthusiasm as he dared. Two minutes of silence ensued as the beautiful animal stared at him, two minutes of breath-taking irritation as the facts sank in and warned of the possible impending storm. Fundamentally, it was now as much Alexander’s business as it was his own. His own collar was the proof of that. Although, given Alexander’s own collar, laying around Elizabeth’s neck, which was ever more confusing, perhaps it was her business in reality. He turned his head to look at her. She scowled at him, too. Why had she given him a cane? Stupid girl. This needed organising. No one was in control of anyone.
 
   “I’ll give you the money,” the man eventually said with an aggravated sigh, turning from them and beginning to walk away again. Pascal spun to face him, very nearly feeling to need to smack him for his lunacy.
 
   “That is not the point, Alexander,” he shouted, watching his frame skulking away. “You cannot keep yourself, or us, locked on the Meritato forever. Delightful as this little escape may be, you are damn well disgracing yourself now. I will not allow Insbrucker to hold something over my head, nor yours.” 
 
   The gasp behind him didn’t go unnoticed. His rose presumably thought that a step too far. It wasn’t. It was time the bastard was pushed a little further, harder. Wallowing in self-doubt was unacceptable. The response began with that damn brow rising as he turned his head back, a look of utter contempt drawing across his brow.
 
   “What are you hiding? What does Jon want from you?”
 
   “Nothing. I simply wish to–”
 
   “Pascal,” Alexander growled, and oh how he adored that sound, relished it with aplomb. The slight tremble that rode over his skin only proved the point more so.
 
   “I have to return. There is nothing other than that. Perhaps I should ask Elizabeth’s permission instead. She is, after all, the one with the power here.” There was another somewhat peculiar gasp behind him, but nothing again from the man in front. He just continued to stare as the bastard waited for a more truthful explanation. He could have one later, but not in front of his rose. She was not ready for such disturbing news, nor the premise following it, regardless of her confounding superior status in this triangle of three.
 
   “Alex, just let him go. If he needs to get back to it, that’s fine. What’s the harm? I’ll still be here,” she cut in, trying to manoeuvre her delicious body around him. She wouldn’t be staying here with Alexander, not in this frame of mind, and certainly not alone. She would be leaving with him. They’d go together. That way he could keep her safe, as was his job. Alexander’s eyes didn’t move from his. He didn’t acknowledge her interjection in the slightest, but the gaze was softer now, less dramatic and perhaps more inclined to agree, as it nearly always was when she spoke near him. Pascal narrowed his eyes at the man and felt the concern and the nerves coming off him in waves. Just the thought of being alone with her was enough to cause Alexander’s thoughts to turn chaotic. Perhaps that was the problem more than him leaving. He could use that.
 
   “Please, Alexander,” he said quietly, watching out for an impending eruption and tucking his rose behind his back again. “I will take Elizabeth with me, if that is more acceptable to you.”
 
   That thought should be troubling enough to get the man out of his depressive hole and back into the world of the living.
 
   “When do you need to go?” he asked, flicking his eyes to the woman behind him and smiling a little. It was just a hint of real warmth, possibly the first hint he’d allowed himself in weeks.
 
   “The shipment is set for Wednesday morning,” Pascal replied with a smirk. Elizabeth was the problem. He obviously didn’t want to be alone with her, nor allow Pascal a second of time alone either. Not unpredictably. She was an exceedingly tempting prospect for men with hands such as theirs.
 
   “Call Phillip. I’ll set us off back to Rome now. We should be there by tomorrow morning,” he said, walking past them both calmly to the bow and beginning to unfasten the spinnaker.
 
   Elizabeth rounded Pascal and stared straight into his eyes, flicking her head occasionally to the man they loved to see what he was doing.
 
   “How did you manage that? I so wish I could do that. How do you make him do what you want him to? It’s actually repulsive to watch, if not completely fascinating,” she whispered. He leapt up to drop the main sail down as she followed him and hovered below, skimming his own eyes across her tanned body, and adjusting himself. A month was a long time to go without his cock buried to the hilt in something.
 
   “I used you, my dear,” he said, leaning down to kiss her mouth and then starting the upward climb.
 
   “How? And what will he do while we’re gone? Will he be okay without us? I mean, what if he...” She trailed off, peering over her sunglasses at the man she loved with eyes full of unease. He was moving his body around as physically as possible once more, draining his energy as he had been doing every day. Swimming, weights, cleaning the decks even, quite remarkably. It was becoming monotonous, intolerably dull, and thoroughly boring. He halted his positioning on the mast and gazed for a while. How was he going to help him find enough control for Elizabeth, for love? 
 
   A challenge indeed.
 
   “He will be exemplary,” he called down, continuing his perusal of such a specimen wearing nothing but shorts. His body was now a deep, dark brown colour, his near black hair shiny and lustrous. His physique could only be described as that of a God, Neptune, maybe. Stimulating. He adjusted his cock again and untied the ropes to let the sail down. Fucking men. He needed to fuck something, without Alexander’s permission. “Would you ask him if you could fuck me, my dear? He will be more amenable if it comes from you.”
 
   “No,” she replied absentmindedly, now tapping her finger on her lips in concentration. “And why will he be fine without us?” she asked as he dropped to the floor beside her and picked her up. She felt quite good in his arms, and was becoming more comfortable there by the day. Love.
 
   It simply would not do, not at all.
 
   “Elizabeth, do you honestly believe that he would let me take you halfway across the world without him?”
 
   “Oh,” she replied, her mouth creating that wonderful shape of hers as she twitched her brow in understanding and giggled. “Good plan, Batman.” Was he not Dracula last week? Batman now, too, it seemed.
 
   “Hmmm. I prefer Dracula. And he is still scared of hurting you. Thankfully, he is also still anxious and quite jealous of me. It is what you call a win-win, yes?” 
 
   She frowned again and fiddled with her bracelet. “No, Pascal. No one’s doing any screwing, or loving. There is no win-win going on here. He’s like someone I don’t know, and he won’t let me in anymore.” 
 
   She was right. Alexander wasn’t letting either of them in. He was closed, withdrawn, a shadow of the force he was becoming, invariably ashamed of his behaviour, or at the very least confounded by it. And there wasn’t enough laughter or amusement, either. So he walked toward the man with her in his arms, stopped as Alexander slowly stood up to look at them, and then threw her over the side. She screamed beautifully, and Alexander watched her with a smile, a real smile. He felt his heart expand a little as the smile grew wider at her splashing and swearing up at them.
 
   “Fucking arsehole.” She really was so eloquent in her fury.
 
   “Dive in there and tell her you love her.”
 
   “She knows that,” the man replied, chuckling and continuing to watch her swimming around.
 
   “There could be fucking sharks. Are there sharks? Oh my God, there are sharks here, aren’t there? That was so not funny. Alex, help me, or hit him. For God’s sake...”
 
   “She does not, not entirely, and she is scared of you. Remind her of who you are for her, not who you are for me,” he replied, watching the man scowl at the deck in response and then lift his gaze to her again.
 
   “How, Pascal? How does a man who could have killed her tell her she is still the most precious thing in the world to him?” the idiot replied, bracing his elbow on his knee and continuing to watch her like a wolf ready to pounce. He needed to fuck something, too. He would oblige himself, but it was she that the man needed.
 
   “Tell her that, and then fuck her. Women need such closeness, as do you when it comes to her. Remarkably. You have removed her contact. Simply embrace who you are becoming and allow her inside again.”
 
   “I don’t know who I am anymore,” was the response as the man took a step towards the rail. “And neither do you,” he continued, diving into the water to rescue her.
 
   He watched for a while and smiled at the pair of them together as she splashed water into Alexander’s face and behaved like a child. Unbelievable, really, that such an innocent had been the one to claim the man’s heart. He had assumed it would be a Domme of some description, some woman who was strong in her own right, one that would be as controlling as he in some respects. Maybe that fact was still true. Elizabeth Scott was as much of a challenge as Alexander himself, not because she was switchy, but because she was Alexander’s world, his very reason for being. Something she needed to believe herself for this arrangement to work wholeheartedly.
 
   “Are you swimming to Rome?” he called as the wind took hold and forged the yacht forward. They both smirked back up at him as Alexander towed her along toward the back steps. He gripped the wheel and turned the yacht into them as it started to glide past. The water crashed against the hull and caught her in its wake. Thankfully, Alexander grabbed the rail and held onto her with a death grip as if he’d never let her go. Pascal snorted to himself at the connotation because the fact was, he never would. “She’s my air, Pascal, my freedom.” Yes, she may have been, unquestionably so. However, he would not allow the man to leave his other needs behind, nor deny them. The world was not a safe place with an unhinged Alexander White in it, mainly for the man himself, and he’d spent years preparing him to accept his nature. He wasn’t about to let it go now.
 
   She coughed and spluttered her way onto the deck and began stripping her costume off – what there was of it. He adjusted his cock again and thought about just grasping hold of her and making the bastard watch. That would get things moving along much more swiftly. The beating he would surely receive because of it would be passionate, debilitating, and undoubtedly harsh in its deliverance. Unfortunately, his back reminded him it wasn’t quite healed as Alexander’s hand slapped across it, purposely. Sadistic fucker. 
 
   At least he was smiling.
 
   “Why do you need to go back?” she asked, standing there stark naked, drying her red hair on the towel and then swiping it over her body, deliciously.
 
   “Make her put some clothes on,” he snapped. This cock adjustment was becoming tiresome and infuriating. She giggled at him and continued her seductive body brushing with a smile. Such a fucking enticing smile – he could wipe it off her damn mouth in seconds with his hand rammed in her cunt. Why had he agreed to this collaring? 
 
   Alexander simply chuckled and kissed her lips, apparently now in a better mood of sorts, immeasurably better. He could tell by the bulge in his shorts. Pascal watched him slip his fingers into hers quietly, then gaze at her for a moment with a knowing smile. It was small, unseen to most others he was sure, only a twitch of his mouth, but they could all feel the connotation in it. Let me fuck you. Let me bury myself inside you and make us whole again. She stiffened a little at his unspoken question, but kept her eyes fixed on him as only she could without reprimand. Beautiful, soulful eyes, asking him who he would be, whether he would hurt her or not. He would, but he would not cause damage, for now. 
 
   “Go,” he snarled at them both. Hesitation was not necessary, and needed removing from the three of them. “Fuck, do, suck, lick, bite. Remind yourselves.” Before he did it for them! Patience was not a virtue that enamoured him much, and this confusion over who owned whom and when he could fuck or not was beyond rational. He could fuck whom he liked, but was to yield when told? A month was too long to yield with no fucking, much as he might have loved the bastard.
 
   Alexander smirked without removing his eyes from her. He knew very well the discomfort he was causing, and probably enjoyed the prospect of Pascal’s continued punishment. All this denial was undoubtedly because he’d hit him with that spreader bar to save her. Whether that was his job or not, Alexander had not been overly impressed with the only option he’d had at the time. None of them were strong enough to fight him when needed. The beast was quite untameable in its limitless potential. Glorious really.
 
   Alexander and Elizabeth walked away together towards the cabin, so he gripped the wheel tighter, almost to the point of ripping the fucking thing off its hinges. He supposed he could amuse himself up here. Maybe he could just get that out of the way. It would do until he reached New York where Ruebin would be waiting for him. Preferably with two more unwilling participants. Emanuelle, perhaps. Hmm. Alexander’s head turned back to him. No words were uttered, just another sadistic smirk as his fingers flicked along her overly tempting spine. 
 
   You will not.
 
   Marvellous. Fucking man.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Can we actually see some of New York while we’re here?” Elizabeth asked as she purred on Alexander’s lap. It seemed she did need fucking, several times in fact, as did he. The result was a far more manageable Alexander and a far less tetchy English rose who had not yet left his side. Whether that was out of choice or not was debatable.
 
   “I have phone calls to make, a thief of a sister to track down and an office to visit. Other than that, we can see anything you like,” he replied, stroking her hair and twirling a lock of it around his finger. “How long will you need, Pascal?” A month of fucking anything that moved, two days to sort the deal out, and then another three days of beating something. Anything. Maybe her if she kept taunting him with her little mewls and whimpers of need.
 
   “Somewhere in the region of two weeks,” he snapped, glaring at her opening thighs as she ran her fingers across her own skin. This teasing was not comical anymore. It had been happening since they first fucked in that cabin the other day, and then on the fucking deck in front of him, then again on the plane. This car needed to get to his club so he could answer the call of nature, directly.
 
   “Two weeks to deal with Jon? What do you intend to do with him?” Fuck him too, preferably. Not that he would oblige.
 
   “It is a difficult negotiation, one I will have to tread around carefully. The shipment is…” Elizabeth sucked on her finger and ran it across the fabric of her dress at her crotch, tempting him. Enough was enough. “If she is going to continue to rile me, I will not be held responsible for my actions. This is beyond intolerable now. Why are you allowing this?” The bastard chuckled and let his hand join hers, gently flicking across her cunt as she began to squirm in his grip and held her legs open wider. She was straddled across Alexander’s knees now, allowing Pascal to see everything on display. He looked back at Alexander to gauge his reaction to the situation. He was calm, relaxed, reasonably open to suggestion.
 
   “Come,” she said softly, lifting a hand to him and wiggling her fingers. He sneered at the thought of her being the one to order him. However, he couldn’t deny the urge any longer and was across the floor and on his knees before she had time to blink at him. Alexander simply chuckled again and grabbed the back of his head before his mouth made contact with her. He tugged his face to look up at him and only then relaxed his hold enough to allow him forward again. She smelt divine, and the scrap of material in the way was already doused in her juices, so he reached his finger forward and wrenched the string out of the way to allow him access to the nectar. She moaned as his tongue made contact and pushed her cunt into his mouth. She ground it into him and groaned as he slipped his tongue inside her. He lapped it up like a starving Frenchman; over and over again he drunk her down and savoured her taste, all the time keeping his eyes trained on the man he loved. This was an exquisite place to be, on his knees, waiting for that darkening glare to descend. His cock hardened immeasurably as he watched Alexander pull his own cock out and lift her dress out of the way. What he wouldn’t give to wrap his own lips around it, rather than watch hers. What he wouldn’t do to just get one fucking taste of the man’s come in his throat first rather than from her mouth. He rubbed his fingers into her and listened to the mewling she let out. She needed to be fucked again, harder this time. He pressed his glistening fingers towards her ass and hoped Alexander would respond to his request, because he needed to fuck her, too, preferably with only a thin slither of skin separating him from Alexander’s cock.
 
   She groaned in delight as he worked his fingers into her gently. He was still a little nervous of the frown that was being thrown his way, but it wasn’t enough to stop him, and there was no conversation telling him to halt. Quite the opposite actually. So he pushed harder and spread that hole ready for his cock, reaming it out until it was only just flexible enough. He liked her tight, liked her squealing when he drove in hard. She’d be turned for him in a minute. Alexander wouldn’t give her cunt away lightly; he kept that for himself. Only once had he been allowed a feel of it around his cock, and he doubted he’d get it again in a hurry. He continued to suck and lick his way around her, drying her out for his master, just as he always did. The man liked them raw and bruised. He enjoyed the feeling of chaffing against him as he punished himself, and them, with every stoke ramming into waiting holes. Fuck, he could come just thinking about the pain it would cause him if he ever got that feeling forced into himself. Fucked raw by his Sir, battered and used by the one thing he’d spent years training for.
 
   Something tugged his hair again so he looked up to see the man manoeuvring her around roughly and positioning his cock at her ass. He was going to fuck her ass? But that meant... He very nearly gaped in response and sat back to watch the mastery in action. Precise fingers worked her over and she accepted whatever he asked of her.
 
   “Now, Pascal,” he growled out as she squealed at his size entering her and tried to brace her hands to hold her off his entire length. She should have been thankful for the offering. He quickly yanked her hands out of the way and watched her gasp out as she seated fully on Alexander’s cock. She didn’t move, just sat there and panted as he pushed her thighs wider and clamped her hands behind her back. He twisted them a little viciously to encourage her moaning and then wrapped a hand around her throat. “I won’t offer it again,” he snarled out as his buttocks began to ride into her. Reality snapped back in at the words, so he fumbled with his pants to get inside her, and with a quick drive, was as far in as he could get. Heaven lived there, or hell. Either way, he was going. Millimetres from the cock he most wanted and centimetres from his mouth, the fact that his rose was between them was insignificant. He could smell the man, feel his breath, even dare a kiss if he wanted. She moaned again and tried to reach his mouth as he pushed in again and felt the hard muscle of cock grinding against him. Over and over he fucked her until he could barely feel Elizabeth at all. It was Alexander’s hand on the back of his head, egging him on further, Alexander’s cock making him come; she was nothing but a channel, a vessel to be used in the pursuit of more. Rough hands tugged and pushed in his hair as he listened to the glorious sounds coming from Alexander’s mouth. Grunting, groaning, swearing and snarling as he forged in again and again, creating the perfect rhythm for explosion. He had hardly ever been allowed this honour. It was so rare for him to be offered the opportunity to make the decisions.
 
   “Harder,” she called as he felt the twitching of her muscles inside her, but all he could sense was Alexander coming. He could feel the spasms rallying him to fuck deeper, faster. It was he who would make Alexander come this time, him creating the friction, him dictating the pace, the speed. Lips met his and he almost came instantly. The biting and licking at him was all consuming as he was offered his reward for fucking well, and true. Alexander’s mouth, just his mouth and his teeth, his touch on his own skin.
 
   “More,” was growled through their tongues, so he forced his cock in as hard as he could and heard both of them moaning in approval at his efforts. He fucked home again and again and again, until she screamed and went limp between them. He couldn’t have cared less about her in that moment, only that he was so close to the man behind her that he could barely breathe through the concentration it took not to come. Alexander wasn’t finished. He had to make him come before he could empty himself. He reached down between them and gently grabbed hold of the man’s balls. It was the first time he’d dared, but something about this was different, closer somehow. Alexander groaned and tensed immeasurably, allowing Pascal to continue driving in while fondling those beautiful balls dexterously. Finally, with a grunt, Alexander let go of his hair and relaxed his mouth away from him. He felt the heat erupt inside her immediately, felt it curl across the slither of skin separating them, and for a second, he relished the thought before plunging in one last time. His own expulsion of come came instantly as he rocked into her and landed his mouth on her weakened lips.
 
   She moaned into his mouth quietly as she stayed still and allowed them both their time inside her. She just let them both rock inside her and find their moment of peace together. Warmth filled his heart for the woman who had given this to him. He had fucked countless women with Alexander before now, used them, tortured them, played with them for hours, but never had there been any sense of love from the man. He’d never once received a kiss, nor a kind hand on his body. Whatever she did for the man, it had opened up the version of him Pascal had hoped for. Brought it to life, sanctioned its freedom. Unfortunately, this towed the beast along with it, something which needed to find solace in itself. Yet more of that elusive peace to find.
 
   Her hands suddenly wrapped around his neck and drew him closer – so close. She always needed him close. She hardly allowed any separation between the three of them in these moments. Her tongue swirled beautifully, slowly, almost to the point of him only feeling her. She really was angelic – as saintly as a woman could be with two men buried inside her, anyway. 
 
   “You should go,” Alexander said quietly behind her as Pascal felt his cock grinding against him again. He raised a brow at the feeling and broke away from her mouth. He’d fucking stay here if that was happening again. He’d stay in this car for the rest of his life and kneel down forever for another chance at the bliss that was consuming him. She moaned again and dropped her fingers to her clit, working them over and over until her breathing came out panted and shallow. “You’ve had your prize, Pascal. Go to work.” The bastard growled. He very nearly came again, instantly. Instead, he found the man’s eyes and watched the smirk of a sadist taunting him with something he wouldn’t have again. “Go.”
 
   “Bastard,” he snarled, pulling out of her and watching Sir lift her and push his cock into her cunt. That was even more sadistic. The very idea that their come would be together was enough to drive him insane. “Fine,” he snapped, tucking his cock away and straightening his suit. Fucking man. Where was Ruebin? Or anything? Something was going to get a beating.
 
   He opened the door and tried not to listen to her fucking grunting. He’d find something else to fuck after he’d cleansed himself. Or maybe he wouldn’t.
 
   Maybe he’d fuck their scent away in something else. Or maybe he wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Having had a very nice shower and a cup of tea, I’ve actually entered the sanctuary of the walk in wardrobe. It’s filled with luxury goods, nothing that I’ve ever been able to afford before. They’re the type of clothes you find in high-end designer boutiques and the small couture shops of 5th Avenue. I can only assume Roxanne does all the shopping, or maybe these clothes have been left here by the previous occupant. There’s not much to tell me anyone has ever been here before, but I can smell expensive perfume, and it’s not Roxanne’s, so it must belong to someone else. It’s also not the same as any of the new, unopened bottles on the dressing table. 
 
   My fingers glide along the array of materials as I wonder what I’m going to be doing for the rest of the day. Someone’s coming to get me and take me somewhere. I’ve no idea what that might involve, apart from making me more elegant, apparently. I didn’t think I did a bad job on my own really, but I suppose if I’m entering the world of sex workers then maybe there’s a look I need to get on. What does that look like? If it’s anything like the woman I passed in the hall earlier then yes, I’m going to need to work on it. I may not be unattractive, but sultry and pouty I’m not. I’m neat, tidy, pressed, everything in place and a place for everything. Letting go of one’s abandon has never been a forte of mine.
 
   Dropping the towel to the floor, I search for something elegant, or more elegant than normal for me, at least. A grey shift dress catches my attention so I pull it out and go in search of shoes and a bag. Not that I have anything to put in my bag, only a small picture of my father and a few old pieces of jewellery that my mother left me, which are hidden in the lining of my small rucksack. I sold the rest. The rucksack that sits looking at me from the corner of the room only holds a few tatty old jumpers, a pair of jeans, some underwear, maybe some t shirts. Nothing at all really. My passport is tucked in the lining, too. I don’t know why I bothered to keep that. It isn’t like I was ever going to make enough money on the streets to get home, is it? Maybe one day.
 
   Sitting at the dressing table in the bedroom, I start the application of my make- up – precise strokes to get the eyeliner in place, feathered brushes across my lashes to create that big eye thing that ladies require, and then a slight rush of green across my lids to match the light green-grey of my eyes. Perfect. Not slutty, but not boring either. Pretty, really. I pick up the nude lipstick and slather it on so that my too thin lips look as full as I can make them. Then, after a final teasing of my dull brown hair, I pin it into place and slide the dress on. It fits well. It’s a little on the large slide around my boobs, but not bad considering it’s not even mine. Shoes, however, are a problem. Most of the shoes here are a seven and I’m a five. There is one pair of long, cream boots with lacing up the front so I slip them on and tighten them as much as I can. Colour? For God’s sake, even I know I need a bit of colour to brighten up this grey, cream combination. I’ll look like part of the snow storm if I go out there like this. I snatch a burnt orange shawl and throw it around my shoulders. Yes, better. It even has hints of grey in it. There’s also a long grey wool coat to stave off the depths of fucking winter, and a fur hat.
 
   Okay, I guess I’m ready. And waiting for Vixon, whoever she is.
 
   I drop the coat onto the sofa while making my way back over to the kettle, and immediately trip up the stairs. Heels have been somewhat lacking in the last year. Trainers and jeans have been my normal attire, not that I like either much. They were just all I had left, and they were warm. There’s no denying I’ve felt increasingly better since I got here, and not just because of the heat and food. I enjoy nice clothes, heels and shopping. I’m a girl for God’s sake. I’ve never understood the need for women to wear jeans and trainers all the time. Why would they all want to look like men? When I had a small amount of savings, I’d go into somewhere cheap and buy dozens of outfits, then mix and match them as much as I could. I regularly scoured thrift shops and charity outlets hoping for a bargain, maybe some old designer throw off that the upper class had got bored of. I even found an old Gucci suit once and wore it to the office. Nobody noticed, but I felt kind of nice in it, like I’d arrived somewhere I’d never been before. Unfortunately, I sold that, too. Some woman on the streets offered me twenty bucks for it. Twenty bucks goes a long way when you haven’t eaten for three days. That money lasted me quite a while, and what good was a black Gucci suit going to do me when I only had trainers on my feet?
 
   I flick the kettle on again and cast my gaze around the room as it boils. Home, apparently. What I’m going to have to do to keep it, I do not know. I’m not even sure I really believe that all this kinky crap really exists. It must do, I suppose. But if the submissive garbage is anything to go by, the type of stuff I saw when those books were out, then I’m not sure I’m going to fit that bill. There is nothing pouty or breathy about me. I don’t caress anything, certainly not with a feather light touch. I’ve only begged a few times, and not because it’s in my nature to do so. I had to in order to survive, that’s all. I’m particular in what I need when it comes to sex. Precise, maybe. You could call me a ‘get the job done’ kind of girl, I suppose. I’m very happy to have a night of passion with someone, but there’s nothing ethereal about the experience. It’s just an act of orgasm, getting myself to the moment as quickly as possible really, because, let’s be honest, most men are crap at understanding what goes where, or what it’s for. And the majority of them have no brains either, which is a definite turn off. There’s a word for someone turned on by intelligence. Sapiosexual. That’s always been me. You can put the fittest, most attractive man in the world in front of me, but if he opens his mouth and rubbish comes out of it, I’m out of there. Yet, in the same respect, you stand a man in front of me that’s not all that hot, and you load him with a PhD in astrophysics, and I’m a melting pot of bliss. I don’t care a shit for astrophysics, haven’t got a clue, but if he uses long words or recites the fucking dictionary at me rather than saying, ‘Yeah, cool,’ I’m his. I still haven’t found one that knows how to use his dick properly, though. In fact, before I ended up on the streets, I’d pretty much given up hope that men like that existed. Most are useless in the bedroom. I seem to have spent my life telling them what they need to do to get me to orgasm. I normally just did it myself in the end.
 
   Mind you, I‘m not sure I’m supposed to care about what I need from sex given this situation, am I? I’m certain it’s all about what they need. Hopefully, I’ll at least get an orgasm out of the experience at some point. It’s not like I’ve got any fucking choice, is it? God, what have I gotten myself into?
 
   Teabag in, and a quick stir of my sweet black tea, and I cross over to the window again to watch the world go by. That woman’s out there again, flinging her washing around and still smiling. What’s she got to be so happy about? I bet she’s got two point four children and a husband who adores her. She’s probably got a nice car, too, living the dream. The damn dream I came here for. 
 
   Not that I’ll ever get it.
 
   “Lilah!” A voice comes screaming through the door behind me. My body spins in shock at the noise.
 
   “Hold on,” I reply, floundering across to the door and trying not to throw tea all over myself as I trip in the heels again. I unlock and open it to find a mass of red hair looking at me. She’s wearing overly heavy make-up, and some sort of blue leather outfit, which I can only describe as atrocious, if not sexy, in a strange sense of the word. She smiles and barges her way past me. This definitely isn’t a woman who knows anything about the word finesse.
 
   “Lovey, do not make me shout again. I get pissed when I have to shout.”
 
   I’m not even sure why she shouted in the first place.
 
   “Perhaps you should have just knocked then. That’s what normal people do.” The slap that reverberates off the side of my face has me stumbling backwards in defence. 
 
   “You ever speak to me like that again and I’ll do worse than slap you.” She snarls. “And don’t behave like such a weak fucker either. These boys aren’t going to pay for that shit.”
 
   My body recoils away from her until I’m backed up to the sofa and still clinging onto my cheek. Fuck, that hurt. And what the hell does she mean about looking like a weak fucker? She’s just slapped me for God’s sake. What am I supposed to do? Hit her back? I’m fairly certain she just told me to never speak to her sarcastically again, let alone attack her.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Why? What...” Why the hell am I saying I’m sorry? She’s just attacked me! “In fact, no. Fuck off. Why did you just slap me?”
 
   “Better,” she says as she taps her foot and stares at my body. Up and down, she gazes, repeatedly, as if she’s sizing me up, or maybe getting the measure of me. “You’ve never done anything like this before, I assume.” She’s right there.
 
   “Nope, and why the hell did you just slap me?”
 
   “Rule one, no matter what they ask for or how absurd it might seem, you say, ‘Yes, Sir’. You even batt your fucking eyelashes at them if you like. You do not, and I’ll repeat this for you, lovey, you DO NOT have your own sarcastic comeback, or any form of disrespect.”
 
   “You didn’t knock. I was just–”
 
   “Honey, some of ‘em ain’t gonna knock and ask permission. They ain’t gonna do a damn thing you expect. Your job will be to expect that, to be ready, pliable. You get me?” she says, now smiling again and walking towards me. “And actually, I did knock. Twice.” Did she?
 
   “Oh…” My response is stupendous as I rub at my cheek and frown a little. “I didn’t hear. Sorry.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s start again then, shall we? I’m Vixon, and I’m going to be training you a little. I’m a Domme and proud of it. I’ve been in this lifestyle since I was fifteen, runaway brat and all that. I’m from England, like you, but I’ve lived here for near on twelve years. I currently have two subs, Jackson and Monty, both utterly useless and a waste of my time. That’s a Domme’s way of saying I love them, kind of. Questions? Now’s your chance, lovey.”
 
   “I haven’t a clue what I’m supposed to ask.”
 
   “Hmm, last chance?”
 
   “Okay, what’s expected of me?”
 
   “Here,” she says as she throws a manual at me. “That there is the rule book for Dominants and submissives. It’s a base point really. We all have our differences. Learn the words, terms, how you should appear, what you should say. When you’ve done a few rounds with me, we’ll switch you onto someone else, maybe a man with a little more ferocity than me. Then we’ll know what you can handle, what you like and don’t like.”
 
   “You mean I get a choice?”
 
   “Course you do. There’s no point putting you near a sadist if you can’t handle the pain he’ll put you through. In the same respect, there’s no point putting you with a Dom who’s all sweetness and light if you like it rougher, is there? What do you like, Lilah?”
 
   Jesus! Subtle, she is not.
 
   “Intelligence.” I might as well be honest. She bursts out laughing and claps her hands as if something’s hilarious. I’m not sure that it is, but at least she’s not slapping me again. 
 
   “Oh, we’re gonna get on like a house on fire. You ready?” she asks as she turns and heads for the door again. I get the distinct impression that means I don’t have a choice about whether I’m ready or not, just that I have to be.
 
   “Okay,” I reply as I grab my coat, swing it around my shoulders and shove the hat on my head. “As I’ll ever be, I suppose.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Five hours later and we’ve shopped our arses off. Apparently I need more clothes than the ones already in the wardrobe. I certainly do need more shoes. I’ve also had some auburn highlights put in my hair, which has been chopped into a shorter bob, and a facial, leg wax, crotch wax, eyebrow threading, some kind of body scrub, which rejuvenates my pores, and to top it off, my nails have grown, quite substantially. They are also a very elegant grey to match my dress, which I’m supposed to bin the moment we get back because it’s baggy. Okay.
 
   We’ve been in this car for the last twenty minutes, battling the downtown traffic, and we still don’t seem to be getting anywhere. Jacob, the chauffeur driving us, is the original guy who found me. He says there’s been a crash somewhere, so Vixon is on the phone with Roxanne telling her we’ll be late. She’s been quite the bundle of fun really. Nice, even. She seems like a decent person, if a bit strange. But she does have this aura about her that makes you want to follow her, or maybe do as she asks. She reminds me of Mr. Nockson at my old job. He had that about him, too. Like you didn’t really want to do what he said, but you couldn’t help but do it anyway, maybe waiting for a pat on the head like a good little girl or some rubbish. He was two managers above me and never noticed me at all, but every now and then I’d need to get his signature for some case. He’d always smile politely, but he had something about him that just said, ‘be careful’. You know, like a warning of some description. Vixon’s got that, too. She’s dressed in leather at the moment, which rather highlights her sinister appearance, but I think she’d still have it if she was in fluffy pyjamas.
 
   “’Kay, Rox,” she says, sucking an olive off a stick and then mixing the other around her martini. I’ve not been allowed a drink. I have a training session to get back to, which doesn’t include drink apparently. “Yeah, I’ll meet you in there.” And with that, she switches off the phone and looks me over again. “You okay, Lilah James?”
 
   “I think so,” I respond dully. What am I supposed to say? ‘Yay, bring on the whips and shit’?
 
   “You’ll be fine, lovey. Just go with it and we’ll see where we end up, ‘kay?”
 
   “Okay,” I reply as I blow out a breath and gaze at Lower Manhattan. Will I ever get back out there again and just do my own thing?
 
   “Lovey, you’re still free to go, you know? No one’s holding you here.” Yeah, because I’ve got so much to go to.
 
   “Do you do this all the time, pick up unfortunates and train them? Roxanne said something about selling me? You don’t really sell people, do you?”
 
   “I don’t do anything, lovey,” she says with a smirk, turning her face from mine and looking at a door on the other side of the road. “You should be glad she found you. There’s a lot worse out on these streets than Roxanne. She’s a good one, really.”
 
   “Oh, I am glad. I’m very thankful. It’s just, I could have done some office work instead. I’ve got a brain. I could use it to help her that way rather than becoming a...” What? Whore? Sex slave?
 
   “Sub. Lovey, she’s a good employer. She’ll treat you right and look after you. All you gotta do is bend over every other night. Be good at what you do and you’ll have money, riches, and a very nice life. You won’t be manhandled too much. You always get a choice, and either Jacob or Gage here will be around to look after you.”
 
   “But, I–”
 
   “Lovey, we’re stuck in traffic. Just open the door and get out if you want. I won’t do shit to stop you, and nor will he. We’ll just swing around the corner and pick up another one of you,” she says, continuing to suck her olive, as if I’m replaceable at the drop of a hat. In reality, I suppose I am. I can see the other homeless women littering the streets as we drive along. Tall, short, black, white, Asian. They’re all carrying their bags and suitcases, gripping onto them for dear life as if they’re all they have in the world. Probably because they are. I know that feeling. The only difference between them and me is that I’m sitting in a warm car because I was scooped up. I could be back out there just as quickly.
 
   “Jacob, why did you choose me?” I ask. His face doesn’t move as I gaze at him in the rear view mirror. Nothing comes from his expression as it did when he smiled at me that night. He just continues staring forward, completely nonplussed by my question.
 
   “Pretty eyes,” he replies as the car eventually starts to move forward.
 
   “You do have pretty eyes. They remind me of someone I used to work for. They’re gonna love those eyes. Can you do a sad face?” I’ve never thought that much about my eyes. They’re just a washy green colour. “You ever fucked a woman, or are you hopelessly straight?”
 
   “There was one time in school...”I halt my verbal diarrhoea before I recall all my fantasies to someone I barely know at all. Jesus. 
 
   “Really? We have a kinky one, Jacob. Jacob likes two, don’t you, baby? He’s a big boy. One needs a rest after a while. The chaffing is a bitch.”
 
   “I was going to say I kissed a girl. I was drunk. I’m not sure if that makes me gay or not.”
 
   “It makes you non-boring, and that’s a good fucking start around here. Vanilla shit is not welcome and causes all sorts of problems. Honestly, you should see some of the idiots who come in here giving it all the ‘I’m a Dom’ shit. They wouldn’t even know how to blow up a doll. They just want a crack at fucking pussy. You’re expensive pussy, by the way, three grand an hour. You’ll get half of that as long as the customer’s satisfied. If he’s not, you get nothing. Rox keeps the lot and argues for you.”
 
   “Oh.” That makes me so much less like a whore. “I really am a whore.”
 
   “Nah, think of yourself as a high class service, a product. And, lovey, you ain’t nothing yet. You got some proving to do before you see a penny of anything.” The sigh that leaves me at her words only heightens the potential need to grab that handle and get straight out into winter’s arms again. Cold it might be, but at least it comes for free. “What’s up now?”
 
   “I just wish there was something else I could do. Something less to do with sex. It’s not that I don’t like sex. I do. I just... You know... I mean, do you get paid? Or are you just a manager, or–”
 
   “Damn straight I do. I get paid a lot, too. I’ve been doing this a long time, and putting up with their…” She stops and shakes her head. “I mean, her bullshit can be fucking exhausting.”
 
   “Yes, but do you get paid to sleep with people?”
 
   “Nope, gave that up a while back. Rox just pays me to run the place for her now, look after the girls, deal with the jerks. I just play for fun now. It’s all my choice. I paid my dues.”
 
   “So you must know a lot then, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, I know it all. And as long as you listen, you’ll know it too. But you gotta learn to love it, or at least pretend you do. These clients can tell a fake a fucking mile off, and then you’ll be out on your very attractive backside before you know it.”
 
   Right. Learn to love it. How does one learn to love screwing people for money?
 
   The road steadily begins to fly past as we pick up speed. Clearly the crash has been dealt with. I watch all the business suits purposely rushing from office to office. I remember that life – the early starts, the clothes, the desire to achieve and get better, move up the corporate ladder and succeed. Not that I ever could, or did. Whatever I needed to have to make that existence work, I clearly didn’t have it. According to Roxanne, I still don’t, and never will have.
 
   The car eventually pulls to a stop outside The Parlour, and I stare at the red building wondering how long I’ll have to be here. How long will it be until I can make some money and get away? I may not be corporate. I may never be able to achieve a ranking in that lifestyle, but I’m damned if I’m going to be a whore for the rest of my life either.
 
   “How many stay?” I ask Vixon as we open the doors and get out.
 
   “What?” she says as she wanders around the car to reach me, then smiles a little at the two men that have arrived to greet her. They’re both incredibly handsome. They’re also both looking at the floor and refusing to make eye contact with her for some bizarre reason.
 
   “How many choose this over leaving, when they’ve made some money, I mean?”
 
   “Oh, right. Most do a couple of years and then move on. Some chose a partner and move in with them, become full time subs. Some can only handle a few weeks at it and they choose to go back on the streets. It’s a fucking lottery, lovey, and it’s all up to you,” she replies as she strides away through the door and the two men stare straight at me. They obviously have no problem looking at me.  I’m clearly on a different level to Vixon entirely.
 
   “Go,” one of them says as I stare at him. Oh, yes. Go. Right.
 
   My feet scuttle after Vixon and I’m immediately hit by the sound of arguing as I cross the marble floor to catch up with her. It’s loud on Roxanne’s part. She’s positively screaming at someone and swearing like a trooper. I watch a sigh leave Vixon’s mouth as she halts us and looks around the space for where the voices are coming from. The other is a smooth baritone, with an accent of some sort that rolls and swirls around his words. In fact, he keeps flicking in and out of different languages, as does she every now and then. It’s European, maybe Icelandic, or Swedish. 
 
   “For fuck’s sake,” Vixon whispers to herself as she points us over to the elevator and walks towards it. I follow and crane my neck around her to get a glimpse of anyone that would dare shout at Roxanne in such a way. She may be odd, but she’s given me a chance at a new life, and if I can help, I will.
 
   “Shouldn’t we–”
 
   “Lovey, we definitely should not. That there is one of the only men in the world you do not want to play with. There are a few others, too, but that one is off limits, you get me?”
 
   “I don’t even know who he is. Why would I talk to him? I just thought we should help Roxanne, you know. He sounds pretty aggressive.” She laughs at me and pats the top of my head.
 
   “You’re cute, you know that? Rox’ll be fine. She’s handled him all her life just about. And he’s actually being quite normal at the moment by the sounds of it.”
 
   “Who is he?” I ask, still craning my head to try and get a glimpse of the man.
 
   “His name’s Pascal Van Der Braack, and if he ever comes within ten feet of you, you get down on your knees and put your head on the floor. That way he’ll hopefully honour the fact that you ain’t ready, okay?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really, lovey.”
 
   “But I don’t know what he looks like. How will I know if it’s him? And why should I–”
 
   “Oh, you’ll know him, lovey. He’s like a devil coming at you, with green eyes and a smile that evaporates panties. The world parts for him, you know? He’s just one of those Doms that needs no explanation. But here’s the thing, Lilah. You ain’t ready. You remember that when those eyes look at you, no matter how much you might think you want him, no matter how much your pussy screams for him, which it will, you just get down on the floor and then you beg for him not to touch you.”
 
   I’m not even sure what I should say to that. 
 
   “I don’t understand what you mean,” I respond as I watch her pressing the lift button over and over again, as if she’s desperate to get away from the argument still going on. “Why are they arguing? If he’s as bad as you say he is then we should go and help her, shouldn’t we? What if he hits her or hurts her?” 
 
   I don’t know why, but her desperation to leave is only fuelling my need to go and intervene. I might not be the strongest person in the world, but bullying is something I can’t stand. I’ve never had any patience for bullies. That came from two years of having to deal with it myself at college. It was one of the main reasons I left England in the first place, to get away from the constant barrage of texts and emails I received from a certain group of girls. I never did know why they disliked me, or felt the need to call me all the names under the sun when I walked past them. Dad said it was just girls being girls. It wasn’t until I slapped one of them in sheer desperation that they stopped. I just found the courage one day, or maybe the lack of will to go through another day of it, and I stood up for myself.
 
    Funny how things change when you do that.
 
   “Lilah, come,” Vixon says, snapping me out of my mini daydream. I look down to find that I’ve somehow managed to walk over to the doorway separating us from the voices. “Seriously, Lilah, get your skinny backside over here before I make my boys do some fucking work.”
 
   Something suddenly flashes behind the glass door and I stumble back as it’s thrown open in front of me. Vixon’s two men are by my side in a heartbeat and I gasp as they both drag on my arms to pull me away from it.
 
   “You will. I will not discuss this matter with you any longer. You are of no importance in this decision, Lucinda,” the male voice says, as he erupts into the hall space. An eruption is a fair description of what happens when I eventually see his actual body moving past me from the doorway. I’ve never seen sin move before, but I have now. If there was a thought in my brain, it’s gone. If there were any words in my throat, they’ve abandoned me. And I’m pretty certain if it wasn’t for the men holding me up, I’d be on the floor by now. He’s the most breathtaking thing I’ve ever seen, and I haven’t even seen his face. He’s magnificent, almost other worldly in his appearance, as he strides away from me in a cream suit, tailored to perfection. I want to speak, or think, but I can’t. I just can’t stop myself from watching him move. He suddenly stops and turns his head towards Vixon with a look I hadn’t even realised existed. It’s Godlike as he towers over her, or maybe she was right with her devil description. When I see the corner of his mouth turning upwards from the side, I know I’ve seen what she means, because I can feel my knickers throwing themselves at him. They’re literally tugging at me as if I should cast them aside and immediately part my legs for him. Lord knows what will happen if I get to see his eyes, too. I can’t breathe. What the fuck is that?
 
   “Clarissa,” he says as he steps toward her. I watch as she visibly shrinks away from him, perhaps in fear, or maybe respect might be a better word. He picks up the cane he’s holding and taps her cheek with the end of it. She flinches a little and looks at the floor. “You were disrespectful the last time we met, yes?”
 
   “Sir, yes, Sir,” she replies quietly, somehow managing to make herself look even smaller.
 
   “You are lucky he has me amused. My disappointment with you has been somewhat overcome. Although you should still apologize correctly, I think. Hmm?” She’s immediately on the floor for him, just as she told me, kneeling with her forehead on the cream marble in front of her. I’m no expert in these matters, but I’m pretty sure a Domme shouldn’t be kneeling for anyone. He snorts in disgust and stares down at her. “Where are your new morons? I feel inclined to take them from you for a time. Perhaps they can take your punishment for you, hmm?” he says crisply as he turns his head to search the space. My legs instantly give way as his eyes meet mine. I can see nothing but green, nothing. His hold on me is so intense that I’m not even concentrating on keeping my body up anymore. I’m just gazing into a green kind of hell. I know that, and I don’t want to do a thing about it. In fact, I think my soul just crawled across the floor to him, and I hope to Christ he doesn’t smile at me.
 
   “What have we here?” he says as those legs of his start moving. “Hmm? An array of possibilities waiting for me.”
 
   “Pascal, no, please,” Vixon says, or I think it was her. It might be one of the apparent morons still holding me up. I don’t know, because I’m utterly lost. My mind is functioning less and less by the second as he keeps moving at me with cat-like precision. I’ve never known the world to cease to exist around someone before, never understood what that meant, but with him, it does. There is nothing but green eyes, and lips that are slowly curving upwards in my vision. I wish I could stop my face from staring at him through the outside blur. I wish I could stay in control of the muscles that are supposed to be helping me to remain standing, but as I watch that smile increase into some kind of disaster of beauty, I know I’ve got nothing to fight with.
 
   “Name, my dear?” he says softly as he stops in front of me. I stare up at him in fascination and open my mouth to respond. “And do let go of her.” My arms are dropped the instant he commands it, and I crash to the floor in a heap at his feet. Thankfully, I lose eye contact the moment it happens, which appears to allow my brain to function again. It’s probably best not to look at him, isn’t it? That’s what Vixon said, just stay on the floor. That’s clearly what she meant.
 
   “Lilah James.” My voice comes out squeaky, and I’m so amused by the sound of it that I laugh at my own absurdity.
 
   “Lilah James, you are British.” I’m not sure if it’s a statement or a question, so I just nod my head and keep my eyes away from him. Not ready. I’m not ready. I wish something would tell my knickers that because they’re still trying to escape at the tone of his voice. “Lilah, are you to be sold? I may need to test the product?” My eyes snap up to his with no care for the effect. No, I am fucking not. Near whore I may be but I’m certainly not for sale, unless he’s buying me, then I might think twice. 
 
   “No, I’m not for sale,” I reply quietly.
 
   “Hmm,” he muses as he looks me over and then offers me his hand. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do. Stand up? Stay down? What? I flick my eyes over to Vixon – or maybe it’s Clarissa – to see her shaking her head and indicating that I should put my head on the floor again. Unfortunately, as I return my gaze to his, all I can see are his ‘come with me’ eyes beckoning, and before I know what I’m doing, my legs are pushing me upwards. My fingers touch his and it’s like someone just lit a flame. A strange kind of feeling that I’ve never felt before is upon me instantly. I snatch my hand away from him in fear of it. It’s debilitating, maybe incapacitating. I don’t know. I just don’t want it controlling me for some reason, because regardless of the fact my knickers seem to want to fall around my ankles, and even though the thought is disconcertingly appealing, there’s just a small part of me that’s saying no. Maybe it’s fear, or maybe it’s the unknown. Maybe it’s just that I can smell hell in his aftershave. Whoever this man is, Vixon is right. He isn’t the man for me. I’m not ready.
 
   “You are quite skittish, my dear. It is a pleasing characteristic to display,” he says as he holds his cane out in the direction of the door. I glance down at the black ebony with its silver top and wonder what that means before looking back up at him. “After you. You are exactly what I require in this moment. We can test you, hmm?” 
 
   Test me?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’ve told you to get the fuck out of my building, Pascal. Leave, now.” Roxanne comes screeching through the door. Her hair is down and wild as if she’s been physical with something, and she’s encased in a PVC outfit that’s so tight it shows off every curve on her body to full effect. He smiles at me and completely ignores her as she storms towards us. In fact, he takes another step into me and runs his finger over my collar bone. His touch is so soft, so gentle, that my whole body tingles at it, and for the first time, I feel my own lips curving upwards in reply to his. I’m trying not to, really I am. I know I should be scared, or back on the floor again maybe, but I just can’t stop his complete lack of interest at her tirade from making me giggle inside. It’s as if he cares so little for her outburst that he’s not even aware of it. It’s odd, but I can almost hear his brain telling me to just do as he asks and ignore whatever happens next.
 
   She’s suddenly at his back, screaming at him and shouting, but yet again, all I can really see are those green eyes. I’ve heard about this, people who have something about them that you just can’t get away from. I even thought I’d met a few in my time, but now I know I haven’t. My knickers really do want to explode as he smirks at me – a real smirk. He’s not one of those men who pretend to smirk when there’s nothing going on behind the eyes to indicate intelligence. No, this is one of those smirks that delivers all sorts of connotations with it. I can sense his intellect mapping out all kinds of scenarios for me. I can feel it oozing out of his skin and promising me his untold wisdom. It’s probably degenerate and certainly immoral, but that’s not stopping me from smiling back as I watch those eyes dancing with me.
 
   His hand suddenly flies around and grabs her by the throat. I’m so shocked by the move that I stumble back and fall into the morons who are still hovering behind me. He smiles once more at me before turning and pushing her backwards towards the wall. Her legs and arms flail as she fights with his wrist, but I can see the strength of his grip on her, and I can also see his peaceful frame as it glides effortlessly in some sort of death rhythm. He’s wraithlike as he moves, with some kind of unknown power over whatever he touches. He doesn’t even look like he’s trying, or exerting himself in any way. She just has no option, no choice but to do as he says, no matter how hard she fights him.
 
   “You forget yourself, Lucinda,” he says calmly as he holds her against the wall and licks up the side of her face. “Do you need another reminder, hmm? I thought we had dealt with this order of control.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything in reply, and I’m not surprised because I can see the colour rushing to her cheeks as she struggles for air. I’m frozen in place, just watching whatever this is unfolding in front of me. I should stop it. This is bullying, I’m sure of it, but something about this whole scenario seems allowable, necessary even. Maybe this is a game, or an ongoing argument. She doesn’t look scared, well, perhaps a little, but it’s more like this is something she’s done with him plenty of times before. He brings his face close to hers and watches her reactions carefully, inspects them for more information than she’s actually showing with her movements as she continues to struggle. 
 
   “Your scent becomes less palatable with each passing day,” he says, extending his arm and backing away from her as he lets go. She grabs at her throat and very nearly collapses to the floor beneath his feet. Her arms scrabble her back up it before she actually hits the deck, until she’s glaring at him again.
 
   “Get out,” she spits, still rubbing her neck. He smirks, and quick as a flash, he has his cane at her chin, tipping it upwards and away from his gaze.
 
   “I am taking your new toy with me.” 
 
   What new toy?
 
   “No, she’s–”
 
   “Mine to do with as I see fit, hmm? We have discussed who owns what, have we not? That belongs to me,” he says as he waves a hand in my direction. My eyes widen as I realise he’s talking about me. Do I hell belong to him.
 
   “I don’t think I fucking well do.” I’m sure that shouldn’t have actually left my lips. I’m so confused as to what the hell is going on, but I’m damn sure I don’t belong to anyone. If there’s the slightest possibility I do, it’s to Roxanne. She’s the one who rescued me after all, and I do owe her some amount of thanks. He slowly turns and looks back at me, and there isn’t the slightest hint of amusement or pleasantry in his eyes. They’re hard, focused, utterly deviant, and inexcusably vicious as they sparkle with undisclosed irritation. 
 
   “Your toy is untrained I see, an appealing prospect,” he snaps, still looking at me without the slightest hint of turning away. I can feel my body trembling a little as I try to hold his stare and defend myself. I can feel the need to flick my eyes away from him coursing through me, telling me to give in, give up, to not be stupid and put myself in harm’s way. But there’s part of me that simply can’t move because I’m somehow held here by his emerald watch. Maybe he’s a wizard, or a warlock is possibly a more correct assumption.
 
   “She’s not ready, Pascal,” Roxanne says quietly, and then she grunts at something. It’s enough for me to turn and see what. He’s pushing the end of his cane into her face, squashing it into the wall and obviously causing her pain.
 
   “Stop, please,” I say, taking a quick step forward to protect her with my arms stretching out to him. I’ve no clue what I’m going to do but I can’t watch her squealing and hurting. “Please, don’t hurt her. I’ll go if–” He smirks at me and scans over my body.
 
   “Your toy is also sweet natured, how deathly tedious. Does it know nothing yet?” There’s another grunt of pain followed by a gurgling sound as he sneers a little and then licks his very attractive lips. I doubt I should be thinking about his lips, or his still perfectly pressed suit and matching tie. “Lift your dress,” he says to me. My eyes widen, and that’s really not helping me to not look at his lips. I really wish I didn’t want to. I’m not even sure if my knickers are still in one piece.
 
   “I...”
 
   “Now,” he snaps. I hear Roxanne grunting again and hope that me lifting my dress will stop her distress because no one else is doing a fucking thing to help. The two morons are still doing nothing, and Vixon is just kneeling on the floor, looking at it as if transfixed.
 
   “Let her go and I will.” His brow rises slowly.
 
   “You believe this a negotiation, my dear? I negotiate with only two people, and you are neither of them. Lift your dress, or I shall do it for you.” Oh. The sudden flash of mirth that graces his face is disconcerting to say the least, and leaves me with no doubt that if I don’t do as he asks, he will, indeed, do it for me. I gently pick up the bottom of my dress and hope for the best as I gingerly pull it upwards across my thighs. It’s only my legs after all, and my crotch, which is hopefully still covered by my knickers. And if he lets Roxanne go because of it then I’ve done what I need to, haven’t I?
 
   There’s a small twitch of his mouth as I keep staring at him and pull it up to my waist. Thank God I’ve got heels on. That should go some way to lengthening my too short legs. Although why I’m so bothered about what he thinks of my figure, I don’t know. He doesn’t even look, doesn’t acknowledge my crotch in the slightest, just continues to laugh at me with his ever present eyes and licks his lips again.
 
   “Divine,” he says, and with a dramatic flinging of his hands, he removes the cane from Roxanne and walks across to me. “Would you like some schooling?” 
 
   I shake my head instantly in reply. I am very much aware that I’m not ready for his type of teaching, regardless of what my knickers may have to say about it. 
 
   “Mmm, I think you would, my dear. I believe your squirming is imperative to save my sanity. Would you like to save my sanity, hmm? Help me? I am much distressed.”
 
   “I don’t think–”
 
   “Mmm, yes, do not do that. It is quite unwise to contradict that which one’s body craves. You are wet, are you not?” Clearly.
 
   “Vixon said I wasn’t ready,” I mumble.
 
   “You are not. This fact makes you all the more mouth-watering.”
 
   “I’ve got to...” Change? Run? Get home to England where there’s a modicum of normality.
 
   “Got to what, my dear? Hmm? Suck my cock while you kneel for me? Let me defile you with varying objects to hand? Bend over so I can come on your back? Pray, do tell?” Oh dear God, who talks like that so openly? And why am I panting?
 
   “I’m not sure if... I’ve not done any of this before, and...” The thought is both worrying and extraordinarily tempting. He is undoubtedly the most beautiful man I have ever seen. I can’t stop my body reacting to him, or my mind. It’s as if every bone, tissue and muscle in my body is screaming for him.
 
   “Lessons then. I am more than willing to oblige.”
 
   “But Roxanne said I work for her.”
 
   “And therefore me.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I enjoy this English ‘Oh’ you both use. It forms a delicious shape to your lips.” Both? I’m the only Brit here as far as I can see. Oh, Vixon? Who’s he talking about now?
 
   “Pascal, let her stay here. Take one of the other girls. She’s clearly not ready for you, and–”
 
   “Do desist with your constant whining, Lucinda. I am quite bored with it.”
 
   “You’re her boss?”
 
   “Boss is one way of distinguishing my position over her.”
 
   “Well, I guess I have to then.” 
 
   “Wonderful, come,” he says as he spins on his heel and casually wanders towards the door. He doesn’t wait for me to follow, doesn’t even look back at me. I suppose I’m just expected to go with him. Roxanne is in my face before I get a chance to move, pushing my dress back down and straightening it out.
 
   “I’m sorry, Lilah. I didn’t know he was in town. I would have kept you locked up had I known,” she says, stepping away from me again and glancing over me. “You look lovely. Now, I’ll give you some advice. You do everything he says, without hesitation or sarcasm. If he says sit, you sit. If he says piss yourself, you do it. Do you understand, Lilah? If you do that, you’ll be fine. You smile, you let him touch you where he wants to, and the moment you can, you ask him to let you have a safeword. He might just listen to it if you please him enough.”
 
   “You mean a word to get me out of something if I don’t like it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re gonna be okay, lovey. Just do like Rox says and you’ll do great,” Vixon says as she joins us from the other side of the room, faffing about with my coat and acting like she does not really think I’m gong to be okay at all.
 
   “But you said I wasn’t–”
 
   “Ready. Yes, you’re not, but it appears he’s taken a fancy, and there’s nothing any of us can do about that unfortunately. You’re gonna go to a place called Eden, and he’s gonna do his version of seducing you. Just enjoy it. I don’t know many that haven’t. He only gets overly rowdy when something pisses him off, or he’s gone too long without stimulation, which is something Pascal never really does.”
 
   “Will I come back here after?”
 
   “Yes, he’ll send you back when he’s done with you,” Roxanne says as she walks us over to the door and opens it, pushing me out. “And, Lilah?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply nervously, glancing at the car waiting at the side of the road with its door open for me and then back to her.
 
    “Remember everything. He’s probably the most highly decorated Dominant this world of ours has, and if you can please him, the others will be easy. You’ll be an over qualified sub within two days. They’ll pay a fortune for you.” 
 
   I’m not sure whether to be proud of that or not, so I take a last look back at her and nod my head with a small smile. Vixon stands beside her with a full beam on her face as if she’s trying to comfort me. It’s not working. I’m suddenly scared shitless. 
 
   I turn towards the waiting door and then look at the street. I could run, couldn’t I? Both Roxanne and Vixon have told me that. In fact, they’ve both told me to go on a few occasions if I wasn’t comfortable with what was happening. And I’m so not comfortable with what is currently going on now. I don’t know this man for shit, and I’ve just witnessed his version of irritated. It doesn’t bode well for what he’s going to be with me, the woman who knows nothing of this world. My feet itch for freedom with no thought to the consequences. I should just go, finish this and find a new life somehow. Beg, borrow, steal even. I’ve done it before, I could do it again, couldn’t I?
 
   “Lilah James, what turns you on the most, hmm? What is your fetish?” his voice says from inside the dark car as a hand appears, dangling a flute of champagne from slender fingers. Champagne, really? Are we celebrating something? Only my possible demise from an expert torture deliverer, I’m sure.
 
   “Intelligence,” I reply as I watch the snow floating down around me and wonder where the hell I could find a bed for the night. He chuckles inside and waggles the champagne at me again.
 
   “Please do not make me come out there for you. I have had quite enough of chasing English women down for one lifetime.”
 
   I’ve got nowhere to go, have I? Nobody is waiting for me, or coming to rescue me. There isn’t a superhero about to swoop down and take me to his lair for safety. There’s only a man in a car who wants to come on my back. Or use varying implements on me. In me. How bad can it be? Apparently he’s the best. At least I’ll know what to expect after him. At least I’ll be able to make money quicker and get the hell out of Oddville. I take my first step forward and feel the heat coming from inside the car. It’s indicative of the elevated temperature emanating from my knickers and the very thought of the most beautiful man in the world touching me again.
 
   “I am becoming bored, my dear. Not a feeling I am at my kindest disposition languishing within.”
 
   I quite believe it, and it hurries my next step forward until I’m sliding into the seat and pulling on my seatbelt for some security as I slam the door.
 
   In other circumstances, I’m sure I would be flattered that this man wants me. I’m sure I would be hitching up my dress again and possibly mounting him at this precise moment. Unfortunately, I just feel forced into it. Like I have no other choice, which is fundamentally the truth.  I can’t stop the rush of discord consuming me as the car pulls away. I just wanted to come to New York and make something of myself. Not for anyone else, just for me, so I could show those bullies that Lilah James could do it, that she was someone and could make a go of her life. Instead, I’m sitting here in the back of a limo with a Dominant who’s going to fuck me, use me, teach me some lessons, and then send me back to make him some more money. What a wonderful thought.
 
   “What do I call you?” I ask quietly, keeping my eyes away from his. I’m definitely not getting attached to him in the slightest. This isn’t love, is it? It’s a business transaction, maybe his way of making sure he gets the most bucks for me. I suppose Roxanne’s right – the more he shows me, the better I’ll become at allowing the rutting kinky society their pleasures. I’ll just do what he says and then I’ll be ready to make money. Money I need to get out of here.
 
   “Sir,” he replies, trying to hand me the champagne. I don’t take it. This isn’t a date, for God’s sake. I shake my head at him and look out the window. Sir? What has he done to deserve my respect? Other than be excruciatingly attractive.
 
   “Why?” He laughs, and continues laughing. It’s worryingly addictive. It has that warmth about it that makes me want to join in. I keep my head slightly bowed and stab my nails into my hand to remind myself that this isn’t real – that he doesn’t actually like me in any way. I’m just a fuck toy for him, yet another unnoticed nod at stupid Lilah James, probably a good fuck, but not worth getting to know, or trying to understand in any way. 
 
   She’s certainly not good enough to keep.
 
   “It has been some time since someone has asked that question. I find myself unable to answer you, I’m afraid,” he says with another small chuckle as he finds his composure again.
 
   “No, you don’t need to answer that. I’m sorry. You deserve your respect, I’m sure. It’s just I’ve never done this before, and I don’t know what to do or say,” I reply, still jabbing my fingernails in and hoping I don’t sound like an utter idiot.
 
   “Where were you when Jacob found you?”
 
   “Up on forty-fifth somewhere.”
 
   “How long had you been running?”
 
   “I wasn’t running. I lost my job, then my home. I had nowhere to go. That’s all. I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind. It’s hardly relevant, and neither is this conversation. Just tell me what you expect and we’ll get on with it.”
 
   “It is more relevant than you would think, my dear. How do you expect to give me your all if you do not disclose your past, hmm?” he says as he turns my face towards him with his cane. I flinch at the contact and try to pull my head away again. “I will fuck you in every way possible, but if you refuse me access to that delectable mind, I cannot break you entirely. We must all break to become whole, my dear. It is inevitable.”
 
   “You don’t need access to my mind,” I reply, tentatively moving the cane from my face. “From what I gather, if I fuck well enough then I should make you plenty of money. That’s all this is about.” He raises a brow at my outburst and then narrows those green eyes.
 
   “You are quite direct, my dear.”
 
   “I’m just not fussed by trying to make this something it’s not, Sir.” He smirks at me and places the cane down at my side with yet another amused lift of his lips.
 
   “You do not condone my world, hmm?”
 
   “I know nothing of your world, but you’re right. I don’t condone forcing people to have sex when they don’t want to. I’m smart. I could have worked for Roxanne in other ways to pay off my debt, thanked her for her efforts without having to resort to this.”
 
   “You find me fucking you a distressing thought?”
 
   “I find sleeping with you so you can make money out of me a distressing thought, yes.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, this is what I do. You are yet another reasonably expensive commodity that I now own. Of course, should you choose, I will have the car stop and you may leave.”
 
   That old chestnut. Do they all use that? Helpful it is not.
 
   “And go where?”
 
   “That is not my concern,” he replies immediately, smiling yet more and crossing his long legs. Egotistical bastard.
 
   “Exactly. You know I have no option but this available and yet you continue to force the issue.”
 
   “My dear, had I wanted to force you, I would have fucked you on the hall floor. Or perhaps already have driven myself into your ass without any further thought on how my cock currently aches for release.” 
 
   Clearly this is the type of language I’m now going to have to deal with. I suppose this is what whores do. Maybe it’s supposed to be sexy in some way.
 
   “But you still keep me here,” I reply, rolling my eyes at the attempt to scare or intimidate me and gazing out the window instead.
 
   “Jones, pull the car over.” What? The car immediately pulls to the kerb. “Out you go.”
 
   “But I have nowhere to go,” I snap, swinging my head back to him. There’s no reply. “Please, I have nothing.” There’s still no reply, nothing other than a smirk and him drinking his champagne while straightening his already perfectly straight tie. “Please, Pascal, I can’t go anywhere and it’s freezing. I have nothing.”
 
   “I am not telling you that you must go, my dear, only that the option is obtainable,” he says as he leans across me and pushes the door open. I stare out into the street in panic. “Choose, my dear. I am attempting to be decent. I have become aware of my decency again recently. She would commend me for it.”
 
   “What? Who?” I ask, swinging my eyes back to his amused ones again.
 
   “Are you exiting?”
 
   “I... No... Please, I don’t want to…” Nothing else comes out as I continue looking at him and silently beg him to close the door. Whatever I might not want to happen, I sure as hell don’t want to go out there again. I can handle whatever happens here. It’s just fucking, right? I can’t survive out there again, and more importantly, I can’t make any money out there. His face flattens from its amused stare until it’s just a gaze of intrigue, maybe interest.
 
   “Close the door, my dear,” he eventually says, turning his head from me and blowing out a huff for some reason. “You are quite right. It is unfairly cold and I am hungry. Your nipples are also too much of a temptation for me to behave much longer, a potentially damaging circumstance to your innocence, indeed. Have you eaten? And do not call me by my name again. It is reserved for only a few.” What the hell was that about? Hungry? And my nipples? I look down to see them on show through my dress for the world to see, so I grab my coat around me.
 
   “Who on earth are you?”
 
   “I am Sir to you. That is all you need to know. Close the door, Lilah James, and tell me how smart you are. Do you play chess?”
 
   “No,” I reply quietly, pulling the door to with a sigh of thanks and fiddling with my coat again to ensure my errant nipples aren’t on display any more. Although, I can’t stop the snort to myself at the thought; it’s not like I should bother covering them really, is it?
 
   “Shame, I could do with a new challenge.” 
 
   Could he? Maybe I can distract him out of this situation.
 
   “I play cards.”
 
   “Fascinating.”
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “I’m sure.” If there was ever a sarcasm master, I’m sure this man is him.
 
   “I am. I won like a thousand bucks at the casino once,” I reply, slightly indignant at his tone. “And I can beat just about anyone at poker.” I’ve been told this about myself. I have a good poker face, apparently. No real expressions. That comes from years of legal manoeuvrings, never giving anything away. Probably the hours on end searching research documents and cutting through the crap that wasn’t relevant to anything. Facts, nothing else, are something I’ve become very good at, something that helped me survive the streets as I showed no fear, unlike some of the other poor girls.
 
   “Hmm, this is a highly unlikely outcome for someone who throws away her dissolving underwear with only a touch to her collar bone.” Possibly true, but not the point, frankly.
 
   “I did not give you my underwear,” I spit out, in the hope of regaining some element of control.
 
   “I can assure you, you did.” Condescending arsehole.
 
   “Fuck off!” It’s out before I can stop it. My hand flies to my mouth the instant a scowl erupts on his face. It’s worrisome to say the least, so I hitch myself a little further away from him and cling to the door for support. “Oh God, I’m sorry. That was so rude, and completely uncalled for. I didn’t... It’s just, you–”
 
   “I just what? Hmm? Open your mouth,” he snaps, a slight sneer now overriding the scowl that was in place, making him all the more concerning.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I feel the need to punish your overenthusiastic outburst.” 
 
   “I…”
 
   “The ‘oh’ shape is preferable, but not necessary,” he says as he grabs the back of my head with such force that I yelp out in reply and kick out in hope. His rough hand yanks me down towards his lap as the other wrenches at his belt and grasps his cock out of the fly. I can smell his scent assault the air immediately as I kick out again in the hope of escape. It’s strong and musky, and my lips are so close to him I can’t help but lick them in anticipation, regardless of my useless struggling. I wish I didn’t want him. I wish there was a way of saying no and making him stop the car again, but the feeling of being forced down to him is making me moan without thinking about it. My body gives up its pointless struggle as his hand grabs his shaft and he tugs me closer to his cock. 
 
   “You should open wider, my dear. You know you want to,” he says as he brushes the tip of himself over my lips twice, almost as if he’s asking me before forcing me. I could bite him, I suppose. That could work. Let him shove it into me and then take control of the situation by sinking my teeth in. But try as I might, I don’t appear to have a hope of controlling my response. My tongue swipes across him eagerly, against my better judgement, and I unwittingly relish the sigh that leaves him. It instantly sends more very direct signals to my knickers, and as I open my mouth a little, he pushes hard on my head and slams his hips up into me. Deep throat is something I can do, but never have I felt so filled, and he just holds me there as the whore in me savours the feel of him, almost mechanically. There is no connection here, nothing to make me feel wanted or needed, but something feels okay about it nonetheless. I couldn’t be more confused if I tried, and no matter how perplexed I may be, it doesn’t stop my hand from snaking its way to his thigh to hold him in place. It’s like my brain wants to take control of what’s happening. Or maybe I’m just trying to show him I’m willing as I swirl my tongue around him and try to move a little. This might be his form of punishment, for whatever reason, but giving an intimate blowjob is one of my favourite things in the world. He couldn’t have picked a worse form of punishment if he tried. And apparently being pushed and forced is something that appeals to my groin, too, because I can feel my already damp knickers getting wetter by the minute. In fact, if he flipped me over and fucked me, I’d probably enjoy it. I pull back a little and try to indicate a rhythm to him, which he seems to accept as his hand softens a little. It’s not much, but he does allow me to move up and down on him. I do, and I enjoy the thought more and more as I lose myself in the moment. Blowjobs with a man I hardly know in the back of a car. Oh, Lilah James, you little slut. 
 
   His grunts come slowly at first as he lets me find my way around him. He occasionally changes the angle of my head, showing me his preference, and pushes in deeper again, but other than that, I know I’m doing a good job. I know this because of the tightening and slight jerk of his thigh beneath my hand as dig my nails in.
 
   “You are to swallow,” he says calmly above me as he pushes on the back of my head again and then tips my head up towards him. His eyes hold me instantly as my throat widens for him again. Over and over, I travel up and down the length of him, unable to remove my gaze from his handsome face. He frowns a little and grunts again as I feel his thighs tense beneath me. “Grasp tighter,” he mumbles while groaning out his pleasure. I put my full weight into digging my nails in and feel my own elation at the strangled noise that leaves him. Seems he likes a little pain, too. I tighten my lips and allow my teeth to drag a little, just enough to work out how much he needs from me. He groans again and I watch his whole face soften with some undisclosed feeling as he lets go of my head completely and leans his head back away from me.
 
   I keep sucking and nibbling gently, swirling my tongue around him until I can feel my own groin contracting around the situation. I’m not sure I’ve ever been so horny, almost to the point of touching myself. I’m actually desperate to come. And while I do love sucking a man, I can’t remember it ever making me want to come before now. He grunts again and starts talking under his breath in a foreign language, one I understand this time. It’s Italian. He’s swearing and cursing me for being too good at something, and as he stills and the tip of him swells, I can’t help but feel utterly pleased with myself regardless of the circumstances. This is something Lilah James is good at, and no one is taking that from me, no one. If this is what I can prove I’m good at then I will, without remorse. And I’ll make my exit money while I’m doing it.
 
   There’s no noise as he comes down my throat – nothing, no cries or groans of pleasure. There’s just his hands grabbing at the back of my hair again and holding me in place roughly. I can feel the ferocity in them being contained, as if he’s withholding some of the strength in his grip. Maybe he’s trying not to scare me. I saw what these hands did to Roxanne, and at the moment, I think this is his version of kind, sated maybe.
 
   He slowly allows me to pull my head away and looks straight out of the window. He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t put his cock away either. He just gazes out of the window and mumbles under his breath about something as he relaxes in the seat. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful sight. He’s at least six foot of prime alpha male lounging in his finery after coming in the mouth of a woman he cares nothing for. A primal act no doubt, and something I’m very aware has just intrigued me beyond belief. That someone could be so dispassionate about a passionate act is enthralling to my emotionless sensibilities. Although, a thank you would have been nice.
 
   I pull myself back up and scoot across to the other side of the car, in an attempt to get away from whatever it is that I’ve just done. Why did I do that? What on earth is wrong with me? I couldn’t stop myself from giving a complete stranger a blowjob in the back of a car. Odd. Quite unnerving really. If not fascinating.
 
   “I didn’t enjoy that,” I insist as I jab my nails back into my hand to once again remind myself that this is not love. It’s nothing but sex. 
 
   That’s it. Make money. Leave.
 
   “Indeed you did, my dear. And we shall find out why soon enough, yes?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   “Take her to my suite,” he said to Ruebin, who was waiting for them when the car arrived.
 
   “Sir, yes, Sir, but wouldn’t she be better in the–” He snarled at the boy, halting the drivel that would surely pour out, and refusing to deal with another tirade from the child. At twenty-four, he may not have been an actual child, but he behaved as one. He was also becoming dull, yet another reason he hadn’t bothered with any more formal acknowledgment of their status. He was reasonably trustworthy and had a large cock. Other than that, though, he was simply an outlet. 
 
   Unlike Ms. Lilah James, who had just sucked him off with an acute instinct to his needs without even realising she could. Perfect teeth, and an undeniably efficient mouth as she’d delivered precision with aplomb. He couldn’t even begin to understand why he’d felt the need to take her. Fuck her, yes. She was potentially the most devastatingly attractive little thing he’d ever seen, with her grey eyes and fiery little comebacks. However, he could have done that while he was there, and yet for some inexplicable reason, he’d felt the need to have her alone. Without being watched. It was highly disconcerting. He didn’t need that kind of distraction in his life. Elizabeth was quite enough. He wasn’t built for this kind of interest in something, and rather more importantly, he only had so much care to give, all of which was for Alexander and his needs.
 
   Ruebin bowed his head and walked past him to the car without another word. Presumably, he was already concerned enough about his wellbeing given the beating he’d taken only a short while ago. He watched his little uncomfortable ass go to her as she waited by the side of the car, and felt a pang of care for the boy. He was a decent sort of thing. Maybe he should find him a match, somebody who could give him the care and loyalty he deserved. He shook his head to himself with a final glance at Lilah’s mouth and wandered into Eden, deciding to give it more thought at another time.
 
   His PA, Hayley Rosset, was on him in an instant, shuffling her papers around and flanking him as he walked towards the office. Good God, he needed a break. He needed a break from his month long break, which was not actually a break. Dealing with Alexander’s emotional state had quite worn him out. Although, he had to admit that having Elizabeth wrapped around him most of the time had been refreshingly agreeable, in a pleasant sort of way. Not a word he’d played with much in his life. She had this air about her, this comforting presence of acceptance. That was, no doubt, why Alexander loved her so. She was a quite infuriatingly tempting woman in reality, one he would have happily claimed for himself, maybe even kept. That time was over now. She would never be leaving Alexander again. If she was still there after witnessing what she had and being made aware of his past, it meant she was giving him everything, her very soul.  She would honour him and be loyal to him for the rest of her existence. And give her soul she would, when he could just figure out how to help them find a balance.
 
   “Sir, all of these need signing,” Hayley said primly as she perched on his desk and dropped several folders in front of him. He rolled his eyes and reached for the decanter of Cognac in irritation, and then his cigarettes, too.
 
   “Why can you not do this? Is it not what I pay you for?”
 
   “Sir, I’m happy to, but since you don’t trust me as far as you could throw me, I assumed you’d want to do it yourself.” 
 
   “How long is it since you fucked my brother?”
 
   “Fabrice? Two years, Sir,” she replied, batting her eyelashes, slipping her ass off the desk, and then wandering round his office as if she owned the space. She did not.
 
   “When did you last suck my cock?”
 
   “Precisely thirty-nine days ago, in London.”
 
   “Hmm... I don’t remember.” He doubted he’d forget Lilah’s mouth so readily. Why the hell couldn’t he get her disloyalty out of his mind all of a sudden? It was a long time ago and she’d proven her worthiness since then. Fabrice was a conniving little cunt who normally got his own way with anything rightfully belonging to Pascal. As he had done all those years ago.
 
   “Why do I still have you working for me? If I do not trust you to do what you’re paid for then I can’t fathom my reasoning for such idiocy.”
 
   “You told me you forgave my indiscretion.”
 
   “I have never forgiven any individual a single thing. I think it may be time for you to leave.”
 
   “But, I... Please, Pascal, you know I can’t leave. I have to pay for my mother’s care,” she squawked, spinning and advancing on him. He moved away swiftly and headed for his desk chair to block her advance.
 
   “A concern for you, I am positive. However, I am tired, and am in need of a secretary I trust implicitly. That is not you. Actually, I am in need of someone to do all of this for me. I am bored with it, undeniably and intrinsically jaded by the responsibility.” And Alexander didn’t like her, never had as far as he could tell. The man was a better judge of character than he gave him credit for. He’d even gone out of his way to find out that she was fucking Fabrice for him. A sign of loyalty indeed. It was no surprise he loved the man so.
 
   “I’ll do that for you,” she said, scrabbling with folders to look professional. Dull. “I know all the businesses inside out. You could just do whatever you liked. In fact, it would be better if you did and then I wouldn’t have to call on you so much.”
 
   “I bet you wouldn’t,” he replied, narrowing his eyes at her as she hitched her skirt a little, revealing her tanned legs. His cock, having just received an impressive sucking, wasn’t the slightest bit tempted by her seduction. In fact, it quite repulsed him. “No. This is finished. You can go today, Ms. Rosset. Send Emanuelle in as you go.”
 
   “Pascal, please! My mother...” 
 
   He slammed his hand on the desk, scattering the folders and paper across the floor. Her voice was now irritating him beyond all reasonable standards.
 
   “What about your mother? Hmm? You have accumulated a substantial amount of money in your accounts thanks to your skimming. Yes, I know about the others, too. From what I can gather, you should have several hundred thousand stashed successfully by now. It is plenty for you to live on while you find yourself other employment.”
 
   “But, I–”
 
   “No, enough now. I am exhausted with outmanoeuvring the one person I should be trusting with my life. I have no one who I trust implicitly as he does. I need one of those. You are not it. Go.”
 
   “Please...”
 
   “GO!” She shook at his force and took a step away from him. He kept staring to make sure no further stupidity fell from her mouth. She eventually nodded and backed out of the room, leaving him with silence and a fucking headache. He blew out a long breath and collapsed back into his chair again. Tired – so fucking tired. Keeping up this exterior was truly fatiguing to his sanity. He put his feet up on the desk and gazed at the paperwork scattered around the floor. More fucking hours of work. He hadn’t started all this to have to actually work. When had it all become about numbers and legal documents? Responsibilities. Too many people worked for him, and there were too many deals to manage. Too many clubs, too many accountabilities, and not one person he trusted enough to do it all for him. He’d just sacked his secretary, and only an hour before that he’d told his wife she would not be running that side of their illegal business any more. He needed to close that down first. He had nowhere near enough time to deal with that type of obligation. Yes, he’d call Jon Insbrucker and negotiate a way out, maybe even offer the business to him at a small cost. He didn’t need the money himself anymore, and it would mean he could concentrate on family matters that were becoming increasingly concerning. A wayward nephew and an up-and-coming slut of a niece. Not that he gave the slightest damn about their proclivities, only that they would inherit all he had worked for one day, and he wouldn’t be giving it to someone who would destroy it. His decision to not have children of his own had been one of the easier ones he’d made. No child deserved this kind of existence. Houses of disrepute filled with dishonourable intentions were no place to organise the next generation, and he quite enjoyed their innocence. Their beauty was endearing. He also remembered the first time he’d received his own mother’s version of maternal instinct, and doubted he had anything particularly pleasant to offer as a result.
 
   “Oh, what an ungodly mess,” Lilah said from the door. His head shot up from his maudlin musings.
 
   “I told Ruebin to take you to my suite.”
 
   “I know, and he did, but I’ve been locked up long enough already. I wondered if there was anything I could do for you. Looks like there is,” she replied as she got down on the floor and started gathering the documents together. Her hands worked meticulously, fingering the paper and filing it as she went. Her lithe form swayed and undulated as she twisted and turned in front of him, and he couldn’t remove his gaze from her body. He was so shocked by her daring to disobey him that he simply watched the show and pondered the correct response for such an act of defiance. This would normally constitute a beating, but maybe a spanking would be sufficient for such a small error of judgement. She was, after all, an innocent in these ways. Still, his fingers itched at the prospect. Perhaps he could spank this overemotional mood out of himself.
 
   “Get up off the floor and lean over the desk.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “My dear, did I or did I not tell you to go with Ruebin?”
 
   “Yes, but I was–” He raised a brow and watched her lips come to an abrupt halt. He pointed to the desk and pulled his legs from it to make room for her. She gingerly pulled herself upright and inched her way toward it with a frown. “Does it hurt?”
 
   “Yes. This is the point of a punishment, no?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose it is,” she replied calmly, easing herself onto the table and turning her face towards him. He gazed at her eyes for a moment and watched as she exhaled a breath and stared back. She reminded him of something – something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Her eyes were hard, yet kind, not yet tainted maybe. She didn’t seem scared, in fact, she seemed positively peaceful as she continued with her gaze and placed her hands on the desk quietly. A natural submissive, quiet, controlled in her quest to please and do as she was asked. Whether it was a true need to appease him and receive her dues he didn’t know, only that she didn’t fight him about it. He stood and dragged her dress up across her ass as he moved past her.
 
   “What is your favourite month of the year, my dear?” he asked as he ran his fingers across her quite lovely skin.
 
   “July, I like the summer months. It’s warm, and I enjoy spending days lazing in the park, eating picnics, drinking wine. Alone.” It sounded an appealing prospect, not something he’d entertained in many years. He spanked her backside so sharply she yelped out in pain, so he did it three more times and then poured his glass of Cognac straight across the reddened imprint of his hand. She sighed, and then began to twitch around as he rubbed the alcohol in and allowed her a brief respite from the pain that would surely come the moment he sank his teeth in. 
 
   “July is a good month. There are only four letters in it after all,” he mused, pressing his hands onto her back to hold her in place. He bit down on her ass as viciously as his current mood would allow and savoured the sound of her scream. It touched him in places he hadn’t felt with anyone but Elizabeth and Alexander lately. It was guttural, bellowed from the depths of her very being, a true indication of a need she was not aware she owned. Her skin quivered against his lips as he ran his tongue across it and pondered the amount of pain she would take from him. Was her cunt as needy as her skin for his touch? Mmm, possibly. He decided he would find out later, regardless of the fact that she was presently pushing herself at him and widening her legs gracefully. His cock immediately argued with his decision making process. It didn’t do that often. Normally it did as it was told.
 
   He chuckled to himself and released her back from its confined position. She didn’t move, didn’t say a word, just waited for him to instruct her. “You are a natural, my dear. I am satisfied with this outcome. Now, go back to my suite and wait there.”
 
   “Okay,” she replied quietly as she raised herself from the table and cast her gaze at the mess on the floor again. “Or I could tidy that up for you?” He sighed in dismay at her defiance.
 
   “My dear, have I not just beaten your ass for disobeying me. Do you require more?”
 
   “No,” she said softly, without the slightest sense of fear. “I just, well, it seems you need someone to help. I can do that, help.”
 
   He stared at her with an amused expression. She was an interesting creature, full of guts and gumption, and seemingly not bothered by her beating in the slightest.
 
   “Do you not fear the possibility of an exasperated response to your disobedience?”
 
   “What are you going to do? Ruin a money making prospect before you’ve had a chance to train her?” she replied haughtily, getting back down on the floor and shuffling papers around again. “I may be in an unusual position in my life, but I am far from dense when it comes to making money.”
 
   He stroked his chin while watching her and lighting up a cigarette. He found himself suddenly more amused at his own odd reaction to her disobedience than hers. She intrigued him with her noncompliance as she rambled on about making money.
 
   “There are many clients who would very much enjoy watching you cry, my dear. Many men and women who would pay handsomely to watch you scream and beg for mercy.”
 
   “I’m sure there are, and I’m sure you’re one of them. It doesn’t change the fact that your office is a pigsty and you look tired. Or maybe that’s what you always look like,” she said as she opened a binder and started filing documents again. “Breathtakingly so.” 
 
   The afterthought was so quiet he almost didn’t catch it. Thankfully, he did. It always did his soul good to take a genuine compliment from an innocent. And he was tired, very much so. Sleep was needed.
 
   “I’m glad you approve, my dear,” he replied, swirling his Cognac and watching her nimble fingers fumbling around. She was becoming more fuckable by the moment.
 
   “I didn’t mean… I only meant you were...” She sat back on her haunches and stared at him. “I’m sure you know what you are. And you’re right, I should go. Sorry,” she said, getting up and straightening her dress again nervously. She made her way to the door and began to step through it.
 
   “Did I give you permission to leave, my dear?”
 
   “Oh, no, but you said I should...”
 
   “I’m hungry.” Not just for food, it seemed.
 
   “Right?” she said, drawing out the R beautifully and staring at him in mystification.
 
   “Do you enjoy seafood?”
 
   “Who doesn’t?” she clipped, almost scolding in her tone as she kept her eyes fixed on him. He ran his fingers over his lips and gazed at her mouth with its fiery little comments. Appealing indeed.
 
   “Mmm. I’ll have the chef send some up then, if you’d care to join me. You may carry on with your…” He flicked his hand at whatever it was that she was doing, “…organising, while I make some calls.”
 
   “Oh. Right. Okay, I’ll just put these over there then,” she replied, snatching up her papers again and sorting through them.
 
   He picked up the phone and called through to the kitchen for a platter of food then watched her as she moved around. She was elegant, graceful. She had an underlying calm about her, almost serene as she focused on her task and let nothing get in the way of it. Calculated digits stroked the papers and filed them appropriately into the corresponding drawers and cupboards. It was as if she had been in the office before. She seemed to know where everything should live and what needed to go where.  Her rich, dark brown hair swayed and grazed across her shoulders fluidly as she moved from side to side. Reaching and stretching into various cupboards, she showed her flexibility, perching on one leg to reach high and then bending down to find more folders to work on. He found himself mesmerised by the performance. She was probably a dancer or maybe an athlete at some point in her past. Her muscles were still strong from something, and her face was always focused, with a constant smile playing around her lips as if she were continually thinking of something that had her amused. He found himself wondering what would amuse such a woman in this situation. She‘d been taken from everything she knew by a man who had just spanked her for disobedience, and yet something was funny? He liked whatever mischievous thought process was going on in there more by the minute. Maybe she was plotting her escape. Never mind, he liked a good chase.
 
   “Have you just fired Hayley?” a voice called loudly through the door. He shook his head to clear it of the interesting little thing in the corner and lifted his head to Emanuelle’s blue eyes and blonde hair. She stormed across to him and began waving her hands around theatrically. One of his better submissives she might have been, but these temper tantrums she was beginning to have on occasion were becoming intolerable. She ran the club; that was all. She certainly did not run him.
 
   “Turn yourself around, and then enter the room correctly.”
 
   “Sir, this is serious. Who else will look after all this, run it? I can’t. I don’t have the brains to, and–”
 
   “Get your scrawny little cunt back out of my office and come in correctly.” He heard the sharp intake of breath from the corner where his new little friend was standing, but kept his focus on Emanuelle. She stopped talking instantly, then stared directly at the floor and slowly backed out of the room. His fingers tapped the table in disgust at her attitude. Beautiful she may have been, and undeniably perfect in her ability to take him with her moaning and groaning, but she was becoming too comfortable in her position. She was beginning to take liberties with a status she was neither given nor entitled to. No one was, only Alexander, and Elizabeth, apparently. 
 
   Her body sank to the floor as she hovered outside the door and then knelt at the doorway, waiting for an invitation. Only three people ever walked into his office without invitation – one he’d just sacked, and the other two were gallivanting around New York, without him. And of course, Lilah James had just managed it, somehow. He needed to rectify that at some point in the future when he wasn’t quite so consumed by his overly excitable cock.
 
   “Speak,” he snapped at her as she assumed the perfect submissive position and drew in a long, calming breath before him. 
 
   “Sir, please. I am scared, nervous. I am worried for you. Please let me help you. I’ll do anything to help you, you know I will, Sir.” Better, and quite graceful, as usual. He tapped his fingers again and she slowly lifted her gaze until she caught his. He curled his finger at her and she crawled across to him until she was beneath his feet, just where she always looked so enticing. Her long body wrapped itself around his thigh, and the purr of a more relaxed Emmanuelle softened his care for her again. She was his only permanent sub, the only one he’d offered a connection of sorts to, and he kept her from other hands. She was his alone, not for sharing. Not even with Alexander as yet. She lived in his suite here in New York, slept in his bed when he wasn’t here, ran the club, and stayed hidden from prying eyes unless she was working. She had no other status, certainly no hold over him, but she did have a small part of his sadly lacking heart. A degree of care and thought, at least. Until she was given to another anyway.
 
   “Have you been a good girl, kitten?”
 
   “Of course, Sir,” she said as she rubbed her cheek across his thigh and tightened her hold on his hand.” He let go of it and tapped the desk again.
 
   “Hmm, up you go then,” he replied. She purred again and slid her body up against him to get to the surface. “Lilah James, have you ever seen another woman come?” There was another gasp but no other answer so he looked across at her to find her body pressed into the cupboard as she clutched a folder in defence. He chuckled at her and beckoned her over. “Come, watch. Emmanuelle has missed me, haven’t you?”
 
   “I’m not sure. That’s–”
 
   “Now, my dear. I do not expect another reason to punish you.” She looked at him and took a small step forwards so he returned his attentions to his blessed sub. He’d missed her, too, in some ways. She was always so ready to please him, so ready to let him take all he needed from her. A masochist of the highest order, she would have been happy and willing to live on a leash for the rest of her life, if only he had offered it. He never would, though, not to her anyway. She deserved a more loving dominant than him, one who would prize her above all others, and her training with him was coming to an end.
 
   He spread her legs wide as she carefully and quietly lay back on the table in front of him. She had a perfect body, long, lean, toned. Not unlike Miss James really. And her golden tresses fanned out around her picturesque face, highlighting remarkable eyes and an utterly sinful smile, such a potent combination. Unfortunately, there wasn’t an ounce of intellect in her brain, but that meant very little while she was on her knees, and sometimes he needed her quiet mind to help him relax. She pulled her skirt up to her waist and lay there for him as he stared at her and waited for the other woman to arrive. “Come stand in front of me, my dear,” he said as she eventually moved to the side of them and tried to look away.
 
   “I think I’ll just stay over here.”
“Lilah, this will be the last time I ask you pleasantly to do anything. You are here to learn. I will either teach you the easy way or the hard way. Make your choice.”
 
   “I thought we were having something to eat?”
 
   “You are,” he replied as he nodded his head at Emanuelle’s groin. She sneered at him and shook her head at the very thought.
 
   “That’s not a version of seafood I’m interested in,” she drawled, crossing her arms and leaning her backside on his desk.
 
   “She is one of my best. Do you not enjoy her scent?”
 
   “Poor you,” she said, looking at Emanuelle’s face. “And no, I don’t. Does she have anything going on in there at all?” she continued, tapping her own skull. He could have burst into laughter, but the woman was being dishonourable to his little kitten. It didn’t matter how correct she might have been.
 
   “You will apologize, this instant.”
 
   “I will not. I’ll do anything you want me to because I have to, but I won’t apologize for telling the truth. Unless you force me, but then why did you ask my opinion if you weren’t interested in it? I thought you might be less cumbersome with your abilities than this, Sir,” she replied, somehow managing to display her disgust with nothing other than a smile.
 
   He could have been irritated by the response, should have been livid, but for whatever reason, he was indeed questioning why he had asked her opinion on the matter. He stared at her face as she smirked at him and turned her back on Emanuelle’s spread legs. Most women would have been shocked by an exposed woman about to be used in front of them. Not Lilah James, though, it seemed. She was calm and composed, quite beautiful in her arrogance of the situation at hand. And never in his life had he been described as cumbersome. Quite the opposite, in fact.
 
   “Cumbersome?” Why he wasn’t beating her ass again for the insult was beyond him. How dare she be so insolent in his presence? And more importantly, why wasn’t Emanuelle writhing beneath him of any interest anymore?
 
   “Yes, cumbersome, or maybe Neanderthal would be more appropriate?”
 
   “Cumbersome and Neanderthal?” He wasn’t aware his feet had moved until he arrived in front of Lilah’s face. She looked up at him, still with that small smile in place and her arms crossed. “How, exactly, have I been either?”
 
   “I was told you would seduce me. This is not seduction. Seduction takes an intellect I’m not sure you actually own. I thought perhaps you did, thought I could see it in you. As you say, I’m sure you’ll fuck me in all sorts of ways, but this,” she said as she waved a hand towards Emanuelle’s prone body, “…is in no way seductive. If I’m going to be the best so that I can make the most money possible and get out of here, I need better instruction than this. Or perhaps you could just pay me to be your secretary, which I would be very good at by the way, and then I wouldn’t have to do any of this crap.”
 
   “This crap?” He was beginning to lose the ability to speak at her impertinence. His hands balled at the same moment his temper began to encroach into the space once more. This crap happened to be his life, and Emanuelle was a very small part of it.
 
   “Yes, crap. Dominant and submissive crap. Who behaves like that? Really? Forcing someone to crawl around on the floor for you is beneath you, or I thought it was.”
 
   “I do not force anyone, my dear. Emanuelle does as she is told because she chooses to yield. As did you when my cock was in your throat ten minutes after we had met.”
 
   “Your cock was down my throat because I find you attractive, and because of that, I was prepared to swallow it. Anything other than that would have been rape. I will never crawl on the floor for a man. I will never ‘yield’ as you put it, certainly not for such an idiotic attempt at seduction anyway. Do you expect me to do that for you? It won’t happen, not unless you have something more interesting to show me.”
 
   He smirked and placed his hands on the desk either side of her. He had lots of interesting things to show her, none of which involved her crawling on the floor. Most of which would result in her crawling on the floor after the event. She didn’t move an inch as he closed the gap slightly and leaned in towards her cheek to smell the essence of her perfume. Oranges, citrus fruits, sweet. Perhaps Dior, or possibly Givenchy. Elegant.
 
   “Do you like tea, my dear? Hmm? Hot and wet?” he whispered, brushing his skin against hers. Soft, it felt like it had a fine coating of magical dust on it. Delicate and warm, ripe for devouring.
 
   “Yes,” she replied breathily. Immune she was not, and crawl she most definitely would. He stood back and removed his body from hers, then gazed back into those grey green eyes as she stood stock still and maintained eye contact with an amused expression.
 
   “Emanuelle, go and fetch some tea for us, and find out where my food is.”
 
   “But…” He cut her off and snarled without removing his gaze from Lilah. Flicking his hand at the door, he heard a disgruntled mumbling and vaguely noticed Emanuelle stalking away from them.
 
   “Tea?” Lilah said. “And dinner, too. Be careful, Sir. I’ll think we’re on a date.”
 
   He chuckled and rounded the desk to pull out a chair for her. She watched him with interest and raised a brow in confusion as he offered his hand and motioned for her to sit.
 
   “While your spirit deserves either another beating or a well-deserved lesson, I am disinclined to engage with you in any other way than this.”
 
   “You want me to sit and have dinner rather than punishing me?”
 
    “I am not a monster, my dear. And I believe you still require nourishment, hmm? You also need to understand the world you have entered.”
 
   “I haven’t entered it. I have been dragged in against my will,” she replied, taking the offered chair and crossing her obscenely ravishing legs. He let go of the back of it and wandered around to his own side of the desk. He lit another cigarette and offered her one.
 
   “You can’t run very far if you smoke, so no, thank you.” A runner, obviously. Clearly that’s where the sporty frame had developed from.
 
   “You can still run, my dear. The door is over there. I’ll even give you some money if you like. How much do you need? Hmm? You’ve intrigued me, amused me. How about one thousand of the American dollars. How far would that get you?” She looked instantly shocked, elated, and then defeated within only a few seconds.
 
   “Not far enough,” she replied, hanging her head a little and drawing in a long breath. “I need enough to survive while I look for work, enough to pay for rent, deposits and bills. And all of this you already know, you arrogant shit.”
 
   “Cumbersome, Neanderthal, and an arrogant shit? I must become more appealing to you by the moment.” She snorted in reply and continued looking at her fingers, now twiddling the fabric of her dress and digging her nails into her palm.”
 
   “You enjoy that sensation, yes?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The sharp stab of your nails into your skin? Then the dull ache that remains in its wake?”
 
   “I… I don’t know about enjoy. It’s just something I do when I need to remind myself. I’ve done it ever since…”
 
   “Since when? And of what?”
 
   “Since nothing, and of reality I suppose, of the consistent disappointment that I feel when things are not going well. Of myself maybe.” He smirked at her hidden depths and downed his Cognac. She would be a titillating character to find, and it occurred to him that other than Alexander, he hadn’t had anything interesting to play with for quite some time. Not of an innocent nature, anyway.
 
   “Why would you believe this is not going well for you?”
 
   “I lost my job, my home, ran the streets avoiding death, and then ended up in a den of iniquity. Now, you’ve taken me from it, spanked me like a child, and are threatening me with all sorts of depraved activity. What’s right with any of it?”
 
   He ran a finger over his lips and watched her eyes hold his again. She may have been fearless, but she was undeniably lost. She was a shadow of the woman she could quite certainly be if moulded and harnessed correctly. What fun he could have, fun that he was sorely missing given the antics of Alexander and Elizabeth’s relationship of late.
 
   “I have not taken you from a den of iniquity, my dear. I have brought you to a far more perilous one. However, things are going exceedingly well for you. How much do you feel you need in order to procure freedom?” He really did need a secretary.
 
   “Fifty thousand.” His eyes widened a little at the audacity of the woman. Beautiful she may have been, but she was also utterly insane.
 
   “Fifty? That is an overly exuberant amount of money. And how, pray tell, will you work off your debt?” It was a lot of money for a month’s worth of work, but it would give him time to find a more suitable employee should she fail.
 
   “However you like,” she said with a nonchalant shrug of her shoulders.
 
   “That is a rather imprudent answer, certainly where I am concerned. I thought you more intelligent.” She raised a brow and snorted out a giggle, not unlike Elizabeth’s version of hilarity. It was endearing to some degree. “Can you be trusted, Lilah James?”
 
   “Yes.” That was immediate, and he believed it without question for some unfathomable reason.
 
   Emmanuelle walked back into the room, distracting him from the moment, carrying a tray of silver laden teapots and china. She placed it on the desk and began her ritualistic pouring and stirring until he waved his hand at her to signal she was no longer required. She pouted and left with no other noise to distract him from Ms. Lilah James. He handed her a cup and negated the need for sugar. A runner would not have a sugar fetish. She would be far too worried about her calorie intake. He flicked his eyes over her body again; she actually looked a little underweight, slightly scrawny. He decided to help her on her way again and put a spoonful of the sweet substance into her cup and stirred it for her. 
 
   She sneered at his hand and raised a brow. “I don’t do sugar.”
 
   “You do now.”
 
   “I…”
 
   “I shall use you for one month, Lilah James. You will do everything and anything I ask, including having sugar in your tea, yes? And if you fulfil your obligations, if you please me, you will get your fifty thousand American dollars.” She smiled at him in reply, nothing else, just a rather extraordinarily deviant smile that very nearly lit up the entire room. An interesting month it would be indeed. “Drink your tea, my dear,” he said, still stirring and listening to the echo of the teaspoon in the room. “And I would be careful with the tone of your smile. I am not known for being overly pleasant to my employees.”
 
   He watched carefully as she gently took the cup from him and blinked, but nothing about her face changed. There wasn’t a hint of fear or trepidation. She simply raised a brow and took a sip of her tea. It appeared she didn’t even feel the need to express her distaste for the sugar within. She was expressionless. Beguiling.
 
   Pokerfaced indeed.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   He did say fifty, didn’t he?
 
   He didn’t mention it again as we sat in relative silence and ate our meal. He asked the occasional pointed question – Who? Why? Where? That sort of thing – dull questions really, but he mainly just watched me. He had this permanent expression of interest, as if he were constantly scanning my body for reactions to anything that was said. It was almost like he wasn’t at all interested in what actually left my mouth, only what my body did in response to his voice. And, dear God, what a voice. Smooth and rich, and that accent. His mouth rolls around language like a connoisseur of vowels and consonants. Every word is deliberate, precise. I can sense him thinking about every single thing in his mind long before anything actually leaves his lips. He is intelligent, no doubt, and a worrying problem for me. Not only does he happen to be the most beautiful creature I have ever seen, he also appears to be one of the most disturbingly clever ones, too. One I should not be getting attached or attracted to, no matter how appealing that spanking might have been. Not that I liked the sensation that much, just the feeling of absolute power associated with it. Control. It had a serene quality about it somehow. Odd really.
 
   He left me shortly after we’d finished eating. He told me he would be back for me later and that I should carry on tidying, and I’ve been here ever since. I’m still sorting and filing my way through lord knows how many documents and folders. I got so irritated with the chaos that I’ve moved cupboards around and changed the order of the filing system that was of no use at all. Why someone felt the need to cover over the window with that tall oak unit is also beyond me, so I moved that, and then placed a large vase of flowers on a small table in front of the window instead. Now I find myself staring around the space and trying to understand him in it. Where would he need this information? How close does he need certain things? I could move that locked filing cabinet behind his desk so he can reach it easily from where he sits. He’d just need to turn and grab things instead of having to traipse around the overly large room. Why anyone would choose to have an office this big is beyond me. I suppose it shows an element of wealth with its heavy masculine furniture and its baroque style wallpaper – a show of power, I’m sure. It’s so different to the area we walked into earlier, though, when we arrived. Ruebin, that sweet young man, walked me through the club, which was modern and chic, crisp and clean, with highly polished surfaces and chrome fixtures. It was a strange experience, and nothing like the man at all, I felt. This room is far from that, and so is his suite. They’re both filled with old school European charm. Dark, and slightly foreboding in their appearance and feel, a much more sensible representation of the man he appears to be to me. I’m positive he’s part of every gentlemen’s club in the world. The kinds of clubs women aren’t allowed in, the ones where matters of state and illegal manoeuvring takes place, filled with the sort of men who change the world after a few clinked glasses and laughs.
 
   I push on the cabinet until it rests neatly on the back wall behind his oak, leather inlayed desk. Then, I move the next cabinet along until it finds a balance in the space. Much better. My OCD seems to be getting the better of me because before I know it, I’m lining up all the furniture and trying to rearrange the whole space. I’m plumping cushions and swiping at surfaces to remove the dust. Polish, I need some polish. Then I can scrub the stains off everything, can’t I? I can organise and clean the sin away, make it a decent job of sorts. Maybe if I can just get this room perfect then I can forget that I’m a nothing more than a whore who’s just sold herself for the princely sum of fifty thousand dollars.
 
   Whore.
 
   I stop my chaotic movements and lean my head back against the bookcase, trying to pull in some kind of calming breath. What am I doing? He told me I could go, again, and I’m still here. Still here and damn near begging him to do whatever he wants to me. Does the thought that I want him make it better or worse that he’s going to pay me? If I had flirted with him any more during dinner, it would have been obscene. I tried not to. I tried to keep it professional and non-emotional, but the man just has this way about him that makes me want to open up every fissure and give it to him. How does he do that? I haven’t got a fucking hope of denying whatever this is. He’s so big. God, that’s such a rubbish way of describing him. He’s powerful, all-encompassing maybe. He only has to open his mouth and I want to fall into his hands. He moves into the room and I’m near frozen by his gait, his long, purposeful strides owning every damn thing he travels around. Vixon was right, he does nothing at all and women probably throw themselves at him. I try so hard not to stop breathing when he comes within two feet of me, and fail constantly. I need him to need me, to think me important enough to give credence to – professional credence, so that I can get my money and leave. Leave, with my whored earnings. Oh God, Daddy, I’m so sorry. I haven’t got any other choice. I have to do this. I’ll make you proud again, I promise. This is just a blip, just something I have to get through to make it back out there and build a new life again. Please forgive me. If you’re up there watching, please tell me it doesn’t matter, that you understand. 
 
   I open my eyes to look at the ceiling in hope of some sign of agreement, but there’s nothing. Not one single thing to tell me I’m doing the right thing, probably because I’m not. I’m a whore who’s opening her legs for money. My hands come to my face and I try to prise my eyes open further to stop the tears from welling. They’re of no use to anyone, and they’re not going to help me get out of this fucking disaster. I just need to remain professional. I’ll keep it clean cut and not get driven into any emotional content whatsoever. That’ll work.
 
   “Pascal, can we... I mean, Alex needs… Oh.” My head swings to the left to see the most breath-taking vison of beauty halt in her tracks as she sees me. She’s so stunning that I find my own eyes roaming across her body without thought. Her natural long, deep red hair falls effortlessly around her exquisite features, and her endless legs, encased in black jeans and high heeled boots, make her appear well over six foot. She smiles and takes another step into the room as she holds her hand out to me. “Hi, I’m Elizabeth. Is Pascal around?”
 
   “I’m not sure where he is, sorry,” I reply dully as I try to shake my appearance back together and look somewhere near composed in her presence.
 
   “Oh, right. Any idea when he’ll be back? I really need some info from him about… Oh, wait, you probably don’t know. Oh, it doesn’t matter. I’ll go on the hunt for him. Who are you, by the way?”
 
   “Lilah James.”
 
   “Well hi, Lilah. Has he got you organising?”
 
   “Sort of. I... work for him, I think. Anyway, I thought the office could do with some order. And he just sacked someone, his secretary I think, so I thought I’d…” My voice trails off as she stares at me and I become lost in yet another set of consuming eyes. She moves towards me again and I can’t stop my body being drawn to her – so feminine, so relaxed, so calm, peaceful maybe.
 
   “Lilah? Are you okay?” she says as she gets closer. Am I? I don’t know. I feel kind of strange, odd all of a sudden.
 
   “Yes, I just…. I’m fine. I think maybe I need to sit down,” I reply as my head spins a little and I start to feel dizzy.
 
   “You definitely do. Come on,” she says, taking hold of my arm and guiding me over to the leather sofa. She sits me down and rushes off to the bar area to get a drink of water. I take it gratefully on her return and guzzle it down. I don’t know what’s wrong with me but I feel weak and slightly sick for some reason. “You look tired, Lilah. When did you last sleep? It is 11.30 after all.” 
 
   Is it? Christ, how long have I been tidying?
 
   “I was up at six, I think, and it has been a busy day. Perhaps you’re right. I’d go to bed if I knew where it was, and if I’m allowed too.” She smiles again and tucks her hair behind her ears.
 
   “You’re new, aren’t you? Do you want me to find him and bring him here?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Pascal, of course.”
 
   “Can you? I don’t know if anyone’s allowed to tell him what to do.”
 
   “Hmm. I am. You’ve just got to know how to work him, honey,” she replies with a wicked smile. “He’s not quite the vampire I once thought he was.”
 
   “Vampire?”
 
   “Private joke, don’t worry about it. Just stay here and I’ll go find him.” With that, she pats my hand and crosses the floor away from me. I gaze at her long legs until she exits the door and wonder who on earth she is. She certainly doesn’t seem in the least bit intimidated by him, and she’s the first I’ve seen with that type of attitude. I’m positive she won’t be doing any kneeling for him. She’s definitely someone I could learn from.
 
   ‘You’ve just got to know how to work him...’ I haven’t even kissed him and I’ve already handled him, literally. What on earth possessed me to give him a blowjob in the back of a car? Nice as it might have been, I couldn’t have announced my whoredom any more, could I? Although he could have got all that without paying me anything, I suppose. Why is he paying me? Odd really.
 
   I sip at my water and gaze around the office again to see if there’s anything else I can do before he gets back. Maybe if he’s impressed with my organisational skills, we won’t have to do any of the other stuff associated with being here. My eyes catch sight of a stray folder I clearly forgot to put away, so I pull myself up and cross the room to get it. He could be in here any second and the last thing I need is an excuse for him to think I’m crap at secretarial things. I grab at it and turn to the bookcase, but the moment I spin, my head starts to do the same. My vision begins to swim and my legs start folding beneath me. I feel myself falling in slow motion, my body collapsing beneath me. My hands drop the folder to try to brace my fall before I hit the deck, but I find myself being held tight against something. Something very hard. My nose sucks in rapid breaths to try and bring my body back into alignment, or at least regain control of my limbs, and I’m instantly assaulted with the scent of aftershave. It’s overwhelmingly attractive as it floods my senses. It smells as much of sin as Pascal does. It’s warm, spicy and definitely something I should be backing away from right now.
 
   “Are you alright now?” his voice asks from above me. I daren’t look up, so I simply nod my head and try to remove myself from his hands, which are firmly attached to my upper arm and backside. He’s very nearly holding me off the floor, easily, it appears. His hands slowly relax their grip on me until I’m allowed to move away from him, and I glance up to see who my British saviour actually is. “You should sit,” he says as he waves a hand at the sofa again and stares directly at my face. There’s nothing warm about his voice. It’s cold, and the moment I try to maintain eye contact with him, I find ice blue eyes staring me down, harshly, like I’m being reprimanded for my stupidity. They seem miles away, almost as if he’s not even here. Slightly evil really, dead. I flick my gaze away nervously and move toward the relative safety of the sofa.
 
   “Thank you,” I mumble out quietly as I reach the comfort of the black leather and sink back onto it again.
 
   “Where’s Pascal, and who are you?” he asks. I just keep staring at the floor and eventually pinch the bridge of my nose to see if I can stop my vision from blurring.
 
   “He’ll be here soon, I think. A woman called Elizabeth has gone to find him.”
 
   “Good. I’ll wait here then. Do you need a drink, whoever you are?” Do I? Yes, a drink might help.
 
   “Yes please. I’m Lilah.” I hear the glasses clinking and chance another glance at him as he hands me a large whiskey. I immediately remove my eyes from his as he raises a brow at me and admonishes my stupidity again. “I’m sorry. I just felt dizzy all of a sudden, and I… Well, you caught me. Thank you, again. It was kind of you.”
 
   “There is nothing kind about me, Lilah. I simply am, and you were falling,” he says, sitting opposite me on the other sofa. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say to that so I keep my eyes downcast for some unfathomable reason and stare into my drink instead. “How long have you been here?” he asks. 
 
   Oh, this is madness, Lilah. Just lift your fucking head and look at him. He’s obviously trying to be polite, regardless of his very strange announcement of his lack of kindness. I lift my face again and look across at him. He lounges there just as Pascal would, in a beautifully fitted three piece, grey suit, devoid of tie, as if he owns the place. He probably does. He might even be Pascal’s boss or something. Yet another person with an air of superiority. What is it with all these bossy people? Am I the only normal one around here?
 
   “I came today.”
 
   “Did you now? How, exactly?” he replies with another raised brow. 
 
   What? In a car. Oh. I suddenly realise what I’ve said and snicker a little at the thought.
 
   “Actually, he drove me over here earlier today. I meant that. Not, well, the other thing.”
 
   “It won’t be long, I’m sure,” he replies, now sipping at his drink and watching me over the rim of the glass. The clinking of the ice cubes lulls me back to his eyes again, and I feel myself being pulled into them before I know what I’m doing. They’re so blue, crisp, quite mesmerizing in a strangely creepy kind of way. They’re not like Pascal’s. There’s no naughtiness in them, no fun or suggestion of a good time. More a sense of anger or irritation, as if everything in the entire universe is beneath him, or not worth his time. If I believed in Gods and Devils I’d say he was one of them. I’m not entirely sure which one, though. “You’re staring, Lilah. Don’t play with me. You’re not ready for the outcome yet.”
 
   His slightly amused voice snaps me out of my idiocy and brings me back to life so acutely that I go straight for the floor again. He’s clearly another dominant of some sort, one I know I’m scared of without any real thought on the matter. If Pascal is someone I should be wary of then this man is one I should avoid at all costs.
 
   “I’m not. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare,” I reply quietly, nervously. He snorts at me and swirls his drink around again. That’s it, no other noise to break the silence that he seems to thrive on. It’s uncomfortable to me, and I’m not sure how he manages it but I can almost feel an evil, cold presence in the room just because he’s here. My hands automatically lift to my arms to provide some warmth for myself. He simply chuckles again, probably at my nerves, and leans forward, dangling the drink between his legs and bracing his elbows on his knees.
 
   “He hasn’t fucked you yet, has he?” My eyes shoot up to his at the audacity, and then fly back down again as I snatch a glance at his widening smile. It’s all kinds of worrying, beautifully disturbing in its ability to draw me to him. I must keep in control. “You smell too innocent still. Shall we rectify that?” Oh fuck, no.
 
   “I… I don’t think he’d appreciate that very much. He just told me to tidy, and–”
 
   “He’ll appreciate anything I do to you, Lilah. Everything,” he cuts in as he swirls the glass around and clinks those ice cubes again. I watch the liquid moving and find myself entranced by it. His manly fingers grip the glass gracefully, carefully, as if he’s applying practised amounts of pressure to it to avoid smashing it to pieces. That may sound stupid, but it’s as if the whitening of his skin is overly cautious, perhaps restrained. “Do you want me to start you for him, Lilah?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean. No, I don’t think it’s what he would want. He’ll be here in a minute, and–”
 
   “I asked you what you wanted, Lilah. Lift your head and tell me what you want.” Oh dear God. I’m positive this is not going well. At least my head’s not spinning anymore. I slowly lift my eyes to meet his again and find no smile anymore, no pleasant or attractive gaze, just those cool blue eyes burying their way inside me. I can almost feel his power over my body, commanding it for no other reason than he can. This world is more than likely full of control and domination, and he is the epitome of it. “You have pretty eyes, Lilah. When he starts, keep them focused on his. It might help you survive him.”
 
   I try to reply but I feel my mouth gaping with nothing – no snappy comeback, no sarcasm or intelligence to show my ability to deal with yet another strange human being. Just emptiness, and a throat full of nerves and tension. My body is physically humming a death toll at me, warning me to back away, or at least back down. So I do the correct thing, exactly that. My eyes find the floor again and I slowly pull my drink up to my mouth to help me close it.
 
   “I’ll try,” I eventually croak, having downed the rest of the whiskey.
 
   “Mmmm, I’m positive you will,” he replies, leaning back and crossing his legs. The leather creaks in the silence and I find myself wanting to get up and leave the space. It’s oppressive with him in it, and I’m constantly fidgeting with my clothes, tugging at the hem of my dress and trying to appear calm when I’m anything but.
 
   “Lilah, are you okay?” Elizabeth says as she comes into the room, breaking the tension with that peace she seems to exude. “Oh, you’re here,” she says as she smiles over at the man.
 
   “I am. I got bored waiting, and Lilah here has been entertaining me in your absence,” he replies as his face lights up into the most glorious smile I’ve ever seen. Gone are all traces of the evil he portrayed only moments ago. His features are instantly softer, and there’s a sudden warmth emulating from him as he gets up and walks to her. She beams back as he reaches his hand to her throat and brushes his fingers across it gently.
 
   “Have you been teasing the poor girl?” she says as she looks across at me.
 
   “Why would I do that, Miss Scott? I have you for that pleasure.”
 
   “Has he, Lilah?” I shake my head rapidly and look back at my drink again in reply.
 
   “You have, haven’t you? Alex, you can’t just go around scaring women like this. Look at her, for God’s sake. She’s clearly not ready for any of this.”
 
   “You were like that once, and you were ready,” he says as he picks her chin up and brushes his lips across hers. It’s very nearly the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen, such a light touch, but there’s so much promise behind his open eyes as they stare at each other. 
 
   “Who is not ready for whom?” Pascal says as he storms into the room and throws his cane on the desk, clearly angry at something. Elizabeth breaks her gaze from the man, Alex, and looks over at me again.
 
   “Lilah. Who is also not well. Are you feeling any better?” she replies as she turns to look at him. “And be careful with that cane. Who is she anyway?”
 
   “She’s new.” That’s all I am apparently. I could use a bit more introduction that that. I swing my head over to him and frown a little. He doesn’t look at me, just continues to look at Elizabeth with a smirk and closes the gap between them. “You smell enticing, my rose.”
 
   “Stop it. We have company. She’s very pretty, Pascal.”
 
   “Hmm. Yes. Now, why have you summonsed me here? I have debauchery to create. You could help me if you feel so inclined, my love. Hmm?”
 
   “I need the files you have on my sister,” Alex replies as he crosses the floor and steps in front of her. I notice Pascal take a small step backwards and then turn for the desk again.
 
   “Why would I have files on your sister?” he says in reply.
 
   “Pascal.” The word is actually growled. I’ve never heard a man growl, like a wolf chastising his pack. Elizabeth giggles. She clearly has no fear of either of them. Pascal throws his hands up and spins for where his cabinet used to be. He eventually finds it on the opposite wall, raises a brow and turns back toward me again.
 
   “Lilah, where have you put the blue file that was in here?” he asks, pointing to the edge of the cabinet. I stand up as efficiently as I can manage, given the testosterone and utter sin that are surrounding my weakened knees, and cross to the tall, lockable bookcase that’s now ordered alphabetically.
 
   “I re-organised. What’s her name?”
 
   “Evelyn Peters.” I swiftly remove the correct file and carry it across to Alex. He pulls the folder from me but not before running his finger across my wrist. My body jumps a little at the contact and my legs hurry me away from him to the safety of the sofa again. He simply chuckles and turns to Pascal again.
 
   “Alex, stop it, will you?” Elizabeth says as she smiles sweetly at me, clearly trying to ease my discomfort.
 
   “Yes, do,” Pascal says, anger starting to edge into his voice as he moves between me and the strange man. 
 
   Alex turns to him and seems to grow in size somehow. His very aura is suddenly aggressive and full of malicious intent. I sink back further and try to hide behind cushions that aren’t there.
 
   “Or what, Pascal? Those days are long gone now. You made it so.” They stare at each other for what seems like forever, and I wish I knew what was happening between them. I flick my gaze to Elizabeth, who is watching carefully, clearly evaluating the problem at hand and deciphering her own way out of this suddenly volatile atmosphere.
 
   “Alex, leave it, please,” she eventually says behind him as she calmly and gently puts her long, slender arm around his waist. She quietly and very smoothly manoeuvres her way in front of him until her body seems to mould to his, almost as if she’s trying to soothe him, or at the very least get him to look into her eyes. “I love you. Please, let’s just go now. Prove it to me.”
 
   There is no explanation for what ‘Prove it to me,’ actually means, but it must mean something significant because he looks down at her and eventually runs a finger across her lips quietly. His body is still tense, still aggressive in its demeanour, but his face is softer, almost kind. Not that he is. 
 
   He slowly unwraps her body from his and nods over toward Pascal, who, quite bizarrely, bows his head and lowers his frame a little. Almost as if he’s deferring to him, some sort of ritual goodbye maybe? I don’t know. It’s all odd. 
 
   “Goodbye, Lilah,” Elizabeth says as she clasps Alex’s hand and pulls him toward the door. “It was lovely meeting you. Go get some sleep. Pascal, let her sleep first. Yes?”
 
   “Yes, my Rose,” he replies as he watches her with a half- smile. “I will see you soon.” Alex growls again. She doesn’t giggle this time. She just tugs harder on his hand until he turns and follows her out of the door, all the time looking back at Pascal with a scowl of irritation.
 
   “Bye,” I say quietly into the air as I stare at his retreating form and feel some warmth creep back into the room. I shake my head while pulling in a long breath to try and loosen my tense muscles, and then release my nails from where they’re embedded in my hand. I was digging them into my palm the entire time he was here. I rub my hands together slowly to bring back some blood flow and stare at the back of Pascal as I watch his body sag a little. He seems lost for a few minutes as his eyes remain transfixed on the doorway. He may even be nervous, and he’s almost certainly aggravated.
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask, standing up and crossing to the cabinet to get him a drink, and myself another. If that’s allowed. He doesn’t answer. He just keeps staring at the door with narrowed eyes. “Pascal?”
 
   “I have told you not to use my name,” he snaps, as I get to him with his drink. I halt abruptly and take a step away from his vicious tone. He slowly turns his head to me and notices me hovering with a drink outstretched to him.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumble out as he takes the glass from me and I retreat a bit further. He sighs a little and glances at my face, then back at the door.
 
   “You should get some rest, my dear. Go back to my suite. Sleep.”
 
   “But, are you okay? Do you need to talk or…” What? I don’t know. He just seems so annoyed. Maybe I could try to soothe him the way that Elizabeth did so effortlessly.
 
   “The thing which I am in need of, my dear, is not for you to concern yourself with as of yet. Go, rest yourself.”
 
   “Okay, but I could… I don’t know, but maybe I could help, or–” He rounds on me and has me pinned against the wall before I can utter another word. He’s so heavy and all over me. His grip is brutal, and I find myself repeatedly pushed into the wall as he holds me firm and continues to force more of his weight into me. His hand grasps at my wrists and yanks one above my head while twisting the other up behind my back. I can hardly breathe at the onslaught as his mouth descends onto the top of my chest and begins to bite at it. All kinds of sensations assault me with every passing second as I whimper in his grasp, and I’m almost instantly panting with need for something I don’t understand. He pins my body back and wrenches at his tie until it’s pulled from him and then he hauls me over to the desk. My feet trip beneath me but I manage to keep myself upright somehow until we reach it and I’m basically thrown on top. Everything inside my brain is telling me to yell for help, or maybe to ask him to stop, but my body is screaming for him. My thighs throb as he pushes them apart, and my heart pumps rapidly as he continues to bite at my chest and collarbone. I’m desperate to get my hands to him, which he won’t allow at all. Every time I try, he yanks them away and holds them firmly out to my sides. I can feel his cock digging into my groin as he rubs it hard against me, and suddenly something is pressing against my mouth. I open it without thought and let him push his cane inside. I pant through it as he slowly leans himself away and gazes down at me from between my legs. His eyes are still narrowed, calculating.
 
   “Stay still, my dear,” he says as he backs away a step and removes his cream jacket, folding it neatly and laying it over a chair. He wanders to the door and closes it as I peer at him from the desk. What am I doing? My mouth wants to object, but my spread legs seem uncooperative with any form of rationalism. I want him to do whatever it is he’s about to do. I think I do, anyway. As I watch him removing his cufflinks and rolling up his sleeves, I’m inwardly screaming for him to have his way with me.
 
   He comes back and trails his fingers along my thighs, applying varying amounts of pressure to different points on my skin, testing me. Some touches are harsh, exact; others are quiet, gentle even. And when he finally makes it to the apex of my thighs, I moan out around the cane and feel my back arching away from the desk. His fingers are light in their touch across my knickers, and caressing as he draws on the sides to pull them down my legs.
 
   “You show your stupidity, Lilah. You are being quite dense. I thought more of you than this,” he says, gently circling his finger around my clit and then lowering it to the waiting hole. My legs try to close again, but I haven’t got a hope of them actually complying. He’s right. I don’t know him for toffee. He could do anything to me – tie me, beat me, hurt me – and at the moment, there is nothing I want to do about any of it. “You should have at least asked me for a safeword. We are not all so compassionate when prompted.” 
 
   Oh, yes. Roxanne said something about … Oh, God! He swipes his finger through the length of me and I very nearly leave the table at the electrifying sensation. I can feel my juices dripping from me, and I can hear the noise as he does it again then slowly pushes them inside me. I don’t know how many. I don’t give a shit either. I’m so busy moaning and groaning around my impending orgasm that I’m not thinking at all. “Your cunt is ready for me, no? You are willing without knowing so. Do you understand? Hmm?” He continues, leaning over me and running his lips against my cheek. I can’t think at all. All I can feel are his fingers grinding into me slowly. They’re still forceful, and I’m sure if I dare to move he’ll simply hold me still and give me no choice, but I have no intention of going anywhere. I couldn’t command my body to do anything other than give into this even if I wanted to. His thumb suddenly presses onto my clit, and before I know what’s happening, I’m arching up into his face. He sweeps his tongue over my lips and lingers there, causing my own mouth to reach for him through the cane. He pulls away instantly and watches me again. “How do you taste, Lilah? Hmm? Tell me. I won’t let you come until you beg me.” More hand grinding, now rubbing the palm of his hand vigorously and stretching me wider as he pushes another finger in. “Are you sweet, sour, bitter? I think you will taste of honey. Hmm? Speak, my dear.” I can hardly think, let alone speak through the cane in my mouth. His fingers drive in suddenly. It’s overly aggressive and it shunts me up the desk. “Speak, Lilah. It will hurt far less if you amuse me.” 
 
   Oh God, I can feel my orgasm chasing me as his hand begins ramming in slowly. It’s bruising in its delivery, and Christ, he smells so good. The room starts clouding over before my eyes, and all I can hear is his voice taunting me. That European haze lingers in his tone more prevalently now, as if his excitement brings it to the fore. His hand squeezes at my wrist so brutally that I scream out and quiver around his still pumping fingers. 
 
   “Sweet,” I mumble out through the cane. He pinches my clit and releases it instantly, causing pain to shoot across my skin, every nerve suddenly alight and begging for more. He wrenches at my dress until I feel the fabric tear, only to bite down on my exposed nipple so violently I swear he’s bitten it off. My thighs clench and I grip them together to haul them up to my chest, desperately trying to get away from the sensations. They’re beautiful, debilitating, undeniably confusing and overwhelming, and I can’t cope with them. Pleasure, pain, they’re everywhere, all over me and in me and swirling through me like nothing I’ve ever had before. His hold is fierce and deliberate as he prises them apart again and leans his whole body weight into my groin.
 
   “Are you ready, my dear? Hmm? Beg me for it, and call me Sir while you do,” he says, hovering in front of my face, watching me with that interested expression. My eyes widen at the thought but I can’t take any more of the pressure. My body’s on fire, my skin alight and tingling with need for an orgasm I know will be explosive if he just speeds his hand up, just twists a little more. I’m so close, so very close, and he fucking well knows it. I’m all in his hands, panting, groaning, and moaning for the final result. “Beg me, my dear,” he says smoothly, his voice calm and eerily composed again. I shake my head and try to pull my legs together to no avail. “You will beg, Lilah. You will learn what to say when told. Say, ‘please, Sir, let me come’.” I shake my head again and moan as he somehow twists his hand inside me to cause a sharp pain. I scream through the pain and stare at him in shock, even though my body calls for him to do it again. “Again, Lilah, hmm?” Before I know it, he does just that and my desperation screams at him once more.
 
   “Sir, please let me…” I shout out around the wood embedded in my mouth. Everything softens instantly, and his face smirks at me from above. Dazzling green eyes penetrate me to my very core as he licks his lips and moves his fingers within me.
 
   “Count to five, my dear,” he says with a wink. I know I have to do it, and I somehow know he’ll honour it. My reward is at five. I can feel it in his amused smile as he watches my eyes and strokes his fingers in and out of me.
 
   “One, Sir.” He applies more pressure to my clit and my insides clench. 
 
   “Two, Sir.” He turns his hand and wrenches it back out to slam it back in again at a different angle.
 
    “Three, Sir.” Oh God, I can’t hold on anymore. I can’t. I can feel my whole body trembling, coiling. My nails scratch at the leather surface of the desk as I pant into his face. I can’t speak. There’s a feeling spinning in my stomach, chasing and riding all over my skin. A current of lust is being created by just him. I try to open my mouth but all that comes out is more heated panting and another moan as he increases his pace.
 
   “Four, my dear, hmm?” he says, pushing me up the table again and dropping his head between my legs. I can’t breathe. Oh dear God, I can’t even move anymore. My back seems to be stuck to the table, and as his tongue swipes across me, all conscious thought disappears. My hands are instantly in his hair, grasping tightly and holding him down on me as I grind him into my orgasm.
 
   “Five,” I scream out as he bites at my clit and ravages it with licks and nips of lust. Everything goes foggy. Everything other than the pulsing sensation streaming over my skin evaporates into nothingness. There is only his mouth on me, and my blinding, thigh trembling orgasm as I continue to push myself against his face and wrap my legs around his head. It’s just him and a calming wave of tranquillity. It’s a new feeling, an experience I’ve never even dreamed of. Bliss, I think.
 
   The space seems quiet around me again, serene, like I’m lingering in some kind of tranquil pool in the South of France. It’s warm, soothing, relaxing, and my mind seems peaceful, more so than it’s ever been. There are no problems or things to worry about. There’s no running the streets to get away from danger. No rape, nothing to be scared of. It is safe here, secure, and there’s this wonderful sense of serenity sweeping across my skin and holding me still on his desk. It’s quite lovely, and feels like the first time I’ve been happy for well over a year, maybe ever.
 
   I eventually open my eyes to find him standing over me and staring at my now undulating body. It appears I’m now in writhing mode as I let the last of the shockwaves roll across my skin, still totally exposed in front of him. That fact suddenly strikes me and I rapidly grab the remnants of my dress and close my legs. He simply raises a brow and reaches for the cane in my mouth with a very wicked smirk. He takes it from me and taps at the hand that is trying to cover my breasts until I release the material and let it fall away again. Then he draws the cool metal end down my body until he reaches the closed gap between my thighs and applies pressure. My legs steadily fall open as his smile increases. It’s truly breath-taking, and I can’t help but smile back through my slight embarrassment.
 
   “Better, my dear. Never be ashamed of a truly enchanting body. Always show yourself when you have come. It pleases a dominant to see the pleasure he has created. If that was indeed the outcome he was looking for. Luckily for you, that is exactly what I was after this time.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   His eyes wander over me again. He just keeps staring and pushing the end of that cane around my skin, lifting my dress higher and occasionally tapping the metal end on what must be pressure points. I know this because my nerves are waking up again. Each and every fibre of my being is suddenly begging for him to do something more. And he’s still fully dressed, for God’s sake. I’m lying here like the whore I am, legs spread and open for him as he travels a piece of wood and metal across me leisurely, and for whatever reason, I can’t move. I’m mesmerised. Maybe it’s fucking magic. 
 
   Whore. 
 
   The thought disturbs me enough that it brings me out of my slight haze and makes me remove my eyes from his and stare at the cane instead. What is that on the end of it?
 
   “Is that a bat?” I question, before I apply any sense of reason to the situation.
 
   “Mmm,” is all he gives me in reply as he draws it down towards my open legs, softly. My body flinches a little as he makes contact with my still throbbing clit and presses against it.
 
   “You may choose a safeword if you wish, my dear. I cannot promise I will listen to it, but I may try to hear you if you scream it loud enough.”
 
   “I’m not sure I need one, do I? We did okay, didn’t we?”
 
   “We did nothing, my dear. I controlled you, and myself for you. I am not always so well behaved. I am perplexed and feeling obliging, it seems. Choose.”
 
   “But you did, so I don’t see why I need one.” Maybe if I do something a little unusual it will cause him to think more of me, keep me closer, safer. Then I’ll know he needs me, and he’ll realise it, too. I can make him care for me, perhaps force some kind of bond that ensures I can work here until I make enough money. He smirks, removes the cane and then turns for his jacket. 
 
   “The woman that was here a short while ago softens me, my dear. She has the ability to weave her way into my mind and talk to me. As she just did. You do not. You are also unaware of the harm I may cause you. I will give you one last chance to choose a word before I take that privilege from you and do as I wish.” Right. Well, that didn’t work then. Maybe I just need more time.
 
   “Okay. Bat.” I can’t think of anything else, and for God’s sake, what sort of harm can he do? He couldn’t be any firmer than he’s just been and I enjoyed it, so what’s the problem?
 
   “No, choose something else,” he says as he turns for the door. I sit up and watch him leave, once again grabbing at my top and trying to cover my exposed skin.
 
   “But you said I could–” He turns sharply and walks back toward me with a scowl of annoyance and a quickened gait.
 
   “Open up,” he says as he stops two feet in front of me and points his cane at my mouth. I do, slowly, and as I stare at it, I feel the end of the cane slowly pushed inside my mouth to an uncomfortable depth. I gag slightly and try to move away. “Be still, my dear.” I halt my movement and endure the discomfort. “Good girl. Now, listen extremely carefully. If you use that particular word, it will surely remind me of my cane, which in turn will remind me of Elizabeth. With Elizabeth comes Alexander. They are one and the same. The very last person you require me to be imagining when I have you spread, bare and in pain is Alexander. Do you understand?” My throat gulps a little at the thought and I gently nod my head in response. He’s more than likely right if those chilling blue eyes are anything to go by. 
 
   “Wonderful,” he says as he snatches the cane out of my throat and smiles. I swear the devil lives in that smile. I’m seriously beginning to believe in them – devils and angels and Gods, that is. “I have work to do. Choose a word and tell me in the morning. Can you find your way to my suite? The club is a little more robust now. In full swing, should I say? Do you need escorting?”
 
   “No, I’m fine. I’ll find my way,” I reply quietly as I slip off the desk and try to hold my dress intact. I definitely don’t need him thinking I’m weak or useless. Besides, what could go wrong? I only have to get through two doors and a probably crowded dance floor, then press some buttons. I lift my head a little at his outstretched arm and walk past him. Sleep would be good actually, after a shower and something to change into. Oh, clothes... “I don’t have anything to wear. In bed, I mean. I don’t have any...” Actually, I don’t have anything with me at all.
 
   “I will send Emanuelle shopping for you on the morrow. And you are not permitted to slumber in anything at all. Bare, my dear, exposed,” he says, walking behind me and then moving to another door in the hallway without looking at me. “Goodnight.” And with that, he’s gone, the door closing behind him as his frame disappears into an unknown space. I stare at it for a moment and listen to the laughter emulating from within, loud, amused, and raucous. He’s probably laughing at me. Stupid Lilah and her thoughts of controlling her situation. I have a feeling nothing controls this man or his emotions, if he has any.
 
   I shake my head at myself and try to tighten the ripped fabric of my dress to make it appear less, well, ripped, and head along the hall toward the main club entrance. A flight of downward stairs later and I’m hit by the heat of the basement. Swarthy sounds of sensual music linger in the space, some type of a Gregorian chant melody engulfing the dark. I begin to hear laughter and the clinking of glasses ahead. The wide doors open on my arrival and I’m immediately in shock. This is not a normal club. The first thing I notice is two women leaning over a man. One has her mouth around his cock while the other is grinding her crotch into his face. I quickly remove my stunned gaze and find two men bending over a high table as a woman spanks their backsides with a large, wide piece of wood. What the hell? They look like they’re in ecstasy. Their bodies ooze contentment and pleasure, their faces very nearly delirious as they pant and groan for more. Oh good God, where am I? I knew these people were all kinky. I’ve very clearly been told, but this is obscene and actually quite repulsive to watch. I tip my head away from them and stare at the door on the other side of the large expanse. That’s where I need to get to, and then there will be some peace from this horrendous situation. My feet gingerly carry me around all the obstacles in my way. More men and women are grunting and moaning as they’re beaten with implements or tied into interesting knots with rope or chains. And then I damn near fall over a large man with a whip of some description coiled on his belt. My eyes shoot up to him as he steadies my fall and stares down at me.
 
   “Sorry, thank you,” I squeak out as I try to keep moving forward. He holds me firm and nods at the floor. I don’t know what that means so try to pull myself from his grasp again. He just tightens his hold and licks his lips at me. It’s decidedly unattractive, and worrying beyond belief. What does he expect me to do, kneel on the floor so he can whip me? That’s certainly not going to happen, no matter how much brute strength he has. But I seriously don’t have the vocabulary to get me out of this.
 
   “Are you a stupid one?” he says in a thick Texan drawl as his almost black eyes bore into me. He has that same look about him as Alex – dead, or at the very least, evil. Perhaps not quite as deeply entrenched, but it’s still there, twinkling nothingness in his gaze.
 
   “No, I just… I’ve got to get to my suite.”
 
   “You’re not going anywhere, kitten,” he says as he unclasps a lead and collar from the other side of his belt. Really? I stare at them in shock and then nervously try to back away from him again. I may not know much about this world, but I thought I was supposed to have a say in things at least. I was led to believe I’d be able to make my own decisions. Vixon told me that, and I’m not technically on the payroll over here for anyone other than Pascal, am I?”
 
   “I’m... I’m Pascal’s,” I sputter out in a rush as I attempt another shrug of my upper arm to get away. It’s all I’ve got other than no, which I’m entirely sure won’t work at all. He just keeps me beside him and lifts the collar to my neck.
 
   “Not for the next hour, you’re not,” he replies, grabbing at my neck and trying to get the black leather around me without letting me go. My hands automatically lift to defend myself and the material falls and exposes my breast. Oh good God, a collar or my breast exposed? My fingers fumble around as I try to fight him off, defend my neck and somehow keep my boob covered. Laughter ensues behind me and I can hear jeering and heckling for him to get me on the floor. I swing my head around to scowl at them, but the moment I do, I feel the leather snap into place around my throat. “Better. Come now, Kitten,” he says, dragging on the lead and pulling me behind him.
 
   “No, please,” I shout over the noise as I wrench at the leather and try to remove it. Nothing moves. It doesn’t even appear to have a fastening on it as I tug and pull. “Please! Pascal wouldn’t want this. He said I should go to his suite.” It’s all I’ve got to get me out of this – the simple hope that his name is enough to make this man listen to me. He doesn’t. He just keeps pushing his way through the crowd while my feet trip over themselves and other people continue with their acts of Sodom and Gomorrah all around me.
 
   “Here, Kitty, Kitty,” someone calls from my side as I go past him. His fingers grab at my arse. I scuttle forward to avoid the contact, but before I know it, he’s grabbed hold of my leg and won’t let me go. The Texan is pulling me from in front and this other guy is now tugging violently at my ankle.
 
   “STOP!” I scream at the Texan, hoping he’ll hear me. Nothing. He just keeps going, and I try to stretch my body to get some air to my gasping lungs. Heat consumes me as panic sets in. I don’t know what to do or how to get out of this. “PLEASE, STOP,” I shout again, trying desperately to dislodge the hand on my foot as I’m stretched further. Eventually, my body can’t take anymore and I feel myself falling into the collar. My knee hits the ground first, sending a wave of pain radiating up my leg. I scream in response to it as my hipbone collides with the floor, too, and rallies agony to consume my senses. My throat chokes on the strangling collar and I just lie there being tugged and heaved between the two of them like a ragdoll. My mind closes down on the sensations as my hip continues to grate on the floor and I feel my ankle being wrenched about. Unyielding pain rolls across me, and as I lie there, I find myself thinking of Pascal’s hands and the pain he created. It was nothing like this. It was a good pain, a sensual one. This is violent. Maybe I deserve that for being so fucking useless, for being a whore. Perhaps this is what whores deserve. 
 
   “If you pull on my property one more time, Jackson, I will beat you, repeatedly, and with the greatest of pleasure.” Pascal’s beautifully firm voice rings out above the din. The moment he finishes the sentence, all the tension is released from me. The collar goes slack and the hand on my ankle drops away. I sag onto the sticky floor and suck in lungfuls of air. Hands bracing the floor, I try to push myself up but my hip and knee remind me of the agony they’re currently in. I fall back against the surface and pull my body into a defensive ball instead, then close my eyes to the visions around me.
 
   “Can you stand, my dear?” he questions from above me, still with a voice full of anger. I shake my head into the floor and carefully open my eyes to look at him. I see his black and cream shoes first, followed by his legs, still encased in those cream trousers, one either side of my body as he protects that which is his. Then, as I travel my gaze up his towering frame, I find the cane precariously balanced on the throat of another man who is leaning away in fear. I presume he was the one who had my ankle. His hand suddenly appears in front of my face with beckoning fingers. I grab hold of it and try to move, but the pain screams at me again.
 
   “I can’t. I’m sorry, but I…” Oh God, what a fool I must look here on the dirty floor. What must he think of me and my pathetic state? His cane is suddenly put in my hand and two arms scoop me from the floor. I slump into the relative safety and let him take all my weight off the ground beneath us until we’re finally upright. I flick my eyes to his to find him still looking at the Texan and sneering in disgust.
 
   “You will leave, now. She voiced that she was not to be touched. You directly disobeyed me.” My frown descends rapidly. If he knows that, it means he watched what was happening and did nothing about it.
 
   “They all say that when they’re not interested, and she isn’t cuffed,” the Texan replies, his tone full of sarcasm. “You can’t keep them all to yourself.”
 
   “This should make it all the more clear that you are not welcome then, yes? Exit from my building, and Jackson, do not try to re-enter it. The result will not be pleasant,” he says as he shrugs me up again and turns away from the man. 
 
   He mumbles something in a foreign language as we cross the space towards the exit and doesn’t look at me at all. He just keeps going and carries my weight as if I’m not even there.
 
   “Thank you for saving me,” I eventually say quietly as he manoeuvres me around so he can press a panel on the wall. He still doesn’t say a word or acknowledge me. He just strides along the green corridor from earlier until we reach the lift.
 
   “Your handling of that predicament was senseless. Why did you not kneel for him and beg for your freedom?” he snaps out as the top door opens and we enter the small foyer area with two doors. He moves to the left and presses his thumb against it. I just stay quiet and look at his chest rather than opening my apparently stupid mouth. “Did you not assume your yielding would afford you a better response than fighting him? Idiotic girl.” Now I’m an idiot, too? I struggle in his grasp until he releases his hold of me and, quite gently for him, allows me to slide to the chair beneath me.
 
   “How would I know what the hell I’m supposed to do?” I mumble out as I grab at my top again and flick my eyes around the room for anything other than him. I can feel him staring down at me, probably debating his punishment for my stupidity. He suddenly moves off in the direction of the bathroom and I hear the bath running as he comes back out holding a red silk robe.
 
   “Can you undress yourself?”
 
   “Yes, thank you,” I snap back. I’m fucked if irritated Pascal is coming anywhere near me. I pull myself up and try to bear weight on my battered leg but my knee instantly gives way. From nowhere, his hands are under me again. “Thoroughly stupid, dense.” He snarls at me as he carries me over to the bathroom and tuts beneath his breath. More foreign language erupts from his mouth as he balances me on the edge of the porcelain and begins to unlace my boots. My mouth twitches in amusement as he continues to grumble at me, or himself; I’m not entirely sure which. Eventually, I can’t hold in my giggle as I watch him on his knees. It seems a ridiculous place for such a man to be as his highly skilled fingers work the long laces smoothly.
 
   “Is something amusing you?” he snaps.
 
   “Sorry, no, nothing. It’s just you look a bit funny down there, like you have no idea how to be on your knees for anything, which I’m absolutely sure you don’t, Sir.”
 
   “Sarcasm does not become you, my dear. And I am far from pleased with your delinquent behaviour at present. Do not force me to change my mind.”
 
   I sit perfectly still again and allow him to undress me slowly and very carefully. I’ve never been undressed like this before. Yes, I’ve had my clothes stripped from me in the heat of the moment and discarded in amongst passionate fumbling, but I’ve never been so meticulously de-robed. His fingers are precise and careful as he unbuttons things and eventually reaches for the back of my bra. Funny really, given the fact that he was the one who tore my dress in the first place. One very practised movement of his hand and the clasp falls open, exposing my breasts to him. He then offers support to my upper body as he pulls the dress down and tugs at my knickers. Finally, I’m left sitting stark naked, just watching him throw clothes and boots into a garbage can in the corner. I’m in shock to be honest. I’m naked in front of him, and yet there seems no air of erotic intent in his gaze. He has simply helped me get undressed, and for a moment we just continue to look at each other. His face is flat and still slightly stern as he lets me gaze into his eyes, and I watch the flicker of emerald green change and dance in the low light of the bathroom. They’re such dazzling eyes, the kind you want to linger in forever and find out what depths lie inside. I could stay in this moment for a lifetime, I’m sure, and never see all the flecks of colour lurking in there.
 
   “Have you had your fill, my dear?” he asks, breaking me from my thoughtful moment.
 
   “Yes, sorry. I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “I’m quite sure you did.” Yes, I suppose I did. I snort a little at him and try to swing my legs over the rim of the bath. My hip grates against it and I flinch in pain. “More stupidity, Lilah? Stay still,” he says sardonically. I frown at his comment and then smile slightly at the fact that he said my name. I look over at him to find him smirking and starting to remove his shirt. Oh God, he’s undressing? I remove my eyes from him and just listen to the rustling of fabric and his chuckles until I see his bare feet beneath me. Even they’re astonishingly beautiful. I avert my eyes for some unknown reason and lean towards the bath again to conceal my utter embarrassment at the situation. It seems I can have his cock in my mouth, let him shove his hands inside me with extreme consequences, be here butt naked in front of him, but I can’t actually look at his naked form.
 
   He scoops me up yet again and carefully lowers himself and me into the bath until I’m resting between his legs. It seems an intimate move, one I wouldn’t have thought would ever happen with such a man. He tilts me back to him and, in an odd, unexpected move, kisses the top of my head as his hands come to rest on my stomach. We just sit like this for a long time while I feel the rhythm of his heart beating in my back. It’s so strong, not unlike the man himself. He sighs every now and then and moves his feet around, making the water swirl around us. It’s warm in here and reminds me of that serene feeling downstairs in his office, in my aftershocks. Intimate, close. I almost feel cherished as I sit here between his thighs and gaze at dark olive skin wrapping around me, yet again, protecting me from bumping into the side of the bath and causing pain. I chuckle a little at my thoughts as I feel his fingers grazing over my stomach. I could almost believe we were a couple in love. More stupidity.
 
   “Can you tell me what I did wrong downstairs?” I say as I muse over what is actually happening in this world. I’m confused enough about what’s happening in this bathroom, but I do need to handle myself if I’m to stay here long enough to get my money. He chuckles and I watch his hands fill up a jug with bath water.
 
   “Lean back, my dear,” he says. I scuttle forward and then tilt my head back to feel him pouring the warm water over my hair. It seems to sluice through the confusion as much as it does the dirt. It’s cleansing, and as I feel his fingers massaging shampoo into my head, I moan out gratefully.
 
   “This noise you make is perturbing,” he grumbles as his body tenses a little behind me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “This little whimper that emanates from your mouth, it is disconcerting. Stop.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it had such an effect on your highly debauched being. I shall stop forthwith, Sir. Could you just keep the hair washing going, though?”
 
   “You are pushing the limits of acceptable with your sarcasm, young lady.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
    “Hmm.”
 
   “Does it make you as nervous as my whimper?” He nearly chokes on his own laughter.
 
   “There is only one person who makes me anxious, my dear. You are not he,” he says, catching his breath and relaxing again. “You are amusing me, though.”
 
   “It’s that Alex chap, isn’t it?”
 
   “How very astute of you.”
 
   “You backed a step away from him, and then deferred with a slight bow of your head. Not something I would have imagined of you. He must have quite a hold on you.”
 
   “Mmm. He does.” That’s all he says in reply as he tips my head back again and pours more water to remove the shampoo.
 
   “Are you gay?” He laughs again.
 
   “You are inquisitive as well as presumptuous. No, not gay, my dear. Gay would imply a preference one way or the other, and this would be quite limiting. I am not inclined to restriction in my sexuality.” Well that told me.
 
   “Oh. Right. Good for you then.” He chuckles again and begins to soap the sponge as he pushes me upright carefully. He brushes the sponge across me in circular motions. Once again, it feels precise and exact in its wandering. 
 
   “You sound like Elizabeth on occasion. That is also perturbing. You should stop this also.”
 
   “I’m entirely sure I’m nothing like her. She’s possibly the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Is that hair real? It’s stunningly red. I’ll never be anything like that. I don’t even know how people like that exist. How does she pull off that casual chic so well? You do that, too.”
 
   “Do you always talk so much? And please do not call me casual.”
 
   “Sorry. It’s just, well, this is all a bit odd. I tend to talk my way out of precarious situations. Why are you even in here with me?”
 
   “You also apologize too much, and I have ulterior motives for bathing with you.” Sex? I think not. My body’s already sore enough without his idea of foreplay again, let alone the deliverance of actual sex between us. Although my body tenses in excitement at the thought.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I think my hip’s in too much pain for that.”
 
   “You presume that is not what I require of you, hmm?” he says in the sexiest voice I’ve heard from him yet. “You require that pain more than you know as yet, my dear.” And I might, just not at the moment given my flailing around on greasy floors in kink clubs.
 
   “You wouldn’t be protecting me if you wanted to cause pain. What can I do for you?”
 
   Silence descends for a few minutes as we just lie together. I don’t know if it was me talking about protection, or whether he’s questioning what he needs me to do, but as I let the warm water ease my aching bones again, I really couldn’t give a shit. It’s so nice in here, I could almost drift to a land where we are a couple, and our dinner’s out there cooking in the oven, and we’re talking about children and a life that’s normal. The type of life where I get up and go to work tomorrow in my business suit and heels. Solving the case, being the hero in some major court decision. Being happy. His soft sigh behind me pulls me back to the present as his leg swirls the water around again.
 
   “My wounds still require attention,” he says, quietly.
 
   So I just lay there, staring at the ceiling and listening to his breathing again. Maybe I’m just trying to draw the moment out a little longer before I have to admit to myself I’m just a whore again. Before I remember it all and try not to allow him another moment inside my head.
 
   “Did you help me because of that? To get your ulterior motives dealt with? You could have just asked, you know. And what wounds, anyway? And also, while we’re at it, why didn’t you help me sooner? You obviously watched the show.”
 
   “I did, quite enticing indeed.”
 
   “I was in trouble.”
 
   “And handled your misfortune appallingly. I will teach you the correct way to extricate yourself from such a problem in the future. It will be my highest priority.” Now it’s his turn to use sarcasm, although it’s quite lovely to hear him so relaxed and amused by me.
 
   “He was an arsehole.”
 
   “He is a dominant, a relatively vicious one, and he expects you to yield regardless of your situation, or who you belong to. There is an order in our world. It is a mechanism which deserves respect and careful consideration when dwelling within it.”
 
   “But I didn’t want to go with him.” God, I sound like a whinging child for fuck’s sake.
 
   “So you should have knelt when he asked you to, and then apologised for not being able to meet his requirements, rather than protesting and humiliating him. He would have released you from your obligation at that point.”
 
   “But you told him to leave because of his actions. He must have done something wrong, or–”
 
   “Do be quiet for five minutes, my dear. It is becoming tedious. I made him leave because he dishonoured me, not you. You were in the wrong, Lilah James. Although I should have escorted you. I may feel some hint of regret for that. This is also a perturbing feeling. I am perturbed,” he says, pushing me forward again and removing himself from the bath immediately. “It may also be why I am tending your wounds. Do not get used to the sensation. It is not generally my disposition to be so… obliging.”  The water sloshes around me as I stare into it and wonder what the hell he’s just said. My fault? I distinctly remember saying no, and also saying please on quite a few occasions. I turn my head to snap some kind of question at him and find him in his all his glory, looking back at me as he towels off his hair. My eyes fly back to the water again. Good God, I have never seen a more attractive vision of torture. Long, lean, and covered in a dusting of dark hair. His muscles are dense and articulate as they accentuate every part of his form. I may be looking at the water, but the vision is firmly embedded. I don’t think I’ll ever witness something so beautiful again. Unless I turn around again, which I’m trying desperately not to do. His hand suddenly appears at my side.
 
   “Do you need removing?” Do I? I try to move my body and find the pain has lessened in the heat of the bath. The bruising feels more relaxed and the tension in my hip and knee feels less harsh in its intensity.
 
   “I think I can manage,” I reply, pulling myself up and gingerly stepping over the side to get to the floor. He leaves the room as I check myself for damage. Everything actually feels a lot better. There will definitely be bruising around the area at my hip, but I can hardly feel anything wrong with my knee anymore. He returns with the robe in his hand again just as I’m tucking a towel around me to cover up my nakedness. Yes, I know, it’s stupid. His raised brow confirms this.
 
   “I have had my hand in your cunt, my dear. Do you feel exposed?”
 
   “I really don’t like that word,” I mumble as I turn for the sink and look for toothpaste.
 
   “Do you not? I have no other way of explaining the thing that attaches my digits to my wrist.” 
 
   I smirk at his amused voice and giggle a bit. He’s quite the funny man when he’s not being aggressive. Sweet really, in some ways. Although, I really do hate that term.
 
   “Not that. Cunt. I meant cunt. I don’t like it. Could you not use it?”
 
   “And yet it falls so graciously from your lips, my dear. It rolls and echoes disgust, yes? You wear the term well. I am quite particular about whose cunt I use. Yours was divine, and I have not had my cock in it yet,” he says, coming up behind me and pressing on a mirror to open the concealed cupboard.
 
   “You presume a lot, you know?” I quip, reaching for some mouthwash and rinsing out.
 
   “I have every right to with our arrangement, do I not?” My heart sinks at his words. Our arrangement. I work for it, spread for it, he pays for it. Whore. My eyes find the mirror and I stare at him through it. He’s smirking a little and has that light flickering around in his eyes. It’s the first time he’s purposely made me feel used. Bought and paid for. I sigh out a loud breath and throw the nice happy half hour we’ve just had to the back of my mind somewhere. Just lock it up in a box and forget it ever existed. As if anything decent could happen between someone like him and me anyway. I just need to do my job, get my money, and leave this godforsaken place. I slowly turn away from his gaze and take the robe out of his hand as I squeeze past him towards the bed. Assuming that is what he wants of me, anyway. It probably is. Useless Lilah is good for that bit, isn’t she?
 
   Carefully placing the towel over a chair and pulling the robe around myself, I linger, not really knowing what to do. The robe feels like silk against my skin, and I try to luxuriate in my surroundings for a few seconds before reminding myself I’m nothing but a whore in here. I stare at the large bed swathed in beautiful sheets and cushions and almost laugh at the connotations. There is nothing romantic going on here, nothing beautiful or restful. I have no real right to be here in his bed. I’m not allowed to feel comfortable or enjoy my stay, and as I watch his exquisitely naked frame walk out through the steam from the bath, I realise one thing with acute clarity. It will be a damn sight safer for my heart to remember just that. I am a whore. 
 
   I turn my head from him and gaze back at the bed. While I am here, I will simply work and do whatever he says. It’s in that second that I switch off my heart. I block the vision of happy families and cuddles and thoughts of more, and I send it crawling back to the streets – the same streets my dreams died on a year or so ago. The gutter is where those sort of thoughts belong for now. No matter how lovely he may appear to be, in a strange sense of the word, I don’t even dare think about it. When I get my pay check, I’ll dream again. Then I can start thinking about nice things, about the future.
 
   The bed dips in front of me and I notice his back turned toward me for the first time. My hand shoots to my mouth as I see the etchings of what looks like whip marks on it. If that’s what whip marks look like. I can only imagine, but I can’t see anything else causing that amount of damage to someone’s skin. Unless maybe he’s come off a bike. No, nothing causes those sort of stripes. They’re almost healed by the look of them. They’re still red and quite raw looking, but I should think they were a lot worse a few weeks ago.
 
   “Does it hurt?” I say, suddenly finding myself on the bed and reaching forward to touch the marks. I have no clue how I got here or why, but there you go. He said he needed me to do this. This is my job. My fingers land on the still puckered marks crisscrossing his skin and I feel a sigh leave his chest. It’s almost as serene as the sound that left my mouth downstairs.
 
   “The pain is relevant only to the situation in which it is delivered, my dear,” he says quietly as he holds a small pot of something over his shoulders. “I would have this pain delivered again in a heartbeat.”
 
   “Did he do this?” I ask, taking the pot from him and opening the top.
 
   “Another tick mark for your perceptive prowess.”
 
   “Why?” This cannot be normal, or maybe it is. I don’t know. I dip my fingers into the goo and start to apply it over the marks.
 
   “He needed me,” he replies calmly, as if I’m stupid for asking.
 
   “Why the hell would he need to do this?” 
 
   He chuckles softly. “He was in pain. He still is in pain. I took some of it from him, for him, and for her.”
 
   “I don’t understand that,” I reply, adding another lump of gloop to a particularly savage looking mark on his lower back. The flesh is still lighter than his darkly tanned skin, and this one is still very raw. I gulp down the fear that bubbles within me at the thought that someone could actually do this to another person. What sort of animal creates this type of pain and unleashes it on a human being?
 
   “No, and you will not for some time, if ever. Only a few will ever need the levels of darkness that consume him. He is but a tortured angel of death, my dear. He is all encompassing, and growing stronger with every passing day. You will do well to avoid him at all costs. Or at least stay behind me. Do not engage with him.” Not likely anyway, but thanks for the warning.
 
   “Who on earth is he? And why would you take that sort of punishment? Assuming it was punishment. Did you do something wrong?” 
 
   He draws in a long breath and chuckles to himself again as he straightens up and rolls a shoulder around. His head cracks from side to side and I notice older scars across his ribcage as I finish the last of the application. My hands want to run themselves over the rest of him. They want to feel his skin and find out all about him, wrap themselves around his waist and draw him back to me so we can talk, get involved, find out all those secrets and get closer. I snatch them away and back up the bed to rest on the pillows. Too close, too intimate. He turns those green eyes to me and glances across my body encased in the red robe, with a tired look etched into them all of a sudden. Gone is his smirk, and even his semi-permanent dirty eyes have levelled out to a more normal disposition. They look dulled, quiet, exhausted. He takes hold of my ankle and runs his finger across it gently. I flinch a little at the contact and look down to see a bruised area around it from where the man grabbed it earlier. He presses into it lightly, causing me to flinch again. I stare at him, wondering what the hell he’s going to do next.
 
   “He is Alexander White, my dear, and I took no punishment from him. I simply allowed him to use me, as I have for some time. I do this because I love him, and I also do it because I need the pain only he can deliver.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   “…and I took no punishment from him. I simply allowed him to use me, as I have for some time. I do this because I love him, and I also do it because I need the pain only he can deliver.” 
 
   Desperately, on both counts, more than the bastard knew.
 
    
 
   He let the words ring around in his own ears for a few minutes, allowed the echo of them to silence out every other noise in the room. The truth. Out loud and heard by someone other than himself. The sigh that consumed his being at the thought was far more relaxing than he would have thought it would be. Never had he told this to anyone other than the man himself, nor spoken about feelings of love. Never had anyone heard his innermost sentiments regarding the man. And yet, here he was, talking honestly with Lilah James. An unknown. 
 
   “Why would you need to feel that?” she asked. He couldn’t answer that with any clarity until she understood why she wanted the pain, too, or why she could well fit into this world perfectly. He pressed on the bruise again, harder this time, and felt the tension leave her as the pain dulled. Why was he so interested in her responses? Something was different about her.
 
   Apart from his rose, nothing had been this fascinating for some time, and he was positive that was only because of Alexander and his need for her, although he did understand it. He would have assumed the inane chatter and questions would have bored him by now, but he seemed to feel the need to talk a little, or at least give her the answers she required to become worthy of her new position. She was certainly aware of how to file and organise his office. Whether she would be able to look after his empire was another matter entirely. However, she was astute, perceptive, seemed honest and behaved well enough. There was also no denying her beauty. She would look exquisite while dealing with anyone who needed him. She had the same gravitas about her that Elizabeth held, the air of allure, of precision. She did not hold the peace in her heart that his rose had, but she did have a decency that was lacking in his world. She had an innocence that once would have amused him to the point of ruining it. This time it made him feel protective of it. His hackles, while fascinated, had been livid with Jackson for touching her, regardless of the appropriate response given the situation. This was a somewhat perturbing response to a perfectly reasonable reaction. She should have knelt. She should have begged, and yet, when she did not, his normal feelings of amusement were clouded with anger and care for her wellbeing. He’d watched as long as he could before showing his hand to the rest of the mob. It was enough that they all knew he was now collared; that he was showing a hint of grace for something beneath him was almost ruin worthy.
 
   He let go of her ankle and moved up the bed to rest next to her. Sleep was needed, nothing else, although temptation was never far away, certainly not with something as attractive as Lilah James lying next to him.
 
   “Well?” she said again as he put his hands behind his head and sank back into the soft pillows. Ah, yes, the reciprocation of pain. He shook his head and lifted the cover, indicating that she should get in, though he didn’t know why. He should have had Emanuelle in there, or Ruebin, or both, or neither. Lilah James was not a welcome invasion into his privacy, and yet she was there, and he’d brought her. He’d bathed with her, carried her, and didn’t even feel the need to fuck her at the moment. 
 
   She sat up and untied her robe. It fell from her skin and skimmed the edges of her breasts. His cock reminded him that he did, in fact, want to ravage Lilah James, soon, but not now. He smirked at himself and watched her discard the garment and slip under the sheets next to him. She stayed away and pressed both of her hands under her cheek as her face relaxed into the pillow. She had strong features. There was nothing delicate about her bone structure. It seemed almost harsh and jagged, forceful, utterly striking. She had deep-set grey eyes, brimming with sadness, and an emotionless gaze, with long, wide, thin lips. Even in rest, she still seemed slightly amused by him, as if she was always laughing at him, charmed maybe by something in his features. 
 
   “You’re not answering me?” she questioned in her clipped English accent. 
 
   He snorted out a bark of laughter and rolled onto his side. She was also someone who would not let something go, a terrier with a stick between its teeth. And so very forward with her exacting questions, she seemed wholly unfazed by him. Exactly what he and his businesses probably needed.
 
   “I cannot answer you, my dear. It would take all night and I still would not give an acceptable answer to such an innocent mind. At the end of our month, ask me again. You may be ready to comprehend my answer at that point.
 
   “Okay. Do I get my own room?”
 
   “Do you require one?” The thought annoyed him immediately.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s just, well, we’re not a couple, are we? And it seems a bit odd being in here with you. I’m sure you have other people you’d rather… Oh, do you do this with the others you train, keep them with you? I’d assumed it would be like at Roxanne’s and you’d call me when needed. Not that I know what the code of practice is.” Couple. A most bizarre principle. Whoever wanted to be part of a couple? Just two. He narrowed his eyes at her and remembered his mother’s words. 
 
   “He will never be a decent man. He will never marry nor give an heir. Give it to Fabrice.” 
 
   She was right, whether by design or maternal instinct. He wasn’t a decent man, and this world he’d created for himself was the only one he was comfortable in. It held no restrictions to what remained of his moral compass. He only had to delve into the real world as and when business or family required it. Thankfully, neither was too prevalent in his life.
 
   “If you wish for another room, you may have one.” The words left his lips and he chastised his own emotional response to the thought. He was simply paying her to do a job. He could not work out for the life of him why he’d allowed that to fall from his lips. Pay her to play with him? He had a thousand women, and men, ready to do that for free at any moment. Why would he pay her at all?
 
   “No, if it’s okay I’ll stay here. I can learn faster that way, right? And you’ll have me on hand for any organising you need,” she replied with a yawn, pulling her legs up to her chest. She looked tired, extremely so. Her time on the streets had no doubt exhausted the life from her. She would be better when she felt safe, protected. She would likely be a formidable character once she had money again.
 
   “Sleep, Lilah James. You are safe in here,” he said, brushing a lock of hair away from her face as it fell across her eyes. Beautiful, fragile and yet so strong. What had she been forced to endure out there? She did not flinch at the soft contact. She simply gazed at him again until she gave up the fight and closed her eyes, almost instantly turning her back on him and pulling the sheets higher with a sigh. Ten minutes or so went by as he tried to appropriate his brain back into some sort of order. Part of him wanted to pull her close and part wanted to maintain the distance. This was Elizabeth’s fault. He’d spent too much time in the arms of another recently, too much time being comforted and loved. It was torturous to be without it now, but be without it he must. She was not his to keep, and would only ever be offered when Alexander wanted it. The argument was not worth the risk to his fractured heart now. But Lilah was here, and her skin was so close, so warm, and he did feel something for her. She would do. For now, she would give him a small sense of comfort. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her thin body back to him. She fidgeted and tried to pull away a little so he tightened his hold on her and let his lips rest on her spine. She tasted like oranges and honey, and she was warming, like cinnamon at Christmas. She stilled and sighed against him.
 
   “Please don’t make me like you, Pascal. I don’t want to like you. I can’t afford it,” she mumbled. He kissed her skin again and closed his eyes. She was right. Neither of them could afford it, certainly not at fifty thousand dollars a month.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Sitting in his office, he looked out of the window and watched the world go by – the window that was now free of its covering unit. Why had she moved that? It was there for a purpose, to shield him from prying eyes. There was far too much information in this office to risk anybody venturing a look inside. He supposed he could put some blinds up. It was indeed more pleasant sitting there with the sun streaming in. Venetian maybe. Italy. His back twinged with yet another reminder of his love. He smiled at the image of yachts and tanned bodies, and stirred his coffee again. He’d only been here a few days and was already yearning to get back to Europe, to the decadence and darkness. People were too happy here. They didn’t have that maudlin sarcasm that the Europeans held. They weren’t bored enough. They jumped with glee at the most ridiculous of things. His pull back to the depraved was constant. At least in here, in his club, he could count on the kinky to have fun and revel in their own debauchery.
 
   He looked at the phone and contemplated the calling Jon Insbrucker. Or should they meet? It would potentially be easier to get the point across. One more deal and he could hand it over to the man. He just needed to finish it on decent terms, assuming he would be enthusiastic about taking the reins from him. If he could divorce the bitch from hell, he might even give it to her. He just didn’t want a bar of it himself anymore. There was also the very real threat that if Elizabeth found out, she would cause Alexander to question his morals regarding the trading of human beings. This was presumably something that women like Elizabeth would not allow nor encourage. Shame, but needs must.
 
   He ran off an email and hit send. Jon would not be awake, nor should he have been. Seeing eight o’clock in the morning was not an agreeable experience at all. It appeared a straight seven hours of sleep was quite enough for his body, though, and given the five hours it normally received, he wasn’t the least bit surprised. It had been a thoroughly refreshing experience. In fact, he couldn’t remember having such a good night’s sleep in a long time. It had left him feeling inexcusably boisterous.
 
   “Sir, may I enter?” Emanuelle asked from the door.
 
   “Come, Kitten,” he replied as her Boston accent wafted across him. It had a relaxing lilt, a slight drawl of compliance and ease. She crawled to him and slid her body up to sit in his lap.
 
   “You called for me. What can I do for you, Sir?” There were two things he needed from her. One included her leaving after she had finished the first task.
 
   “Lilah needs some clothes. Go to Saks and get her appropriate attire for the club. Before you do that, your fingers are required around my cock.”
 
   “Of course, Sir,” she said, sliding down from him and positioning herself between his knees. Good little sub – her fingers were of no interest in reality, only the result of them. He smirked at the small plastic tube on the desk and took hold of it as she lowered the zipper and pulled his flaccid member out. It had not been so flaccid lying with Lilah last night.
 
   Purposeful hands soon had him hard, and not long after that he was ready to come. It had been quite torturous restraining himself this morning when he awoke. Her lithe body had still been pressed into him. She had even laced her fingers with his at some point in the night, and interestingly, he had not pulled away. He gave the tube to Emanuelle and watched her pout at the fact that she would not be swallowing. She could have some later. His morning glory was meant for one person alone at the moment, and it was time to see what she would do for her money. Two or three swift strokes of her expert hands later and he grunted as she caught his come in the container and then lapped the remnants off his spent cock. Naughty girl. He tilted her chin up and wiped his thumb across her lips, which she also sucked into her mouth. Such a pretty thing, he needed to find her a match. Maybe Jon would know of one.
 
   “Thank you, Kitten. Off you go.” She pouted again, and as he watched her ass leave, he placed the small pot back on his desk next to the freshly made coffee. Lilah would be here shortly. He’d sent Reubin for her twenty minutes ago. Perfect timing really – women always took half an hour to rouse themselves.
 
   He poured more of the delicious liquid and lit a cigarette as he tucked his cock back into his suit trousers, then gazed out of the window again. It looked like a nice day. The snow had stopped falling, and the streets were covered in it. It graced the curbs and pavements heavily. He wouldn’t be surprised if children were out there soon, building snowmen and throwing balls at each other. It would be a good day for a walk in the park, maybe a thermos of hot coffee and some food from that restaurant in the middle of it, whatever it was called. It was not a place he usually frequented unless forced. Normal people entered such establishments while they chatted and gossiped about intrinsically disturbing things. Matters such as the weather, dull. Or marriage and its accompanying woes. Still, he hadn’t been there for a while, and it would be pleasing to see it covered in snow. Did they still skate there at this time of year?
 
   He fired off a text to Emanuelle to purchase warm clothes for Lilah, too, and boots of some description.
 
   “Sorry I took so long. I didn’t know what to wear,” Lilah said, wandering into the room, her face completely devoid of makeup and looking all the more striking for it. Her hair curled a little at the ends, softening her sharp cheekbones, but her eyes still held all the power. They ate into him somehow as she smiled quietly. He waved his hand at the seat and watched her tighten her robe before she gracefully lowered her ass into the chair.
 
   “You have no clothes, my dear. How would you not know what to wear?” he eventually replied, blowing out some smoke and stabbing his cigarette into the ashtray beside him.
 
   “Well, I thought maybe you’d have some trousers and a shirt I could… It doesn’t matter. It was a silly idea. You’re too tall anyway.”
 
   “I’m too tall? How short would you prefer I was?”
 
   “No, you’re not too... I mean you’re fine, perfect. It’s just that…” He raised a brow and smirked at her babbling. It was quite adorable really. “You know what I mean. I was looking through your clothes, and they’re too big for me. You’re too big.”
 
   “Too big and too tall. This list of grievances is becoming exhaustive.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll shut up,” she said, fidgeting with her robe and trying to cover her knees. “You do have some very nice clothes, though. Do you have them made for you?”
 
   “I do,” he replied, leaning forward to pour her a cup of coffee. “I trust you slept well?”
 
   “I did, thank you. I feel very well rested, and not in too much pain. What can I do for you today?”
 
   “Have some coffee and we’ll discuss it.”
 
   “Okay,” she replied, reaching for the cup. 
 
   “You forgot your cream, my dear,” he said, pushing the pot at her.
 
   “I don’t take cream. I have milk.”
 
   “You will take this cream. You will pour it, stir it and then swallow it down your gullet.” 
 
   She picked the pot up and frowned at it
 
   “What is it? It doesn’t look like cream?”
 
   “It is my very own creation. I have been cooking it up for you all night. I believe the last time you tasted it you were panting around my cock, lapping at it like a bitch in heat.” Her eyes flew up to his in shock.
 
   “You want me to put that in my coffee?”
 
   “I want you to prove your loyalty to your word. I am tired of dealing with deceitful workers. I require trust and dependability.”
 
   “And by swallowing your come in my coffee, I’m proving that? Really? That’s hardly an arduous task. I seem to like your come down my throat, as proved by the fact that I did it ten minutes after we met, which you reminded me of only yesterday. Please tell me there is something more intelligent than that in your brain,” she replied, screwing the top off and spooning the liquid into her drink. She stirred and took a small sip to test it. “It actually does the job quite well.” If he wasn’t so amused by her answer, he may have gaped as she sipped again and held the cup tightly in her hands. She was most definitely going to be an interesting experience. “If you want me to prove that you can trust me, give me access to all these files and let me run your business more efficiently. I’m tactical in legal manoeuvring, I have huge experience in managing complex structuring, and I can outperform just about anyone when it comes to research. I’m a smart cookie. Use that if you want a declaration of trust. Swallowing your come is easy in comparison.” She took another mouthful of her coffee and swallowed loudly, then licked her lips for added effect. It worked. His cock hardened almost instantly. Intelligent women were not rare in his world, but ones with no understanding of how they should behave were. He leant forward and clasped his hands to his lips as he studied her movements. She was less nervy now. There was no babbling coming from her mouth now she was discussing her element, which was very clearly business.
 
   “My dear, you are near perfection. Would you like to walk with me?”
 
   “Where? How is that helping me train? And, unless you missed the point of my earlier statement, I still have no clothes,” she clipped, raising an authoritative brow at him and taking another sip of her coffee.
 
   “Emanuelle will be back shortly with those, and you will learn a great deal if you are prepared to listen, my dear. By the time we return, you should be fully versed in my world and have the full vocabulary firmly imprinted. I will not have you accosted again because you are so unfamiliar with our ways. Tonight, you will work the club, and therefore will need to understand the rules.”
 
   “Work the club? You don’t expect me to have sex with everyone, do you?”
 
   “I expect you to do anything I ask of you, if you still desire your fifty thousand dollars, that is. Hmm? What will it be? The door is still over there.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Did you choose a safeword?”
 
   “Yes, pickles.”
 
   “Pickles?”
 
   “I detest pickles, and I’m thinking that when I’m at a point that makes me want to hit you, I’ll remember how much I hate you, ergo, pickles.”
 
   “You hate me? This is a strong word, my dear. Why would you hate someone who has offered you an option such as I have?”
 
   “Pickles.”
 
   “I asked you a question?”
 
   “And I used my safeword, which means I don’t have to answer, right?”
 
   “Yes. Although…”
 
   “Pickles.”
 
   “Are you going to say anything other than pickles?”
 
   “Not on this matter, no. I’m here for a job, yes? None of which involves an emotional response to anything, including how I might feel about you. Train me, use me, and then let me go on my way, or back to Roxanne. As you say, fifty thousand is a lot of money. Can I suggest you get on with me earning it rather than concerning yourself with what might be going on in my mind? I’m not your concern regarding anything other than how to speak, act, and behave to get my month’s worth of work done.” He’d never been spoken to in such a way before. Where had she suddenly erupted from? Minx.
 
   “Do you intend to be difficult constantly, or is this a calculated misjudgement on your part?”
 
   She sighed and stood from the chair. He watched her as she wandered around the space with interest, fingering binders and folders and tutting to herself about something.
 
   “Where’s the really interesting stuff?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can’t tell me that you run a place like this and do the things you do without having a thousand documents that need, shall we say, writing up delicately. That’s what I do, Pascal. All this bending over and being spanked is easy, and I’m sure I’ll learn all about your world in the space of a few days. Who knows? I might even learn to enjoy it, but what I’m really good at is dealing with things that need thorough examination. I can assume that a man like yourself needs thoroughly examining,” she said as she fiddled with the keypad on the safe that she had found behind the door. He stared at her collar bones and considered a thorough examination. Alexander should employ her thought process more readily. “Nice suit today, by the way. You look good in green.”
 
   “Why thank you, I’m glad you approve. Do not call me Pascal again.” She chuckled.
 
   “You’re welcome. Is it all in here, Sir?”
 
   Having pondered her reaction to the fact that being spanked was easy, he wondered how bothered she might be by a more forceful interpretation of the word.
 
   “Does the thought of undiluted pain not bother you in the slightest, my dear?” She turned and made her way back to the table, then sat herself on the desk in front of him. She twitched her lips in amusement at him for some inexplicable reason and then put her feet into his lap.
 
   “The only real pain you can ever cause someone is emotional. And as I don’t intend to let you anywhere near my head, you’re not capable of that. You may be a big bad wolf with very sharp teeth, Sir, but I have a legal brain. It’s dispassionate about anything remotely linked to torment. I decipher analytics for a living. I shut out any emotional thoughts regarding the task at hand. If I need to take pain to achieve my goal then that’s what I’ll do.”
 
   “Hmm. Stimulating indeed.”
 
   “Very.”
 
   “A winter hearted bitch.”
 
   “For you, yes. Did you need something more?” 
 
   He did not need anything more than that. Never had he needed anything more than that. To take and use was exactly what he needed, regardless of the odd sentimentality that was intrinsically linked to his rose’s manipulation around his chest area. Alexander may have been a different matter, but Lilah was offering exactly what was required of her.
 
   “The significant documents are in Rome, where they cannot be extracted without my irises,” he replied, snatching his hands away from her feet, which he had found himself rubbing for some extraordinary reason.
 
   “Mmm. Shame. I’ll have to deal with unimportant shit then. You could keep doing that, you know. I really don’t mind. Not like it’s linked to my brain,” she said with a wide grin as she pushed her toes into his thigh and braced her hands on the table behind her with a sigh. The robe slipped from covering her legs and draped back towards her waist, exposing her entirely as she continued to pad her feet in his crotch.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at her intelligent mouth and manoeuvrings. He should fuck her, immediately. Then beat her, or perhaps chain her somewhere until she got the point that she wasn’t in charge, and that she should have a little more respect for the Dominants she would have to play under. That thought sent an instant wave of irritation over his skin. Others? It was very clearly proved that no one else would be playing with Lilah James for quite some time when, beyond his control, his hands found her feet once more. He snatched them away again and fought the need to discipline her dramatically. For whatever reason, he enjoyed her mouth the way it was. Perhaps his time with Elizabeth had forged this need for a confident woman, someone he could discuss matters with other than Alexander. Play with. Or perhaps she was turning him soft, something that was entirely unacceptable.
 
   “When were you last in Europe?”
 
   “Five years ago,” she replied, moving her toes towards his stomach and rubbing them into his shirt. Irritation bit at him as he pictured all the other shirts ruined lately.
 
   “This is Italian silk,” he snapped, assuming this would halt her progress. It didn’t.
 
   “Mmm, it feels wonderful on my skin. Thank you.” His brow shot up at her complete disregard for the finery as she smiled again. Attempting banter with his mind was one thing. His clothes were quite another.
 
   “Do you wish to be fucked?” Perhaps that would stop her.
 
   “Mmm…That would be wonderful,” she mused, still rubbing her feet and relaxing more by the second. “You could do just about anything now and I’d more than likely beg for it. Is this normal around you? Roxanne said it was, Vixon too.” His cock deflated the moment his wife was mentioned.
 
   “It is entirely normal for women to throw themselves at me, often.”
 
   “Not surprising,” she said as she closed her eyes and tipped her head back. “You have this thing you do with your body. You glide. It’s quite ethereal really. I bet when you fuck it’s extraordinary. Do you talk all the time you’re doing it? Your voice is astounding.”
 
   “In several languages.”
 
   “Mmm… Use Italian. I understand that one.”
 
   He’d use several expletives in several languages the moment he felt he was in control of the woman who was currently completely in charge of this situation. He pushed her feet from his lap and stood immediately. A walk – he should go for a walk, probably without Lilah James. Unfortunately, the thought disturbed him and he found himself glancing at her wrist and pondering the possibility of some diamonds on it, just to prove she wasn’t to be touched. Obviously, it would be for her benefit, not his. Again, this caused him to huff out an irritated breath to himself and circumnavigate the space away from her.
 
   “Where is Emanuelle?” he snapped to no one in particular.
 
   “How would I know?” she said smoothly, swinging her body around on the desk to face him. She closed the front of her robe again and slid her frame down to the floor, then crossed the space toward him. As much as he tried to avoid looking at her, he couldn’t help but watch the swing of her hips as she silently covered the ground, or the sway of her deep brown hair gently caressing the sides of her sharp features. She was entirely captivating and irritatingly appealing. “Why are you annoyed with yourself?”
 
   “I am not. I am in fine fettle. I am simply considering why your clothes are not yet here.”
 
   “Oh, and here I was thinking you were wound up about something.”
 
   “I do not get wound up for any reason, other than him on occasion. You do yourself a disservice by presuming to know that which you do not,” he replied, flicking the contradicting thought away with his hand and reaching to pour another coffee.
 
   “Why are you clenching your fist then?”
 
   “I am n –” He looked at his other hand reaching for the cream and chuckled. He most definitely was. The woman was far too intelligent, and he should dispense with her services forthwith. Which he most definitely would. The moment he fucked her, and let her organise his business more successfully. He eased open his hand and poured the cream into lukewarm coffee.
 
   “Why do you need pain? From him?” 
 
   He pulled in a breath and turn back to face her.
 
   “Why do you ask so many questions of me?” Not that she had asked that many. It was more the fact that she asked the more emotional ones – the ones he did not quite understand the answers to himself. She took a step towards him and tilted her head.
 
   “Why do you not like me asking them?”
 
   “It is incessant, annoying.” She opened her mouth and abruptly closed it, then tilted her head the other way with a look of utter contempt radiating across her brow.
 
   “You’re a liar, and I’m just trying to learn. That’s what I’m here for, isn’t it?” she eventually snapped. He smiled at her ability to read his thoughts and decided to leave the deceit out of the conversation until another time.
 
   “You are indeed here to learn. However, that is a personal discussion, which–”
 
   “Quite, and because it is, it makes it relevant to me. If I need to understand the behaviour of these Dominants as you said, really understand it, then you are the one I need to understand the most. Roxanne told me to learn from you, that you were the most highly decorated Dominant there was. She also said that I would come back an overly qualified sub if I survived you. So, I do need to ask those sort of things, because then I’ll be the best, and make the most money doing it. See?”
 
   Much as he hated his bitch of a wife, the compliment was pleasant coming from her. And he supposed the resulting effect of someone understanding him with anything close to reality would improve the odds of that person becoming an invaluable sub in the future. Unfortunately for Lilah, one English rose swirling through his mind already was quite enough. He narrowed his eyes and eased back into his normal calm demeanour. Lilah James would have to learn to close her mouth. Others would not be so forgiving of her naivety. Her point, though, was a smart one, one she could employ to devastating effect if she chose to, he was positive.
 
   “Sir, may I enter?” Emanuelle’s voice called softly from the door.
 
   “Mmm,” he responded as he stared at Lilah until her eyes found the floor. Blonde hair popped into his field of vison and deposited a large number of bags by the side of Lilah’s feet. “How is your knee today? Emanuelle, you may leave.”
 
   “Still a bit painful, not too bad though,” Lilah replied, still looking at the floor. He listened to his kitten’s feet padding softly across the floor as she left the room and considered whether having Lilah in his bed was such a wise move. He should have Emanuelle find her somewhere else. That would, of course, be the most appropriate reaction to this intrusion on his mental stability.
 
   “Hmm. Get yourself dressed. Wear warm winter clothes, and I would hope a hat has been purchased,” he said as he took his drink and his body out of the room in search of more suitable attire himself.
 
    
 
   An hour or so later, he found himself wading through snow like a fifteen-year-old boy again. He could feel the cold winding its way up his legs and revitalising muscles that had not seen the light of day for maybe a year. Fresh cold air and people, many, many normal people. Vanilla people. All of them throwing snowballs at each other and dancing around in some sort of glee filled manner. It was positively disturbing. Why on earth he had believed this would be a pleasant experience was beyond comprehension, although the merriment of the laughter around them was some consolation. A child squealed behind him and rushed past his leg, causing him to dodge the oncoming assault from behind as more of the strange squealing noises screeched into his eardrums.
 
   “You don’t like this very much, do you?” Lilah’s quite lovely voice said next to him, as she tightened her grip on his arm to avoid slipping.
 
   He liked it very much indeed. It was a useful reminder of why none of this was acceptable in his world. Not one iota of this kind of comportment made any sense to him at all. He’d witnessed adults stuffing snow up jumpers, and then trying their hand at icicles in trousers, which was reasonably amusing now he thought about it, and could be quite useful if appropriated in the correct manner. And then he’d had to witness couples wandering around pretending to be in love. None of these people knew what real love was, or the sacrifices one made if one prized it highly enough. None of them had revelled in the debauchery that he had in order to find elements of a heart that had long since left. Well, apart from where Alexander was concerned.
 
   He manoeuvred them around the edge of the fountain and gazed at the oncoming mass of more happy couples, all clasping hands and kissing. Some had their lips bound together in a torment of passion, as if they were desperately seeking a place to hide so they could fuck. Or maybe they were just simply enjoying the feel of their lovers’ lips caressing and comforting them. He supposed they went home to each other every night, slept together, paid bills together, ate together, and went on holidays together. Normal. 
 
   He shook his head and adjusted the scarf at his neck, which instantly reminded him of Alexander again. He was collared and owned, and so desperately craving the connection that the man wouldn’t be able to give for quite some time yet, if ever, given his love for Elizabeth.
 
   “Do you wish he was here?”
 
   “Yes.” The word had left his throat before he had a chance to recall it. He swallowed loudly, trying to pull the word back in again, but it was too late. There was little point denying it in front of Lilah James anyway. Her astute nature would only find a way to bring it back out again.
 
   “Why aren’t you with him if you love him? Does he not love you?” He sighed and looked up into the bright blue sky filled with hot breaths and potential snow storms.
 
   “A good question indeed, my dear, and one I’m afraid I can’t answer, much as I might like to.”
 
   “Are you together?” Together. Two. Only two. Never would there be only two of them.
 
   She slipped on some ice and clung on for support as he dragged her to her feet again and gazed into her questioning eyes. There were thousands of unasked questions in there, simply waiting to spout forth and ask more of him. She had so much to learn about who she was and what she needed. Was it so hard for these people to just reach into the bottoms of their souls and drag out the animals that lived there? The one that either needed to be tamed or enlightened. He’d found the task relatively easy as a youth. He’d simply embraced his need for something that others didn’t seem to have the taste for. While all the other boys in school had constantly talked of girls and hormonal fingerings in sheds, he’d been busy building up a liking for torture at the hands of the headmaster. Some would have called it an outrage, had the man struck off for his conduct. He himself had just been a foolish boy requesting much needed love. And that new form of love was delivered harshly and with a passion he’d never felt from hands again, until Alexander.
 
   “Sorry, I’m okay now. You can let go.” He shook his head again and refocused on the woman in front of him. Beautiful, intelligent, and smiling so brightly the sun almost eclipsed in her wake as she shivered and chattered her teeth.
 
   “Am I amusing you again?” he asked as he quietly let go of her and turned them back in the direction of the café. She caught hold of his arm and giggled, charmingly. “This giggle of yours is pleasing, Lilah. You should do it often.”
 
   “Ah, but too much giggling would show emotions that I clearly am not feeling.”
 
   “Mmm. Errant things, those emotions. One should be careful with their delivery. They can be devastating. Never give your emotions to someone you do not trust with your life. It will surely be your demise.”
 
   “You sound like you’ve said that once too often, Pascal.”
 
    He stopped abruptly and turned to face her.
 
   “My dear, we are having an issue with the communication of orders. Have I not told you not to call me by my name?”
 
   “Yes, you have,” she replied, looking him directly in the eye.
 
   “Then why is it that you disobey me? Are you in need of a more appropriate punishment to curtail this insubordination?”
 
   “Insubordination? Pascal, please, we are in a park,” she said, turning her back on him and wandering towards the café. He stood still and watched with a brow raised. This was becoming intolerable. “And, if you hadn’t guessed, I’m not overly fond of saying the word. Would you rather I said it because I mean it, or is it enough that I lie repeatedly to inflate your ego further?”
 
   He was beginning to understand what Alexander meant with his reasoning of women who disobeyed orders. She was becoming quite amusing in her complete derision towards anything remotely normal – well, his version of normal. Did he want her to obey? Of course he did. Why she wouldn’t, though, was interestingly intriguing.
 
   “You are answering questions with questions. It is unbecoming,” he replied, inexplicably reaching down for some snow.
 
   “Why, you do it all the time? I need some coffee and a cake. Do you have money?” she called back, still heading away from him with her luscious brown hair poking out of her blue woolly hat, another adorable thing he hated to admit to liking. He’d balled up the snow and thrown it at her back before he realised what he was doing. So shocked was he by his own ridiculous behaviour that he simply stared at his hands and smirked. Within seconds, his face was filled with the cold powder, so much so that he tried to back away but was instantly assaulted with more of the revolting stuff. He coughed and spluttered around mouthfuls and suddenly found himself knocked to the floor with a very giggly Lilah sitting astride him.
 
   “Snowball champion of my school, mister. Don’t mess with me.” She squealed, grabbing more of the stuff and flinging it at him, then, amazingly, trying to shove it down his neck. He grasped hold of her hands with swift fingers and rolled her onto her back until he was nestled between her thighs. She smiled back up at him with reddened cheeks and wrapped her legs around him, pressing on him to pull him nearer. He half baulked at the idea of closeness, but succumbed without further thought as she flickered her eyelashes at him and licked her lips. She was such a striking thing, and something was closer between them, something that made him do things like throw snowballs, it seemed.
 
   “You are tempting a desire you know nothing of, Lilah James.”
 
   “Do you?” she replied, almost instantly. He very much did. He also knew the consequence of such idiotic behaviour. He frowned and let go of her hands so he could try to find the necessary response to such an intimate question. He chose not to answer it at all and began to rise away from her. “Stay, please, just enjoy it for a moment. We can go back to the other job in a minute.”
 
   She put her fingers in the back of his hair and pulled his mouth down to hers, so slowly time almost stopped. All he could see was her twinkling eyes and radiant lips asking for a taste of something he reserved for only two others, and for some unfathomable reason, he wanted to give it to her. It must have been the delinquent behaviour hovering around them. It had to be causing some activity to consume his mind inappropriately, but for the life of him he couldn’t stop the need to feel close to her. His mouth reached for her lips with a hunger that obsessed him. Soft teasing licks of near desperation had him panting above her as he rolled his tongue across hers. Her arms and legs holding him tightly only increased his hunger to devour her. She moaned and whimpered beautifully, mewls of need asking for a chance at something he refused to give to anyone but them, only them. Not Lilah. Lilah was a paid for service. An expensive service. Something he needed to fuck and dismiss. Something he wouldn’t be keeping.
 
   He slowly pulled back and gazed down at her as she stared back up, her breath panting and grey eyes full of undisclosed want as she reached her finger up to brush it over his lips. Such an ethereal creature, full of love and need no matter how unemotional she said she could be. 
 
   He pulled further away, watching her warm breath cloud the air between them, inch by torturous inch, until he was upright and turned for the café again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   I’ve learned more about Dominants in two hours of walking than I thought I ever would. Regardless of what they might be, or what they might need sexually, they are just people – people just like any others. They clearly have their quirks and strange needs, but underlying that is a deep-seated emotion that they either deny, choose not to admit, or need time away from.
 
   Talking about his world with him has been informative, logical, sense filled and completely juxtaposed to the man who kissed me and started a snowball fight. I’ve got all the new and interesting terms boxed into appropriate holes in my head. Sir, seems to be the main one of consequence, one which I’m refusing to call him anymore, which is bloody stupid of me really given I’m trying to avoid all sentimentality where he’s concerned, but Pascal just suits him so much better. His lips were so lovely in that kiss, so calming, as if the world simply didn’t exist for a few brief moments as we both lay there in the snow. Beautiful, just for a few minutes. Then he walked away, which was definitely the sensible thing for him to do.
 
   Now, we’re sitting in the Loeb Boathouse having a coffee, which does not include semen – well, I don’t think it does – while chatting more about his world and what is required of me in it. Those few moments of intimacy have been dismissed, it seems. That’s probably for the best, given the consuming emerald eyes that are staring at me as every other woman in the place tries to pretend they’re not glancing at him. It’s not really surprising. He looks devastatingly attractive today in his sage green, thick woollen suit. It skims his toned body to perfection, highlighting far too interesting features on his beautiful face. He is exquisitely put together, perfection if truth be told, and most definitely not for me. I know this because every time he smiles, I can’t help but think of log fires and happy family homes, things I’m sure Pascal would not even entertain the thought of. It’s such a lovely image, though, that I can’t help imagining him in a more relaxed mood, just as he was for a few minutes in the bath, and in bed as I listened to his breathing evening out while he fell asleep. He held me all night, and as I tossed and turned in his embrace to break his hold, he simply drew his arms tighter and then linked our hands together.
 
   “You are not listening to me, my dear?”
 
   “Why do you dismiss emotion?” I muse in response as he taps the floor with his ever-present cane. I’m genuinely interested from a Dominant’s perspective. One would assume that keeping an element of emotion involved would help build true communication between Dom and sub. I’m also hoping that it’ll give another hint of the man inside. He stares for a time and then signals to the waiter for the check.
 
   “I do not dismiss it. I simply do not have it to dismiss, Lilah,” he replies, standing abruptly and offering me my coat. I smile at him and slip my arms into it, looping my scarf around my neck at the same time.
 
   “Liar, you just called me Lilah again. If I were truly of no emotional interest to you, you would continue to call me ‘my dear’ constantly. You also would not have kept your gaze firmly fixed on me the entire time we’ve been here. You would have entertained all the other women in here with your dramatic gliding and wicked smiles. Plus you do have feelings for someone, do you not?” He pulls some cash out of his pocket, gracefully flicking it on top of the silver platter as he turns for the door instead of answering me. I follow him and wonder how to get the information another way. “Do you hide it because of him?”
 
   There’s a silence so long that I start to feel a little uncomfortable as he stares up into the sky and watches the snow filled clouds drifting by. I shove my woolly hat down on my head and slide the leather gloves on to wait for a response, should it ever come. One thing he won’t do is be rushed; that’s clear to see. I get the feeling that any small snippet of information from him is huge in comparison to what he might give others. Time just stretches on, though, and I’m just beginning to think I’ve asked too much when he turns and pulls my neck towards him. Firm, leather clad hands grasp at my neck and stretch me up to his lips. He doesn’t move to accommodate the height difference, just expects me to somehow reach him, and god knows how, but I do, because the feel of those lips on mine is so consuming that I’m powerless to deny them. They’re so warm and soft in the midst of this winter scene, rolling effortlessly over mine, and the moans that leave me as I fall into him are gut wrenching. I try to somehow wrap myself around his rigid stance, desperately hoping his body will soften, too, as I inch our beating hearts closer, stupidly, not able to keep up the pretence that I’m not consumed by his touch any longer. As his other hand eventually lands on the small of my back and pulls me to him, I revel in our private moment. Beautiful, stunning. Just us, together. Far more intimate than any fucking session.
 
   He groans as my hands find his head to deepen the kiss, giving me chance to cling on tighter and almost climb into his head for a few more seconds. This is Pascal, not Sir, not Mr. Van Der Braack, nor the man everyone bows and scrapes to. This is just a man kissing a woman, passionately, in the middle of Central Park.
 
   It suddenly occurs to me that perhaps he’s not kissing me, and I screw my face up at the thought as I rip my lips from his and think of Alexander White. Is that who he’s thinking about? It wouldn’t be surprising, given the overpoweringly immaculate man I met, but I’d like to think it was me having this effect on Pascal and not him. Although that’s just stupid of me, and completely inappropriate in all of this. I’m just here to do a job. Job. Make the bloody money and move on. Why do I keep searching for more from him?
 
   I shake my head to myself and turn away from him before I have chance to think anything else of what just happened. He chuckles behind me and I swing back to find bright eyes laughing at something.
 
   “You are truly stunning in your confusion, Lilah James.”
 
   “Me, confused? I’m not confused. You’re the one who just kissed someone else without him even being here,” I reply animatedly as I stomp off towards the lake, attempting a non-emotional response. It’s not working, but I hold my head up anyway and keep walking. I can’t believe I let myself think, even for a second, that there was more to this. Stupid. I have to stop this. I thought all this emotion was in a box somewhere, locked up safe. Why does he have to be so damn good-looking and intelligent? He catches up to me with nothing but a few swift strides and grabs at my arm to turn me back to him.
 
   “If I was kissing Alexander, I would surely have broken your neck within my grasp, Lilah. Do not assume anything when my lips are on yours. You do not comprehend how little they linger on anything. You should be pleased that you engage such a reaction from me.”
 
   “Wow, what an egotistical wanker you are.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I can’t believe you do that and then self-serve yourself by being a pompous arse. Engage such a reaction? What a crap thing to say about such a beautiful moment. If you were thinking about me, couldn’t you try for something a little more summery, wintery even, as long as it had wonderful connotations to it? Christ!” I shrug out of his hold again and make a beeline for the water’s edge. Perhaps I can see some sense if I just get back to the topic of sin rather than thinking about love and beauty and nice things that have no business being inside my head at all. “Look, there’s absolutely no point to this at all. Don’t kiss me again, please. Tell me more about hand signals for when I’m gagged instead. That I can cope with.” 
 
   I might have shouted that a bit too loud over my shoulder, because a woman wandering past frowns as she yanks her child out of the way. I scowl at her intolerance and turn for the lake again.
 
   “As you wish, my dear,” he says quietly, keeping his distance as I pick up some gravel and launch it at the frozen surface. It bounces off the ice as if it means nothing to the frigid façade, not unlike my feelings where the wall of frozen emotion behind me is concerned. I swing back to him in a state of irritation and can’t stop my mouth moving.
 
   “As I wish? What I wish is that you would let yourself be who you want to be rather than pretending that nothing affects you. If you were kissing me back there then your lips were filled with something other than sin. Tell me they weren’t?”
 
   “They were filled with exactly what you required of me. That is my position as your Dominant, to give you that which you need,” he says with a smirk.
 
   “Dominants aren’t required to give subs what they need. It’s a Dominant’s position to ask for that which he needs, and a submissive’s job to offer it freely as long as she feels safe. You prompted that kiss, not me. I asked you about Alexander, and instead of answering me, you deflected by kissing me while you were thinking of him. That is deceptive, and not the behaviour of a decent Dominant. You should have been honest with me, and yourself.”
 
   “You miss a rather intrinsically relevant point, one that you will understand eventually, but mainly you are correct. You are already quite the connoisseur of our dynamics. I have taught you well so far, yes? You will do very well in the club this evening. You understand the underlying nuances perfectly.”
 
   “Are you suggesting this is a lesson of some sort?”
 
   “Indeed, a well learnt one I would say. You will be an excellent addition to Lucinda’s entourage.”
 
   What? We’re doing this and he’s talking about sending me back?
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “I am not amused by your language, and am of a mind to spank you for your insolence,” he says sharply, taking a step toward me and smirking again.
 
   “You will do nothing of the sort. That was not a lesson and I want you to bloody well admit it.” He smirks again and tightens his scarf.
 
   “Why do you believe you deserve anything from me other than the lessons I offered?”
 
   “Because you…” I can’t speak, and he is suddenly closing the distance between us, which is disconcerting to say the least.
 
   “Hmm? Come, my dear, enlighten me as to what it is that is revolving in that mind of yours.” Should I tell him? God, this is not fun at all.
 
   “Because you wouldn’t…”
 
   “Wouldn’t what?” Oh, good lord he’s too close again. Stay out of my head.
 
   “You wouldn’t let me go last night, and it’s more than just…”
 
   “More than what, exactly?” he asks as he gets within a hair’s breadth of me and just hovers above me with a highly amused smile while licking his damn lips. All logical thought is abandoning me. I need to get that back. This mumbling is stupid, but it continues to fall from me as my eyes gaze at his chest.
 
   “You wouldn’t, and I couldn’t… and the snowball thing, and then you just kissed me, and you didn’t look at anyone else, and…” Oh fuck, I have to stop this. Now.
 
   “Be careful, Lilah James. You are beginning to sound like you are becoming overly involved in our non-emotional arrangement.” I drag my heel a step backwards and lift my head with the most determined face I can muster.
 
   “No, it’s just that I need you to be honest. That’s all. Really honest. I can’t understand the dynamics if you’re not honest, and I need that to do my job effectively, don’t I?”
 
   His hooded stare fixes on mine until eventually he puts his hands in his pockets and takes a step away from me, and then another. He’s frowning and staring with an angered expression, expanding the distance again with another step.
 
   “Honesty is a two way affair, my dear, one which insists upon the upmost trust. Giving oneself over to another and being truly bonded is beyond your comprehension at present. You ask for something which you are not prepared to give yourself. Had you not assumed my arrogance, and rather respected our moments, you would have found peace lingering in timeless seconds. Instead, you confuse yourself over what my lips on yours mean, or my embrace around you. When you understand me a little more readily, you will see that you achieved something very few can, and for that, Lilah, I thank you. You are remarkable in your abilities.”
 
   With that, he spins on his heel and wanders away from me in the direction of the bridge. I run over his words in my mind. What the hell did that mean? Again and again I recite them to myself, hoping for enlightenment, and find nothing other than the fact that he wants me to be honest with him, which, in our present arrangement, is a little uncomfortable. Why should I tell him how I feel about him? What has he done to deserve feelings from me? He brought me to his den of iniquity, under duress, sort of, and now he’s going to pay me to have sex with him. There’s nothing honest or pleasant about any of it, no matter how lovely the real Pascal may seem. I stare out over the frozen lake again and see men like Alexander White laughing at me. Absurdly good looking he may be, but he’s just another man who will pay for me to be on my knees for him while he takes what he needs. There’s no emotion involved in moments like that, and while I’m being paid, there should be no emotion involved in anything, should there? 
 
   Peace lingering in timeless seconds.
 
   What a truly lovely sentence, full of flowers and pretty girlish things – a lover’s chant of beauty, maybe of a moment’s bliss never-ending. Something only the real version of the man who’s still walking away from me could say. Something honest. Something true. Something I should have heard the moment it left his damn lips. 
 
   My feet have are walking towards the bridge to follow him before I can stop them. Yet again, there’s nothing to stop me leaving. I could easily walk the other way, perhaps go to the homeless shelter on 67th, maybe even see if there’s a job at the restaurant we’ve just been to, but the lure of him is too strong. And if he’ll give me just one more sentence like that, or one more kiss, then maybe I’ll be able to take the pain he’s going to deliver when he sends me away. 
 
   Back to Roxanne. Back to work.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   I’ve been in this suite for most of the afternoon and early evening trying to find the right clothes to wear for ‘working the club’. Presumably something with a bit of sex appeal is necessary, but if the outfits I saw the other night are anything to go by, I’m not even entertaining the thought of matching. Wearing scraps of leather wrapped around various orifices is not a look I’m comfortable with. My eyes scan the pile of clothes that have been delivered. Apparently that blonde bimbo went shopping again while we were at the park, and all of this is typically her. There’s nothing but sexy, tight-fitting designer labels scattered around, leaving me with little option but to choose something I’m uncomfortable with. Perhaps that’s what these types like. Is it what Pascal likes? I quickly chastise myself for thinking about what Pascal wants then realise I’ve unconsciously picked up a sage green, silk pencil skirt. Christ. I drop it immediately and search for anything but green. I’ve just got a job to do tonight. This is nothing to do with him other than the fact that I’ll be getting my first proper lesson, apparently. 
 
   So I can make him some money. 
 
   Sighing out a breath at my whore status, I grab at a cream coloured matching skirt and jacket and then swipe a red shirt to hint at seduction. Not that I want anything to do with seducing anyone, and I’m certain it’s irrelevant how seductive I look anyway. These men, or women, probably just take anything to fulfil their needs, don’t they? I could probably go out there in my normal attire and they’d still be interested in my innocence. It seems innocence is of great interest in places like these. Not that there’s really anything innocent about me, only in this scenario. There’s nothing here that suggests relaxed femininity. A floaty skirt or dress maybe, or a wide-legged pair of trousers with a flowery blouse – anything like that would have been more appropriate for me than this selection of skin-tight ensembles. Mind you, I definitely do need a bit of help creating some curves at the moment. Thin might be preferable to the outside world, but it doesn’t help create a womanly figure, and given my lack of breasts, I suppose I could do with something a little more clinging to form a shape of sorts. 
 
   I start to strap myself into some of the underwear that’s been provided. This set is as pleasant as the selection allows – subtle gold knickers and bra with a wide matching garter belt and corset creation. It fits perfectly and manages to lift my boobs, giving the impression of at least a D cup. I stare blankly at the mirror’s reflection of myself and wonder what it is that I’ll have to do down there this evening. He hasn’t really said much about it. He just told me I’d be accompanied by Reubin, who would keep me protected from any over zealous hands that might get a little on the agitated side. It’s not the most comforting of thoughts really. Reubin seems a kind young man, but I’m not sure he’ll be able to fight any of those other men off if last night’s grappling match is anything to go by. In fact, I’m certain the only person who has any control over proceedings downstairs is Pascal himself. But then, Ruebin does seem very close to him. I’ve seen them whispering in corners, or rather, Reubin looking at the floor while Pascal smirks above him, or gives him a stern glare. It makes me wonder what their relationship is. He seems far too sweet for anyone like Pascal to be interested in.
 
   I stare into the mirror again and flick my hair about in the hope of managing some oomph. It doesn’t help. It just hangs there limply, framing my face with those sharp edges that have been cut in. Lord knows how that salon managed it. What did they say? Something about massaging my scalp to create tension in the roots. I don’t know, but I try it anyway and then spritz some more lacquer on. The effect seems to work, to a degree, and I find myself still staring dispassionately at my underwear-clad profile. I can’t stop the back of my mind from thinking about dressing for him rather than the crowd of eager hands that will be waiting. That’s what he said earlier. “They will be very eager for you, my dear.” Joy.
 
   After his last announcement at the park about timeless seconds, he’s not once called me Lilah. We’ve gone back to ‘my dear’ all the time. Maybe it’s his way of widening the distance again. I suppose he’s right to do just that. If I put my legal head on, that’s exactly what we should both be doing, keeping that distance as far apart as possible. So, after the third time of hearing him calling me ‘my dear’, that’s exactly what I did. I forgot the kiss, forgot his smell, forgot he’s a highly intelligent male who I could quite easily fall for, and just looked away from him as much as possible, opting instead for the floor. I’ve even resorted to using Sir as much as my throat will allow it. If I just keep saying it, maybe I’ll mean it, and then I can just switch to using it with any other man that happens to use me for his purpose this evening, or for the next month.
 
   There is a soft knock on the door behind me and I call out, “Come in,” without a single thought of who it could be. It doesn’t really matter, does it? I’m a whore at the moment. Clothes will be of no importance in the next few hours anyway. It opens softly and Ruebin enters with a glass of champagne and some crackers on a silver platter.
 
   “I wondered if you might be hungry, Lilah.” He smiles a little and places them on the coffee table by the wingback chairs.
 
   “You’re sweet, Ruebin, but no, thank you. I think the last thing I need is alcohol at the moment,” I reply, stretching for the skirt and shirt. “Is it time for me to go down there already?”
 
   “Nearly, and he suggested I get you into the club before Mr. White gets here.”
 
   “Why is he coming in here?”
 
   “He’s not. His suite is next door. It’s best if you just stay clear of him. Although he was kind to me a while ago, and taught me a valuable lesson where Sir is concerned.”
 
   “I doubt that man has a kind bone in his body. In fact, he told me himself that he wasn’t kind at all. I’m very happy to stay well clear of him regardless of his heroics. Why that beautiful woman is anywhere near him, I do not know.”
 
   “Can I give you some advice, Lilah?”
 
   “Please do. I’m in need of as much as possible.”
 
   “I’d be careful with your tone about him. He’s incredibly powerful, and has the full attention of Sir. Collaring someone like Pascal does not happen lightly in our world. Forget how you might feel and be respectful at all times.”
 
   “What do you mean? What’s collaring?”
 
   “He owns Sir. There is nothing that Sir will not do to accommodate his wishes, and that would include anything to do with you or me. So, just give him the respect he deserves for that status and you will be fine.”
 
   “Who is he? You say he’s powerful, but I’ve never heard of him.”
 
   “Do some research on my laptop later if you like. There’s plenty of information available on him. But don’t stick your nose into his business. He isn’t known for sympathy or kindness, as you quite rightly pointed out.” He sounds idyllic. Probably another arsehole.
 
   “Oh, right. I will, thank you. Are we ready then?” I reply, slipping my arms into the short fitted jacket and dismissing the notion that he’s anything I should be worried about. I’ll just avoid him at all costs and not think about his relationship with Pascal because that is none of my business, is it?
 
   “Are you not nervous?”
 
   “About what, Ruebin? I made an agreement with Pascal, and I intend to honour it. If that means fucking half the men or women in this place for a month, then that’s what I’ll do. It’s not like any of them are in my mind. It’s just a physical act, one I can do without any thought other than the money I’ll make at the end of it.” Unfortunately, I can feel the irritation growing inside at the nervous disposition that appears to be wracking my innards to startling effect.
 
   “Submission is far more than that, Lilah. It takes honour and trust. Giving yourself to someone is the very highest degree of loyalty and respect for their wishes.” Is it? Really? Well, bully for it. I can’t afford that luxury and I’m damned if I’m letting any emotion for any of this shit get into my head. Job. That’s it. Make money and leave. Fucking stupid people and their warped idea of normal. 
 
   “Not if I don’t love them, and not if I don’t let it affect me,” I snap out, cupping my bob in the mirror one last time before I turn for the door and signal that it’s time to get this show on the road. “Let’s get it straight, shall we? I’m now a whore, Ruebin. For your precious ‘Sir’. I’m here to make money on the orders of a man I hardly know. And I do this because I have no other choice until I make the money I need to get out of here. Then, I’ll make a judgement on this D/s obligation and its merits, or lack thereof. As far as I can tell so far, it’s idiotic and unreasonable in its odd demands on a relationship. There is no sense or logic to it, and if I could make my money another way rather than spreading my fucking legs then I would, but I can’t. So I’ll make my body do what it needs to in order to get where I need to be. Sorry, but that’s the way I feel, and no amount of your strange idealisms or your odd courtships and collarings are going to persuade me any differently,” I shout, quite cathartically. And as I suck in some much needed air, while trying to control my glare at the poor man, I watch the door open in front of me at the hands of someone else.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, but what did you just say?” Shit.
 
   It’s Elizabeth’s voice, and as she scans my clothes, then wanders over to the chair and crosses her extremely long legs, I feel mortification rising inside me. My little rant could be deemed disrespectful, I suppose. Shit. My gaze finds her shoes before I’m aware I’ve deferred to her presence, then I stare at her legs in awe. They are clad in a perfect example of what I would have chosen to wear – long, tailored burgundy trousers with a cropped top showing off her astoundingly flat stomach area. I narrow my eyes at her for blatantly barging in and lift my gaze to hers, wondering what she holds over Pascal in order to have thumbprint access to his suite. She smiles as she picks up my champagne and takes a sip.
 
   “Hello again. I’m not sure that’s anything to do with you,” I eventually reply, nodding at the door again and looking toward Ruebin to aid my escape. No one is a friend here, no one. Including this woman with her beautiful smile and her pleasant demeanour. She may have been nice to me, and because of that I’ll be civil, but if I’m going to make it through any of this, I have to stay dispassionate about everything, and everyone. 
 
   “No, Lilah. Wait, please. I need to know what you said. I heard the last bit, clearly. Hell, most of the club heard that, but what did you mean about making money?”
 
   “That’s definitely none of your business,” I snap in reply, reaching for the door handle. “I have to go. Pascal is waiting, and I–”
 
   “Pascal can damn well wait,” she spits out as she points at the other chair and flattens her smile. “You sit your arse back down and you talk to me about what’s bothering you. You’re clearly not happy with whatever this is. Ruebin, go and tell him she’s with me and will be down when I’m finished with her.” Remarkably, he bows and scuttles backward as if he’s frightened of her, then opens the door to leave. “And bring some more champagne up, will you?” she continues as he backs out of the door and closes it quietly.
 
   I’m left not knowing where to look or what to do as she continues to point at the chair and raises a brow in authority. “Lilah, believe me, as long as you’re not here to destroy my men, I’m on your side. Sit. Relax. There’s plenty of time for whatever it is that Pascal has planned for you. I just want to make sure you’re okay, that’s all. You won’t get into any trouble.”
 
   “How would you know what trouble I’ll get into? And why do you know anything? Who are you? I’m not being funny but I have a job to do and I need to get on with it, sooner rather than later.”
 
   “Me? I’m just a girl with a catering company who happens to be in love with a difficult man or two. I also happen to know a lot about all of this, so just tell me what I need to know and I’ll see if I can help you out, okay?”
 
   “I think you just heard, didn’t you?” I reply, gazing at the array of diamonds around her neck and wrist. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such an exquisite ring before. Clearly Alexander White is very wealthy indeed.
 
   “Is he paying you to do something that includes having sex with other people? Not that that’s a problem as long as it’s what you want to do. Is it?” My eyes find the floor as she asks for the truth with a sigh. Truth, wonderful.
 
   “Yes, he’s paying me fifty thousand to service him in whatever way he chooses for one month.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I need the money so I can get a flat again, and try to find a job. I was running the streets after losing everything and Roxanne found me and very kindly offered me a job. Then he came and brought me here, but then he is her boss, so I suppose I work for him now. Then he offered me money for doing all this, which was a bit odd because he didn’t have to really. I was prepared to do it anyway, to learn so I could make money quicker and get back out into the real world.”
 
   “He’s paying you fifty thousand pounds to fuck him?”
 
   “Dollars.” Pounds would have been better, but beggars can’t be choosers.
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but it’s not just him. It’s others, too. Actually, I think he might be paying me so he can teach me. I don’t know. I just know I need the money, that’s all. And I don’t want to make him angry, so…”
 
   “What did you do before?”
 
   “Legal clerk come secretary.”
 
   “Good?”
 
   “Very.” Fuck her. Yes, I was good. I am good. Regardless of what my old employer may have believed. I am better than this whore house. I just need to get back out there.
 
   “Hmmm,” she muses, swiping her phone out and inputting something. She eventually raises her head again and leans towards me to whisper.
 
   “What do you know about divorce?”
 
   “Quite a bit really. I did several back-up cases for the lawyers, gathering information, that sort of thing. Do you need one? Why are we whispering?”
 
   “Too many ears around here, and there’s always someone trying to create trouble. I don’t need one, but I do know someone who does,” she says with a conspiratorial wink and another breath-taking smile. I swear I could turn gay for her. She’s completely overwhelming in an understated way. How do people achieve that? Wow. I can’t find any words to describe her at all.
 
   “Is that your normal dress sense?”
 
   “Hardly.” She snorts out a magical sounding laugh and relaxes back with her champagne again.
 
   “Seems you have a little bite, Lilah.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Snappy, backbone. You appear to be ready to fight for what you believe is right.”
 
   “I suppose it’s returning, but I don’t feel like I’ve got anything to fight with. I can’t even use moral advantage until I get some money. So I’m stuck with this at the moment, or it’s back out on the streets. Not a place I’m prepared to go to again.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. You can have one of Alex’s flats.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “As long as you organise a very tricky divorce for me and make a morally good judgement on who deserves what from the settlement, you can stay at one of his apartments and still get the money Pascal’s promising you,” she says, swinging her hair around. “Okay? No sex involved. Well, not the obligatory kind, anyway. I’m sure Pascal will be more than obliging should you want that from him. He’s very good at it, by the way, makes you all tingly.” 
 
   She fucks him, too?
 
   “But why would he still pay me? And what’s the situation with the three of you?” That was so inappropriate. I definitely shouldn’t have asked. She smiles again and crosses her legs the other way with cat-like grace.
 
   “I’ll make him pay you, or Alex will, which is still me making it happen in the long run.” 
 
   Ruebin opens the door just as I’m about to get the best part of the information. He quietly places another glass and bottle in front of us and then backs out again. “Have you told him?” she asks. He nods in reply and continues to gaze at the floor. She waits until the door’s firmly closed before divulging anything else, but when I open my mouth, she lifts a finger, indicating that I should wait. She pulls out a small clip and scratches the top of her head like any old person in the street then scrapes her hair up into a ponytail. She suddenly seems so normal, the first person who seems even remotely that way in comparison to the rest of them. “Lilah, I like you, and if you want the truth, I’m willing to give you some of it, but make sure you remember one thing. If I think you’re out to hurt anyone, or destroy anything precious in my life, I’ll have to find feisty Beth to kill you.”
 
   My mouth drops open in astonishment. As far as I’m aware, I’ve done nothing to deserve death as of yet. And I do not intend to destroy anything, except my own self-respect, which, if I agree to this set up, won’t have to happen either. Thank God.
 
   “Who’s feisty Beth?”
 
   “Me, on another day. She’s a real charmer. And I will kill you if you screw with my life, got it?” I rapidly nod my head in agreement as her face becomes very nearly scary in its appearance.
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Good. So where shall I start? How about the first time I met Pascal? Or maybe Alex would be better. This is harder than I thought. So much has happened. Umm… Okay, let’s start with why you need to understand how the mind of a sadist works. Perhaps you’ll understand Pascal and this place a little better then, yes? Good starting point?” I nod again, as if I know what a good starting point is. I just need money, and this absolute angel sent from heaven seems to be offering that for me just doing what I’m good at. I’ll nod at just about anything.
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   “Great, take that jacket off then and get comfy. You hungry? I fancy fish and chips for this tale,” she says with a charming giggle as she flings her shoes over the back of the chair.  “Where’s the chef person?”
 
   Fish and chips? Who on earth is she? Regardless of the fact that I have no idea who she is or why she’s going to tell me anything at all, I do find myself peeling off my restrictive jacket and smiling at her inane chattering. She’s always smiling, as if she’s so comfortable within these walls, relaxed and happy to be with these people with no care in the world. Yet she seems so down to earth in comparison.
 
   I’d quite like fish and chips, too. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I might have found a friend, someone I may be able to rely on for help – morally decent help.
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   “But I have an apartment at Roxanne’s. I could–”
 
   “I’m sure you do, and I still think it’s better that you stay in one of Alex’s. Everything you need will be there, and you won’t be interrupted or swayed in your opinion,” she says as we step out of the limo and walk towards a huge remodel overlooking central park. Idiotically gasping at the portico area flanked by two men dressed in yellow livery, I gaze upwards at the towering block of apartments in awe. 
 
   I’ve walked this way before in my boredom, but I was always quickly moved on by some holier-than-thou arsehole. Presumably, they didn’t want street running trash gazing at the unattainable and sullying the neighbourhood. If they’d just given me a chance to reply at the time rather than assuming my state was self-inflicted, I might have proved I was other than what they thought I was. But that’s just the way it is on the streets. You can’t prove a damn thing. No one gives you a chance to. Still, I’m here now, with someone I hardly know, although I feel like I’ve known her all my life, and I’m about to enter one of Alexander White’s apartments. I’m still not really sure why. All I know is that there’s a divorce that needs attending to.
 
   “Why would I be swayed in my opinion? Opinions don’t matter anyway,” I reply absentmindedly. I’m still gawping at the Victorian beauty of the structure as she tugs on my arm and leads us over the carpet towards the men, effortlessly sweeping along in her stunning black heels. They both nod at her and smile at me, welcoming us in with a wave of their arms.
 
   “Well, because it’s Pascal’s divorce, from Roxanne.” I skid to a halt on the marble floor. She wants me to handle his divorce? I may be good, but that’s a whole heap of trouble waiting to be found. I didn’t even know they were married.
 
   “They’re married? I can’t do–”
 
   “Yes, they are, but I don’t think many people know, if anyone. I expect you to keep it very quiet. Neither of us expect you to deal with the actual litigation. Alex has a lawyer for the final performance, but we need someone who will go unnoticed when they’re quietly digging around. And you can do it, Lilah,” she says, making her way to the concierge and giving him her ID card.
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “Lilah, you’re perfect for this. Please do it. Everyone thinks you’re a nobody, and all you’ve got to do is grab info, you know, get involved in legal stuff that I have absolutely no clue about at all. Belle deals with legal stuff, not me,” she says quietly, turning me away from the man at the desk. Who’s Belle? “And because of other stuff recently, Alex doesn’t trust anybody with anything, as if he ever did anyway. But he wants the best for Pascal, as do I. We just need to know someone we can trust is handling it. And here’s the best bit…” She giggles, looking back at me. “From him, which is quite astounding, frankly. He says if you do it well and he likes you, he’ll give you a downtown apartment and a job when you’re done if you want one. No catches. Apparently he’s being decent.” 
 
   My mouth gapes again.
 
   “I’d say. Really? I don’t know what to say to that. Why would he?” She scribbles something on a card that the concierge has given her and then takes some keys with a smile. Eventually, a sigh leaves her as she gazes at the floor for a second then quickly moves us across to the lift.
 
   “Because deep down, under all that arsehole behaviour I told you about, and his many, many sadistic preferences, he’s a good man, Lilah.” I’m not sure I believe that after all the things she’s told me over the last four hours. I raise a brow at her in challenge and chuckle at the giggle that leaves her mouth again. It’s completely infectious. “Okay, okay, it might be just because he’s in my bad books at the moment and he fucked up quite a lot. Let’s just say he’s got some making up to do.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “So you’ll do it?”
 
   “Okay,” I reply, nodding my acceptance while inwardly shaking my head at the mess I’m getting myself into. At least I don’t have to fuck anyone for money this time. “I’ll try.” She claps her hands and links her arm with mine as she presses the button for the lift.
 
   “That’s all we ask, honey. See, I knew I liked you for a reason. You’re smart, beautiful and intelligent. No wonder Pascal was all possessive.” What? I’m not getting involved in that discussion, no matter how much I might want it to mean something. I close my mouth and try for a more business-like question instead while she swings her trailing red hair up into a knot.
 
   “Who’s the lawyer I’ll be working with?” I ask, watching the flash of lights on the board in front of us. Maybe I’ll know him.
 
   “He’s American, I think, and won’t get involved unless you need him. All the info you’ll need will be here by the morning, Alex said he’d bring the files on Roxanne and Pascal himself at some point. You just need to get to it. Easy, right?” she replies as the doors open, revealing an ornate, dark oak door. She reaches the key for the door and I’m suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude for her appearance in my life. Whatever or whoever she might be, she’s like a guardian angel I desperately needed to get me out of the situation I’d found myself in. As she clicks the latch, I grab hold of her arm and she turns toward me.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Everything. You’ve just breezed in and saved my life in a roundabout way. I’m just extremely grateful for it, for you. Life was difficult and now I can do what I do best without interference, or any need to have sex with strangers. Quite a result for someone who was on the streets a few weeks ago. So, thank you.” She smiles again and pats my arm.
 
   “You’re very welcome, honey,” she replies. “But like I said, just remember to keep up your scruples over right and wrong. These people have no morals at all, and spend most of their time trying to screw others over. I just want you to make the right decision about who gets what, without Pascal getting into trouble about what he’s been. Roxanne, no doubt, will try to make that happen, not that she’s an angel at all, but I need you to make sure he’s alright, okay? She’s not a happy bunny about our presence in his life.”
 
   “Well, she is his wife. I’m not surprised really.”
 
   “And former Domme, but that’s another story, and–”
 
   The door suddenly swings open and I find a devastatingly attractive pair of cool blue eyes staring down at me. This time, he’s clad far more casually in a black sweater and jeans. The direct onslaught of his eyes has me swinging my head downwards in the hope of avoidance, or maybe respectful thanks. I’m not sure which, but at least I don’t have to deal with them this way.
 
   “Ladies,” he says smoothly. It sounds like a velvet glove wrapping around me, and I feel the shiver that engulfs my frame instantly. 
 
   “Oh, ignore it, Lilah. He does that to everyone,” she says with another giggle as she brushes past him and looks around the space. “And don’t be fooled by his eyes either. Look at him straight on. Otherwise you’ll just indulge his vanity. Beautiful as he is, he really doesn’t need any help acknowledging his own ego.”
 
   “I could be offended by that,” he says, crooking his fingers at me until I walk forward slowly, trying to leave as much space between us as possible and look anywhere but at him. He seems to find this highly amusing as he chuckles behind me and decreases the space again, purposefully. “I presume you’re not going to collapse in my arms again, Miss James?” My head snaps round at his tone of amusement.
 
   “I didn’t collapse in your arms. I collapsed, and you caught me. Entirely different,” I reply haughtily, somehow finding the gumption required to look at him and stand up for myself.
 
   “You seem like you didn’t enjoy collapsing into my arms?”
 
   “I didn’t. I don’t. I mean… Sorry, but I don’t like collapsing full stop. It’s weak and pathetic.” And reminds me of being out there on the streets, of begging and scurrying around in hope, and of being useless, which I am not – not where business is concerned anyway. His brow rises at my clipped tone with the slightest hint of humour still tracing his mouth. 
 
   “Hmm... Interesting,” he muses as he continues to stare at me and I try to keep looking back. My eyes flicker in and out of his hold. I can feel myself wanting to look away, but given what’s now happening, I’m damned if I’m showing him any more fear. He wants a worker, someone who’ll do an efficient job and sort out a problem for him. Looking at the floor and acting nervously around him isn’t going to show him I’m capable. It will just make him think I’m weaker than he already seems to think I am. Fuck that.
 
   “Stop analysing her,” Elizabeth says, swiftly smacking the back of his head and breaking our staring match. Presumably she’s allowed to hit him. He doesn’t budge; not one bit of him moves, as if he’s absorbed her impact with no feeling at all. “Now, where’s the study, and did you bring the files for Lilah? Stop playing with our new legal guru. She’s been warned to be impartial to your techniques.”
 
   He continues to stare at me for a moment, until he eventually snorts a little and walks straight over to her with a smirk. It’s wholly deviant, completely beautiful, and more than likely shows a hint of that good man she‘s trying to tell me about. Suddenly, all I can see and feel is love in the air. His blue eyes are shining and twinkling as he drags his fingers across her chest and lingers in front of her. That overwhelming smile of hers just beams back at him. I consider his reactions and watch her movements next to him. She may seem casual, but she’s not. She’s constantly weighing him up, gauging his face, and looking him straight on, as if she’s looking directly past whatever he’s showing on the outside. Monster he may be, but she has every inch of him wrapped around her little finger. Clever woman.
 
   “Pascal is deeply important to me and I expect him to come out of this unscathed, “ he says quietly, still intently focused on her as he fiddles with her chin and inspects her throat, causing her to smile even more. “And while financially healthy is preferable, it’s not essential. Mainly, I need his reputation intact, his family kept well out of it, and his wellbeing safeguarded. Do you understand?” The voice that delivers the words may be smooth, but there’s a truer version of his tone flying out beneath it. It’s harsh and unyielding, and leaves me with no doubt that he expects me to give everything to ensure Pascal’s safety. In fact, if Elizabeth wasn’t here, I doubt this conversation would be anywhere near as pleasant as it is. He kisses her briefly then turns, and I swear I can feel the threat from across the room. Gone is the love in his gaze. His cold stare has returned with full effect and it’s filled with malice and aggression. His mouth is flat, and yet somehow graced with a sneer that could scare the devil himself. I shiver at the thought of what his unkind hands might be capable of and fight to keep my eyes trained on his. “Elizabeth seems to believe you are capable of doing this without fucking it up. Are you?”
 
   “Alex, please. She’s–”
 
   “Be quiet, Elizabeth,” he snarls. “I want to hear Ms. James tell me who the hell she is.”
 
   If I could shake any more than I currently am doing, I might well collapse into his arms again. Elizabeth’s sudden obedience in response to his tone has me questioning how to react. Should I get on the floor? That’s what Vixon would tell me to do. He tilts his head at me and slowly puts his hand in his pocket, accentuating that very broad top half to startling effect. I somehow summon the wherewithal to explain my trustworthiness from my feet. My legal brain kicks in from somewhere, highlighting the problems at hand rather than just the man in front of me.
 
   “Mr. White, I will do everything in my power to ensure this goes as smoothly as possible. I like Pascal, and if I can find a way to keep his nose clean in all of this then I will. But, as I’m sure you know, from my limited experience with him, I’m not positive that will be possible. He obviously has all kinds of businesses going on, including human trafficking and sexual slavery as far as I can tell, something I’m not overly familiar with at present. I will endeavour to get up to speed as soon as I can, though.”
 
   “HUMAN FUCKING TRAFFICKING?” Elizabeth near screams across the room. I actually notice the slight flinch from Alex and can’t stop the small curve of my lip in amusement. “Sex slaves? Paid for? What the fuck has he been doing? Christ and fucking bollocks, Alex. I’ve changed my mind. He can go rot in–”
 
   “In our bedroom,” he cuts in, holding his hand up to her while still looking at me, now with a mirroring curve of his lips and an arched brow. It’s enchanting in a demonic type of way, and I feel my insides weakening again as pools of something unfamiliar start swirling down below. “That’s where he can rot if that’s what you need, Elizabeth. You can have everything you need from him, but after this has been dealt with.”
 
   “Oh my God, what a fucking idiot. How could he? What…? Oh, fuck off,” she spits, stomping towards the door and slamming it behind her. He glances at it with a smile and then back to me.
 
   “Well, thank you for that, Lilah James,” he says with a chuckle, walking over to a cabinet and drawing out three files. “I’ve been wondering how to break that piece of information to her. I’m glad you did it for me.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem very happy about it,” I reply, glancing at the door again, hoping that she’ll come back in, because this man is far nicer and easier to deal with when she’s around. 
 
   “She’s not, but she’ll tell him that in her own inimitable way,” he replies, handing me the files and watching them as I drag the precious pages to my chest and cradle them tightly.
 
   “My life is in those files, Lilah. There is only one thing I value more highly than him, and you already know her. And while her morals are fascinating, I think you and I both know you’re going to need to be a little more relaxed in your views where Pascal’s life is concerned. He is… unusual.”
 
   “I’m reasonably sure I know who I’m dealing with, Mr. White. I’ll try not to let you, or him, down.” He nods and picks up a long wool coat from the work surface. “And thank you for the opportunity. I know you don’t trust easily, so I’m flattered to be working for you.”
 
   “Keep your flattery, Lilah. It’s undeserved and not required. I expect you to do a job well. I also expect you to do everything you can to achieve his and his family’s safety. If there’s anything personal that comes up that you feel may hinder your progress, you call me and I’ll deal with it. Your life will not be worth living if this goes wrong. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” I reply, nodding rapidly and then chastising myself for my unprofessional look as he turns and reaches for the door handle. I watch his back disappear and then let my shoulders relax a bit. Never have I felt so on edge. I think that’s the first time the word ‘Sir’ has ever fallen from my lips so easily, because wonderful as this all is, I can tell I’m in a lot of trouble if this goes wrong. It might have been better to just sleep with random strangers, frankly, and…
 
   “And, Lilah?” Shit. My body goes rigid again as I swing my eyes back to the doorway to find him filling the frame with a look of death engrained in his features. 
 
   “Yes?” He smirks a little and gives me the once over while licking his lips. I grasp the files tighter again and try to appear disgusted by his perusal of me. It’s a blatant lie, and we both know it.
 
   “Don’t fall for him, will you? Be dispassionate about him. I need you to screw your legal head on so tight that he can’t get past it. I can see that you’re capable of that by the way you look at me, so use that to your advantage. After it’s over, when he’s free of these problems, you can do what you like. Not on my time, though. Don’t let him consume you until you can afford the luxury of his manipulations.”
 
   “Right.” I’m not sure what else I should say to that. He chuckles again and eventually closes the door behind him as he leaves. My body relaxes once again and I quickly find a chair to collapse into. Christ, what have I agreed to now?
 
   Gulping in some much needed air, I finally get chance to have a look around my new apartment. Or, my apartment for the time being, at least. I’m pretty sure if I mess this up I’ll be out on the streets again without a second’s thought for my safety. And presumably I’ve burnt my bridges with Pascal and Roxanne by leaving them without asking first. Although, according to Elizabeth, she made the decision and they all had to honour that regardless of the stink it might cause. Why she has so much power over all these people I still don’t know, and she wouldn’t tell me, which leads me to believe it’s either illegal or immoral, neither of which she seems capable of. I guess I’ll just find out over time, maybe when I understand the dynamics of all this a bit better. For the moment, all I need to concentrate on is getting a divorce organised. I can do that. No matter how difficult it might be, organising information and finding clauses to help a situation is what I do. Finally, I can show some very powerful people that Lilah James is worthy of more than shuffling papers around and stuffing cabinets with useless documents.
 
   The space around me is pleasant but unassuming. I expected it to be plush and beautifully furnished, but it’s not. It has everything I need, but there’s no sense of homeliness or colour, just plain white walls and modern furniture dotted about. The black granite kitchen area opens onto the main lounge area, where I’m currently sitting. It has a long, brown, L shaped sofa and one chair with a coffee table and matching side tables in glass. There’s a few uninteresting pictures and lamps dotted about but nothing else of any consequence.
 
   I gently lay the folders on the table and wander down to the other end of the room to see what’s there. Three doors lead off to the right, a bathroom, and two plainly decorated bedrooms, one of which is set up like a study. It’s highly organised, with a desk and chair, four filing cabinets, book shelves, and a flat screen TV, which seems to be hooked up to a MacBook. It’s everything a girl could need to get stuck into a case, and my legal brain has me smiling like a loon at the thought. All mine, for as long as I need to get this in order and save Mr. Van Der Braack’s butt from ruination. What power I’ve suddenly been handed. The thought immediately has me thinking of Roxanne with a frown. She was good to me, gave me a chance. Without her, none of this would be happening at all. I wouldn’t have met Pascal, and thus wouldn’t have met Elizabeth or Alexander White. Maybe that’s why Elizabeth keeps talking about what is morally right. Given she knows about what happened to me, after I told her in our chat, maybe she just wants me to do the right thing all round. Mr. White, it seems, does not. He very definitely wants me to slaughter Roxanne at will if that means salvation for Pascal and his family. He has a family…
 
   Before I’ve thought about it, I’m back in the lounge fanning the large folders out on the table in front of me. One for Roxanne, one for Pascal, and one for a Mr. James Prescott Esq., who seems to be the divorce attorney who will be dealing with the case as and when I’ve gathered and appropriated information. I have no idea who he is. I’ve never heard of him. That’s all there is, nothing else other than a thick white card with Mr. White’s personal phone number and email scripted on it. I flip it over and find Elizabeth’s handwritten phone number there, too, along with the text, ‘call me first if it’s important’. Presumably, that’s his way of telling me not to get Elizabeth too involved in anything that’s beyond moral standards. I’m a legal clerk. Any type of moral obligation is very definitely lost on me when it comes to creating a case. Facts and figures are all that interest me. Mr. White has nothing to worry about regarding my moral compass. I’m not entirely sure I have one in this situation.
 
   I smirk at the card then throw it on the table and wander over to the kitchen to see what there is in the way of teas and coffees. The cupboards are fully stocked with fresh ingredients, which has me wondering if this is some sort of rental for clients, or perhaps people who work for him on occasion. It has that feel about it. It’s plain but proficiently organised for someone to just walk in and open a suitcase, then get down to work. It reminds me that I really don’t know who Alexander White is. Ruebin said I should look him up and check that out, and I will later. At the moment, though, I just want a cup of tea, to get out of these clothes and into something more comfortable, and then to start looking at who Mr. Van der Braack is. Dispassionately, of course. I can feel my eyes damn near rolling out of the back of my head at that thought. If I could get the image of his lean, naked physique, stunning vocabulary, and the quite exquisite roll of his tongue out of my head, I might be able to achieve some sort of unemotional response. 
 
   I chuckle to myself as I wait for the kettle to boil and gaze at the folders waiting for me. No doubt they’re full of things the world really doesn’t want to know about, information I could probably use to blackmail or cheat people out of a lot more than fifty thousand dollars. Why would they trust me with that? It seems odd. I could easily disappear right now and use this to my own advantage, far more cleverly than either of them give me credit for. Not that I’ve got anywhere to go. 
 
   I grab my tea and head for the chair again, kicking my shoes off as I go and noticing the time. 11.30pm? Shit. Where’s the evening gone? Perhaps I should leave this and start tomorrow. I could just flick on the TV and pretend I’m normal for half an hour instead. Grabbing the remote and Pascal’s folder, I sink back into the chair and listen to the news in the background. The inside of the folder has a short note attached to it in bold print.
 
    
 
    
 
   Know this.
 
   If you try to cross me, or any of those I love, I will kill you.
 
   I will do it myself with my bare hands, and relish the thought of your screams.
 
   Do not provoke me.
 
    
 
    
 
   I throw the folder on the desk again and fold my arms around myself as I gaze at it. Perhaps I should just phone Elizabeth and say I’ve changed my mind. Fucking people suddenly seems easy in comparison to having my life threatened.
 
   It’s not signed. It doesn’t need to be. He’s not stupid enough to sign something like that anyway. It’s very definitely from Mr. White. I can somehow hear his tone of voice in every syllable written. I can imagine the look in those ice laden eyes as he wrote it, and I can feel them burning into the back of my neck. The shiver that rides over my skin as I grip the folder is filled with fear, real fear. I felt less afraid running the streets and dodging rapists. At least then I knew they didn’t want to kill me. Well, mostly they didn’t anyway. They just wanted to get a fuck, scare me, maybe get a fix if they could. But this man, this man will take my blood for revenge, won’t he? Who the hell are these people? Maybe they’re Mafia related. Oh God, Daddy, I’m so sorry for everything. I screwed up and now I don’t know how to get out of it. 
 
   My fingers find the bridge of my nose as I continue to try and get my legal brain in gear and not let any of these stupid emotions cloud my judgement. Just do the job, Lilah – a new job, yes, maybe a slightly odd one, but one that could see me into proper employment, and maybe a home to live in. Who knows, maybe even some fucking self-respect might return.
 
   Blowing out a breath, I tentatively reach forward again and literally grab Pascal in my hands. If only I had the guts to do it in real life. No. Stop. Logic and sense, Lilah. For God’s sake. I feel like barricading the doors and just locking myself in here until it’s done to put a stop to this need I have to find my way back to Eden.
 
   My eyes glance at the cupboard. I could move that over the door. I snort at my own stupidity and take in a deep breath as I open the folder again. My first thought is to burn the note so I don’t have to worry about it, but logic tells me otherwise. If it’s there then I will think about it, and that means I’ll do my job quickly and efficiently, without too much thought to any fucking emotions that might get in the way. My life is at stake, and that is the only thing I need to concentrate on. I just need to do what I enjoy and keep myself alive.
 
   I flick my eyes along the first pages, which list all of Pascal’s holdings and their various locations. Given the amount of property and acquisitions, this deal will surely be in the realms of millions.
 
   I turn the page and find more. Wow. He’s possibly the richest man I’ve ever met. I keep flicking and scanning until I come to a page with a family crest on it. Seems he’s got some sort of lineage.  Oh, fuck me, he was a count? Was. He isn’t now. Why? 
 
   Further down the page it lists a brother, Fabrice, who appears to hold that title now for some reason, along with his countess Ariala. They don’t appear to have any children; none are listed anyway. Father – Erik William. No mother, though. Two sisters – Claudia and Genevieve, both married to their respective others, Harold Clostocker and Jan Jonckheer. There’s a nephew, Thomas Jonckheer, and nieces, Cleo and Lizbet Clostocker. Most of them seem to reside in Holland, apart from the eighteen-year-old nephew who is based in Berlin. It also lists several other cousins and second cousins, along with an apparent lineage to the throne. My eyes fly open. That man who I slept with, had a bath with, gave a fucking blowjob to, is royalty, real bloody royalty? I snicker at the thought. Not bad for a girl from the sticks who was on the streets a few weeks ago. No wonder he has a good tailor and speaks several languages. I daresay he spent most of his youth in the highest form of public school there was. Actually, he might have had proper governesses at home to tutor him. Shit.
 
   I blow out another breath and continue my perusal of the documents, only to find that he did indeed go to a public school in the Swiss Alps. He was sent there from the age of ten until he was nineteen according to the records, and then… nothing else. I turn the page for more but there’s nothing regarding more education. No college or university degrees, no diplomas or high grade certificates of any sort. Just nine years in one of the finest boarding schools in Europe. In fact, there’s not much else in the folder at all. There’s no information about jobs or anything to indicate he did much of interest after he left the school. I flick back to the businesses and scan for dates of purchase. The earliest I can find is May 1995. That must mean he bought something while he was in school. He can’t be any older than thirty-five.  It seems to be a small marketing business of some sort dealing with high-end jewellery. Not something I would expect of the Pascal of today. He still owns it, though.
 
   My mind drifts to thoughts of a younger Pascal. Was he always the way he is now, or was there a different young man in the beginning? Not that I know all that much about him, but how does someone turn into an underground kink boss from being in line to the throne? A lot of these businesses are legit. Very savvy purchases for someone like the Pascal of today. He seems to have quite a lot of marketing and design businesses, mostly internet based, a few in cardboard packaging of all things. Is there money in packaging? There must be, because the annual turnover is extraordinary. And he has homes in five countries – Rome, Berlin, New York, Hawaii, and Vienna, plus the castle in Holland, which is the ancestral home of the second son. Why second son? If he was the count and then that title was given to his brother for some reason, he must have been the first son, surely? I narrow my eyes, questioning why that title was taken from him. Not that it should have anything to do with a divorce case, but if he’s been naughty in some way that is pertinent to me doing my job then I do need to know. I’m also genuinely interested. I shake my head at the possibility of him being naughty. It’s pretty obvious he is most of the time. I’m sure Mr. White will have the information should it become important.
 
   Sipping at the rest of my tea, which is nearly cold, I feel a yawn stretching its way through my body and give in to it. Knackered would be quite a good description of my current state of mind. Knackered, but at least safe for a while in my own apartment, which I can lock the door on and feel at peace enough to sleep properly, even if that does mean I’m not snuggling my back into Mr. Van der Braack. My eyes droop slowly as I shuffle the papers back into place and take them over to the study. They might as well live in there. I have a lot of work to get on with in the morning.
 
   Just as I’m tucking them into the top drawer, I notice an envelope staring back at me with my name scrawled across it. I swipe it out and open it to find another note from Mr. White inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   3445324
 
   This opens the safe behind the picture of the boat. Put all the documents and files inside whenever you are not using them.
 
    
 
    
 
   That’s it, nothing to indicate why, but presumably it’s to keep them safe from prying eyes. I swing my head around to find a small painting of a fishing boat in the corner. It’s a modern piece but it echoes memories of New York’s Victorian era. I pull on the bottom of it and find a small black safe hiding there, just big enough to fit a few files into, or something precious. I punch in the number and it opens instantly. I’m rewarded with another envelope, larger this time, again with my name on it. I tear at it and widen my eyes at the wad of money carefully bundled in the bottom. It seems I’ve been left some money to use, probably petty cash for things I might need, although why I’d need what appears to be several thousand dollars I don’t know. There’s also a phone alongside it with yet another note.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eat, Lilah James. You’re too thin. 
 
   You’re safe here.
 
    
 
    
 
   My lips curve up into a smile as visions of that ‘good man’ Elizabeth told me about float through my mind. What a juxtaposition he is – scaring me to death with his threats and growls one minute, then telling me I’m safe and to fatten up the next. How on earth does she deal with that? Only someone with a huge amount of gumption could even begin to cope with someone like him, I’m sure. What must she have had to put up with to be on his arm, or to have found the ability to wrap him around her fingers? My respect for her triples as I place the money back into the safe and decide that before I start work in the morning, I might just do a little research on Alexander White himself and see what I can find out. He can’t be that dangerous if he truly does have a decent heart in there, can he? Maybe it’s all just smoke and mirrors. Maybe he’s not really that much to worry about after all. If he’s concerned with my weight, he clearly isn’t about to kill me. Strange man. Or maybe Elizabeth’s concerned about my weight, and he is that bad. That’s probably more like it.
 
   I close the safe with a sigh, and head back out to the other bedroom and the small bag of clothes I brought with me from the club. I wish I had my rucksack, but it’s still sat on the floor in my apartment at Roxanne’s. It would be just a little bit of what’s left of my life. I could gaze at the photo of my dad and pretend everything was okay, normal. I’d have my passport then, too. I could use that money and get the hell out of dodge. I’m not sure how much is in that envelope but it would be enough to get me back to the UK. Benefits would kick in quickly as soon as I got back and pleaded poverty. But then what? A life on the dole, living in some shithole flat on a council estate? I doubt I’d be offered this type of opportunity back there, would I?
 
   England. Home. 
 
   Europe.
 
   I sling my ridiculous clothes in the corner and dive under the cream duvet in the hope that I’ll wake up less confused. I just need to do this job. Then I’ll have money I’ve earnt properly, and I’ll be able to make choices on where I want to be and what I want to do.
 
   At least I don’t have to spread my legs on command anymore. 
 
   Although, for some unknown fucking reason, which I wish would just leave my brain, I really wish I was doing. For him anyway. Not that he’d care.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   “I will not allow you to monopolise my life to this degree,” he shouted, throwing his hands in the air and pacing around his office in fury. “How dare you take my pet from me without asking first?”
 
   “For what, your permission? I no longer need that, Pascal. You accepted your collar.”
 
   He stormed away from the conversation, towards anything other than the all-consuming eyes of Alexander White. How dare he? Narcissistic hypocrite. All he needed was Elizabeth? She was his angel? Then why had he stolen his version of one?
 
   He carried on with his rage driven strides until he hit the night air and scanned the street for inspiration. He supposed he should go back inside and beat something, fuck it maybe. Unfortunately, at the moment, that person would be Alexander himself, and whether he liked to admit it or not, he had accepted the collaring, and therefore any repercussion that Alexander chose.
 
   Fucking rules of obligation. Built for this he was not, no matter how much he loved the man.
 
   “Where exactly are you going?” Alexander asked behind him in that tone of his that begged for love to be showered upon him. Dominant, holier-than-thou, beautiful.
 
   “Anywhere that allows me to ignore your sanctimonious voice.” The laughter that ensued from the man was truly wonderful. Deep, resonating chuckles of amusement, all delivered with the utmost superiority, deservedly so.
 
   “Come back inside. I want to talk to you.” Talk? He was far from wanting anything that resembled discussion. Where was Ruebin? Perhaps he could take on some of this torment.
 
   “Why, Alexander? So you can beat another layer out of me? Or take something else of mine?”
 
   “Nothing of yours is yours to keep from me, Pascal. You know that. You agreed to it. But actually, I need your help. I’ve missed just us.”
 
   He spun to face the man so quickly he damn near fell over on the ice in the process. All his irritation evaporated at the thought that Alexander felt something for him alone. He stared at the raised brow and condescending smirk rising across his face. Pascal snatched the cigarette packet out of his pocket and lit one as he stormed, yet again, straight past the man and back toward the building. Perhaps if he got to the relative safety of his suite, he might calm down enough to not beat Alexander senseless for his audacity. Respect or not, he would not have his toys taken from him without the decency of being asked first. Especially not ones that held an element of personal interest to him, however bizarre that might have been.
 
   “Do not make me humiliate you in your own club, Pascal,” Alexander whispered. He may as well have shouted it down from the heavens above for the impact it had on his senses. His feet halted before he even made it through the door and he sucked in another inhalation of smoke before turning back towards the man.
 
   “Do not play with me. You have a world to play with out there. I will not be part of your amusement. I deserve more respect from you than that.”
 
   “I’m not playing with you,” he replied, hands in his pockets and a cold blank stare emblazoned across his beautiful features.
 
   “You stole my pet, and you have just amused yourself with my love for you. It is unfair, and it is beneath you.” Alexander turned around and stared back into the road, watching the yellow cabs racing by. Time ticked on as he inhaled another smoke filled breath and noticed the tension in his beloved’s shoulders. The man was far from relaxed, regardless of his previous amusement or casual appearance. He was likely in need of guidance, encouragement.
 
   “Nothing is beneath me anymore, Pascal,” he eventually said quietly as a woman walked by and slipped on the ice. The bastard simply watched her fall with a slight tilt of his head, enjoying the yelp of fear that emanated. It took a moment before he seemed to remember his manners and helped her to her feet again. She quickly scampered off after saying thank you and apologising for the inconvenience. He smirked at the sadist rising inside the man and moved a step closer to help him cling on to it. Alexander turned back to him with a quizzical frown, “There is simply a void of air there now, and I’m not sure I want to put my feet back down again. I was looking for peace from her, and from you, and now that I’ve found it, I’m reluctant to travel backwards. My life out there seems a lie all of a sudden,” he said, waving his hand at the New York streets. “The hours with the two of you, being myself without restriction, is all that seems to resonate anymore. I need help adapting to that. I need your help. You are the only one who understands me enough to guide me through this.”
 
   He sucked in another lungful and stared back into confused and haunted light blue eyes. Poor is the fool that denies himself. Rich is the man that embraces life.
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “I don’t want my life anymore. I want more.” And you shall have it, dear boy.
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “Do you have anything to say but hmm?” Yes, a multitude of things. None of which I can help you with in our current situation.
 
   “Will you give me my pet back?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then you may disturb yourself until the cows come home. It is a two way street.” Not that it should be, but this would not work any other way given the man’s confusion. He had hoped this was done with, but clearly it wasn’t.
 
   “You’re collared. We do not negotiate any longer.” And I shouldn’t be, not yet, no matter how debilitating the thought of not being so is.
 
   “I am not the one in need of help.”
 
   “I’ll chain you again. More effectively, and with no one to protect you.” Stupid, beautiful boy.
 
   “I relish the prospect, Sir. And I need no fortification against you.”
 
   “Do as I ask.” No, I can’t. You need me to be someone else for you.
 
   “Ask nicely.”
 
   “Pascal…” he growled in response, becoming ever more beautiful with every inch of his rising temper.
 
   “No. I want my pet back. Then I may acquiesce to your request.” 
 
   He did want his pet back, desperately, for reasons unknown. However, unfortunately, this was not the real argument. It was far more than that. This time it was Alexander’s turn to push past him and into the building.
 
   “I will not have this discussion with you. She is otherwise occupied and won’t be returning. If you aren’t willing to help then I’ll find my own way through it with Elizabeth’s guidance,” he said calmly, continuing through the doors, presumably towards his suite. Pascal’s innards churned at the thought. Why was his rose’s wellbeing so important to him? He should have just let the man torture her until she was black and blue, let them find their own path through the misery that would surely ensue should they choose the wrong one. He looked up to the stars and shook his head at the Gods for allowing such a beautiful creature as Alexander to fall into his life, let alone an angel to fall beside him. Maybe he should just talk with Elizabeth about her hold over the pair of them and then she could decide rather than thinking she should allow Alexander his choices. That would only restrict necessary growth, though, and not intrinsically solve the problem at hand.
 
   Throwing his cigarette into the snow, he composed himself and took off after the fool before he made a mess of the whole situation. He somehow managed to contain the need to have a tantrum at anything that dared get in his way en route to his suite, and pondered his choices. Having finally discovered himself, and not being reliant on the dull necessities of financial restrictions, Alexander could finally let his body and mind become all they promised to be. There wasn’t a concern on this planet more consuming than the one at hand.
 
   Although, more training from a sub’s point of view would be amusing to say the least, it was more than likely impossible. Alexander didn’t need a sub; he needed a master, a tutor, someone who could guide him and had the authority to be heard – something that the man wouldn’t be best pleased about.
 
   He arrived at the doorway to Alexander’s suite and halted, wracked with indecision. So long had he wanted this, and yet here he was now, contemplating insubordination of sorts. Was there another way?
 
   For now, no.
 
   He pressed the pad and walked into the suite with single-minded urgency. Within two strides, he was at the feet of a surprised looking Alexander, kneeling.
 
   “Take this collar off of me, Sir,” he said quietly. The very thought sickened him as he gazed at the floor and felt the threat of tears stinging the back of his throat.
 
   “What?” the voice above replied in shock. “I’ve just put it on you, at your request I might add. Why the hell would I do that?”
 
   “Alexander, I can’t help you in this scenario from beneath you, or her. Much as I might enjoy this, I cannot weaken you by being under your control. We are not ready.”
 
   “Pascal, we were talking about Lilah. Where has this come from? You can have your pet back if it means that much to you. I–”
 
   “You were talking about my pet, not I. You see, you did not hear me, did you? You are still too confused for this. If you truly want that which you are suggesting then I can only help if you respect my decisions. This binding of ours will not be true until I wholeheartedly trust your decisions over mine, concerning me or her. I do not trust you to make the right choice for us yet.”
 
   “Lilah?”
 
   “Elizabeth.”
 
   “Why are we talking about her? You did what I asked of you. You got her out of danger.” He shook his head and climbed to his feet to stand face to face with the man.
 
   “When you are in your darkness, who do you see most?”
 
   “I’m not answering that. It has nothing to do with anything we’re discussing.” Pascal reigned in his own temper tantrum again and regarded the man as he paced about, huffing out quiet breaths and rubbing at the back of his neck.
 
   “Alexander, it has everything to do with the problem at hand. You are being disloyal to yourself if you do not answer my probes. How do you expect me to guide you without the truth? It is time to be honest with yourself, and with me.”
 
   The brute turned back to face him with another sneer of hate. He raised his own brow in challenge. If it took a fight to make the fool see sense, then he would happily make this as difficult as he chose to make it. 
 
   “I don’t see, I hear,” he eventually replied, spitting the words out through gritted teeth.
 
   “Hmm. Who?”
 
   “My father, mother.” Still? Dear boy.
 
   “Have you ever seen her, or I, in those moments?” he asked, internally begging the Gods for the right answer.
 
   “For a few moments I recognise voices, tones, or perhaps the lines of bodies, some feelings lately. Nothing other than that. It becomes a blur of hatred, then silence until it’s finished.” 
 
   Pascal sighed and moved towards the decanter of Cognac for support against his weakening heart. He must do what was required to elevate the need again. Alexander had to break through the barrier of his fears and conquer them once and for all. Only then could they truly work as a unit of three. He poured two drinks and handed one to Alexander, who frowned as he gazed at the proffered glass. Discussing his innermost fears had never been particularly attractive to him, nor listening to reason amidst his own rage. Calm was required. Pascal sat, almost instantly claiming dominance in the room, and pointed to the other chair.
 
   “Sit.”
 
   “I’m not doing this with you.”
 
   “Yes, you are. It is about time we ‘had this out’ as the Americans like to say. I spent weeks on that yacht with you, hoping you were finding your way through your demons. You did not. You still have not. You pepper the outskirts and constantly challenge your own sanity with reasons why you should not be more than you are. Now, you have asked for my help, have you not? I am giving you the help you require of me, whether you like the consequence or not.”
 
   “Fuck you.” For once, rather than find a witty comeback, he simply shook his head at the reply. Beautiful as it may have been, it was intrinsically useless unless he harnessed the inner result. He sighed out a breath and scowled away the need to chastise the man for his behaviour.
 
   “Drink your drink and calm down,” he eventually said instead as they stared at each other. He wanted nothing more than to let the man engage every sadistic preference that was clawing for freedom, but for that to happen, and his rose to be involved, he needed more control. They both did. “Alexander, if I let you bind me in her presence again, will you contain yourself this time?” He watched the breath leave the man’s lungs as he slumped in defeat. 
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied quietly, still managing to fill the entire building with the sound of his words. Pascal raised a brow in response to the honest response and watched the corners of the man’s lips curve slightly. Sadism was clearly still foremost in the man’s mind, with amusement still lingering at the thought. Hopefully, that would make him see the sense in this discussion more readily.
 
   “Then we are not ready, and if you still wish to the three of us then you must release me from your hold for a time. Nothing will change, other than my ability to argue my point.”
 
   “You can argue that now. You will always do so anyway, much to my irritation.” 
 
   He smirked at the reply and gazed across at Alexander’s crossed legs. He was effortlessly superior to everyone else in the building – just a mass of beauty wrapped up in a debauched bundle of intelligence.
 
   “Alexander, please. You know as well as I do that in this current situation you will pull rank at every given opportunity you get. You just did with my pet, who is only a small issue. What will you do when it is a higher purpose than simple toys?” Not that she was, inexplicably.
 
   “That’s different. There’s a reason–”
 
   “The reason is not relevant. It simply serves a point. You will become more arrogant, more controlling, and I will bend as easily as the reeds do amidst the wind once we are ready. But that time is not yet. You ask me to protect her. It is your only concern. If you do not let me go then I cannot achieve this. I will fall into your hands and allow you any deviance you require of me. I will allow you the choice of path without care for my own safety or sanity as long as you need me. However, if you want her fragility to be a part of this then I insist you take this collar from me.”
 
   Minutes passed as he watched Alexander working the scenarios over in his brain, calculating the risks, the concerns, the possibility that there was another way. The man was no fool. There was no other way.
 
   “You will leave me if I do that,” he eventually replied, quietly, and with more humility than he’d ever heard before. He sighed at the comment and smiled at Alexander’s version of a compliment. Tortured and abused, a child’s response to his control being taken away. If he was truly ready, the man would be confident that no one would ever leave him. Why would they? 
 
   “And go where? You are all I want, but you are not there yet. You are still confused. That statement proves it yet more,” he said, trying to find a way to ensure this all made sense to the man. “Don’t be a fool. You know I speak the truth. After all we have been through, do you not trust me?”
 
   “Pascal, I am trusting you with her life, and that is why this has to remain the same,” he said, picking up the decanter again.
 
   “Because you believe I am scared of you? That you might kill me if I dishonour you? You negate the fact that I do this for her, not you. She is now as precious to me as you are. It is my respect for your wishes that prompts me to behave, but my love for her that keeps her safe, Alexander. Do you not think that I, as much as you, would welcome the chance to watch her bleed for us? But she is neither ready, nor able to comprehend such depraved displays of honesty.”
 
   The sneer of discomfort at the thought of a competitor shot angrily across darkening blue eyes. He needn’t have been concerned. Elizabeth adored him and would never leave him unless provoked. Unfortunately, that was the whole point of this. If Alexander hurt her, without seeing her, she most definitely would.
 
   “You love her?” The beautiful man asked, a frown of care suddenly marring his brow.
 
   “How could one not love her?” 
 
   “You’re answering questions with questions again.”
 
   “It annoys you. I like the repercussions of defiance.” 
 
   Alexander let out a bark of laughter and tipped his head back into the chair, pushing his sleeves up and drawing in a long breath. “I’m tired, Pascal. I’m tired of trying to work out where I fit in, who I am, and why I am. I’m tired of running from my past and manipulating my future. I’m tired of trying to cover all the angles and counter all threats. I just want my chance at peace,” he said wearily, taking another sip of his drink and eventually bringing his calmer eyes back down again.
 
   “You sound like a submissive. Perhaps you should try that again.” The man rolled his eyes in hilarity. However, his words only proved further that he was not ready. “Would you rather we fight our way along this journey, or simply accept the inevitable for now? You can have your peace, I will help you find it, but I cannot do it from beneath you. You know it to be true. Stop punishing yourself for not being ready. Our time as one will come.” 
 
   The man snarled at the logic fighting its way to the surface. Like it or not, he couldn’t deny the reasoning any longer.
 
   “You lose when we fight. It would be easier,” the man eventually replied, sullenly.
 
   “I do not lose. I have never lost anything in my life.”
 
   “I beat you at chess all the time.”
 
   “Well, yes, that is unfortunately true. First rate sadist you may not yet be, but master tactician you most certainly are.”
 
   “Are you sullying my abilities?”
 
   “No, you’re stamina,” he replied, suddenly deadly serious in the point he was trying to make. “It exhausts you to give in to your needs. You find yourself lurking in darkened corners, hoping to cleanse yourself of sins you do not need to cleanse yourself of. Do you still chant the numbers inked on your back to yourself, hmm? Still revel in their hold over you?” The man’s eyes looked straight to the floor, anger and resentment at the truth burying its way under his skin once more, weakening his already tired frame. “See, you still believe things are of your own making. Your father and your bruises were not your fault. Yet you refuse to relinquish their power over your state of mind. Behind the pain, you are still a sadist, but you must find peace within that comfort. You must learn to dismiss its effect over your behaviour. Your ferocity should be employed to enjoy your torment, not to amass it further.”
 
   “I could have killed her,” he growled out, barely containing the frustration that was clearly crawling its way across his skin at the interrogation.
 
   “Yes, you could. And you will continue to do so unless you release me.” He snarled again at the words but looked back at him with a small sigh. “And I want my pet back.”
 
   “You have plenty of pets. Entertain yourself with something else. She’s busy.”
 
   “She is… special. I want her back. I had not even fucked her before you stole her from me.” 
 
   Which was quite unacceptable.
 
   “Special?” Alexander replied, his eyes now glowing with intrigue as his smile broadened slightly.
 
   “Stimulating. And put your smile away, it is not helping me remain in control of this discussion.” Another bark of laughter filled the air, instantly churning his recently awoken heart as he heard her giggle alongside it. Not his Rose’s, Lilah’s.
 
   “Do you mean highly intelligent, beautiful and able to tell you off for some inexplicable reason?”
 
   “Yes, all that. However, I meant that I find myself kissing her.”
 
   “Oh.” From the double brow raise, he assumed the man was as surprised as he about this effect the woman seemed to have on his own self-control.
 
   “Quite. It is a revelation I was beginning to enjoy somewhat. Where is she?”
 
   “Working.”
 
   “For whom?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   “Hmm. Are you going to relinquish your hold over me?”
 
   “No,” the infuriating bastard snapped, downing the rest of his drink and throwing the empty glass on the floor beside his feet. 
 
   He replied with nothing other than a stare of contempt. He would not have that conversation again. Once was quite enough for such an intelligent being to comprehend. Regardless of his agitated state, the man needed to understand he wouldn’t be moved on this. It was essential for everyone’s wellbeing. Eventually, he sighed in frustration. “Fine. If I must.” 
 
   “There is a ceremony that we should–”
 
   “Don’t push the ceremonial bullshit, Pascal. I’m not quite back to decent standards of pleasantries and will happily squeeze the life from your throat if you utter another word about obligations and fucking responsibilities.” The man snarled, levering his exquisite frame from the chair, picking up the Cognac and glowering at his own irritation. “My need to do as my body requires without thought to the consequences is becoming ever more taxed by irritation, most of which you have just caused.”
 
   Better. With that would come clarity, and therefore, eventually, comfort.
 
   “Dear boy, I would never push anything on you, least of all decency. It would suit you less than it does I,” he replied, tittering at the thought and watching the tension increase ten-fold.
 
   “Is that fucking title coming with this arrangement?”
 
   “It annoys you, I like the–”
 
   “Yes, yes, the repercussions of it, I know,” he said, heading for the door with a wave of his hand.
 
   “Good. Do tell my rose that I can still smell her cunt.”
 
   He didn’t get an answer, just the slam of the door, which very nearly fell from its hinges with the fury ricocheting along the frame. Accept it, he may have done, but happy about it, he most certainly was not. He watched the door calm itself for a few moments and pondered the best route forward. Training sessions on another woman? Man? Himself? Perhaps he should make the man beat wood until he could actually see the bark shredding beneath his whip. But Alexander had no love for the wood, and would therefore surely carry on until it was nothing but splinters and chippings. Not unlike the canvas of his back had become. 
 
   He moved in his seat to inch the final few lesions back and forth across the upholstery. Pain surged across his spine and reminded him of that night. Nothing in his life had felt as harmonious as that moment. Only his care for his rose had tainted his masochism – a care he neither wanted to forget nor deal with. He would have let Alexander go on for hours, done anything he needed to in order to help him, but he also did it for his own needs, his own desperation for the heaven sent ray of agony that only he provided. Had she not gotten in the way with her ideals of moralistic behaviour, he may have died. And of all the ways to die, he relished that thought the most. To die bleeding out the comfort of Alexander would be good enough reason to endure the path to hell. She knew that in her own way, but she would never truly understand it from the depths of her being. She had not had a life that warranted the darkness they lived in. She had not survived the torment in which they both longed to dwell, and she never would. Alexander would make sure of that fact with every beat of his heart.
 
   Where was Lilah James hiding?
 
   Why she had suddenly erupted in his mind yet again was quite concerning. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t find the energy to quash the desire to kiss her again. Luscious lips and stinging tongues of intelligence. What did Alexander want her for? He’d said she was working. What was she doing? She was a legal person before this. Why would she be doing something that included legalities for him? He had an army of professionals more qualified than her for that type of employment.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at the doorframe again and placed his drink on the table quietly. He needed to cause some chaos or he was likely to begin rotting in his sense of responsibility. Dull indeed. And all these normal conversations he was having regarding love and morals were quite disturbing.
 
   His phone vibrated in his pocket, signalling an email, so he dragged out yet another responsibility and swiped the information.
 
    
 
   -          Uncle, I am in trouble. I need your help. Can you call me? I’m in Berlin.
 
    
 
   He rolled his eyes at the little reprobate and smirked to himself at the boy’s ability to evolve into a carbon copy of himself, something he had been trying to avoid for his sister’s sake with little success. At least he wasn’t switchy. Gay he could cope with; gay and confused would have been a minefield to traverse. If anyone in his own family understood this world, it was Thomas, and he had been understanding it since he was fifteen without any knowledge of his uncle’s real involvement in it. He had worked hard to keep it that way, but the boy was getting closer and more intelligent with his digging. He constantly roamed the clubs and venues across Europe, searching for the answers amidst dirty corners and darkened alleys, all in vain until someone embraced his needs and turned him in the right direction. That wouldn’t be happening as he had spent an awful lot of time having him barred from clubs, and threatening people with their lives if they breathed a word about who Pascal Van der Braack actually was. As far as Thomas was aware, he simply frequented clubs as a patron. A highly esteemed one, but a patron nonetheless. Perhaps it was simply time to enlighten the boy and bring him inside the fold. He would need a successor at some point. Maybe Thomas was it.
 
   Family.
 
   The thought instantly bought on visions of Evelyn Peters and the missing money. Where was she hiding? And why? He shook his head at the issue and decided to let Alexander deal with it himself. It made little difference to the man’s business but it would be grating on the nerves of such a devious brain. To be outmanoeuvred by his own sister had to be unnerving. He chuckled at the ability of the woman. Well done her. She was quite fuckable in her astounding acumen. He should do that at some point in the near future, should Alexander ever find out where she was anyway. It would be like fucking Alexander himself with her cold blue eyes and her divine mouth.
 
   He shook his head again and pushed his meandering musings to the back of his mind. He had other issues to deal with. Namely, those damn slaves that Lucinda had holed up in her building. He checked his watch and decided it was time for an impromptu inspection of the goods. Six were in need of appraising. The clients they were bound for would not be amused by untrained or weak submissives.
 
   Pulling his favourite blue velvet jacket from the chair, he slipped into it and headed back down towards the door, calling for the car at the same time.
 
   He passed several interesting scenes on the way through and hovered by the sweat room, watching one of the new Doms trying his hand at anal stretching. He halted the need to go and offer the boy some advice given the screams of pain that were emanating from the room. The couple had been together a while. They would learn their boundaries at some point, but he did briefly nod in their direction as he passed Emanuelle. She nodded in response and stopped by the window to carry on with his watch.
 
   “You wish it stopped, Sir?”
 
   “Monitored. He is wonderfully sadistic, but she is untrained, Kitten. Offer yourself should he become too exuberant.”
 
   “Of course, Sir,” she said excitedly, zipping her leather cat-suit open a little more and making herself more than obvious in front of the window. “Sir?” she said as he turned and began to leave.
 
   “Yes, Kitten?”
 
   “Am I to be sold soon? You seem displeased with me,” she asked, a frown on her face as she searched his face for the home she begged from him. Displeased? No. Simply dulled of enthusiasm for her use. She had given everything she had to give, and was, therefore, of little interest, unlike Lilah James who continued to give him nothing at all. Where was she?
 
   “Yes, my dear. I have a highly respected Dom in mind who will be a good pairing for you. You are not to be sold, though. You are a gift in return for his help in matters of business. I would not profit from you. You have been a loyal and decent pet.”
 
   “Of course, Sir,” she repeated as her face crumbled. Silly child. She should have distanced her mind long ago. She had been warned to about forming such attachments and what the results would be to her soul, certainly where he was concerned.
 
   He turned and walked away again with little other thought on the matter. He had slaves to prepare, and obligations to fulfil for the last time, which was a point… Jon Insbrucker had not returned his email. He quickly sent another one saying he would be there at the correct time with the slaves, and then remembered he needed to respond to Thomas, too.
 
   He made his way to the waiting car and phoned the degenerate as it pulled away.
 
   “Oom?” His skin shrivelled at the term in Dutch. Uncle was bad enough, only highlighting his age, but in Dutch it sounded like a grandparent rocking by the fire in slippers.
 
   “Mmm… What hole of disrepute have you found yourself in this time, Thomas? Hmm? What is it that you need from me? And in English, you need the practise.”
 
   “Oom, it wasn’t my fault.” Nothing was ever his fault, it seemed. “I don’t know how it happened but he was begging and then the car just swerved off the road.” He rolled his eyes at the thought of yet another car destroyed by the boy.
 
   “And why, pray tell, do I need to assist you in this?”
 
   “You know Moeder will call me home if she finds out. I cannot go back there, Oom. I can’t be what they want me to be. They want me to marry Esmeralda Danube. I’m gay, Oom. It doesn’t seem to matter how many times I tell them that. I can’t do it. They want me to have children for them. Vader insists, and I…” 
 
   Pascal cringed at the thought as he put the phone on loudspeaker and imagined his dearest sister and her husband, the pair of them utterly opposed to anything remotely out of the norm. He poured another large Cognac and listened to the boy rambling on about how awful his life had become, and why he couldn’t possibly return to their moronic homeland and pretend to be something he wasn’t. He raised his own brow at that sentence as it popped out. It rang very true indeed. “And why should I marry someone I’m not in love with? I would have married Gregor but they wouldn’t accept that as normal, would they? Oh no. Homophobic fucking–”
 
   “Thomas, control your language. That is your mother and father you are swearing about,” he snapped. Though the sentiment was indeed true. He couldn’t abide their intolerance either. 
 
   “Sorry, Oom. But don’t ask me to repent. You know I can’t, just as you can’t. Please, Oom. Help me solve this so I don’t have to go. Berlin is my home now. I have friends here, and–”
 
   “You have no friends there, Thomas. You have children that constantly ride your pleasure and aid you in shoving cocaine into varying crevices. I have dug you out of too many holes already. You are becoming tiresome. Why do you persist in causing trouble?”
 
   “Oom, alstblieft.”
 
   “No, you should return and do as your father asks. It will be the best possible outcome.”
 
   “Alstblieft,”
 
   Of all the people in the world, only two or three seemed to pull a sense of decency out of him when the word ‘please’ was used. Thomas was the only one who ever managed it in Dutch. He blew out a breath and gazed out at the road as he pondered the idea of bringing the boy over here and away from the European circuit. It was less dangerous here, or at least it was when he was in residence. Also, it would mean he could keep the lid on the information a little more tightly locked down. Europe was a network of whisperings and gossip. He was barely able to contain the constant problems Thomas got himself into.
 
   “Oom, are you still there?”
 
   “I am thinking, Thomas,” he snapped. Fucking children. There was finally a silence to allow his mind to formulate a plan. He rubbed at his brow and fiddled with the end of his cane, which immediately brought on visions of the morally correct thing to do. He would make his rose pay for that by ramming the fucking thing into her teeth again at some point.
 
   “Please, uncle, don’t make me go back there. Please, please.” His very last nerve shredded with three pleases in one sentence. He spun the bat around in his fingers and sighed out a breath.
 
   “Get some clothes packed and book yourself on the next flight to New York.”
 
   “New York? But why would I–”
 
   “Simply do as you are told, Thomas. We need to have a discussion, and I cannot do that across six thousand kilometres. Call me when you land.”
 
   He ended the call and gently pocketed his phone. 
 
   Elizabeth Scott had a lot to answer for.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Good God, 11 am? 
 
   I’m dragging my weary self out of bed before I know what I’m doing. Where am I? Oh, yes, still in one of Alexander White’s apartments trying to save Pascal’s fortune from Roxanne. I’ve been here for four days now, digging into information, filing, organizing, and preparing for a possible shit storm of a divorce. There’s far too much money involved for this to be anything like easy.
 
   Gazing out of the window, I find myself transfixed on the view of the park. The trees are heavy laden with snow and a thick frost hovers over the lake. It really is a very nice view, although my old longing to run seems to be returning for some reason. I could start running again, I suppose. Whether I did it because I enjoyed it or not isn’t the point. It did give me a chance to clear my head every now and then, a chance to find a way through everyday issues and clarify their meanings. I should start running again. If nothing else, I finally have the energy to try now that I’m not eating out of garbage cans and backhanders from the occasional friendly restaurant anymore.
 
   It’s still unbelievable to me that I’m standing in this apartment looking out at this view. It’s only a few weeks ago, a month at most, that I was roaming the streets thinking about how the hell I was going to make it through the next day, and now, here I am, wearing expensive clothes with a bundle of cash larger than I’ve ever laid my hands on waiting in the safe.
 
   I snort out at the image and wander through to the kitchen, flicking on the kettle as I head back to the bedroom to slide into something comfortable. There’s nothing comfortable in the bag of clothes I have. Everything is still tight, cropped, short, and apparently sexy. Apart from the skinny jeans and cashmere jumper that I wore in the park, and have been wearing since, there’s nothing. All I really want is to slip into my old comfy jeans and t-shirt while I do this research, but they are both still in my rucksack at Roxanne’s.
 
   My ache for them, after four days being holed up in this apartment, is unbearable as I continue to look at the array of price tags on display. While I do love dressing up, this isn’t what I dress up in, and at the moment, no matter how much safer I might be, I just want something that reminds me who I am. In the middle of all these apartments, people, devious jobs and possible Mafia connections, I just want something to cling onto that will keep me grounded. If I’m going to do my job properly and find a way to impress Mr. White, hopefully gaining a home and a job, I need my things. I need to be Lilah James. I need to let go of Counts and people with too much money, and just submerge my brain in legal documents. That’s it.
 
   I need my bag.
 
   I yank on the jeans and jumper, quickly brush my teeth, and then head back to the office so that I can get some money. Staring into the bag, I once again realise how much wealth I’m dealing with. As if reading Pascal’s file wasn’t bad enough for indicating how much this divorce will be worth, I can’t help but think that these bundles of money were probably just casually lying about Mr. White’s person. As if he carries this type of money around with him all the time, which reminds me to have another look into him later. He must have a legitimate front of some sort. Maybe he actually is reasonably legit. Although, the note flies back into my mind instantly. He’d kill me with his bare hands if I tried to cross him, and enjoy hearing my screams. I don’t doubt it at all.
 
   Grabbing about one hundred dollars, I head back through to the kitchen and quickly slurp down some coffee before setting out to Roxanne’s. I want my stuff. Besides, my passport is in there, and with this cash and my passport, if nothing else, I could actually make a run for it if need be. Maybe I should buy an open ticket back to the UK now so that, no matter what happens, all I’ll need to do is get to the airport, and then I’ll be safe.
 
    
 
   The air is as cold as it looks when I hit the outside and shrug into my wool coat. Whatever Emmanuelle might be, she did find me a good selection of clothes for walking at least. Pulling down my bobble hat, I watch my breath fogging the air as I tentatively make my way up the ice-laden sidewalk in the direction of The Parlour. I suppose I could have gotten a cab, but even though it’s cold, it’s far too pretty not to walk for at least a bit. The cars meander past slowly while I’m being as careful as possible not to skid all over the place and crash into something. I quickly remember what part of town I’m in as a few ladies walk towards me with perfect hair and impeccable smiles. They are dressed, of course, in the biggest fashion labels and impeccably turned out, still managing to walk in high heels in spite of the ice underfoot. My own black boots have no heel at all, thankfully, just an odd lacing all the way up the back that seems to offer a nod at the kinky world I’ve somehow found myself in. It seems Emanuelle thinks about kink permanently. Mind you, given her position in Pascal’s household, I’m not surprised. She must be a permanent fixture in his world, although he didn’t seem particularly affected by her presence. Only in so much as she did as she was told, immediately.  Why do they do that for him? Or anyone? I seriously don’t understand the need. Of course, he’s extraordinarily handsome, and he’s obviously a fiend in terms of sexual abilities – abilities I’m still pining for hopelessly – but why kneel for someone? He explained it all wonderfully, gave me every detail I required to understand the mechanics of this bizarre world, but I didn’t feel it. When I watched Emmanuelle, I knew she did because I could see it in her every move. She surrenders completely for him, and he’s right, she does it because she chooses to, not because he forces it or demands it of her. Well, maybe he does demand it in a way, but she doesn’t have to comply. Both he and Roxanne make it perfectly clear where the door is should anyone wish to leave. So why don’t they? I understand if they’re all in my position, needing the money, but there are lots and lots of people there, and they’re all bowing to him. What has he done to deserve the respect of these people? Short of making a lot of money. Do they all know he’s a count? Or was?
 
   What makes a Dominant, dominant? Truly Dominant. Mr. White delivers fear. It’s obvious to anyone who is near him. One can almost feel the tension radiating off him, as if he might explode at any given second and drag you into an abyss of torture. But it’s different with Pascal. He, too, has an element of fear surrounding him, like he is someone to be wary of, but he’s more mysterious than that. He comes across as though he’s constantly thinking, working out a manoeuvre, or maybe a new game in his mind. He is more of a rogue gentleman, maybe. Is it that people are nervous of? Is it nerves that make people respect a Dominant? Do they bow and scrape out of simply not knowing what’s coming next? If so, that’s not my idea of a relaxing relationship. But then I don’t suppose it’s a relationship at all. It’s not like he loves anyone but Alexander White, and maybe Elizabeth in some way.
 
   I find myself imagining his eyes more and more as I continue to wander. The park on my right reminds me of him with every step I take. Peace lingering in timeless seconds. Those words still ring in my ears, like some kind of lover’s call. They keep pulling me back to his frame, his mind, his wit. Is that normal for him? He told me I gave him something no one else did, that my lips on his were unusual. And God, what a kiss. I could linger in those blissful seconds for an eternity.
 
   Stop it, Lilah.
 
   I shake my head of him and look up to see where I am, because lovely as the man may be, I have to accept he’s not going to be a permanent fixture in my world, nor should I want him to be. I just need to get this job done for Mr. White and then hopefully I can get my head down and start a new life. Preferably without this odd setup of Dominants and submissives involved.
 
   It suddenly occurs to me that I have no clue what I’m going to say to Roxanne if I see her. As far as she’s concerned, I’m still at Eden being trained. If she sees me, she’s probably going to assume I’m back for good. Oh God, I haven’t thought this through. My feet skid to a stop as I try to formulate a plan. I could call Mr. White, I suppose. He’d know what to do, I’m sure, but I have no real reason for going back there other than to get my bag. He probably wouldn’t be too happy about me risking his undercover operation just so I could get a photo of my dad, a tatty old bag and a passport. And there are fucking cameras there, so it’s not even like I can sneak in.
 
   Bollocks.
 
   I swing my eyes around in the hope of finding a solution to my problems, though I’m not sure what I’m expecting the streets of New York to have to offer. Maybe if I said I needed something important, like an inhaler, something medical, but presumably they already know whether I need anything medical. Stupid Lilah. I am free to leave, though. She told me that, repeatedly. Perhaps I should just go in there and tell her I’ve had enough, that Pascal scared me off and I’d rather chance my luck on the streets again. She’d believe that surely, given her chant to me about behaving in his presence or else. Perfect. And if I really need to get back in there to dig around, as Elizabeth says, I could always go and grovel. She does seem to really want me for some odd reason. Good. Sorted. I can do this. And since I’m not returning to Pascal’s either, even if she tells him it won’t matter, because, given his feelings for her and his deceitful nature, he wouldn’t tell her the truth anyway. Does he even know where I am, or what I’m doing? Mr. White told me to leave my feelings for him out of this. Does that mean I have to shut myself off from him, too? What if he comes looking for me? Although why would he? I don’t mean anything to him other than as someone he can train to make him money.
 
   Christ, I wish I could stop thinking about him and confusing myself.
 
   Just do the job.
 
   The rest of the journey seems to take no time at all, as I continue to trudge through the snow. Parents and children litter the streets, throwing snowballs and dodging the occasional flurry that descends from the sky. While everyone holds a cup of coffee to try and heat up their frozen limbs, I snuggle into my coat for the last two or three blocks and watch a line of yellow cabs coming towards me. They open their doors one by one as business suits get out. However I may have felt for my old job and the people in it, I find myself desperate to be back in that world. I want them to see what I can achieve when I set my mind to it. I want to show the people who dismissed me that I’m bloody good at what I do, that they were stupid to let me go, that Lilah James is a force to be reckoned with. I could do with using that look Mr. White uses when he stares through me. Cold, bitter sneers of disgust with a slight hint of amused superiority. That’s how one gets noticed in this world. Power.
 
   Just as I’m about I turn past the Rockefeller Plaza, a limo pulls up in front. A chap in uniform gets out and goes to open the back door. I snort at the image of wealth. Whoever it is doesn’t even have to open their own door. They just laze around, probably doing fuck all with their life, while their servants flit around doing their bidding. Yet another thing I don’t understand about power and this bowing and scraping malarkey.
 
   A pair of black, highly polished shoes get out, followed by an immaculate grey pinstripe suit. I follow the lines up until I find myself staring at none other than Mr. White himself. There’s not a hint of Dominant on display. Here, he is just a businessman, checking his watch and nodding at his driver. He’s wearing a smile today and seems happy. Gone is the monster, the potential killer. He just seems relaxed in his business attire. I stare in fascination as he leans back into the car, and then I notice a hand being kissed, Elizabeth’s presumably. Well, I hope so, although what they get up to has nothing to do with me at all. Christ, there might be eight of them in a bed for all I know of this world.
 
   The driver closes the door and I watch Mr. White stride purposefully towards the building, checking his watch anxiously, which makes me smile a little. Him being anxious of anything seems so unlikely. He suddenly halts and spins his head around, searching the street for something and frowning. Perhaps he’s forgotten something.
 
   His scowl deepens as if something has irritated him, and then his eyes land on me. I feel myself trying to shrink into the floor at his angry gaze. Should I be watching him? Probably not. His brow quirks a little, and the corner of his mouth lifts ever so slightly as, even from this distance, I feel blue eyes drilling into me. I find myself waving my fingers at him stupidly in a gesture of politeness.
 
   How fucking dense am I? I’m positive he has no time for finger wiggling. I instantly snort out a laugh at the thought of his finger wiggling. Not something I’m in a hurry to find out about really. Thankfully, rather than giving me a reprimand for my stupidity, he simply stares until his smile broadens a little more, and then he winks. Winks. That man is all sorts of trouble. The blush that flies across my face is maddening as I lower my eyes to anything but his smirk.
 
   When I eventually dare to look up again, he’s gone. There’s no one there anymore but other random people milling around, and strikes me forcibly how easily he had me looking at the floor with no conversation at all. Nothing. He didn’t demand it, nor force me to it. I just did it, perhaps out of mortification, and maybe a little fear, too, but mainly it was because of an inbuilt respect I didn’t know I had. Something in his eyes just drives me to the floor. Something seems to defer to him without him having to even speak. It’s not even nerves. Nothing was about to happen. He was actually smiling at me. With other men, it would have provoked a smile in return, or a wanton gaze maybe, but this looking at the floor thing is quite unusual indeed. It makes me wonder if he’d be a better tutor than Pascal in some ways, as I don’t appear to have any feelings attached to him. I snort out another giggle to myself and keep trudging on to Roxanne’s, hoping to Christ that this is the right move to make.
 
   The doors eventually come into view. I lift my head purposefully and walk straight in. No messing. I’ve come for my bag because I’ve had enough of these stupid people. That’s all I need to portray, and as I stride in, I’m met with… nothing. No one’s here at all. The foyer is empty and I can’t hear a sound. I move straight over to the elevator in the hope that I can get my bag and be out of the door again before anyone notices me at all. That would be the easiest thing for everyone involved. The lift rises quickly, and before I know it, I’m at my apartment. I unlock the latch and scurry through the space to the bedroom. Nothing’s changed in the room. My backpack is still tucked into the wardrobe, and the clothes I was flinging about the last time I was here are still on the bed. Clearly no one has been in here. Snatching at my trainers, I shove them into the bottom of my backpack and then check the lining for my passport and photo. They’re both still there, too. With a quick scan around the room to check for anything else of mine, which is unlikely, I move back to the door and slip out into the corridor again. Wow, it can’t be this easy, can it? In and out without any incident at all?
 
   The lift descends again and I find myself smiling at the covert operation. Okay, I might be on film if someone bothers to check, but at least I haven’t had to lie to anyone or get into an argument. I’m just about to leave, back through the entrance, when a strange noise startles me. It sounds a little like the strangling of a cat. It screeches through the hallway behind me and has me swinging back round to see what the hell is the matter. And then I see something I would never have expected in a building of this ilk. A beautiful little girl goes zooming past me into the main club. Her long, dark hair is tangled around her face as she continues to shriek and increases her pace. Her deep red dress flies about her ankles as she wrenches it upwards to aid her run. She must only be about five years old, but Christ can she run. I stare, momentarily dumbstruck by the vision, until I hear Vixon’s voice coming up the hallway, too, hollering and shouting at the little girl from the distance.
 
   “Claire, Mummy’s going to be so pissed with you. Get back here. You know you’re not supposed to be out of your rooms. Fuck. Claire!”
 
   I back up quickly to the doors so I can get out before anyone sees me. I feel the brush of glass against my back and keep pushing, but my bag tumbles from my grasp and clatters to the floor. The little girl stops and spins to look, then halts her sweep of the room and her little face finds me making a fool of myself in the doorway. Shit. I smile and quickly raise my finger to my lips in the hope she thinks it’s a game of hide and seek – anything to stop Vixon finding me and asking a bunch of questions I can’t answer. She giggles and mimics my movement, obviously thinking it’s a funny game watching me faff around in the foyer with my stupid bag. I keep smiling and giggling quietly with her as I back away again, still with my finger to my lips, but as she drops her fingers and smiles, it hits me immediately. 
 
   I’d know that smile anywhere. 
 
   Squinting to see her face more clearly, I recognise the vivid bright green eyes, too. I’m instantly pulled into them just as with a different matching pair. I’m mesmerized. Green pools of illumination swirl around and draw me closer, regardless of the distance between us. She’s Pascal’s. 
 
   Pascal has a daughter?
 
   I trip over my feet to get away from the building, strapping the backpack on as I go and making my feet move as fast as they will. My lungs burn as the cold air whistles through them. Christ, I hadn’t realised how unfit I was. A daughter? I went through his file last night. It said nothing about a daughter at all. Surely that would have been on the top of the list if it were true. 
 
   Does he know? 
 
   Does Mr. White know? 
 
   Good God. Surely he knows he has a little girl. Maybe I’ve got it wrong and she’s just a little girl who happens to have the exact same smile and eyes as him. Who’s the mother? Why on earth would any mother have their daughter in a place like that?
 
   I eventually stop at some random corner with absolutely no idea where I am. I just kept running until my lungs couldn’t run anymore. Wow. Well, that’s a useful piece of information for a divorce case. Is she Roxanne’s little girl? If she is then there’s a whole new set of technical difficulties to deal with. My hands brace against my knees as I suck in huge lungfuls of air. I really need to start running again. I couldn’t get away from a fat man stuffing down three hamburgers if my life depended on it at the moment. And given my current situation between Mr. White threatening my existence and Roxanne and Pascal playing with my training, I have a feeling running could be quite useful at some point in the near future. I spy a coffee shop a little further down the street and make my way to it. Perhaps if I have a coffee and cake and just calm the hell down I can ask some serious questions about what this means to the case. I need to clarify whether she is actually his daughter, and who the mother is if she is. I can’t think of any solution other than asking Mr. White to go and see for himself. It’s that or try to sneak into Roxanne’s office to snoop around. She could very well just be another woman’s little girl. She may be nothing at all to do with Pascal, although the moment the thought enters my head, I know it’s not true. She is his child.
 
   I push on the door to the coffee shop and sling my bag into a chair in the window before collapsing myself into the one opposite. Well, this will be an interesting first phone call with my new boss. Great. I can’t wait for his reaction to the possibility that Pascal may have a child neither of them knows anything about.
 
   A waiter comes over and takes my order then leaves me to stare blankly at my new phone. How on Earth do I word this? Honestly, I suppose, and with as little emotion as I can muster. It’s just part of the case, isn’t it? I just need to relay the facts and let him deal with the consequences. It’s really none of my business, other than how it reflects on Pascal’s divorce. Five minutes later, having had my coffee delivered, I’m still staring at the phone trying to work out what type of reaction this is going to cause from a man I’m terrified of. I comfort myself with the thought that the man who smiled at me this morning wasn’t nearly as scary.
 
   I snatch the phone up and fiddle with things until I find the call log. There’s only one number in it, his. Okay, I can do this. I hit call and wait.
 
   “Missing me already, Lilah James? You appear to be stalking me.” Fuck. I quickly rally my errant thoughts back together and strap on my professional voice.
 
   “Mr. White, I believe there may be an issue that requires your attention.”
 
   “Already? I thought you were good at this.” Fuck you.
 
   “I am,” I reply instinctively, and I can almost see the sneer descending on his face at my tone. Straightening myself up in the chair, I try to make my voice less snappy. “I am, sorry, but, well, I’ve just been to retrieve my bag from The Parlour and I saw a little girl there.”
 
   “I’m bored, Lilah. This is relevant, how?”
 
   “Well, does Pascal have a daughter that you know of?” Silence greets me. Nothing but silence and the occasional heavy breath of a sigh. “She was the image of him. I got out before anyone noticed I was there so I don’t think anyone knows I’ve seen her yet.” More silence. I take a sip of my coffee and wait for an answer. It’s not as if I can push him for anything.
 
   “How old?”
 
   “Around five I would say.” More silence, this time followed by something clattering to the floor on his end. I swing my eyes round the store and catch a glimpse of another little girl. She’s playing with a dolly with her father and sipping at a milkshake. Sweet. I can’t say I exactly have visions of Pascal doing the same with his little girl, though. He’s not exactly father material.
 
   “Why were you there?” His voice snaps my attention back to him instantly. It’s very firm, almost scolding in tone. I’m not sure, though, that why I was there is really relevant.
 
   “I needed my bag. It has some family bits and pieces in it, and I didn’t want to lose it.”
 
   “Hmm.” It sounds more like a huff of disgust. Clearly not a family man then. I decide to move the topic back to what he’d like me to do rather than discussing irrelevancies.
 
   “Mr. White, I–”
 
   “Have you told anyone else?” he cuts in. My hackles rise instantly. Whatever situation I may have got myself into, I’m no snitch. The streets taught me to keep my mouth shut, as does the code of legal practice.
 
   “No,” I reply, disgusted. “You told me to call you if anything interrupted my work. This will definitely do that if the child is his. It’s a complication to say the least.”
 
   “Hmm.” His tone is softer now, thankfully. It seems Mr. White needs standing up to, just as Elizabeth said. Clearly he enjoys a woman with a little bite.
 
   “What do you want me to do? I could go and do some more digging in Roxanne’s office maybe, find out who the mother is? We don’t even know for sure that she is Pascal’s. He has a brother, too, Fabrice. She could be–”
 
   “No, stay away from there. I’ll deal with it,” he barks back at me, sudden irritation lacing his every word again. The man is a minefield of ups and downs. Christ knows how she puts up with him.
 
   “Okay,” I reply quietly, drinking some more coffee and scanning the street outside as more silence comes down the line at me. 
 
   “You say she looks like him?”
 
   “Yes, she’s beautiful,” I reply, sipping again and imagining those huge green eyes full of mischief.
 
   “Mmm, as is he, much to my torment. Idiot.” I smirk in response to his small chuckle and wonder how tenuous their relationship is. “Tell no one else of this, Lilah. Including him, until I get some facts together. And certainly not Elizabeth. Research birth records and see if you can find anything out. Roxanne’s family is based in Chicago, but she also has connections in Hawaii, so check records there, too.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. White.” Legal mode quickly comes crashing back at me as his business tone kicks in. I can hear the closing of folders and him putting me on loud speaker as he moves about. I grab my jacket and start pulling it on. Time to get back to the apartment and start doing some investigating.
 
   “How did you feel when you looked at her?” he asks out of the blue.
 
   “What?” I reply, slipping my hands into my gloves as I balance the phone on my shoulder. 
 
   “Did she hypnotize you as he does?” I smile into the phone and can almost sense Pascal’s eyes coming at me, illuminating everything in his wake and hiding all sorts of deviant imaginings behind them.
 
   “Yes.” There’s nothing else to say to that question, and as soon as I’ve answered it, I know I’ve just told Mr. White that Pascal does have a child, that I’m positive of the fact, because there isn’t a person in this world that can do what Pascal does by simply looking at you. Except the person with blue eyes I’m talking to, maybe. And he knows it as well as I do.
 
   The phone goes dead.
 
   “Bye,” I whisper to myself, yanking down my hat and heading for the door, leaving a twenty dollar bill on the table because I have nothing smaller. 
 
   The cold hits me again immediately as I go outside, and I hail a cab as soon as I see one. A very long walk and then a speed dash in snow has completely exhausted what’s left of my thigh muscles, and as I travel back to the apartment, I chastise myself for the state of my fitness. I may be thinner now, but that’s no excuse for such a terrible running performance. I need to get some bloody stamina back.
 
   Before I’ve realised it, I’m in the kitchen throwing my things on the table and flicking the kettle on. Five minutes later and I’m sat in front of the laptop, frantically researching anything to do with Pascal and Roxanne. Mr. White will have to wait until later. I have a folder either side of me so I can gain as much cross-referencing data as possible – dates, times, and companies owned jointly and separately. Marriage licences need finding. Where did they get married? When? Why? That’s nothing to do with anything, but I’m genuinely interested. They don’t seem particularly friendly, do they? Were they young? Presumably, they’ve just grown apart. Irrelevant, Lilah. Facts, that’s all I need.
 
   After nearly six hours of collating more facts and appropriating them into the correct new files and folders, then cross-referencing them with other information I’ve managed to find on the tax system, company records etcetera, I’m finally able to lift my head up and blow out a satisfied breath. I’m still good at this. It’s easy. My brain arranges data into files before I’ve even considered the wheres and whys. People with emotional responses to things must get awfully confused by processing data, but to me, it’s a simple logging system. Everything is either relevant or irrelevant, useful or of no use at all. Although, most information is useful in some way, so I have yet another file for the ‘of no use at all’ information. You never know when you might need those sorts of documents. All in all, though, there’s a good selection of data already compiled and waiting for a lawyer to check it off against a counter case should Roxanne choose to go down that line. Although, by the looks of her own wealth so far, she need not worry about getting a divorce. She’ll be fine, as will Pascal. It’s only the fact that there’s a little girl potentially caught in the middle of this that may change the amounts of money involved. And I’m positive, given both of their interesting cottage industries, that they won’t want to drag any of this through the courts, other than their legitimate companies. In fact, if I were either of them, I’d be settling quietly out of court and just getting on with my life, which leaves me wondering why I’m doing all of this and not a lawyer. Mr. White, and therefore possibly Pascal, must be very worried about Roxanne for some reason. Maybe she’s not quite as nice as I thought. Is any woman nice when scorned?
 
   Picking up my coffee, I wander over to the window in the lounge and stare out at the park again. There’s not much to see anymore apart from darkened skies and glowing streetlamps, but it’s still stunning. Who knew how lovely it would look from these buildings? Buildings I never dared to dream I’d ever get inside. My mind wanders back to a more relaxed mode as I stretch my fingers around the cup and flex them out. I’ve not done this much typing for a long while, although the ability to type without looking clearly never leaves. It must be over twelve months since I’ve used a laptop. The streets of New York don’t need information gatherers; they just need survivors, people who are able to get themselves through the night and tough it out through the day, something I managed, somehow. Shivering at the thought, I pull my battered backpack over and dig into the lining to find the picture of my dad and me. It’s a bit crumpled, but brushing it over, I smile at the image of him. He was such a proud man, honest, decent. His hair is ruffled about because of the hike he’d just made me go on, and we’re sitting at the bottom of Snowdon in the sunshine. Well, he’s sitting… I’m mostly collapsed beside him as he hugs me into him and makes me smile up for one of his stupid selfies. Daddy. At least he’d be proud of what I’m doing now, or I think he would. I don’t have to open my legs anymore, do I? And I’m in a nice apartment. I look up at the sky outside and hope he’s smiling down on me. I also hope he wasn’t watching when I had Pascal’s fingers inside of me. Or my mouth around his…
 
   Coughing to myself, I snicker at the thought and gently place the photo on the table to stare at it some more. He would have liked Pascal, in a strange sort of way. My daddy the joker, always one for mystery games, and hide and seek. I’m positive that’s why I decided to go into the legal system. He always made me pretend to be a detective when we played hide and seek. He’d leave me clues dotted around the house and then give me a time limit to solve the game. The time limit got shorter every year. By the time I was twelve, I could find him easily, no matter how tough or cryptic the clues. 
 
   “Lilah, you should join the police force,” he’d say. “You could find a needle in a haystack, girly.”
 
   Needle in a haystack. That’s me, always on the search for that one tiny piece of information that will change the direction of everything. Everyone has a weak spot, a place that they don’t want found, or a scrawl on the bottom of paper that they’ve forgotten about. And if there’s a fragile point in their history, I can find a piece of law to compound it further. I’m like a Rottweiler with a bone when it comes to solving the issue, making it useful and finding a path through to clarity. The fact is that when you let emotion enter the fray, you can’t see clearly or logically. Without emotion, there is simplicity, and with simplicity and fact comes results. Daddy taught me that long ago. I used to be scared that I was on my own when we first started playing hide and seek. You know, as six-year-olds are. I remember being scared about what would happen if I didn’t find Daddy, or if I couldn’t figure out the clues. He’d just say, “Don’t worry about where I am or if I’m okay, because you can’t do anything about that until you find me, Lilah, can you? Just use your head and find me.”
 
   Why I didn’t join the police force I do not know. I didn’t like the uniform much at the time. Lawyers always looked better with their business suits and beautiful briefcases. I probably just wanted that – Prada suits and heels.
 
   Flicking on the television, I sit still for a while listening to CNN and gaze out of the window again. My mind is immediately drawn back to those green eyes, so much so that I tuck my legs beneath me to try to remove the need to feel his lips on mine again. What is it that he has that makes me so intrigued? Apart from the obvious smoking hot body and intelligent, mouth-watering vocabulary, that is. 
 
   It randomly dawns on me that he said the important information was in Rome, and that no one could get at it without his irises. Presumably, they use eye recognition software, not surprising with the amount of wealth he’s acquired. But what’s in that safe? Is the information that Mr. White has given me enough? What if Roxanne has stuff no one knows about? I can’t do this without more knowledge of what Roxanne knows and doesn’t know. While these files are great and give me a good layout of the general basics, all these underhand businesses that aren’t legitimate need organising so I can contain them. I look at the phone and wonder if I should call him again. Will he know what’s in that safe in Rome?  If he does, and thought it was relevant, surely he would have let me know about it already?
 
   I suck in another breath and heave myself up to get some food together. Maybe an omelette, anything really. I’ve found I don’t care that much for food lately. I suppose that happens when you’ve barely eaten for twelve months or so. I was too busy trying to survive. At least I’ve got food now, and he did tell me – or ordered me – to eat. So, flicking on the stove, I stare at the flames and drag a bowl out to beat the eggs, which instantly reminds me of being spanked. Yet again, Mr. Van der Braack hovers in my mind.
 
   Without much other thought, I realise I miss him. After only a few days and nights, I miss him in my life. Everything about him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   After about an hour of hovering around the apartment in a silk robe trying to work out whether I should do more work or not, I eventually just stare blankly at the television while scrolling through my phone. Mr. White or White Industries. Quite the business man. He has as many businesses as Pascal, if not more, but most of them appear to be linked into one company. Legitimately. I snort out a laugh at the thought of him appearing the gentleman as I flick my eyes over a clip of him with Elizabeth at some charity function. He’s fully tuxed up and clearly in charming mode. His smile and twinkling eyes seem to drown everyone else out of the picture as he stands there and answers a reporter’s question.
 
   “What’s the next best option for the Addison Foundation’s funds, Mr. White? And is marriage on the cards at any point?”
 
   Elizabeth shrinks behind him as he wraps an arm around her protectively and charms his way out of answering the second question. He simply deflects and turns the conversation until the female reporter is stumbling over her words while he smirks and winks. It’s impressive to watch. It seems he’s quite the master of manipulation, which I already had an inkling of from my limited interaction with him. This charming façade is new to me, though. He normally appears cold, even when he’s trying to be nice or humorous. My thoughts go back to that wink this morning, the one that caused me to go slightly weak at the knees and look at the floor. That was obviously him operating in charming mode. God help any woman who finds herself on the other end of it, frankly. It’s very clearly a front for a monster of sorts. Although, why would a true monster pump so much money into something like the Addison’s Foundation, let alone be the chair of it?
 
   Not my problem. 
 
   Throwing the phone down on the sofa beside me, I find myself staring out of the window again, watching the light snow still filtering its way down onto the park’s barren branches. The streetlights send a lovely orange hue over the tops of them, casting a romantic feeling across the space. My heart clenches at the thought of aimlessly wandering again. Snowballs, voices. Oh good God, I’m thinking about him again. This has to stop. I snatch up my plates and head back to the sink to wash up. Fucking man. I cannot allow this to continue. I mean, I now know more about him than just about anyone, I should think. I am also one of only a few people who know he may have a child, and that really isn’t helping me to dismiss my emotions. I can’t think like this. Not only is he absolutely not right for me, but I have been ordered by my boss to not get involved. Unfortunately, I find myself smashing plates around in the water as I uselessly try not to think about those hypnotising green eyes, and fingers that could get up to all sorts of enthralling adventures.
 
    Ridiculous.
 
   Three knocks ring out through the apartment, and I swing my head around to the door. No one knows I’m here, other than Mr. White and Elizabeth. I stare at it, trying to work out whether to answer or not. I would have thought that Mr. White or Elizabeth would have called to tell me they were coming over. Paranoia creeps up my spine as I continue to gaze at the door and fight the need to check the deadbolts again. They’re firmly in place. I know that because I triple checked all of them earlier. Another three knocks her my nerves firmly on edge.
 
   “Yes?” I call out nervously.
 
   “Open the door, my dear. Am I to stand here uninvited all evening?” I narrow my eyes at his voice and calculate the risk involved in letting him in. How he even knows I’m here is confounding enough. Did I put the folders in the safe? Yes. Still, he’ll question me about things I have no answers for at the moment.
 
   “I don’t think that’s appropriate,” I respond with my head held high. If I keep him out there then he’s away from me and there’s no emotional attachment to deal with. My phone chirps at me so I cross the room to swipe at it.
 
    
 
   -          It is his child. Find out as much as you can and I will meet you at the coffee shop you were in today. Tomorrow at 10 am.
 
    
 
   How the hell does he know what coffee shop I was in today?
 
   I’m not the slightest bit surprised that he thinks the child is Pascal’s. This is yet another reason for me to not open the door. How on earth would I be able to sit with him and not tell him?
 
   “Lilah, if I must, I will break in. It would be preferable not to have to sully my clothing, though.” My eyes shoot back to the door again. He couldn’t, could he? I flick my gaze over the locks again and sigh. Master thief I am not. I wouldn’t know if they can be broken or not.
 
   “Go ahead and try,” I call back as I type a response to Mr. White saying, agreeing to meet him, and telling him that I’ll try to find some more information. Not that I’ve found anything so far. Roxanne – or Lucinda Reynard – has very little public information listed about her, let alone anything regarding a child. No birth records, no hospital admissions, and no hidden bank accounts other than the legitimate business ones. Nothing. Perhaps Pascal knows something. I narrow my eyes at the possibility of questioning him without him knowing what I am up to. I could try. I can’t see how I’m going to miraculously find a non-existent document on the internet to help solve the mystery. Can I manage him without getting involved? It would be helpful to get the information straight from the horse’s mouth.
 
   My fingers are opening the door before my brain has caught up with the idea. The sudden blinding image of him is breath-taking. He’s wearing some sort of regal attire – a black coat, grey shirt, black trousers and long riding boots, as if he’s stepped out of the regency period. I freeze my body’s response to him as sharply as I can and lazily roll my eyes across his frame. It’s delicious, as always. Dressed like this he reminds me of something out of Jane Austen, Mr Darcy perhaps. I eventually reach his face and stare hopelessly into it. I didn’t think it possible that he could be any more devastating, but as he twitches the corner of his mouth and pulls me towards those eyes, I feel my insides coil tighter. He engulfs everything. There is nothing else in this moment but green eyes and a very wicked set of lips, which happen to have a tongue laving across them. My insides clench, and my knickers seem to acquire a will of their own, apparently determined to fly at him. If I weren’t so consumed by his fucking eyes again, I might well drop to the floor and beg him to fuck me.
 
   He abruptly moves and steers himself past me towards the window.
 
   “It would be my pleasure, and all in good time, my dear. However, I need to know why you are here. What does he have you delving into that is so clandestine?”
 
   “Hello,” I spit in irritation at my own response to him. I must control it. Sucking in a long breath, I reach for the kettle out of politeness. “Would you like some coffee?”
 
   “My dear, it is 9pm. Do I seem the sort who dabbles in coffee in the evening? Where is your alcohol?”
 
   “There isn’t any. How did you know I was here? Did Mr. White tell you? And what are you wearing?”
 
   He gently places his cane on the table and moves back towards me slowly. My feet begin a backwards trail before I manage to halt myself and tilt my head up again. Be strong, Lilah. Tie your legal head on so tight he can’t get past it. He smirks again at my attempt at control and glances across my exposed legs, instantly making me tighten my thighs in the hope that he can’t open them again. Why am I dressed in a robe? It’s not helpful.
 
   “You are dangerously attired, my dear.”
 
   “I am relaxing.”
 
   “You are exquisite, and quite disruptive to my sanity, and my pocket.”
 
   “Your pocket?”
 
   “Mmhmm. It has cost me a small fortune to hunt you down, my dear,” he says, moving a step toward me and running his finger under the collar of the robe to expose my shoulder. “This vision is worth the expense, though. Take the robe off.”
 
   My breath slips in a moan as his finger continues to trail across my collarbone. Why is my body shaking? I do the only thing I can think of to alleviate my need to drag him to the bedroom. Not that he’d need dragging, I’m sure. I quickly turn from his sparkling emerald eyes and start to make some coffee anyway.
 
   “I’m not interested in sex, Pascal. Did you have some business to discuss?”
 
   “Oh, but you are, my dear. Do you not feel that pulse throbbing inside your veins, your cunt gasping for attention? Hmm?” I swing around to him with my teaspoon hovering in the air like a weapon. He simply backs away and sits, lounging gracefully in the chair without a care in the world as I narrow my eyes at his language. Must stay in control.
 
   “My cunt, as you so graciously put it, is debating the merits of fucking you and just getting it over with. Then it will not have to fuck you again. I would rather not use such words, but as you seem to only understand language of that nature, we’ll go with it, shall we? Coffee?”
 
   “Why are you wielding a teaspoon at me?” he asks with a condescending smirk, which instantly ratchets the level of heat between my thighs up another ten degrees. Control, control.
 
   “It’s defensive.”
 
   “I can assure you, Lilah, a teaspoon is of no use to your defence. Quite the opposite, in fact. I have many uses for such an implement,” he counters, slipping his hand out of a leather glove slowly, teasing me with images of what they can do, and then casually crossing his legs. My thighs clench again, so I turn back and shake my head in frustration.
 
   “Why are you here, Pascal? I have work to do.”
 
   “Ah yes, work. What work? This is the purpose of my visit, amongst other things.”
 
   As I gaze longingly at his lips, it occurs to me that if I did fuck him, I could take his mind off the work thing, and the fact that he has a child he knows nothing about. That could work, best of both worlds. It may also make him more amenable to questions in the aftermath. I feel my brow furrowing at the thought of him being a father. Is he the type of father any child should have? Unlikely. Stirring the coffees, I wander over and place a cup in front of him then gaze back out to the park again. The man who kissed me out there was worthy of being a father. He was a real man, not this version that, although overwhelmingly attractive and decadent, is not the definition of a good and decent man. He is a sex trafficker, a deviant by nature, and more than likely involved in all kinds of criminal activities. He is not an honest man who is prepared to do the right thing by his child, like my dad. Yet, the man in the park – he was different. Maybe he could be. Why does he hide that man?
 
   “Are you a good man, Pascal?”
 
   “Define good,” he replies from the chair in a bored tone, as if he expected the random question and can’t be bothered with answering. I turn and perch on the back of the sofa to face him.
 
   “Good, decent, morally trustworthy.”
 
   “Absolutely not. However, your definition, my dear, is determined by you pre-conceived notion of the customary world within which you reside. These characterisations mean little in my idea of conscience, simply because they do not exist within my current position.”
 
   It takes me a minute to think about the answer.
 
   “Well, if that’s the case, why do you choose not to abide by the laws society deems appropriate?” He snorts and unbuttons his jacket, reaches for his grey silk cravat and rips it away from his neck.
 
   “And therein lies the issue at hand. Whose definition of appropriate is the correct one, my dear? Hmm? You choose your decent life, yet you are desperate for me to defile you with my cane? Hmm? Have you considered why you ache for me to hurt you yet? Why, contrary to your hesitance, you are desperate to kneel for me? You are already panting beneath your skin. I can smell it. You know exactly what I wish to do to you, and your normal vanilla existence should detest the very thought. However, it does not. It calls for the lashing you require.”
 
   “I…” he picks up his coffee and raises a brow, daring me to counter. I have nothing to counter with. His argument is concise, thorough, and unfortunately, completely on point. Apart from the kneeling bit… I’m still not comfortable with the thought of kneeling beneath him. Or begging. Only under absolute duress, which he’s obviously capable of.
 
   “You should neither be ashamed nor scared of that proposition, Lilah. You should welcome it and be free to decipher its meaning to you,” he says quietly, a hint of that other man coming through his tone as his body visibly tenses. “You ask if I am a morally decent man. The answer very much depends on which position you are asking from.”
 
   “You traffic slaves for a living.”
 
   “Mmm. Yes, indeed. However, as you are aware, nobody is forced to do anything they do not fully comprehend the meaning of before they sign their contracts.” That’s hardly the point. The very notion is unethical, and it doesn’t matter how many times they say, ‘You know where the exit is’, these people have little choice in the matter. They have nothing else.
 
   “You hoodwink people into it.” He laughs out loud. It’s rich, velvety, and resonates in all kinds of awkward places, causing yet more clenching.
 
   “Hoodwink? My dear, come now, were you hoodwinked into sucking my cock? Or allowing me to spank your ass? Your fought neither. Do not demean yourself with irrelevant garbage and vanilla choices. Tell me you did not enjoy both. Then tell me you did not enjoy the brutality of my hold on you.”
 
   “I enjoyed the kissing more,” I mumble out before I can stop my damn mouth moving. 
 
   Shit. My eyes fly to the floor. Fucking emotions. Jesus. Legal head. What am I even doing discussing this? Christ. I get nothing in response. Nothing. Just silence as I gaze at the beige carpet and think about how to move the conversation onto another topic, all the time imagining his lips on mine, the soft caress of his fingers on my spine, the effortless way he made me feel safe and protected, if only for a minute or two.  If his aftershave would just stop assaulting me from every angle, I might have a chance of thinking straight. Then I do the stupidest thing possible and lift my head to the window to gaze at the park instead, just compounding the problem further.
 
   He abruptly gets up behind me and begins to pace about, so I flick my eyes over to find him wrenching at his shirt until it and his jacket are tossed errantly onto the couch.
 
   “Up,” he snaps.
 
   “What?” I reply, my eyes widening at the vision of his bronzed, half naked body.
 
   “No, not another word. You simply do as I say. Do not think, do not compromise my position, and do not burden yourself with concerns.”
 
   “But I–”
 
   “Kneel. Here,” he says, pointing at the floor in front of him and burning me with a frown over swirling eyes. “There are no safewords here. There is no way of removing yourself. You will do as I ask.”
 
   My mouth opens again to say no, but nothing comes out as I lose myself in those eyes again. I’m not sure if it’s the look of him, whether I do need to get on my knees for him, or if I simply don’t have the ability to turn him down. I don’t know anything, but I do know, for whatever reason, that’s he’s doing the right thing. Something deep down inside of me is desperate for him, to maybe give myself to him, or maybe just get this done. I can feel that circulating in my chest, in my veins. I can’t explain it. He’s like a whirlpool dragging me under. I should contain this somehow. Get the control back. Say no and ask him to leave. Stop these damn emotions traveling through my mind and force him to leave me alone, but I can’t, and don’t. I just let my eyes rest on the very spot he’s pointing at and breathe steadily, calmly, and then find myself moving toward it. 
 
   “Discard the robe.”
 
   My hands find the tie, and before I’ve thought it through, I’ve undone it and gently cast it aside. I’m spellbound. I’m not sure I’m even moving my own body anymore. All I can hear is his voice and all I can see is his frame towering over me. He suddenly feels huge, as if the rest of the room has collapsed somehow and it’s just he and I in some kind of vortex. Everything is quiet. There’s no noise outside, no cars, no horns blaring, not even a thought in my head. Just him. 
 
   I slowly find myself getting comfortable beneath him and lift my head to meet his eyes.
 
   “Good. Now widen your legs and entertain yourself for me,” he says, frowning a little and never once removing his eyes from mine. What? My body damn near shrivels into the floor. Really? “Look at me and do as I ask, Lilah.” Something in his eyes softens, just a touch, just enough to show me his need is as great as mine. And so my hands slowly accept his request. They both glide across my skin until one is resting on my nipple and pulling it to attention while the other curls its way down to my clit before something stops me. Maybe it’s just the situation, nerves, I’m not sure, but my face flicks away from him, and… 
 
   “Look at me. Do not think, Lilah. Do.” 
 
   My eyes find his again and I sigh out in pleasure as my fingers miraculously end up rubbing at my clit. Instant relief at the oncoming bliss begins to rush across me, and my body melts beneath my own touch. Every point is practised perfection. There isn’t a hint of self-consciousness or concern for what is happening. It just is. And no one has ever made me come like I can myself. Only once has someone managed to make the connection between the places I can find on myself, and he’s standing above me, watching. I can feel his eyes boring into me as my hands speed up their ministrations, swirling and rubbing at the precise locations necessary to bring me my climax quickest. My fingers leave my nipple and run down to sink some depth inside myself. I’m desperate for that feeling of substance to finish me off as my other hand starts speeding furiously, increasing the pressure to painful proportions, as always. The moan that echoes around the room is followed by more of my own panting and whimpers. I’m so close, so very close. I’m just sinking two fingers in and out as forcefully as my own weight will allow at this awkward angle, wanting nothing more than to roll onto my back or pull my weight up onto all fours. A hand grabs my chin and forces my head back up to look at him.
 
   “Fuck yourself harder, Lilah.” 
 
   My hand speeds up again. Gasping for breath, I’m desperately trying to find the angle needed to make it happen as he tilts his head and watches me, but I can’t. I can’t get the last blinding feeling to burn through me. I’m stuck in a state of constant almost bliss, twirling through my skin and rendering me incoherent to everything other than his voice. I wrench at my clit and begin to give in to the fact that it’s not going to happen, that it’s just not right, or something’s off in the room. Why? I’m desperate for it. I can always make myself come. I can hardly breathe I’m going so fast, and then, as he suddenly reaches and pinches at my nipple viciously, I scream aloud. Instantly, my orgasm crashes across me, lights and explosions flooding everything. I don’t breathe. I can’t. The mix of agony and bliss renders me useless as he increases the pressure again, then does the same to my other nipple. “Again, Lilah. Harder.” He growls at me. It’s the most intoxicating sound I’ve ever heard, and as I wrench in a breath and try to speed my hand again, he drags his up to my cheek and slaps it, hard. My eyes glaze at the impact, but for some unknown reason, my hands work even more furiously for me, or for him. I don’t know anymore. The lines are blurred, and the rush that follows sends my head spiralling as my body continues to shake. “You need a beating, Lilah. Are you prepared?”
 
   “I…” I can’t speak. Beating?
 
   “DO NOT THINK!” His tone shocks me into looking at his eyes again. They’re utterly composed as he leans over me and proves his serenity in the midst of my mess. He’s so tall, so big, so all encompassing. And those eyes just make me work harder, hoping for another blinding release, begging myself for it as I chant ‘please’ to myself over and over again. It still won’t come. Nothing’s coming other than a torture of nearly there, on the edge but not able to fall.
 
   “Please,” I stutter out loud, with my hand still bruising my own clit in hope. Just more, more of that, anything. I can barely breathe let alone think, and all I want is that rush again. I need that beautiful burning sensation to run across me and deliver the sting that helped me over the edge. The pain that suddenly radiates across my other cheek has me tumbling uncontrollably into the floor. Pure energy races through my whole body, adrenalin spiking every corner of my being until there’s nothing left but a moaning mess of limbs draped on the carpet. I’m sprawled out with my forehead sticking to the wool and a pulsing sensation encircling me. I pant loudly, pulling my legs up to my chest and letting the crescendo still travel its way around me. Whatever this is, it’s gone past normal. It’s divine. Primal. I’m overwhelmed with a strange floating sensation, caressing every inch of me and still bursting intermittent spasms of dull aches. I can’t think, and I don’t want to. I just want to be in this. I just want to live here for a while. It’s beautiful. Heavenly.
 
   I slowly open my eyes after God knows how long to see his boots in front of my face. Just two highly polished black boots gleaming at me. I smile at the vision and continue to lie here, staring at the beauty of them. Everything seems beautiful at the moment. Relaxed and calm. Peaceful. My limbs hum with some unknown feeling that I’m desperate to linger in for as long as possible, and I feel my hand inch its way forward until my fingertips rest on the toe of his boot. They’re suddenly the boots of a God, and I find myself tracing them reverently out of respect. For what, I don’t know. I just know that’s how I feel. How he’s made me feel.
 
   The leather of them makes me shudder. It’s an odd sensation, more calming than scary. Leather, it’s hard, yet soft somehow. Visons of his suite assault me and all the implements hanging around in there. Whips, cuffs, floggers – all things I know nothing about, yet they seem familiar to me now, as if they are an extension of him, things he uses not to inflict pain, but more likely to deliver pleasure through pain. Every time he’s been with me, apart from the kiss in the park, he’s caused pain. He’s right; the brutality of his hold is indescribable, unlike anything anyone’s ever delivered to me before, and I can’t for the life of me understand where this need has suddenly come from, but it’s here, nonetheless. Perhaps it’s always been here but no one’s ever found it.
 
   “Am I decent man now, Lilah? Hmm?” His voice drifts down from above me. It’s soothing, the lilt of that accent more pronounced and comforting, as if I needed any more soothing. I don’t answer. I have nothing to answer him with apart from I love you, which I’m certain isn’t what he wants to hear, but it’s all that’s swimming around my mind. It chants over and over again. I love you. I love you. I love you. Stupid, I know, and not at all possible in this small amount of time, but how could anyone not love him? He’s spectacular. It’s not surprising people bow and scrape to him. I ache to pull him down here and kiss him, to feel the warmth of him on me. To make love to him and to hold him down. To say the three words that are of no use to anyone in this room and force him to say them back to me, even if they’re not true. Instead, I slowly drag my heavy body up until I’m kneeling in front of him again, gazing back up into green eyes full of mischief with an angry frown etched in.
 
   “Why do you look angry?” I ask quietly, not really caring as my body still floats and I let the feeling take me over again.
 
   “This is not anger, Lilah. I am considering fucking you.”
 
   “Do it then, whatever you need to do. Now’s good. I’m pliable to anything, open to suggestion. Let’s get this out of the way. Do it, Pascal. Take me. Take it all.” The words tumble from my mouth, out of my control. I can’t think of anything but having him inside me. Whatever business or questions I was originally planning, they’ve disappeared. Just him, that’s all there is. Just him, with me on the floor. I’m very close to begging him to have his way with me. To just get this done. From somewhere in my mind, a pair of blue eyes appears, slicing though the green slightly. Its brief, but it’s enough for me to shake my head a little. Stay in control of him. Don’t let him in until you can afford the luxury of his manipulations. Is he in control of this? Or do I want it? My body continues to hum as I watch his legs and try to recall the need for him, but it’s impossible. Not because of him telling me what to do, but because I want him. I want him. He’s shown me something, and I’m too lost in it to question it anymore.
 
   He eventually backs away from me, so I wearily lift my eyes to watch him smiling down at me. It’s a deviant smile, full of undisclosed amusement and self-righteous possession. He wanders over to his coat and pulls out a hipflask, then offers it to me, just too far out of reach for me to grab it.
 
   “Crawl, my dear.” The instant those words leave his lips, I feel the cold creep back over me. ‘Crawl, my dear’. Crawl? Never. And I’m suddenly an anybody, a ‘my dear’ again? A body of no consequence to him. Something to use for amusement, to prove his superiority?
 
   “Not for that,” I reply quietly, still panting out my orgasm.
 
   “You do not wish to drink?” I shake my head and lick my lips at the smell of whiskey, a very appealing prospect at the moment to calm the sensations still coursing through me.
 
   “I have a name, Pascal. I won’t be your kitten or your dear. I won’t be your toy or your plaything, but if you ask, I might be your Lilah.” 
 
   He just stares at me, and we hold eyes for an eternity while some of those peaceful moments in time pass between us. Just brief glimpses of something rare and beautiful and so all-consuming that I stop breathing again and wait for an answer. My mind chastises itself for such weakness, but my body is all in, and there is no use denying it.
 
   “What is it that Lilah requires of me?” he eventually asks, still towering above me and scrunching his brow a little. 
 
   I don’t know. Love? Enlightenment? Some more of those peace-laden moments? The ability to feel eternally safe within arms of care? I stare up at him and watch the colours in his eyes swirling endlessly, the strong line of his jaw, and the tension in his teeth at his question. Who’s in there? I want that man, the one who hides in there and cowers behind his front. I also want the one who just showed me a feeling of such intensity that I’m literally floored by it.
 
   “Your lips.” His brow raises a touch in consideration, because he knows exactly what I’m asking for. All of him, without any of the façade. To be let in, to be respected for the trust I’m giving him, to be open to the suggestion of a lasting relationship with none of the ‘my dears’ and ‘Sirs’.
 
   He seems to deliberate this answer for an eternity, with just the occasional twitch of his lips. My knees and back begin to ache as I wait. My frame shuffles a bit as I try to get comfortable, and I find myself considering the possibility of just getting up. I’m not even sure why I’m still down here, and judging by the length of time he’s taking, the answer clearly isn’t going to be good. I sigh out a breath at my own stupidity and cast my eyes downwards. Asking that of a man such as he is completely moronic. I’m just Lilah after all, nothing special in the slightest.
 
   “Your posture is unfathomably appalling.” 
 
   I sigh again and collapse onto my arse, searching the room for wherever my robe is. The cream silk is suddenly dangled in front of me so I reach for it and gently drape it around my shoulders. “If I was to consider this emotional attachment, I have requirements of my own.” Of course he does. It couldn’t be a simple scenario of him sweeping me off my feet and professing undying love, could it?
 
   “Which are?” 
 
   He crouches in front of me and runs his finger over my burning cheek, reminding me of the slap I just took. Then he continues onto my lips until he’s pushing his finger into my mouth, which I accept and suck on it like he’s a fucking lollipop.
 
   “Keep your mouth sucking on that until I have finished, Lilah.” I nod weakly in response and gaze into his eyes. “There is only one person who deserves my respect enough to ask for that which you have just requested. He will always override you. Whatever he wants, he will get. That may or may not include your body. Do you understand?” I nod in reply. Clearly there’s no debating Mr. White. It’s not like the thought is unappealing, after all. “If I offer you my soul, Lilah, you must accept its deviances. I will not be your idea of faithful, I will not always treat you with that which you consider respect, and yet I will refuse to accept any form of dishonesty or disloyalty from you.” He can do what he wants, but I can’t? My mouth loosens around his fingers to object. His brow rises, and I start sucking again. “And lastly, Lilah James, if you believe for one moment that there will be a fairytale waiting at the end of this enchanting rainbow, you are much misguided. I will hurt you, endlessly. I will revel in your debasement and find new ways to consume you with every waking second. I am perilous for you, an entertainment you will need to withstand. The glimpses at decency will be few, and reserved only for my more caring moments.” 
 
   I have a sudden urge to change my mind, yet I keep sucking on his finger. Is that really what he expects me to accept? To gain access to his lips, I have to endure things no normal person would ever put up with? I can’t do that. No one in their right mind would do that, regardless of how wonderful their orgasms were. I begin to remove my lips from his finger, to back away from my request. I can feel the thought scaring the life out of me. That’s not a relationship; it’s a disaster. Quick as lightening, he forces another of his fingers in and pushes me backwards to the floor until he’s hovering above me and hauling upward on my teeth and chin, lifting my head from the floor and pulling me towards his face. I’m so shocked by the move that I just lay prone beneath him and stare up at the beginnings of a softer smile. 
 
   “If you accept those requirements, Lilah, I will give you my version of love. You can have it all if it pleases you to place yourself in my mind. You may lave on my lips, slumber within my arms, ask anything you require of me, even affairs of my heart. That is what you require of me, is it not?”
 
   His fingers slowly withdraw at the same moment as his other hand gently cups the back of my head. He’s suddenly so gentle in his touch, like a new pair of hands have appeared and relegated the firmer ones to the back of our minds.
 
   “Yes, but…” I splutter out, quietly.
 
   “There are no buts, Lilah. Your beauty is worth my allegiance, your skin and mind worthy of my attention. However, I offer you all I can. To find my lips, you must first endure my madness. I know no other way to allow you in.” 
 
   Really?
 
   “Oh.” He smiles as he cradles me and draws me closer to his mouth, licking his lips and still gazing deep into everything inside of me. I can feel him there, almost hear him tearing through me and trying to tell me not to listen to the bad bits because the good moments will be worth every second of the misery he might deliver. There isn’t another place on the planet I’d rather be. Just him and me, and another one of those eternal moments locking us together. His arm tightens around me and inches me closer again, a smirk now gracing his face as he draws his tongue over my wet lips and asks me to open for him. All I can feel is his heat and his hard body as it presses me into him. Oh God, this is going to be a mess, but just one more kiss, anything for another shot at those lips and that mesmerizing peace that settles within them. “You’re a count.” It’s random, I know, but it pops out anyway as I lick my lips and fall hopelessly into his eyes again.
 
   “Mmm, Dracula.”
 
   If I was looking for eternal moments, its nothing compared with what he gives me in the next minutes. His body slowly moulds itself to me as he lies his weight across me delicately and grinds his thigh into my crotch. Bliss lives in these moments. My whole being melts into him, our souls almost joining as he caresses me with soft strokes to my hair and subtle sweeps of his fingers across my skin. My robe is shrugged from me again and his hands find every part of my flesh with feather light touches, as if he’s suddenly become an angel in his deliverance of pleasure. I moan out beneath him and swirl my tongue with his warmth, endless tantalising insights into what he could be. Or maybe what he really is. My head twists and turns to get closer to him, deeper inside him. I can feel everything pouring out of him into me. We couldn’t be any closer if he was physically inside me. My own fingers softy run through his dark hair and draw him down toward me, then find their way to his back and softly caress their way across his scars. Each one is a ripple of his memories, ones he’s going to give to me. Just us.
 
   I feel him digging into my hip bone as his hand grasps my wrist and increases the pressure. It’s his brutal hold; there’s nothing caressing about it anymore as his fingers wrap around it and push it above my head. Oh, God.
 
   “Raise your other hand, Lilah. Put your trust in me,” he rasps out, trailing his other hand downwards and beginning to bite at my collarbone. Put my trust in him? I haven’t even said yes to any of this yet. Although that’s just a formality, I’m sure. What is he going to do? I couldn’t care less. My arm is raising itself to join the other one before I’ve even finished my thought process. Whatever he wants – if it gets me more of those lips, those eyes, and that feeling, he can have whatever he wants.
 
   Something begins to wrap around my arms and I feel my frame being pushed along the floor, levered by his weight as the carpet grates on my spine, then my hands hit something cold. Not that I’m thinking of anything other than his lips and tongue. They’re still trailing across my mouth, and his teeth are beginning to bite gently, promising all kinds of pain and new sensations. Oh fuck, I can feel my body starting to climb again, and I close my eyes to let it happen. That humming begins to intensify and calls for more as he grinds himself into me again, and again, and…
 
   His weight abruptly leaves my body, so I slowly open my eyes to look up at him, still in a state of near delirium. He’s standing there above me, sneering slightly and sipping at his hipflask. I frown in response and wonder what’s going on. I try to move but find my hands stuck to something. I turn to see them bound by my robe tie to the leg of the breakfast bar. I look back at him in confusion, wrenching a bit at the restriction. There is no give. I’m sure it’s not coming undone any time soon. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, still struggling against the tie as I watch him put his shirt back on and begin buttoning it up. His face is completely devoid of emotion. He looks nonplussed, as if he’s just terminated any connection we had.
 
   “What work are you doing for Alexander, Lilah?”
 
   My mouth opens with nothing but air coming out. Has he just tied me up so he can get me to tell him what I’m doing? But what about those moments together? How could he dismiss that and just switch moods like this?
 
   “Take this off me,” I snap out in irritation. Fucking playing me for a fool does not go down well and rage begins to radiate within me. How fucking dare he?
 
   “No,” he replies smoothly. “Tell me what he has you up to or I shall force your honesty from you. I have many ways to do so.”
 
   “Fuck you.” It’s all I’ve got at the moment. Fucking arsehole.
 
   “I am neither amused nor enamoured by the use of foul language. Only when my cock is buried inside you are you given permission to disgrace your mouth. This is lesson one. Are you prepared, Lilah? You wanted this, did you not? I told you my lips come with requirements. This is one of them.”
 
   Shit.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Hmm… Lilah James.
 
   He watched her writhe and strain against the tie with an amused smirk firmly plastered in place. The world was so full of people like Lilah. There weren’t many with her beauty or intelligence, but his ability to cajole someone into doing his bidding never ceased to amaze him. Although, he had to admit it had been somewhat harder to end the thought of fucking her and deal with the matter at hand than he’d expected. But he needed to know what it was that Alexander had her working on so secretly.
 
   “Are you going to tell me or would you prefer I beat it out of you?” She glared up at him and twisted her body more ferociously. It was a temptation his cock was struggling to ignore. “I would suggest you withdraw your efforts, Lilah. You will only harm yourself.”
 
   “Fucking arsehole,” she spat at him. Naughty. He raised a brow and picked up his cane. The ebony sank into his grip beautifully. Elizabeth. He twirled it in his hands and watched Lilah kicking out to try and pull herself upright. She was quite special, and had requested his undivided attention, an honour he was, quite mysteriously, very pleased to acquiesce to. His eyes traced the length of her and gazed at the tension she was creating for herself. She knew nothing about what she required. Her reactions to pain were perfection, laced with an innocence only she could have. An air of grace overlying a slut’s needs. And she fought. She fought like a snake, her body slithering on the tiled floor and thrashing for its freedom. And while she managed to constrict herself around him in some manner, whoever Lilah James was, she didn’t require freedom, she needed freeing.
 
   He crouched and drew the cane along her thigh. She instantly kicked out again.
 
   “Lilah, you nodded when I asked for your honesty. Was I not clear enough?”
 
   “I can’t fucking tell you,” she snapped, halting her activities and blowing out a breath in frustration. He smirked and nodded. Alexander had presumably warned her not to. She was being loyal, it seemed. Unfortunately for her, she was giving her loyalty to the wrong individual.
 
   “He is a little daunting, yes?” She just stared back and kept her perfect legs clamped together. “It is his eyes, hmm? And the thought of what those hands may deliver should one not behave appropriately. He is quite frightening, yes? Beautifully so, of course.”
 
   She huffed out another breath and managed to scoot her delicious backside upright. He glanced at her wrists and watched them clinging to the steel leg. They were gripping tightly. Whatever was about to come out of her mouth was a lie.
 
   “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want any of what I asked you for anymore.” He smirked again and felt an odd sense of relief flood through him.
 
   “Do you believe you can rescind such a request, Lilah? This is most unfortunate for you as I am disinclined to allow your escape,” he replied, getting up and heading for the kitchen area to retrieve a large jug. He found one in the cupboard and filled it to the brim with water then returned and tugged on her stunning little chin until she looked up at him. “What are you doing for Alexander?” She shook her head and tried to pull away. Stupid girl. He placed the jug on the counter and pinched her nose, wedging his cane into her teeth at the same time and pressing his knee into her chest to pin her against the steel. Her instant gasp of surprise as she panted through the ebony had his cock screaming for relief. “Once more, Lilah. Hmm?” She shook her head again so he began to pour the water into her open lips. She coughed and spluttered as the water tumbled and she tried to swallow it down. More bubbles of air popped as she gagged on it and continued trying to find a way to swallow it. Her face twisted in his hand so he let go and increased the pressure on the cane to hold her still. “Are you ready to tell me?” She choked and coughed again, still shaking her head. He looked at the jug. It was nearly empty, so he simply poured the rest in and returned to refill it. She coughed in the background and panted for air as he waited for the water. He considered whether he should use the bath instead. “How is the choking, Lilah, hmm? Comfortable? Your gag on this is not nearly as pleasant as on my cock, but I will have my honesty from you.” He was by her again and shoving the cane back in before she could gain enough air to breathe proficiently. He began to pour once more, this time faster, pushing her head back to ease the flow of the water into her lungs. Her garbled screams rent the air around him, filling it with perversions and illicit daydreams. His cock hardened again, and he considered fucking her while she was submerged. An interesting proposition, something to be toyed with in the future. The tanks at Eden were quite endearing in a depraved way. Her face suddenly went slack and he gazed down at her grey eyes as the water still poured over her. Beauty shone back at him. They sparkled with something. It wasn’t fear. It wasn’t even need. It was resolve. And as her coughing stopped, and her choking stopped, he realised she hadn’t just given up fighting him or decided she’d lost a battle. She was simply refusing to allow him the pleasure of reacting to his taunts. He frowned at the thought and found himself falling into her mind, or rather tumbling into a serenity only she was able to cause. Captivating, beautiful, peaceful – yet another one of their moments.
 
   He stopped pouring and stared at her as she eventually spluttered up some water and kept her eyes trained on his. Even in this, she wouldn’t remove her gaze, and for a second he saw Lucinda staring back at him, eating him from the inside out as she used to. She had somehow managed to find something in that black hole inside and pull it to the forefront of his mind. However, she had managed it when he was an untrained, gangling teenager. Lilah was somehow doing it to him as a grown man.
 
   “What do you have that I want, Lilah?” he mused, mainly to himself, picking up her chin and feeling the water there. She just kept gazing while panting and beginning to reclaim a regular breathing pattern. There was nothing in her face to show that she was scared, nor cared about what had just happened to her, only that she was staring into a consuming abyss that she had no intention of denying. A strong woman indeed. He pushed her dark hair out of her face and reverently tucked it behind her ears, grazing his fingers back across her reddened cheeks. The fact that she would have drowned rather than disclose Alexander’s secret only raised her in his esteem. Loyal. “Other than this, does he have a hold over you?” Because if the man had fucked her he might well strangle the bastard. Then fuck his dead corpse.
 
   “He has my loyalty for the time being,” she snarled, continuing to hold her head up and face him as she twisted her chin in his grip. It didn’t answer the fucking question well enough.
 
   “Has he been inside your cunt?”
 
   “No,” she snapped, her eyes widening and disgust flying across her features. “I just, I can’t tell you. I won’t tell you anything. Not yet.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes and then let go of her to back away. As flawless as she may have been, he wouldn’t let Alexander have this hold over him at the moment. It was confusing enough with their own situation to deal with. He couldn’t play this game of cat and mouse with another person who elicited an emotional response from somewhere deep inside of him. Controlling his urges around Alexander was hard enough work. Having to do that twice over with Lilah, when she was under Alexander’s control, would be impossible. He respected her for it, but with that respect came the realisation that no matter how much he may have been intrigued by her, they could not happen. Not the way she required it, anyway.
 
   He turned and pulled his discarded coat on, suddenly more tired than he’d felt in a long time. He was exhausted, and desperate to untie her and carry her to the bed to sleep with her again. He found himself running his hand across his eyes and pinching his brow, trying to find some clarity hiding within his turmoil-ridden thoughts. Why was she able to interfere with him in this way? He had a thousand women and men waiting for him at the club. Any one of them would have been willing to do anything he required of them, and yet his body and mind longed to slip beneath cool sheets and hold her close, let her tend his wounds and drown out some of the images that, even now, occasionally haunted his veins with regret.
 
   “Lilah, I accept your request that this should not continue,” he eventually said, untying her wrists quickly and heading for the door. She mumbled something, but he kept walking. He had to before this became intolerably difficult.
 
   “Did you hear me? You’re a fucking coward,” she snapped from behind him. He swivelled around again to find her standing there, naked, with the remnants of the water still dripping along her lithe frame, and rubbing at her wrists while still managing to eclipse the room. She had been near drowned and yet she still had the audacity to stand up to him? He should beat her for the cheek alone.
 
   “Do not toy with your luck. I am in no mood for childish games.”
 
   “Games? Your whole life is a fucking game. Look at you. Is growing up on the agenda at any point?”
 
   He was so stunned by the outburst, watching her face distorting into a scowl of disgust, that he simply stood and watched her as she stood perfectly still. She was different as she glowered at him, suddenly stronger, wiser maybe. “You are the most appealing man I have ever met, but you’re a fucking coward who runs from his problems rather than facing them head on,” she said slowly, methodically, as if she had been weighing the conversation in her mind long before she announced it. “Have you thought about that kiss in the park as much as I have? Or was it just another fucking game?” She cocked a brow and let that half-amused smile settle on her lips again. “Hmm? See, we can all be direct when we choose to be. My life before all of this required me to fight, Pascal. Bitterly cold streets and men raping me, using me. You pouring water into my face is not nearly as scary, believe me. And now I’ve been given this,” she continued, waving her arm at the apartment, “so that I can do something I’m good at, by a man who seems to believe it important enough to keep you in the dark about. Given his clear love for you, which believe me, I cannot account for at all right now, it should be pretty relevant, don’t you think?
 
   He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. 
 
   “So, if you think the correct thing to do is to walk away from people who love you, then fine, go. I’m not stopping you. The door is right there.”
 
   He watched her sneer and felt the tension in the room change. It was all her. Her mouth, her cheekbones, her grey eyes, the way her frame had changed. All her. He began to realise what was happening as his mouth opened to chastise her for it. She held her finger up and stormed toward him, her tits bouncing and her wide mouth contorting into an image of angelic bliss as those eyes narrowed to slits of pent-up anger. He stared at the vision and completely lost himself for a moment, almost ready to drop to the floor and worship whatever power this was that she suddenly had over him. His field of vision centred to nothing but her small frame coming at him. Everything was her as she owned each and every thought consuming him. 
 
   “How much do you need to fuck me? Is that cock of yours throbbing as much as my cunt is? You run from your inability to deal with issues. It’s weak, and completely unacceptable from a man such as yourself. Why don’t you just do what you want to, rather than try to play games with yourself? Hmm? Because you’re not fucking playing with me,” she spat, fury lacing every syllable as she slammed her palm across his face.
 
   The world spun for a second or two as he let the impact linger and pulled in a long, cleansing breath. The sting of it shuddered across his whole body, allowing the confusion to dissipate to nearly nothing at all.
 
   “Again,” he said automatically, without any thought. 
 
   She hit him again. She didn’t even ask why. She simply rallied another beautiful blow at his face and watched as he let the impact take him away again. Minutes passed as they stared at each other. He didn’t know if she knew what was happening, whether she could feel the power exchange coursing his veins. However, as his own stomach dropped with the familiar feeling, he knew. He could feel it calling for more with every pulse of his own blood.
 
   “You need this?” she asked quietly, a frown of concern now etched across her features.
 
   “Yes. Again,” he breathed out, so she did it again. She did it until his face stung and pain began to render his body and mind silent. Too long had he gone without this. Alexander’s occasional beatings were impeccable, but the weekly offering he’d once had from Lucinda was necessary for survival. And that was now gone.
 
   “You really are fucked up,” she cut in, her body looking more appealing than it ever had.
 
   “Yes, keep going,” he said again as he stripped his coat away from his shoulders and fell to the floor in front of her.
 
   “I… I don’t know how to do that.”
 
   “Try, Lilah,” he replied, pulling his belt from his trousers and handing it up to her. She took it and looked at it in confusion.
 
   “You want me to hit you with this?”
 
   “I want you to beat me with it until my skin bleeds. Do it across my scars. It will speed the momentum.”
 
   “But–”
 
   “Don’t think, Lilah. Do. That venom that you just spat at me, employ it with your body weight instead. You can’t hurt me anymore than I want you to.” She raised a brow and looked at the belt again, then instinctively wrapped it over into a loop. He nodded at her and turned to brace himself on the door. “Please.”
 
   He didn’t know how many times she hit him, but the last strike was as severe as any Lucinda could deliver. Perhaps she didn’t have her artistry, her savagery or her training, but Lilah James delivered precise blows, and he near wept as he leant on the door and let the feeling consume everything. His body crumbled inside, wiping out all the control, all the fakery, all the façade. This was just Pascal and his inability to look after everything in his world, to protect it all and ensure its safety. Years of torment, years of regrets, years of despicable visions, all dispersing inside and being breathed out in delirium until the next time he needed the release, until it once again rendered him incapable of making a decision for the best.
 
   She gasped behind him. Panting through the pain, he turned to look at her as he heard the belt land on the floor.
 
   “What have I done?” she said, backing away erratically until she fell onto the chair and just stared at him. He turned from her again and smiled to himself as he sat back on his haunches to let the last of the pain ebb away. 
 
   “Precisely what I asked you to do, Lilah. Do not be afraid of it. You have done nothing wrong.”
 
   “But your back… Look at it. Why? I don’t understand why I did that. I’m not… I’m not like that. I can’t…” She began to cry. This was not a useful reaction to the situation they were currently participating in. He stretched his neck around one last time and let the energy enthuse his bones. Quiet. Peace-filled. Who knew somebody as delicate as Lilah James could be a sadist? He chuckled to himself at his senseless thoughts. He’d been around Alexander too long. Anyone was capable of such things. Their size was hardly relevant.
 
   Drawing himself up, he headed straight for her beauty and dragged on her wrist until she got up and followed him. He wouldn’t have her believing this was a bad thing. She was magnificent in her innocence, but he was not about to lose her venom. He needed it more than she knew. She still sobbed, trailing behind him and filling the air with negative connotations, none of which either of them deserved. She should have been worshipped for such carefree abandon. Such a primal act should have been adulated, honoured for exactly what it was – a gift.
 
   “Look at it,” he demanded, turning his back to the mirror and standing her in front of him so he could watch her reactions and cradle her through them. Her small frame cowered into his chest as she shook her head and continued with her useless sobs. He grabbed at her chin and yanked her head until she had to look at the reflection. He couldn’t see it, and wasn’t in the least bit interested to. He could feel the welts burning him, feel their intensity flaming on his skin and reviving everything he needed from them. “Lilah, see them for what they are, rather than that which your mind discourages. Do I appear discomforted?”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But nothing. I am rejuvenated by it. I need it.” She shook her head again and tried to get away from the image. He grasped at her hands and laced them around his waist. “Put your fingers on the pain you have created. Let yourself linger over the stripes. They belong to you, Lilah. You own them, and therefore, in this moment, me.” 
 
   Her head shot up to gaze at him, her grey eyes still full of tears as she began to compose herself at his words. He inwardly winced as the first of her fingers tentatively traced his skin, although the cascade of familiar feelings assaulting him made his smile widen. She peeked her head around his shoulder to watch her own hands covering his spine.
 
   “Do you feel it, Lilah, hmm?” he said, grinding himself into her frame as she traced another welt. Bliss began to climb through his cock, suddenly desperate for a release of another kind. Hard and exhaustive fucking. Wild and uncontrolled rage, let loose and demonic in its glory. “There is your moment, Lilah. The confusion resided within myself, not you. You have rendered me silent. If you still require my lips, now would be a good time for you to take them from me.”
 
   She slowly pulled her head back until her face was in front of him again. Her dark hair was slick with sweat and water, her grey eyes haunting him with something long since buried, and then she drew her hand up to look at her crimson stained fingers.
 
   “I don’t know why I did that.” He took her hand to his mouth and began to suck his own blood from her deviant little fingers. One by one, he savoured the taste of himself on her skin until there was nothing left to devour apart from her. “What have you done to me? I’m not like this. I can’t...”
 
   “You are, and do not dare deny yourself. If you want my lips, Lilah, you will take them this way. You will immerse yourself in this and become what I need you to be.”
 
   “No. I… I need you to leave,” she said, backing away and allowing a flash of fear to grace her face. He grabbed for her to yank her back, refusing to give her the break her mind was asking for. Vanilla obligations held no power over this moment.
 
   “I will fuck you into this if you do not take it yourself.”
 
   “No, don’t touch me. I’m not…” He grabbed again until she was bent over the bath and begging him to stop. Nothing was stopping him from making this happen. He needed it like air, and if he couldn’t have it from Alexander on a regular basis, he would take it from Lilah. His perfect piece of beauty, who kissed him like the end of the world was about to ensue. She twisted and turned in his hold, fighting for all she was worth, desperately trying to get him off her. All he could see was her ability to please him. She had so much more to give yet. His teeth bit into her shoulder, sending an immediate howl of pain resonating within the small space, then he yanked at his trousers, desperate to free his cock and bury himself to the hilt in her unique cunt. His cunt, for him to play with. His fingers gripped her hair and pulled her upright to stop the incessant wriggling, although that was becoming more and more stimulating by the second.
 
   “Pascal, please…” Yes, Lilah. Oh yes, dear girl. We will fuck and we will revel in our debasement. You will learn to honour yourself whether you believe it or not. You will fuck until you have no fight left and then you will beat me again until you ache with the need to do it forever.
 
   One hand tore at the buttons on his pants while the other pushed her head down to the floor. Her body still writhed and bucked beneath him as he dropped his weight onto her back to pin her, and as he drove his fingers into her delicious cunt, he felt her body still instantly. It was dripping with arousal and need. Throbbing heat enveloped his hand as he drove it in again and was rewarded with a moan of pain.
 
   “Better, Lilah. Hmm? Is this what you need? Your cunt is ready, no?”
 
   “Pickles,” she mumbled, still keeping her body rigid. He snarled at the word and continued working his hand, pressing his thumb onto her ass. He’d fuck her there, too. He’d fuck every hole she had, violently, until she understood the meaning of what she had achieved.
 
   “Oh, Lilah. Such words are of no use to you here,” he growled, dragging his teeth along her spine and inching his thumb in. “I shall be gentle with you, yes? Is that what you need, my love, compassion? Hmm? My lips? This is what you ask of me, yes? To fuck you, and yet allow you inside of me?”
 
   “Pickles,” she said again, this time louder and laced with the aggression of earlier, but she still didn’t move her delicate little frame. He smirked into her hair and felt the tension increase in her shoulders.
 
   “Say it again and I’ll ram my cock into you so ferociously you will not walk for a week, and then I’ll take you ass until it bleeds. Is that what you want me to do, my dear? Hmm? Hurt you? You deplorable little slut, look at you, weak and small in the face of pain. You should be ashamed of your greedy little cunt and its needs. Vile taunting little bitch.”
 
   “GET THE FUCK OFF ME, YOU FUCKING MORON!” she yelled, her body suddenly wrenching and twisting uncontrollably beneath him. She pushed her ass high in the air, lifting him as he let her turn. She twirled until she was on her back, and with utter supremacy, had both of his balls in her hand before he could blink. She squeezed beautifully, and his soul came racing up through his throat. “Touch me again and I’ll rip the fucking things off.”
 
   “Better, Lilah. Let it out. Find who she is and let her out for me,” he replied with another smirk as he lowered his mouth to hers carefully, gently teasing her cheeks with soft licks of care. 
 
   She snarled, snapping her teeth while her face contorted into that sneer of disgust she had radiated so well earlier. 
 
   “Take my lips, Lilah. They’re yours for now.” He swiped his tongue across her tentatively and waited until he felt her lips part and ask for him. Just the smallest sigh left her mouth as their tongues tangled together. Unearthly moments were found again as she kept hold of his balls and groaned at his weight covering her. He pushed his cock onto her groin, coaxing the resistance away from her. Gentle movements, back and forth, cat and mouse, caressing tongues, filthy floors and disturbing thoughts crashing into both of their minds. “Let me inside you, Lilah. Ask for me. I’m yours to command.” 
 
   She moaned a little and began to grind her body back into his, her hand slowly releasing the hold she had on his balls until her legs widened and eventually wrapped around his legs.
 
   “Fuck me,” she said quietly into his mouth. He felt the smile in her words rather than the actual movement. Other than Alexander or Elizabeth, he hadn’t felt anyone like that for so long, and Lilah was just for him. His to keep. 
 
   He wasted no time in lining up and inching himself inside her, prolonging his own torture as he did so. Small, barely unnoticed movements just to feel every millimetre of her heat encompassing his cock. He ached to go harder and fill her with the aggression she was causing, to fuck her raw and leave her as bruised as she had done him. But she grated her fingers over his open scars with such malice that he groaned out in near frenzy. 
 
   “You want me to hurt you? Don’t you?” she whispered into his mouth, swiping her tongue again and biting onto his lip, vicious little nips of aggression and wanton desire, just as he needed them.
 
   He moaned back into her, shoving his cock in as hard as he could and sending her as far into the floor as was possible.
 
   “Fuck,” she groaned out in response to his actions. “Again,” she said, letting go of his back and arching her body high. Her feet clamped around his buttocks and she ground her cunt as far into him as she possibly could. The Gods couldn’t have sent a more fuckable morsel for him if they’d tried. He rammed back in harder and deeper than he dared. There was no other thought on how much pain they created between each other, just fucking. Wild and animalistic fucking. Sweat began slicking their skin together as he drove in again and again, and she dragged him back down to her, teeth clashing and lips moulding in perfect unity. Only Alexander would feel this good beneath him. Not even Lucinda had elicited this response from his cock – lunges and drives and torturous whimpers of needy fucking desires. Her small frame squeezed him to near impossibility as she clamped and milked the come from deep inside.
 
   “Fucking harder,” she screamed as she scratched at his lower back again and ripped new fissures through the scars Alexander had left there.
 
   “Filthy little slut,” he growled at her, his errant temper now beginning to threaten explosion over her untainted skin as the pain intensified. Submissive he might be, but not entirely in untrained hands, and the little devil beneath him was asking for more than she could take.
 
   “Stop being a fucking coward,” she whispered, once again digging into his skin and making him bellow out in pain. “Fuck me like you mean it, Pascal.”
 
   He hauled her body upright by the hair and flipped her, head driven into the carpet as he pushed her out the door with her ass high enough that his hand couldn’t deny the need to crack it. Five slaps, hard enough to make her scream and he rammed back in again, fucking like a man possessed. His heart raced and his body fired as blood flooded his frame and beckoned hell to erupt inside his balls. The ache was now unbearable as he listened to her breathing alter. Just pants, short rapid breaths as her cunt gripped and released in quick succession.
 
   “You’re fucking useless. Harder,” she spat out, writhing and twisting for a better angle. He yanked on her hips to get more leverage and shoved his thumb into her ass. There was no deeper he could get, but she pushed back harder and he watched the shiver caress her skin at the same moment as he felt that greedy cunt clamp so tightly he could do nothing but remain still and explode into her. His head spun, his body roared with need, and his manic cock emptied itself into divinity’s welcoming embrace, pumping and spitting come like it hadn’t released for months. 
 
   He snarled to himself in triumph as he watched her body grinding back onto him, and then rammed in one more time for effect, smothering her with his body and grasping so tightly he thought he might break her. Magnificent little slut, who, he was positive, would be kicking him away any second now. She eventually spat out some more expletives and then did precisely that. He smirked at her need to regain control and gazed at her slender frame, as she simply got up and walked away from him while his come dripped down her thighs.
 
    “I want you to leave now,” she called confidently. He just knelt on the bathroom floor and smirked again as he ran his fingers through his hair. Outstanding.
 
   Slowly drawing himself up to his feet, he put his cock back into its confines and considered how to handle her. He could be pleasant, loving even, as much as he were capable of, or he could simply take her power away again and leave her confused. What did he need from her? Comfort? No. Passion. Warmth. He needed her lips again, so he licked his own and went in search of hers. She was standing by the window, gazing out into the park. She was still naked, with intense reddened patches glowing all over her. She didn’t flinch as he approached. She didn’t even turn to look at him. She simply held up a hand and then pointed at the door.
 
   “Leave, Pascal.”
 
   “No,” he replied quietly, his eyes tracing the outline of her form as it silhouetted against the streetlights. She was small, and yet in this moment, she filled the room with her aura. “We have matters to discuss, Lilah. You must understand the–”
 
   “Leave,” she said slowly. It was filled with regret, or aggravation. “Now.”
 
   He stopped his advance and watched the air leave her lungs as she wrapped her arms around herself and mentally pushed him away. He narrowed his eyes in response and reached for his shirt and coat, suddenly feeling a hole burning the very insides of him at her dismissal. He could force it again, he supposed, manipulate the situation until she embraced it again. However, this would prove ineffective in the long term. She needed to understand herself and let it consume her. Tucking his shirt in and pulling on the coat, he offered her the only help he could as he picked up his cane.
 
   “When I was a child, Lilah, I was beaten by my mother, berated daily for being inadequate while my father ignored her behaviour or bowed down to her superiority. My life was worthless in her eyes, but I found comfort in her beatings. They were my solace and retribution in some ways. Disconcerting for a small child, hmm?” 
 
   She still didn’t turn, just continued her stare into the darkness. 
 
   “And then I was sent to Switzerland for education. The headmaster taught me some valuable lessons regarding the pain I found to be a necessary requirement. He was a sadist, something I knew nothing about at the time, and he used a plethora of instruments and cruel taunts to teach me to accept myself. I loved him for it. I would wait for the next lashing with bated breath and pray that nothing would get in his way. He was a God in my eyes, and without his guidance, I would have killed myself,” he continued, remembering the long nights and even longer days waiting for him to dispense his punishments. “I still wait the same way for Alexander. It heals me.” 
 
   She inclined her head, just slightly, just enough for him to see the light reflect off her cheek and the glint in her eyes. “You believe this world depraved, indecent. I am not a monster because of it, and neither are you. Do you comprehend? Do not allow your judgemental sentimentality to tarnish our moments, Lilah. They have been exquisite in their complexity.” She turned her head away again and wrapped her arms tighter with a huff of disdain. He headed for the door with a smile to give her the time she would need to take stock. Whether she wanted to understand or not, she couldn’t deny what had happened between them. She would turn with time, and he would wait. He knew it in his core as he twisted the handle and looked back at her small frame once more. He knew because she had something only two others had.
 
   “Go, Pascal. Please, just go,” she said, her voice harsh and unyielding it its tone, which made him smile all the more as he left all the power in her hands and closed the door behind him. She had told him to go, and therefore that’s what he had to do for her. In such, giving her every element of power he could for her to be in control of him. Or rather, of them.
 
   Or maybe even what was left of his heart.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   As I wander along the street to meet Mr. White, I keep replaying the night over and over in my head. I’ve done nothing but that since Pascal left. I’ve barely slept, let alone thought of eating anything. There is nothing other than the thought of what I did, what we did.
 
   The cold whistles around me as the snow begins to pour down in earnest again, but I can’t feel it. There’s nothing. No need for heat, no shiver, no trying to wrap myself into a cosseting blanket. Nothing. Just frigid air caressing my skin and making me feel alive, really alive. I can’t even really say I’m confused. Maybe I’m a bit freaked out, and maybe I’m trying to push the image of his broken skin away a little, but in reality, all I’m doing is smiling to myself and letting his scent worm its way through me. I haven’t showered. I couldn’t bring myself to wash him off me. I’ve never experienced anything like him before. Never have I felt the heat of someone so strongly inside me. Yet, in the same breath, I can’t begin to imagine what drove me to hit him with that belt. I think it was just anger, anger at his dismissal of me that drove me to just let it all out, to stop over-thinking and just say what I wanted to say. What’s the worst that could have happened? He’d already near drowned me to try and get the information out of me, which oddly enough, didn’t scare me at all. All I could see was his eyes, and for whatever reason, when I stopped trying to fight him, there was a bizarre sense of serenity attached to the act. Maybe it was that connection I have with him when we just let everything else go.
 
   I’ve been trying to understand how this type of behaviour is acceptable. He said he needed what I did to him. I guess I knew that already because of the stripes already there, delivered by the man I’m about to meet. And then he told me the story about his mother and headmaster, which was a very odd turn up for the books. Why did he tell me that? Perhaps I should ask Mr. White why I beat the crap out of Pascal. I can’t deny it was as much for me as it was for him. I felt the frustration of the last two years pouring out of my arm as I kept hitting him – the fear of the streets, the thugs, the rapists, my irritation at the company I worked for, losing my apartment, my money, the cold. It was so very cold. All because Lilah James didn’t fucking stand up for herself enough. Lilah James was fucking weak, and look where that got her? Nowhere but on the streets of New York with a rotten old rucksack and an old photo of a child and her father.
 
   Sadist. That’s what he called his headmaster. Well, that’s not me. I’m not wandering along thinking about what pain to inflict next, like Mr. White probably does, but I am thinking about the rapture in his eyes when he took that beating. He did need it. He needed it like it somehow made him safe. I could see it in his whole body as he took every impact and sighed out in pleasure. And then I felt his power again as he slammed himself into me and regained his strength, finalising an already done deal. I sigh out, remembering his expression as he tried to explain what had happened. He looked humbled, nothing like the Pascal I know who somehow manages to make the whole world look beneath him. He looked honest. Just a man, dishevelled and relaxed. A man who needed some peace. Peace, I had apparently given him.
 
   Turning the corner, I focus on the coffee shop and try to pull my professional head back on. I can’t imagine Mr. White will be best pleased if I don’t load him with all the information I’ve got and at least prove I’ve been trying. He won’t be able to fault the work I’ve done on normal divorce procedure, but as for the arrival of a child on the scene, I have nothing. It doesn’t matter that I’ve been researching most of the night because I couldn’t sleep. I’ve still found nothing. Still, there’s nothing I can do about that. I’ve done the best I can with what’s available, and, for some reason, Mr. White doesn’t seem nearly as scary as he did yesterday.
 
   Walking into the shop, I scan for him but he’s not here yet, so I place my order and find a quiet spot in the corner where no one else is sitting. I lay the small folder on the table and just wait. There’s nothing else I can do, so I consider what I can do about Pascal instead. Why did he just walk out when I told him to leave? It seems so unlike him to just let something drop and walk away. Not that I know him that well, but he had a fight on his hands and he basically surrendered and left me to brood. Odd. He could have pushed me again, or talked me round in some intellectual manner, or even just fucked me again and made me listen to his intelligent ramblings about his world. But he didn’t, he just left. What am I supposed to do about that? 
 
   What do I want to do about that?
 
   “Lilah?” Fingers snap in front of my face and I instantly try to draw back the scowl that flashes across my face. Shit. 
 
   He raises that brow of his and then clicks his finger in the air, causing a hormonal twenty something to come racing over in seconds, pouting and shoving her arse in his face like a wench. He doesn’t even acknowledge her other than to order a double espresso. He just lowers his frame into the chair opposite me. He really is quite devastating in his looks – something that, at the moment, isn’t affecting me in the slightest. I’m almost perusing his body as if it’s a piece of meat, which it sort of is, I suppose. Tenderloin, or maybe rump steak, which happens to be dressed in casual jeans and a high neck grey sweater. He’s not fillet, though. The fillet steak is presumably still nicely raw and trying to heal himself back at Eden. Saliva fills my mouth as I stare straight into light blue eyes and question why anyone else is in the fucking room. It’s unfortunate and unacceptable. No one should be allowed to interfere with such a brazen display of masculinity, least of all twenty something hormonal children. 
 
   “Are you going to speak at all?” he says. My eyes flick down to sculpted lips and then linger on the chisel of his jawline, which is lightly caressed with dark stubble, beautifully matching his near black hair.
 
   “Yes, sorry,” I blurt out in response as I try desperately to work out what the hell my brain is playing at and pull my gaze to the folder instead of him. “I’ve got this for you. It’s everything I’ve done so far. There’s also a memory stick if you’d rather look at it later. Unfortunately, I can’t find much out about the child, Claire. No records, nothing. Not where Lucinda is concerned anyway. Maybe she’s not her daughter?”
 
   “Yes, she is,” he replies, absentmindedly picking up the folder and flicking through it.
 
   “Oh, have you found something out? When did you see her?”
 
   “This morning.” He throws the folder back down on the table and stares straight at me with a slightly concerned frown. “Do you think he should know?”
 
   “What? I… I don’t think it’s my position to say. He’s your…” Friend, lover, man you beat up on occasion for sexual fulfilment? “Whatever he is,” I eventually snap out. He smiles quietly and picks up his coffee.
 
   “Mmm, he is. It sounds like that bothers you?”
 
   “I don’t see how that’s relevant.” Yes, it does, and I don’t know why. Jealousy? Possibly. Or maybe it’s just the fact that I can’t seem to take my eyes off this new piece of meat in front of me, all the time wondering how he hurts Pascal, and why. Presumably, he gets the same feeling as I did yesterday, that urge to unleash all the frustration, or maybe forget about it for a while. Why would anyone enjoy that, though?
 
   “You didn’t do as I asked, Lilah,” he says smoothly, with a small chuckle. 
 
   “I have. I’ve done as much as I can. I’ve only been on it for a while. I’ll get more information as soon as I–”
 
   “And yet you’ve let him fuck you already. Not really screwing your legal head on tight, is it, Lilah?”
 
   “He has not.” His brow rises. I’m not sure why I even bothered to lie. My air of superiority is quite ludicrous given the man in front of me and his clear ability to know everything. “Okay, maybe he has, but it doesn’t mean… In fact, it’s quite the opposite in some ways. I think... I’m…”
 
   “You’re what?” he cuts in, still leaning back in the most relaxed fashion possible and fixing those blue eyes on me. “Hmm, what are you?”
 
   “Well, he asked me to…” Beat him? Possibly not the best thing to say to the man that apparently owns him. I stop my mouth before it gets a chance to say anything else. I’m not entirely comfortable voicing that fact to anyone yet, anyway. Still, I won’t be brow beaten about it, regardless of who’s sitting in front of me. I was, in fact, asked to do it, however strange that may seem. “Anyway, how did you know? And how did you know which coffee shop I was in yesterday? Are you having me followed?” My eyes narrow at him.
 
   “I can smell him on you. You also have the glazed quality he seems to produce on most things he plays with. Although you’re still looking at me, which is interesting.”
 
   “You can smell him?” 
 
   “Mmm. Fragrant.” 
 
    My legs tighten together at the thought as I skim the circumference of the room with my eyes. Can everyone else smell him, too? Wow. Not good, Lilah. He chuckles and taps his finger on the table dramatically. I stare at its random beat, confused. 
 
   “Why are you doing that?”
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   “No. It’s off putting.” How odd. Why on earth would I like that? “What else would you like to know? I’ve got quite a bit of–”
 
   “Did you hurt him?”
 
   “Excuse me?” In the middle of a coffee shop, really?
 
   “Beat him, Lilah. Whip, lash, scratch, bite?” 
 
   My eyes widen, just as my mouth thinks about protesting my innocence. I can’t believe he’s doing this here. How the hell does he know? I catch the head turn of another customer sitting close and quickly smile to try and relax the air around us, lighten the conversation maybe. But at the same moment, I have an overwhelming need to tell someone what I’ve done, what we did. And if anyone can understand, it has to be him, doesn’t it? Mind you, will this piss him off? He doesn’t look pissed off. In fact, he looks quite calm really, but with his mood swings, who knows? I should lie. A small snarl crosses his mouth, anger flashing. Perhaps not.
 
   “Yes, sorry,” I eventually admit. Not that I am, but my eyes do find his chest rather than meet him face on.
 
   “Mmm. Thought so,” he replies, sipping at his coffee again and not seeming to give a damn that I hit somebody that he apparently owns. What’s truly odd about me sitting here is that, if what Ruebin says about Pascal being owned is true, does that mean that the man across from me now is actually in control of the whole situation, including me? I find myself slowly crawling my eyes back up his body to meet his again. What does any of that mean to me? He just stares back, showing no emotion other than complete indifference. 
 
   “Don’t you mind?” For God’s sake. Why did that come out? We’re supposed to be discussing business and all I want to know about is this life altering thing that happened last night. He just stares again for a few more minutes, still showing no emotion. But he must be feeling something, mustn’t he? Isn’t it like having a boyfriend, a lover? There must be some jealousy attached to that feeling, or at least irritation. “Don’t you care?” 
 
   Eventually, his mouth quirks slightly as he tilts his head at me and licks his lips. He stretches his hand across the table and offers it up to me. 
 
   “Take my hand, Lilah.” 
 
   I frown at it and stay still. He smiles his charming smile, and then wiggles his fingers at me. “Come on, it’s only a hand. What damage can it do?” I’m sure it can do a lot of damage. In fact, I’ve seen the damage it can do all over Pascal’s back, but before I know it, I have put my hand in his. 
 
   He closes his fingers around my palm slowly, and then begins to increase his grip. I can feel the sensation travelling its way around my bones, as if they are instantly scared of the pressure. 
 
   “Care? Why would I care, Lilah? And be quiet, this will hurt. I don’t want a scene.” He manoeuvres his thumb up to my wrist and finds a point that causes so much pain I grit my teeth at the scream that wants to leave my mouth. His smile turns into something infinitely more chilling as his eyes turn darker, creepy again. He just keeps pressing, almost crunching the tendons against each other, grating them, and squashing to the point of me wanting to call for help. My body twists in the seat as I try to pull away from him, but no matter how much I tug, he simply holds me still in a relaxed fashion and refuses to let go. “Shh,” he says calmly, smiling and holding his finger up to his mouth as he gently decreases the pressure and begins to release me. “Should I be concerned that you can give him something I can’t, Miss James?”
 
   Thankfully, the last question comes with the full release of my hand, and he leans back away from me again. I snatch it back across the table and stare at him in bewilderment, while trying to bring some life back to my fingers. Clearly not. I think I just got a small offering of true sadism. With all my clothes on. In the corner of a coffee shop. He drinks his coffee again and dusts off his trousers, like he’s thoroughly bored with his physical explanation.
 
    “Now, do you think he should know about his daughter, or do you think I should keep it from him?” My mouth opens and closes like a goldfish. Who would tell him the truth after he’s done that to them? I’m still stretching my hand around as I weigh up my options. “I don’t like liars, Lilah. Be honest.” 
 
   “Why would you keep it from him?” 
 
   “Because he’s a beautifully intelligent fool who has his head buried too far into his own world of debauchery to be capable of being rationally responsible for a child. Would she not be better off not knowing she had a father like that? I love him, but like me, he is not exactly father of the year material, is he?” he replies, as if the last five minutes of bone crunching didn’t happen and something far more important is being discussed. His face has changed back to one of unease and softness. My frown dissipates at his words of love as I continue flexing my hand. It’s an odd form of love, I suppose, but it is his version of love nonetheless, and who am I to question his methods or madness? I should just keep being honest and do my job proficiently.
 
   “All good points.” I can’t believe I’m having this conversation, but clearly he likes the truth so I might as well spill it out. “But he’s also a human who has the right to know he has a child. I’m certain you know as well as I do that there’s another man hiding beneath his exterior who would probably make a good father. Are you sure you’re not confusing the fact that he’s not capable with the fact that you want to keep him to yourself for your debaucherously entertaining relationship?” I flick my eyes away slightly at his angry frown before deciding that, no, he asked for it, so he’ll get it. My brow rises to counter his and I sit myself up straighter, still rubbing my hand and thinking of the Pascal who could possibly be a very good father if he chose to be.
 
   “That was biting.”
 
   “I’m tired of not being who I am. You’re employing me to do a job, and you’ve asked for my unbiased opinion. So, regardless of the pain you’ve just inflicted, and that worrisome brow of yours, my legal head is screwed on, Mr. White.” 
 
   He snorts out a laugh and pushes his coffee glass away from him.
 
   “Did he cry?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tears, Lilah? Did you hit him hard enough to draw tears from him?”
 
   “No,” I snap out in protest, glancing around at the other customers again. 
 
   “Mmm. Would you like to know how to?” Jesus, no.
 
   “No, why would anyone–”
 
   “It’s what that hiding version needs,” he cuts in, suddenly standing up. “And if he’s going to have you help him, now that Roxanne can’t anymore, then you need to know how to do it sufficiently. It will tide him over until I can give him the rest.” 
 
   The thought is both disturbing and intriguing. I stare at the table and consider the implications of both possibilities. My legal head doesn’t seem to help me at all, no matter how rational I try to make the thought process. It’s all emotive, and involves me justifying my own actions and thoughts, something I’d rather not have to do at all. All pretence that I’m upright and comfortable abandons me as my body slumps into the seat and a sigh falls from my mouth.
 
   “I don’t even know what I’m doing. I’ve never done it before. He asked and it just happened, and now I don’t know what to do.” 
 
   He smiles and leans in close to my ear, close enough that I can taste his aftershave and feel the warmth of his skin against mine. My eyes automatically close to drink it in further as his being overwhelms any sense in my mind.
 
   “Nothing just happens where Pascal is concerned. He smells it in you, just as he smelt it in me all those years ago, and just as I can now. Do your fingers still itch for him?” he says, lightly brushing his skin against mine and sending shivers of confusion through me. 
 
   Yes, they do. Regardless of the pain in them at present, I can still feel him under my fingertips, still smell and taste him. Even when this huge presence is in front of me, there’s nothing but Pascal. He backs away and rises to his full height with a chuckle. 
 
   “He will fight you, Lilah, hide himself. He will tell you that you are too young. A child, probably. And he will need more than you know how to give. So, when you need guidance for more painful activities, feel free to ask me how to achieve it.”
 
   My eyes open again to find him hauling his long, wool coat on and tucking the folder under his arm just like any other normal person. I’m almost transfixed as I watch his frame move around, perfectly balanced and methodical. He has none of Pascal’s flamboyance, nor his splendour. He just fills the space with nothing but himself, and it dawns on me that Alexander White is just unadulterated man. Once you get through the charm, the clothes, the charisma, and the money, he’s just a pure, prime, cultured and yet overwhelmingly uncivilised male. 
 
   “Presumably he still knows nothing?” he says, his tone bored once again.
 
   “No, even he isn’t good enough to get information out of me should I choose not to tell him.” Regardless of the near drowning I took to keep your secrets from him.
 
   “Mmm. Good. Keep that way until I decide otherwise.”
 
   “What do you want me to do about Claire? Does Roxanne know you know?” I eventually say, pushing back my errant thoughts on perverse copulation and trying to form business thoughts instead.
 
   “Nothing more. This work looks good. I’ll get it to the lawyers,” he says, switching back to charming mode and smiling at a woman who has also noticed his good looks. She giggles and hides her face as it turns beet red, which causes another low chuckle of amusement. “Roxanne knows nothing. I watched Vixon take the girl somewhere from the car and put a man on her. How is your investigative work on missing people?”
 
   “What? Who’s missing? What man? What does that mean?”
 
   “Someone is tailing her. And my sister is missing. With a lot of my money. I can’t find her, and the man I used before is dead.”
 
   “Oh.” Dead. Great. That fills me with confidence about working for him. “Yes, I can try and track her down, if you want. Just let me have whatever you’ve already got.” He nods and turns for the door, and I can’t stop my damned mouth from opening again. “Why do you need to do it?” 
 
   He spins slowly and looks at me. Something flashes in his eyes that looks like confusion before quickly schooling back to his usual blank stare.
 
   “It helps me to understand who I am, Lilah. We become stronger when we accept ourselves,” he replies as he opens the door. The chill from the street blows into the café and freezes the warm air instantly, and he simply hovers there, looking back at me and staring straight through to my heart. He sounds so much like Pascal in that moment that I find myself gazing back and nodding in agreement at something I’m not really sure I understand at all. But as I watch his mouth broaden into a warmer smile, and then turn from me, I begin to understand his dynamics a little better at least. He’s just a man searching for answers as much as the rest of us are, albeit in a slightly sadistic manner.
 
   I sit and wonder what to do next, as I watch him walk away from me and up the road. More research, I suppose, although I can’t think of another way of proving the child is his. And, let’s be honest, if both Mr. White and I think she is, then she is. It seems she is Roxanne’s, too. I could go there and dig up more information, I guess, but he’s just told me to not do anymore. That leaves me to get back to the apartment and concentrate on finding this sister of his.
 
   The temperature hits me again as I begin the journey back to my apartment and consider, yet again, everything that happened last night. I end up meandering my way into the park instead of heading straight back. I don’t really understand why my feet have led me here, but it feels close to him.  There’s obviously no point in denying any of what happened, so I find myself embracing the memory. People laugh and joke around me, and runners zoom past, trying not to slip on the ice as they divert around me. Melancholy is a good way of describing the thoughts in my head. It’s not that I’m saddened at what happened; it’s more that I’m bothered about why I enjoyed it. It’s not normal behaviour. People don’t go around hitting and beating each other unless there’s something seriously screwed up going on in their brain. Is something going on in mine? I didn’t have a rotten childhood or an abusive family member. Nothing happened in my past that should make me feel the need to hurt someone out of revenge. I didn’t think I was that bothered about all that has happened in the last year. It just did, and while it was no particular fault of my own, I don’t necessarily blame everyone else for it, either. I should have made myself louder, taller, bigger somehow. I should have made people more aware of my capabilities and not accepted being fired. Maybe none of the last year would have happened if I’d done that.
 
   I find myself imagining Pascal and Mr. White, Elizabeth even, although she has a different air, but I can’t see any of them ever being belittled or pushed around by someone else. I can’t even fathom the possibility that anyone would dare try, let alone win. This world of theirs seems so filled with structure, maybe an order to the chaos we’re surrounded by. The more time I spend around them, the more I can feel it. Mr. White may well be able to hurt me, but that’s not the reason he deserves respect like I first thought. He just owns himself, and the people around him know that. Pascal is the same. They have this presence about them, as if no one will ever mean enough to them for them to need to justify themselves. I feel humbled by the fact that I’ve been allowed in at some sort of high-ranking level, that these people are talking to me and giving me a chance to prove my worthiness around them, regardless of who I am or where I’ve been this last year. I’m not being made to kneel, nor am I being used as a piece of meat. I am being listened to. Christ, he even asked my opinion on what he should do about Pascal’s daughter. Why is my opinion important at all?
 
   Daughter.
 
   My brow scrunches over again as the snow begins to creep into my boots, and I eventually look up to see where I am after endless wandering. Strangely, I’ve ended up at the restaurant again. It’s somewhere I’d never been before because I simply couldn’t afford the price-tag for the coffee, but with this wad of cash in my pocket, I find myself aiming straight for the door. Why, I don’t know. It’s not like I need more coffee, but the draw pulling me back in there is so strong I’m opening the door and pulling my woolly hat off before I’ve thought any more of it. Waiting quietly, I scan the room and find nothing but a few couples and the odd gathering of friends, but it’s actually really quiet, which is just what I need for continued thinking.
 
   “Ma’am, a table for one?” the waiter asks as he waves his hand in front of him. 
 
   Yes, I suppose it is just one, and that thought saddens me more than I could have imagined. Just one. Just me, on my own, without his green eyes to sparkle at me and fill me with confusion and amusement.
 
   “Yes, just for one please,” I mumble out. He guides me across to the window seat and hands me a menu. I order a hot chocolate and then stare out at the revellers. I can’t see a miserable person out there, and given this is New York, that’s quite a statement. Everyone is throwing snowballs at each other, or holding hands taking romantic strolls. Children are still building snowmen and laughing with rosy cheeks and happy smiles. The negative energy in me disperses and I feel the corners of my mouth turning upwards to smile with them. I can almost feel his skin as I shoved snow into his neck. I can hear his laughter, his real laugh, that one that sends visons of happiness racing through me. And if I just close my eyes, I can still feel the bruises littering my own body. I can feeling them wrapping me in a blanket of comfort, of safety. It’s as if he’s all there is – just him and this connection I have to know more about. I have to understand it. I have to understand why I did that for him, to him, not because he asked, but because I wanted to. I felt strong, empowered, but in the same breath, I was overwhelmingly concerned about him and his needs. The moment I saw that belt rasp at his flesh, I wanted to absorb his moans of pleasure and fall into the cadence of the whole depraved situation. As if it were completely normal. I’m sure it is for him, but for me, it’s just confusing, and I don’t know how to think about it logically. I’m a young woman who has never even entertained these sorts of thoughts. Maybe I have always needed to be in control of how things happen during sex. Perhaps, now I think about it, I have always been the one to take what I want rather than letting them manhandle me into positions that are of no use to me. Who knows? The only thing I’ve ever known with any sort of clarity is that men are generally a let-down in the bedroom, boring to a degree. Pascal Van der Braack is anything but boring.
 
   I need to talk to him.
 
   The waiter gently places my hot chocolate down as I try to remember the things Pascal said when he left – the exact words, because he meant every one of them. Many might think they were over the top, or maybe even unnecessary, but for him they weren’t. There was a reason for each one, as if he was trying to explain his life in every single syllable and phrase.
 
   “Do not allow your judgemental sentimentality to tarnish our moments, Lilah. They have been exquisite in their complexities.”
 
   Tarnish. Quite a good word for how I feel about our moments. The beauty in them is being drowned out by this strange fear I have over what I did. It is tarnishing something that I should remember as exquisite. I still do in some ways, but not knowing why spoils it. My legal brain is desperately trying to find a logical explanation for this type of debauchery. It’s just not me. Well, I didn’t think it was. Maybe it is. In fact, it must be. It makes me wonder if a good chit chat with Mr. White would be more enlightening than any conversation with Pascal. How can one have a conversation about Dominance with someone who wants to be subservient? I shake my head at myself and chastise the word.
 
   “Submissives are not subservient, Lilah. They are neither weak nor inconsequential. They yield in the correct moment because they choose to enjoy the silence, not because they are forced to comply.” 
 
   Choose to yield. Choose to yield. Why?
 
   “Some enjoy rape play. Some enjoy the feeling of being overwhelmed. Most desperately, seek the experience of pain in some manner, violently or mechanically. All need to feel controlled, whether safely or not. It is in the nature of a submissive to need a peace which can only be delivered by someone who is prepared to ensure their freedom, whatever the cost to their own sanity.”
 
   So that’s what he needs from me, or more likely Mr. White? A sense of freedom? How is it possible that a man like Pascal needs that deliverance in the first place? How can he be as he is one minute, and then on his knees the next?
 
   I need to talk to him. Not Mr. White, nor anyone else. No one is better prepared to tell me why I’m feeling the way I’m am, and why I did what I did, than him. Nor will anyone else be able to explain why he wants me to do it.
 
   Snatching my coat up and drinking my hot chocolate as quickly as possible, I head back out into the cold to face the issue head on. If Pascal wants me to be something I’m not aware I am, and if he needs me to understand him to be with him, then he can damn well explain himself properly. I will not waste another moment of my life being inconsequential or irrelevant. I will not be around these people and waste my chance of becoming one of them and understanding myself a little better. I have a life to get on with, and a man I very much want to be part of it with me. If that means I have to be the one that forces it all, then that’s what I’ll do.
 
   Whether he likes the repercussions or not. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m standing outside Eden and desperately trying to keep hold of the fierceness I had an hour ago. The walk over has given me time to try to talk myself out of going in there all guns blazing. Who on Earth do I think I am? These people have been doing all this kinky stuff for God knows how long and now I’m going to walk in there and demand something of him? I’m an idiot. Lilah James is a no one. I am no one. I don’t even know what it is that I’m supposed to say to him. “If you want me to beat you, you’ll have to promise undying love”? I mean, what a stupid thing to suggest to such a man. He already told me not to expect faithfulness or any sort of normality. Not that I’d ever expect that, but the faithfulness thing? I might need that. I may need some way of knowing I’m more important than the rest, because clearly there will be others. Why that feels okay, I’m really not sure, but it does, at least in this scenario. Obviously it’s the nature of this new world I’ve found myself in. I just need some clarity on the protocol. And Christ, is he clean? Jesus. I hadn’t even thought of that. Oh my God. I need to ask that now, too. I don’t even have a doctor anymore. How the hell am I going to get a blood test? I just let him fuck me, no, asked him to, and I didn’t even ask him to use a condom? Idiot, Lilah.
 
   I scan the street again and weigh up my options. I could still leave all this and move on with my life. I could just get on with working for Mr. White and get my money, job, and apartment. I don’t have to have Pascal in my life to any significant degree. I could just be a normal person who works for White Industries and find myself a normal man, with normal expectations of a relationship. The thought instantly depresses the life out of me as I watch a family wander past Eden’s black door. Normal. Dull. Although, they are all smiling and laughing with each other.
 
   “Lilah?” A voice calls out to me from somewhere. I swing my head around and find Ruebin making his way across the street. He’s shivering and blowing into his hands as he dodges traffic and eventually comes to a stop beside me. “Why are you standing here in the cold?”
 
   “I’m deciding.”
 
   “You’ve been deciding for twenty minutes. I’ve been watching you. Have you decided at all?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Whatever you’re deciding. Why don’t you come in and decide? You look freezing.” 
 
   Do I? I don’t feel freezing. I feel warm. In fact I’ve never felt warmer as I stare at the black door with a frown and keep imagining his back covered in sore red welts. I feel enthused. I can feel that itch Mr. White was telling me about. I can feel it heating my body and narrowing my focus to nothing but the man who’s in there, waiting for me. Ruebin’s teeth chatter next to me, reminding me that he’s there. I look at him and notice the slight deference in his posture as the wind buffers his blonde hair. It’s just an odd something I can see, as if he’s happy to accede to anything that someone of a more dominant nature might wish.
 
   “When did you know what you are, Ruebin?” He rubs his hands together and looks confused. “A submissive?”
 
   “I’ve always been submissive, happily so,” he replies, now bouncing on his feet to create more heat. “Even when I didn’t know this world existed, or what the term meant, I was always the one who bowed down to someone else. I worked the gay clubs until I found some answers. Then Sir found me.” Sir.
 
   “What did he do for you?” I ask, still staring at the door, tuning out anything other than the sound of his voice and the small, bronze emblem of a dragon gazing back at me.
 
   “He showed me what I needed, helped me understand who I am.”
 
   “Does he do that for everyone?”
 
   “No, just the few he seems to feel kindness towards in some way. He is a difficult man to be close to. He gives very little of himself to anyone. Mr. White is the only one to whom he gives everything,” he replies sadly. I flick my eyes at him to find him looking at the floor and rubbing his arms again while he kicks some snow around. My heart lurches a bit at his demeanour. He very clearly wants more than he’s being offered.
 
   “How often is he with you?” He looks confused again. “Fucks you, Ruebin. Sleeps with you, looks after you?”
 
   “Oh. Maybe once every few weeks. He mainly has me look after his needs, but in a sense, he looks after me all the time. I live here. He pays me a wage. I’d be nothing if it wasn’t for him. He is everything to me.”
 
   I watch him still bouncing around, completely relaxed with what he’s just announced, and wonder whether I’ll ever be so comfortable. Can I do this with someone like the man inside those walls? Can I be what he needs me to be with no worry for the complete lunacy of this world? 
 
   “Can you leave me alone for a bit, please?”
 
   “But you’re freezing. Come inside and I’ll–”
 
   “Go, Ruebin.” 
 
   He jumps next to me and instantly moves a step away, head lowered and submissive posture on full display. “Sorry. Just, please. I need to think and I can’t do that with your teeth chattering ten to the dozen.” He nods and begins to move, then turns back to me.
 
   “Lilah, can I say something before I go?” I nod in reply and watch him move a step closer again, still rubbing his hands. “Don’t you think it might be better not to think too much?” His mouth smirks a little as I frown at him. “Whatever you are, Lilah, you’re not submissive, are you? I can feel it in you. You might not know it yet, or understand it, but he will do. And he will play all the more unless you offer him no option to.” 
 
   “You’re a clever thing, aren’t you?” I chuckle.
 
   “Me? No. I’m simple,” he says, rubbing his hands again and smiling brightly. “I’m just comfortable with who I am. Sir’s made me that way. I have watched him closely, learnt from him. I even feel I know him reasonably well. I know I’ll never have his respect or commitment, but I hope to find it with someone else when he releases me. I only wish the same for him. I love him deeply.” 
 
   My frown returns instantly. He already has someone to love and respect. He also has two people who love and respect him.
 
   “He has Mr. White.”
 
   “No, he doesn’t. Mr. White has him. He has nothing that is solely his.”
 
   “You’re his. Emanuelle is, too,”
 
   “No, we’re not. He doesn’t want us. He accepts us, but he would dismiss us tomorrow if Mr. White told him to. He needs something to fight for. Maybe someone to love.”
 
   Much as I’d like to argue and let him know that he is loved, I can’t. It’s probably true. Everything that’s come out of his mouth is more than likely correct. I don’t even know Pascal that well, but the fact is that he would drop everything for Mr. White. Even I know that. He told me that. He would never stand up and fight the man for anything. He loves him too much for that.
 
   “Go, Ruebin. Get warm. And thank you for your honesty.” He nods and gives me a salute and yet another quite charming grin. He’s cute with his pretty looks and slim frame. He’s clued up, too. He probably knows more about this world than anyone really. Subs probably see more than the Dominants do in reality. I watch him safely cross the road and open the door to Eden, leaving it open a little as he disappears inside.
 
   I sigh out a breath and fortify myself for the onslaught that is Pascal, and then feel my insides tighten at the thought. What does he need me to be when I walk in there? What do I need me to be? I can’t fathom too much more without knowing the answers, so I head straight over without any clue what I should be doing other than facing him and asking what it is he needs from me.
 
   The door swings gracefully and I look along the corridor at nothing but open space. No one is around. There are no men on patrol like there were the other day. It’s just quiet and peaceful. I thought I’d feel anxious or confused, but there’s a sense of serenity here, an odd feeling of pleasure within the walls themselves, as if everything is okay here. Safe maybe.
 
   My boots clunk on the parquet floor as I head towards the bar area. Sticking my head around the office door, I realise there’s no one in there either, so continue on to the main club. A man appears out of nowhere. He’s tall and quite foreboding. I’ve never seen him before.
 
   “Can I help?” he says pleasantly, his voice laced with what sounds like a German accent.
 
   “I’m here to see Pascal. Do you know where he is?”
 
   “Apparently he’s gone to the airport,” he says, checking his watch. “He should be back in the next ten minutes, though, according to Emanuelle.”
 
   “Oh, right.” Balls.
 
   “You’re Lilah, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.” How the hell does he know that?
 
   “Why don’t we wait in his office. I’m quite impressed with what you did in there. It’s about time someone organised him,” he says, turning me back around by grasping my arm and heading us back to the office. I’ve shrugged myself from his grip and glared at his audacity before I realise it. “A Domme, too? That’s a complication I’m sure he enjoys no end.”
 
   “Excuse me? Who are you?” I snap, watching him open the door and wave a hand at it as if he owns the building. He doesn’t, and I suddenly feel protective of Pascal and his assets for some reason.
 
   “Jon Innsbrucker,” he replies, as if I should know who he is. I don’t. No clue. Although he is quite attractive in an uninteresting way – very tall, a little less meaty than Mr. White, and slightly bigger than Pascal. His blonde hair is laced with grey edges, offering a distinguished appearance, and his business suit shows he’s a professional of some sort. I stare in response and notice his greeny blue eyes. They’re pretty, for an older man anyway. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”
 
   “No, no clue,” I reply, wandering past him to sit myself on Pascal’s desk, almost instantly flicking my eyes at the safe to ensure it’s closed, and then scanning the lockable filing cabinets. They’re all closed and locked, so I get myself comfortable and stare at him until he sits on the sofa.
 
   “You’re not going to sit over here and keep me company?”
 
   “It’s not my job to keep you company. Call Emanuelle for that.”
 
   “What is your job then?”
 
   “To protect Pascal from people I don’t know.” He chuckles and stretches his arm along the back of the Chesterfield sofa.
 
   “Well, that’s Alexander’s job now, or so I hear,” he says, opening a box on the table and pulling out a pack of cards and a cigar. “Why don’t you pour us some drinks and then come and show me what you can do?”
 
   “What?” That’s my incredulous voice. Who the hell does he think he is, asking me to entertain him? Presumably he’s a Dominant and this is the way he always behaves.
 
   “Cards, Lilah. We can play until he gets back. Snap okay with you?”
 
   “I’m not sure you can handle my snap,” I reply as I rally myself to deal with arrogant Dominants who think they own the world. It’ll be good practice for when Pascal arrives. He chuckles again and scans my clothes.
 
   “You’re not exactly dressed for him.”
 
   “I’m dressed. It’s a start, and better than most in his company,” I reply irritably, trying to dismiss the fact that I actually look like a disaster in my jeans and top. I should have dressed up for this. He’s right, not that he understands why, but it does make me question why on earth I didn’t go home and change first, prepare myself, so to speak.
 
   “A fair point,” he says, shuffling the cards blindly and staring across at me. 
 
   He doesn’t remove his gaze as his hands work the cards, and I find myself staring back and wondering what sadistic gifts his hands hold. He’s so calm as he continues to just watch me, as if he’s weighing up his options, maybe just trying to work me out, so I try for some pleasantries to break the tension.
 
   “What do you do, Jon? Have you known Pascal long?” I ask, sliding from the desk and making my way to the drinks cabinet.
 
   “Business things,” he replies with a tone that implies I wouldn’t understand, which irritates me yet more. 
 
   “What kind?” It’s my second attempt at being pleasant, pouring some Scotch and offering the bottle up to him. He nods at me and then smirks again, eventually looking down at the cards and cutting them on the table.
 
   “Who are you, Lilah?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I arrive here to see one of my oldest friends and find out that Lilah James has reorganised his office, has his allegiance for some reason, enough to have him demean himself in front of his own people, and is now living in one of Alexander’s apartments and working for him,” he replies, stacking the cards again and beginning another shuffle. “So, again, who are you?”
 
   He narrows his eyes and draws out a gun from nowhere, then lays it on the table beside his cigar. I ignore it and remaining composed in the face of the obvious attempt at intimidation. I’ve seen plenty of them on the streets, even had a few pointed at me when some thug was trying for money or a free fuck. There is, however, something more threatening about a man in a suit holding a gun. It seems more disciplined somehow. 
 
   “I’m no one of importance,” I eventually say, sipping at my drink and making my way back around the furniture to the safety of the desk. “Nice gun, Jon. Should I be nervous?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies simply. He leans back with the cigar and clips the end off, then starts puffing on it until the end glows red. He stares at me constantly, beginning to show that he holds the power between us. Potentially dominant I might be, but not in the face of these types of men. I can feel myself falling to pieces at the very thought of having to explain myself, so I decide that I won’t. The best thing I can do is stay still, quiet, and respectful to one of Pascal’s oldest friends. I slide myself back up onto the desk and fiddle with my glass a little while I wait for Pascal to get back. With any luck I won’t have to deal with any more questions. “Are we playing cards then?” 
 
   I can play cards. Hopefully I can even prove that I’ve got a brain if I have a go at that with him. Plus, we don’t have to talk if we’re playing.
 
   “Yes, okay,” I reply, making my way back over and trying to keep my superior status at high alert. If I can hit Pascal and have difficult conversations with Mr. White, surely I can just keep my damn mouth shut and play a hand of cards with this man.
 
   “Blackjack? Or is snap still a better option?”
 
   “Blackjack’s fine,” I clip out. What a twat.
 
   He deals quickly, showing how skilled he is as his hands mould around the cards with the acumen of someone who’s been playing for years. It makes me wonder how he’s known Pascal all these years. Who is he? What does he do? It’s most likely not legal, although his suit and demeanour show a quietly authoritative air similar to some of the businessmen I used to work with at the office. Not edgy or scary, more a combination of wit and intelligence. Regardless of the gun, he doesn’t appear to be a rash character, more a forty-five-year-old settled individual. Maybe he has a wife and children waiting for him at home in some suburban residence. In fact, the more I look at him, the less likely it seems that he would even be somewhere like this, let alone know someone like Pascal.
 
   “How do you know Pascal?” The words slip out as I pick up my cards and put them in order. I really need to gain some element of control over my mouth, although I would like to know.
 
   “We schooled together,” he replies, puffing on his cigar again and crossing his legs.
 
   “Really? Where?” At least I’ll know if he’s honest.
 
   “Switzerland,” he says, throwing a card on the table and tutting to himself about something. “How do you know him?”
 
   “He rescued me from the hands of another,” I reply, because I can’t think of anything else that is truthful that doesn’t bring up Roxanne or the streets, which he doesn’t need to know anything about. This seems to amuse him. The bark of laughter that resonates around the room has me looking up in confusion.
 
   “Rescued? You’re just another one of his street sluts, aren’t you? How much?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How much is he selling you for?”
 
   “He’s not fucking selling me.” How many times am I going to have to scream my not-for-sale status around these people? Jesus. Fucking selling people.
 
   “Pascal does nothing unless he’s making a profit. Come on, how much? How much is that cunt worth? Ah, or has he already sold you to Alexander? That must have been why he protected you from Jackson, didn’t want the goods tainted for his precious Alexander. Is that what you’re doing for him?”
 
   “I am not, nor have I ever been for sale.” I’m still trying for pleasant, although indignant reactions are flooding me, causing anger to rear its very ugly head. Is it not enough that I have to deal with these people? This anger could be a problem because the itch to hit something is crawling through me at a rate of knots.
 
   “Everything’s for sale,” he eventually says, staring me down. “You included.” He’s up and pacing around to me before I have chance to move, grabbing my hand and hauling me up to him as if I weigh nothing. My gasp when he flings me across the room turns into a scowl as I stare back in shock. “Perhaps I should counter Alexander’s offer. I quite like a feisty little thing to toy with.” 
 
   My hands shoot up in front of me and I find myself backing up to the door slowly.
 
   “Leave me alone. Pascal won’t be happy if–”
 
   “Do I look like a man who gives a fuck about what Pascal wants?” Arsehole. Where has this person come from? I halt my retreating feet and stand my ground against him.
 
   “Do I look like the kind of woman that gives a fuck about what you think?” I snap back, snarling at his reaction to Pascal. For someone who claims to be his oldest friend, he’s not exactly being very nice. Fucking man. My hackles come into effect the moment he turns back to the table and aims for the gun. 
 
   “What exactly are you going to do? Shoot me because I won’t suck your dick? Fuck off, you inbreed. Intelligence goes a lot further than brute strength with me.” I’m not sure where that came from. I kind of quite like its sound, though, and the way it just came out of me without thought.
 
   He pockets the gun and casually sits down again with a smile, picking up his cards and waving his hand at the chair again. 
 
   What? Is he assuming I’ll sit and play cards again? He throws me across the room and then suddenly it’s all happy families again? I think not.
 
   “Sit, Lilah, we have a game to finish.”
 
   “I’m not playing with you. You’re mad.”
 
   “No, not mad. Just playing,” he counters, lifting his glass and toasting something to himself. “I suggest you sit before he walks in and finds you all dishevelled. More than you are already, that is.”
 
   I hear the main door of the building close around the corner and wonder what the hell to do. One of his oldest friends? And I’m going to accuse him of wanting to rape me? That’s not going to go down well, is it? He didn’t actually do anything, short of flinging me at a wall, I suppose. My eyes find the door and then shoot back to Jon, who is now chuckling away to himself about something.
 
   “Don’t touch me again,” I hiss out as I aim for the sofa and compose myself for Pascal. I have answers I need from him, and being unprepared for him is not going to help that cause. I gently place myself back down, raise my head while trying to brush my hair back into place, and pick up my cards again. 
 
   An unknown voice begins talking in the hallway outside as I take a sip of my drink and look across at Jon. He looks completely unconcerned as he lounges and still chortles to himself. 
 
   “Seems Thomas is here,” he says casually, as if nothing has happened. It occurs to me that they all must do this, switch from aggressive to calm and composed in seconds. Was he actually even aggressive, or is it just a demeanour he used to have an effect? Mr. White does it. Pascal does it… Do I do it? Not that I’m aware of. Is this all just a game of who’s got the bigger balls, or is it real? 
 
   “How long have you been a Dominant, Jon?”
 
   “What a strange question,” he says, laying down an ace and a queen then leaning back again. I stare at it and wonder why on earth I just asked that. Could I look any more stupid?
 
   “No, Thomas, you may not.” Pascal’s voice comes swirling around the corner as I turn my head and find his frame gliding in, clad in yet another perfectly pressed suit. My eyes immediately move to his face and those ever consuming eyes of his. Try as I might, I can’t stop my heart from racing through me. Calm and collected I am not. He halts and quickly flicks his head between me and Jon, and then scowls a little as he gazes back at me.
 
   “What are you doing in here?” There’s not one ounce of emotion other than irritation lacing his voice. I frown in response and continue to stare at him as he walks back out of the room and snaps again at Thomas. I stare after him rather than looking back at Jon and proving my inferiority in this room full of strange behaviour. The only thing I appear to be remotely interested in is who the hell he thinks he is, talking to me like that? My frown deepens as I listen to more words echoing in the hallway. It’s that foreign language of his that I don’t understand, probably Dutch, and the chuckle that leaves Jon’s mouth at one point leads me to believe he understands it.
 
   “Another hand?” he asks, still puffing on his cigar and appearing superior. I suddenly feel completely out of control. Pascal has just snapped me at, and now he’s talking in a language I don’t understand, which he probably knows, and this twat is laughing at me because he more than likely knows that, too. And I’ve lost my game of cards. Fuck.
 
   I’m standing and walking out of the room to confront the issue before I’ve even thought about it. I swing around the corner to find Pascal towering over a young man and spouting off about something aggressively. His whole frame is full of anger and confrontation, and the boy is shrinking from him and trying to back away. In fact, he looks scared out of his mind, as if he’s about to be hit and he knows full well it’s going to hurt. I fold my arms and cough as loudly as I can. Both heads swing towards me.
 
   “Would you like to say hello a little more pleasantly this time?”
 
   “Go to my suite. I will meet you there in ten minutes,” he replies, waving his cane in the direction of the club in dismissal, then turns back to Thomas.
 
   “No,” I say as powerfully as I can manage, trying to stop the foot tapping that has mysteriously begun beneath me. Fucking man. Thomas’ eyes widen as I see the slow turn of Pascal’s entire body towards me. “You will say hello properly, and then we will have the talk I have come here for. Whatever this is, it can wait. As can Jon Insbrucker. You asked me for this, did you not?” He takes three strides towards me so abruptly that I brace my knees to keep me in place. He walks a circle around me with his cane clamped behind his back. Keeping my eyes fixed on Thomas, I raise my chin as high as I can. Even if the young man still looks scared to death and now slightly worried, presumably for me, I will not be belittled in this moment.
 
   “Oom, I will leave. Do not take it out on her. She is–”
 
   “Be quiet, Thomas,” he practically shouts in my ear. Once again, I hold in my flinch and eventually turn my head to meet his gaze. His mouth twitches at the corner as he looks as deeply into my eyes as possible. “You are not scared, hmm?”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “This,” he replies, opening his arms and letting me get the full effect of his perfection. Today, he is dressed in an immaculate black suit, and white shirt. He looks almost normal by Pascal standards, relaxed. I scan my eyes over him and then remember my own causal dress. It’s very sadly lacking next to his attire.
 
   “No. Why would I be?” I really should have dressed better. “Actually, I think this would be better done properly, don’t you?” I assert as my feet head me towards the exit. I’m not even sure why until the next thought springs into my head. “Pick me up at 8pm. I’ll expect the most expensive restaurant you can muster at short notice.” With that, I pull the door closed behind me and just stand on the street trying to tell my body to leave.
 
   It doesn’t, though. It just has me standing here staring at the snow and wondering what the hell just got into me. I’m not sure why I thought that was the most appropriate form of action, but I did. And I still do, regardless of this need I have to turn back around, walk in there and kiss him. Or wait till he kisses me. God, those lips are divine. I can feel them on me now. I can feel how they swirl across mine and take me to another place. I can feel the connection between us, that spark of something that I can’t quite place, but know that it is all-encompassing, something that binds us together in a way I’ve never felt before. Just me and him. Together.
 
   The door creaks behind me and I sense rather than see him. He doesn’t say anything. He just walks until he’s standing behind me, and I suck in a breath, continuing to stare at the snow. White, cold. Nothing like this feeling between us. This feeling is warm and inviting. It may be different, but it offers beauty and absolute captivation, something completely private, honesty in its richest form.
 
   His hand brushes my hair from my neck to expose my ear from behind, then he very gracefully places a lingering kiss at the base of it – smooth, soft lips leaving an imprint of something unique on my skin. Possibly something just for me. His version of love. My neck bends away from him to offer more to his mouth. Just the thought of his closed eyes in our moments of bliss is enough to cause me to smile. Yet, there’s an inclination riding across my skin to pull away from him, maybe tell him he wasn’t offered the chance of a kiss, and therefore he shouldn’t presume to do so. What the hell is wrong with me? All I can sense is the overwhelming need to have him inside me again, but in the same breath, I can’t stop my mind from needing to regain control of the situation. His mouth lifts away from my skin carefully and then hovers, almost cautiously. Can he feel my indecision, too? Not that there really is any. I’d lay down on this cold floor with him instantly if he pushed me for it.
 
   “Crimson,” he says, quietly, rolling the R and still breathing into the nape of my neck while flicking his tongue over it lazily. “You will look exquisite in crimson, Lilah James.” And with that, I feel his heat move away from my back until I feel alone again. I smile down at the street and let my feet walk me back in the direction of the apartment. I don’t know who I am or what the hell I think I’m doing, but the one thing I do know is that whatever it is, life will probably never be the same again.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Three hours later and I’m strapping myself into a red dress because that’s what he said I’d look good in. It’s not a dress I like very much. In fact, it doesn’t even look that nice, and as I stare at myself in the mirror, I snarl at the reflecting image. It’s not me in the slightest. It’s too short, too tight, and too slutty. It’s not something I feel in control wearing at all. I swing back around to the wardrobe and look at the rest of the offerings. The only thing that’s remotely me is a long black evening gown. It attempts floaty to some degree. It has a one shouldered top half and a long trailing back hanging from a knee length front. It’s really quite beautiful the more I stare, and as I gaze at it, I wonder what possessed Emanuelle to buy it. It’s certainly not something I can imagine her wearing. But I suppose it is the sort of thing one would wear to a cocktail party. Although, why she thought I’d be going to a cocktail party is a mystery. Nevertheless, I pull it from the hanger and begin stripping myself of the repulsive red creation.
 
   Lowering the new dress over my head, I instantly feel at peace. It clings softly to all the right places, and appears to increase the size of my lacking boobs quite effectively. Always helpful. Although, I can’t help wondering if it’s too much. We’re going to dinner. I don’t need to be so over dressed, do I? Having said that, he’s always over dressed for everything and he gets away with it. I can’t even remember the last time I look like this. Probably the company Christmas party the year before I got sacked at Cutlers. Hardly anyone spoke to me at that either. I was the stupid, ditsy clerk who hung around the bar area and tried not to look out of place. I remember Johnathan Cutler, the boss’ son, pinching my backside at some point and laughing at my horrified face. Well, not any more. All this fear and worry needs to park itself somewhere else. Thankfully, that seems to be becoming easier by the minute when I’m around these people. They enthuse me somehow, give me a courage I wasn’t aware of before. Pascal physically pushes for it. That’s what Ruebin said. He shows people who they are. What sort of man does that? He may seem scary to others, I suppose. He might even seem like a devil coming to get them, and I’m not stupid enough to believe that he’s not a bad man in some ways, but every time I’m with him my respect for him seems to grow. He softens. I can feel it in him, and he doesn’t seem to be a man who softens for just anything or anybody.
 
   Miraculously, my hair has stayed exactly how lady in the salon styled it. Its sharp edges have fallen straight into place and the ends taper on my jaw. My eyes are layered with thick black eyeliner, causing the grey green to practically pop out of my head, and the crimson lipstick I found glides on with ease. I stand back and gaze at my reflection again. This dress is much better, much more me, and there’s a part of me that’s happy to not be doing as he asked. He may not have asked directly, but that was what he inferred. Fuck him. I’ll wear exactly what I want. He doesn’t want another pet. If he did, he wouldn’t have given me the option to defy him, nor would he have asked me to use a belt on him. I look down at my hand and watch it slowly opening and closing of its own will. It reminds me of the pressure point that Mr. White found on my wrist, and I trace my own fingers around until I find the same position. It feels nothing like the pain that he inflicted, but I can sense the same inner fear, as if my body knows what is coming and is fighting my brain to remove the sensation. I don’t like it, but then maybe I’m not built to like it. Roxanne said she thought I was submissive, and while I do like the sensation of being manhandled, I don’t like the pain. Not in this way anyway. Perhaps I should try this on Pascal later. I very nearly laugh at my own stupidity as I stare back at my reflection and try to imagine little Lilah causing real pain to anything, let alone Mr. Van der Braack. Maybe I do need that chat with Mr. White after all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   He stared up at the apartment and tapped his cane on the floor. Never before had he been quite so perplexed by the idea of submission. Was he really going to allow this? Again? Alexander was one thing. A new unknown was quite another. Lucinda had been a learning experience. They had both been gangly teenagers when it began. It had taken years of training and guidance before she’d eventually found her way through their version of love and come to be a Domme of repute. Years littered with ill angled stirpes and bruises, and arguments of the highest order, but a balance had eventually been found between them, a union of sorts. Until Alexander had taken that from him, which he had willingly accepted. Now here he was, about to entertain the same idea again with a new woman, one who knew nothing about herself, one he craved desperately. He was too old to go through all this again, though. Lilah was beautiful, but she would need years of guidance to achieve the results Lucinda had come to. Only Alexander had the natural ability to cause the type of pain necessary, only he had the inbuilt darkness that offered the flare of satisfaction he required on his skin. The finest person to teach Lilah how to embrace her abilities would be the man himself.
 
   He raised a brow at himself and leant back against the car, blowing out some smoke into the night air. It was an interesting idea, possibly irresponsible, but it would kill two birds with one stone. Alexander would have to tame himself to become a tutor, and Lilah would be learning how to be a true Domme the fastest way she could, with the precision of a master behind her. 
 
   He mused over the vision of the evening they met. He’d never before witnessed the brutality of hands such as Alexander’s. They were feral, primal. They still were to this day. Only those of the headmaster he still loved even now were similar in their ferocity. That small kitchen in Venice had been the host of the most enlightening day of his life, as he met the man he would fall in love with. It surpassed any other memory he had inside him, even his first beating. Just watching the man learn how to use his strength more effectively had been worthy of all the turmoil in between.
 
   “I believe it’s required of you to come up and get me.”
 
   His head flicked across to her apartment to find her hanging out of the window. Her glossy dark hair framed her amused face perfectly, and her long, thin arms dangled gracefully along the edge of the window sill.
 
   “This is not a date, my dear. I do not do ‘dates’,” he called back, chastising himself for the very fact that he had blindly followed when she ordered him to pick her up. He hadn’t even given much consideration to why. It had been natural submission, just as it was with Lucinda, and just as it would be with Alexander if he could ever get the damn man to order his chaotic brain.
 
   “Then we do not go out,” she shouted back, and promptly closed the window. He stared at it in disbelief, cursing the underlying need to go and beg her to come down. Before he knew it, he was at the door to her apartment. 
 
   “Better,” she said quietly as she opened the door, ignored him, and walked straight down the hall to the elevator. He followed her and pushed her into the cubicle as quickly as his aggressive tendencies would allow, grabbing at every part of her to alleviate the confusion and frustration that were beginning to circulate in his veins. She squealed and backed herself up to the side of the glass.
 
   “You are not permitted to give me orders,” he snarled, ripping at the one-sided dress to expose her other collarbone. He yanked it down so hard her free breasts pushed out of the top, which he instantly grasped and twisted within his hand. She moaned under his teeth and lifted a leg to hit something on the wall behind him, causing the doors to close.
 
   “Do it, here. Now.” She groaned, her hands suddenly grabbing at the fabric of his jacket and shoving it off his shoulders. He found himself desperately trying to contain his desire for once. Just once, he felt the need to be decent, to not simply fuck her delectable cunt in an elevator. To take her out to dinner, lavish her with finery and show her he was better than she might imagine. Not that he was in reality, but for once, the consideration was fascinating. He slowed his grasping and gently licked across her skin. It still tasted of citrus fruit, sumptuous in its texture, even over the raw bone beneath.
 
   “You are not in control of yourself, my dear,” he whispered, pushing himself into the leg she had wrapped around his waist and trying to alleviate his cock’s ache for her. The sudden shove that near kicked him away from her was unexpected to say the least.
 
   “What is my name?” she yelled. She didn’t bother to cover herself, nor did she take her eyes from his. He straightened his jacket and gazed at her furious glare, trying to release the internal battle for control and give it to her. They remained that way for a minute. Nothing moved other than the air between them. She simply presented her inner fire and dared him to avoid it. Her grey eyes didn’t blink, nor deliver any kind of yielding to his frown. She only raised her head higher and let her mouth form that half amused smile she constantly wore. Divine. She looked more delicious than he had ever seen her. Every curve was highlighted by her angered demeanour. Wicked eyes and cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass glared at him, that slightly aloof disposition of hers now claiming every inch of space in the small enclosure.
 
   “You know I could force you to the floor, my dear. Fuck you and leave your cunt for the crows to peck over. Your pretence is not worthy of my compliance.” 
 
   Still, she didn’t move. She simply continued to glare. He watched the slight quiver of her lip and felt the growing issue in his breeches groan for more from her. Eventually, she began to hitch up her dress and pointed at the floor in front of her. He raised a brow and licked his lips, considering the thought. This new Lilah James was a slut indeed.
 
   “Do you belie–”
 
   “Nope, down,” she snapped, still pointing at the floor. “I am not interested in your opinion. Down.” He raised a brow even higher and immediately let the order wash across him. It seemed she didn’t need too much training in directing discipline. “You will get those knees dirty for me, Pascal. You will use your tongue to form my name, and then we will go out to dinner.” His mind battled the thought for one more minute before his knees gave way to the idea. Her fingers were in his hair almost instantly. “Take them off,” she said as he brushed his lips over the fabric of her underwear. He slid them down her legs and tossed them out of the way as she directed his mouth to exactly where she wanted it, hooking her leg over his shoulder.
 
   “An L first,” she spat, pulling his tongue down onto her clit and then pushing him downwards. Her scent was near intoxicating as she tightened the hold of her leg and moaned while moving his head sideways. “Now an I,” she said, more quietly this time, dragging his face back upwards and moaning again as she did so. His cock reacted once more beneath him, desperate for the attention she would withhold. He smirked and imagined Alexander’s amusement. “L,” she said again, holding his head so tightly his nose rubbed into her and coated him in her juices. He groaned beneath her and let the fight disperse from him as she breathed out in satisfaction. He worked her in equal measure, allowing the feel of her slippery cunt to arouse his needs further. It would take nothing for him to rise up, pin her small frame and fuck her without thought. He could just ram into her and fuck this indecision away, but something stopped him, the same thing that beckoned him downwards beneath her. The need for someone else to look after him, to allow him the quiet he craved, peace. “A,” she whispered, now beginning to grind herself into his mouth. He could feel the shake beginning in her hooked thigh and grasped hold of it to steady her, all thought of his own control evaporating as she maintained her air of superiority and claimed the moment from him. “Oh God.” He smiled into her and lapped at her opening, drawing the lines of the A over and over again until her other leg began to quiver also. Beautiful moments, still captivating in their hold over him. She clamped her hold on his head harder and panted, her cunt now pushing itself into his tongue and asking for firmer strokes. “H,” she moaned out. It wasn’t all that different to an A, and just what she needed. He pushed harder and licked and sucked until she began tugging at his head erratically. “I can’t… Oh God!” She moaned. He felt the weight falling into him and immediately lifted her other leg to help her. Help her? An odd concept, one he could only relax into as he held her aloft and finished what she asked him for, ordered him to do. He pushed her back to the wall and let her cause more pain to his head as she gripped and yanked at his scalp. His cock burned for attention, desperate to have her mouth over it, or be buried inside her. He growled into her and bit down onto her lips, tugging at her clit until her thighs clamped and she panted in rapid succession above him. “Yes! Fuck, yes, more. Oh God, I… Fuck.”
 
   More minutes passed as he knelt there and held her quivering body against the wall, still licking and sucking at the nectar that poured out for him. Eventually, her legs slowly relaxed and her mewling and moaning eased to nothing but quiet breathing above him. He rested his head into her thigh and allowed her to keep hold of the power between them. So mesmerised was he by another one of their moments that he simply relaxed and listened to the sound of her body moving, small pulses of something he’d not often felt gracing his mind. Only with Alexander had this ever been close to completion, never with Lucinda, nor any other. He was filled with a quiet sense of well-being as he kneeled beneath her, perhaps even happiness. Flickers of families and love tempted his imaginings, eliciting feelings he was ill prepared for. He tensed at the thought and began to move away from it before it consumed him with a stupidity none of them were ready for.
 
   “Name?” she said, quietly above him, immediately tightening her hold on his head again and gripping her thighs around his neck. He chuckled and let her tip his head up to her. She looked radiant above him, resplendent in her command over him. Stunning. He watched her mouth curve into a smile of contentment and sighed out in frustration at his own inadequacies. 
 
   “Lilah, I am not positive this is–”
 
   “Perfect,” she cut in, letting his head go and levering her legs from his shoulders. She kicked the button on the wall again, pushed her dress down her body and lifted her arm back into the strap of her dress, all the while holding his gaze as he still knelt beneath her. “Up. Time to do the dating.”
 
   He let the sound of her stern voice wash across him again and removed his gaze until he was simply staring at the mirror behind her, looking at himself. On his knees. His mind instantly remembered the last time he’d been made to look at his own submission. Lucinda thought it an evil trick as she stood above him. It always humiliated him. Always made him feel beneath her, belittled. She never gave him a compliment, never said she loved him, never made him feel worthy of any form of care. She simply dominated, caused pain, and then left his battered body to rot in its own blood. Just as he’d asked for. Just as he deserved.
 
   A hand brushed his shoulder and gently caressed the back of his neck. Supple fingers flexed and worked the nape until he felt a wave of near positive emotion come flooding back.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said soothingly, as if she somehow understood all the memories that were certainly not ‘okay’. She knew nothing of his past. Nothing of how depraved his actions had been, still would be. She was an innocent. A child. Maybe a small offering of salvation in some manner, he supposed, but an innocent nonetheless. He imagined Alexander with his constant conundrum regarding Elizabeth, his rose. Beautiful, honest. And now lost in a world of turmoil, uncertainty and perilous adventures. Because of them.
 
   “It is not okay, Lilah. This is not acceptable,” he said sharply, heaving his weary frame up to stand, still gazing at the mirror. He was so tired of trying to appease this ache within himself, exhausted by searching for the correct person to master him. Someone to tame the disease ridden hide hidden in wolf’s clothing. Someone to cherish his inadequacies, give him a reason to be less dominant on occasion. Lilah James should not be that master. He just needed Alexander to become more. “What do you see, Lilah?” he asked, watching her confused reaction staring at him in the reflection.
 
   “You,” she replied, slowly drawing her face back to the normal beauty she wore so well. He picked up his cane and pointed it at his face.
 
   “You do not see me. You see an attractive male specimen who you are convinced is more than he portrays. He is not. I am not. I will not deprave you as he has her. You are not meant for this world. You should go back into your apartment and forget this.” So that he could find someone else to do Alexander’s job without a consequence to his soul in the process. Because that statement was a lie. She was more than capable of living in their world, with training. She would quite possibly become a Domme patrons would pay thousands for an hour with. Her small stature and graceful features would confuse and contradict her abilities behind closed doors.
 
   She didn’t flinch behind him, didn’t move at all in fact. She simply stared back and then pressed the button behind her to initiate the lift’s descent, then walked around to grab the cane from his fingers until she blocked his view of himself.
 
   “I want Alexander to train me.” He raised a brow at the unexpected response. There was not one ounce of hesitation or indecision in her voice. “You are not strong enough to guide me through this.” He half opened his mouth to disagree, because he most definitely was, but then became more interested with what else she had swirling in that intelligent little mind of hers. “I can’t become more than I am if you know what’s coming. And you’re wrong, Pascal, I do see you. While your outer layer is pleasing, it’s your heart I’m after. I can’t get to that without him, can I?” He sighed and shook his head at what she wanted. He could never give her that. What was left was only for Alexander, and no one but him should have to deal with the magnitude of holding it.
 
   “What remains of my heart is lost for him alone, Lilah. It will always be so. I have already warned you of this.  You will lose this battle and then suffer your loss, while I will revel in your degradation. It is always this way,” he replied, pulling his cane from her hand slowly and turning for the opening doorway.
 
   “He told me that you’d say that, and then offered to teach me.” He swivelled around and watched her grow in confidence even more. Her stature grew, her body seeming to suddenly ooze in a sophisticated elegance of debauchery that only yesterday she wasn’t even aware of.
 
   “He knows this?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And he would allow it?” She smirked and rubbed her wrist, kneading it as if remembering something.
 
   “I didn’t ask his permission. He offered, and I’m certainly not asking your permission either. Now, dinner,” she said as she walked past him and out into the foyer. He watched her, swung his gaze back to the mirror, then back to the foyer. Why would Alexander do something such as that? He belonged to the man. Why would he allow another Domme after Lucinda? “Knickers, please,” she called back as her heels clicked along the marble. He scanned the floor and found the discarded scrap of material, scooped it up with the end of his cane and lay it over his shoulder as he exited the elevator. She swayed effortlessly in front as she headed for the door. Curves were beginning to creep back into her frame, highlighting a trim waist but offering the perfection of a rounded ass and toned legs. Her sharp hair cut accentuated those sublime collar bones and long slender neck. Beautiful, strong, and spectacular in her arrogance. Enough so that she filled the room with her presence.
 
   “And who is this?” she said, nodding at the driver.
 
   “Someone unimportant,” he replied nonchalantly, holding up her knickers, desperate for more information regarding the tryst she had endured with his beloved. She snarled at them and then pointed at his mouth. “When did you meet with, Alexander?”
 
   “In they go.” He automatically nodded in response, and then caught his reaction and chuckled at the absurd notion. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m not joking. It may keep you from making another attempt at intelligence and spoiling our lovely dinner date.” Still he smiled and watched as she slid into the back of the car, grabbing the underwear as she went. He followed her in and stared across at her crossed legs. “Now, open up.”
 
   “I am not in the habit of sucking underwear, Lilah.” She raised a brow in reply and swung them around her index finger, taunting him with that which was probably inevitable. If not now then later. “My dear, you–” She was faster than a cheetah as she suddenly sat across him and began shoving the things in his teeth. “Have you heard yourself,” she spat. “It’s as if you want to be in control of me. Do you? I don’t think so. If you did, you wouldn’t be getting hard beneath me while I’m riding you and shoving knickers in your mouth. And I swear, if you call me ‘my dear’ one more time, I’ll counter those fucking stripes on your body with something far more painful.” He sat, near dumbstruck at the manoeuvre as she continued to feed him her underwear, all the time gently teasing him with small rocking motions, yet not giving enough friction to cause anything but more tension. “You want that inside me again? You’ll have to beg me for it, and you’ll have to show me what’s hiding inside your chest.” Grabbing hold of her hips, he pulled her down onto him to increase the pressure, but she just kept shoving the material in deeper, until he was almost choking on it and trying to get away from the pressure. “Games, huh? I can play those, too. How is the choking? Are you man enough to take it like I did beneath you?” she said quietly, licking across her crimson lips with her tongue and fighting his hold on her until he simply gave up and just stayed still. The moment he did, she stopped pushing and began to pull the material back out again. “You’ll make love to me the next time. You’ll slide inside and take it slowly. You’ll give me everything you withhold from all your other insignificant fucks. Do you have a safeword? I think you’re going to need one.”
 
   She removed herself just as quickly and replaced her delectable ass back on the other side of the car, leaving the knickers dangling out of his mouth as he continued to cough a little to regain his breath. He narrowed his eyes at her and watched her smile grow to one of a manipulator, or certainly someone who wasn’t quite what she seemed. Disgusted with his lack of composure around such a woman, he lifted his fingers to remove the garment.
 
   “Nope,” she said, her finger hovering and a look of utter contempt suddenly descending. “Who is Jon Innsbrucker?” 
 
   He mumbled an immediate response through the material and raised a brow. Was he supposed to speak through them? Even vampires had their limits. “Try harder.” She laughed out in hilarity. He presumed he would have been just as amused if the roles had been reversed. “And Thomas?”
 
   He pulled them directly out and flung them at her.
 
   “You are pushing the limits of acceptability.”
 
   “Am I? I don’t see a spanking in the near future, do you?”
 
   “Mmm,” was all he could manage as he stared out of the window and gazed at the oncoming traffic.
 
   “Are you defeated? Honestly? I thought you’d have far more bite than this. I’m rendering you speechless? Imagine what will happen once Alexander gets his claws into me. Little old Lilah James, already superior to Pascal Van der Braack.” She was, in many more ways than she might have imagined.
 
   Silence descended as the car swerved gracefully through New York’s honking and blaring, and he watched the flow of endless people all milling about their business. Useless people. All denying their own natural proclivities. Simply enduring the monotony of day to day life. Fitting into a world that neither accepted nor allowed one to be ‘abnormal’. Not many of them would be embracing their true selves, more than most would imagine, but still not many. Why was he still here? Europe offered so much more in the way of resplendent kink. Venice, in particular.
 
   “Defeated is not a word I have used for a long time,” he replied, smirking at the venue in front of them. “You should learn to see my silence for what it is, rather than that which your new found ego would like to imagine.”
 
   The car pulled to a stop and he immediately got out of the car and wandered around to her door. On opening it, he grabbed her offered hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm.
 
   “Where are we?” she asked, scanning the unassuming doorway and looking around the area. It was not one of New York’s finest neighbourhoods, but nonetheless, it held the place she needed to see should she still be inclined to play with his innards.
 
   “We are having dinner, are we not?”
 
   “Yes, but I said expensive Italian. Steak would have been nice.”
 
   “Indeed. Fresh, battered, prime cuts await your snapping teeth,” he replied, ringing the bell on the door and waiting for it to be opened. She covered her arms and stared at the doorway again with nothing but that half smile laced across her mouth.
 
   “If this is something I’m not prepared for, I’m going to–”
 
   “You are ill prepared for everything, Lilah. Including me. And yet you have just requested that Alexander train you to beat me. You have also asked for my innards on display. I am honouring your request, even though this may prove to be the most preposterous decision I have made thus far in all of my life.”
 
   “Oh,” she replied, watching the door open.
 
   Charles opened the door with a warm smile and waved them inside. He ushered Lilah in and let the noise of the world drown out as the locks were bolted back into place.
 
   “We haven’t seen you for a while,” the old man said as they followed him along the dull, homely hallway and turned various corners until they reached the cellar entrance.
 
   “No, I haven’t felt so inclined for quite some time, and have been dealing with other matters.” The old man’s face crinkled as he let out a raucous laugh and carried on down the steps.
 
   “You old dog. You are always so inclined. Who’s the woman?” He chuckled and watched as the underground club’s main entrance came into view.
 
   “She is none of your concern for the moment, Charles. Who is on tonight?”
 
   “Matilda, and her new plaything. Also, believe it or not, Jackson.” 
 
   He raised a brow and felt the heat hit him as Charles pushed into the small arena and laughed again. Well, Jackson would be interesting for Lilah to witness, although he hadn’t planned on it. It had worked out well.
 
   They continued on to the table he had ordered and he nodded to several patrons he had not seen in a while, friends of sorts, acquaintances mainly. All here for the type of entertainment even he himself kept for only the small private rooms at Eden, for the few who needed such extreme play. Charles pointed to their corner and grabbed hold of a passing waitress. “Get them whatever they need for the night, and remain close to the table at all times,” he snapped, his voice instantly turning to that of his true nature. Sadist. One of New York’s finest. He may have been old, but there wasn’t much the man’s hands hadn’t broken. He smirked and thought of Alexander again. Given twenty years, he would rival him, but not yet.
 
   “Thank you, Charles,” he said, pushing on Lilah’s back and directing her to sit at the simply dressed dining table. She slid into the deep red leather armchair and gazed back at him as Charles wandered off again. “Drink?”
 
   “Whiskey,” she replied, still maintaining her unaffected composure and glancing at the other people who were chatting cordially and eating their food.
 
   “Bring a bottle of Charles’ favourite,” he said to the young girl who had immediately gone to her correct positioning, kneeling beside them. “And two fillet mignon, rare.” She didn’t reply, just as was correct. She only nodded and then began to rise and left them alone.
 
   “Do these people always dress like this?” Lilah asked, looking at all the outfits on display. He hadn’t really noticed. He never did anymore. These were normal clothes to him. The business suits and elegant cocktail dresses on the patrons were the sham clothes in reality. The real world lived in the latex, rubber and leather draped around various bodies down here. Life’s real and imaginary worlds. Most people on the streets thought these clients odd. Intrinsically, however, they were more real than the average New Yorker. More honest.
 
   “Do you not like it?”
 
   “It seems excessive, and a little laughable.” He chuckled at her less than enthusiastic response and yet again remembered Alexander in his early years. He had little time for the dramatics of the scene either, still didn’t.
 
   “It is how they are most comfortable.”
 
   “Why don’t you dress like that?” 
 
   He laughed out loud and imagined himself in the outfits around them.
 
   “I am Pascal Van der Braack, I do not need to wear them.”
 
   “Would you if I asked?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Would you if he asked?” He smiled and took the bottle of Machellan being offered to him from the floor and poured two tumblers while they were still balanced on the tray held by the young girl beneath his feet. He knocked the tray twice for good measure to see if she would spill any. She didn’t. Clearly Charles had trained this one well. He looked back at Lilah and gave her a glass. 
 
   “He would never ask,” he said, picking up the chin of the girl and hauling her to her feet. She was an attractive little thing, blonde, similar to Emanuelle, enough so that he felt the need to shove his cock in her somewhere.
 
   “Pascal, put your cock back in your pants.” He looked down at his crotch. He had not gotten his cock out that he was aware of. “And leave the girl alone.”
 
   “I was not–”
 
   “Yes, you were. And unless you would like me to go and straddle big boy over there,” she replied, nodding over at James Eldrick, who was indeed a big boy, in more ways than one, “ I suggest you continue with the dating, which, at present, does not include me watching you fuck something else.”
 
   “You may straddle James as much as you like,” he replied, nonchalantly waving a hand and daring her to do exactly that while pulling the girl’s hair towards his now waiting cock. She glared and then sipped her drink.
 
   “Is this how it works? We all fuck each other at will and then waltz off as a couple at the end of it all? Multiple orgasms induced by manic animalistic fucking?”
 
   “In the main, yes. However, we are not a ‘couple’.”
 
   “Then I shall leave you to your ritualistic fuckfest. I was hoping for a higher purpose than simple rutting like… What did Charles call you? A dog? Yes, rutting like dogs,” she said, rising from her seat and swerving her way towards the door before he had time to blink. He stared at the spot she had sat in for a moment, allowing the girl to rut around in his crotch. He pushed her away and found himself following the utterly enticing sway of Lilah’s ass, full of self-disgust. He grasped hold of her arm and spun her towards him before she reached the doorway. She instantly looked shocked, then smiled, radiantly, beaming at him with the same eyes Elizabeth had for Alexander. He gazed at her, completely losing himself in the depths of an emotion he refused to acknowledge as anything other than lust. 
 
   “Why did you chase me?” she whispered, moulding herself to his frame and resting her cheek against his, then manoeuvring him into a dance hold. “Tell me, Pascal. I need you to tell me.”
 
   He had nothing to tell her. Nothing could possibly describe what had made him reprimand himself for his own normal actions. “Is it love? Is it love that’s drawing you to me? Those moments we share, you haven’t had them before me, have you? Only with Alexander, and maybe Elizabeth,” she continued, now swaying them into a rhythm and leading him. He felt his body contradicting his mind’s denial as he let her turn him. He felt his own heart reacting to her words as the room disintegrated around them. It was now just the two of them again, and that irritating feeling he was, for once, simply embracing.
 
   “What is this song?” she murmured, running her lips across his neck. “It’s beautiful, quite romantic for a place like this.” 
 
   “Beethoven’s sonatas are not songs,” he found himself replying, pulling her ever closer and binding them so tight he could barely breathe. “They are sensations. Can you feel them? They course through you, each note, and each proffered beat. They caress and cajole, and they tease the senses into believing something that is incorrect. A falsehood of sorts, my love.”
 
   She stilled in his arms and he felt the sigh leave her chest and run immediately into his own, as if there were no distance between them. No clothes, not even skin. Just two souls, desperately trying to tether and reconcile something he was struggling to give. Just two beings, in the midst of the oncoming hedonism he was dragging her into. One innocent, one far from it. 
 
   She tucked her head into his chest for one minute longer, breathing quietly beneath the sounds around them and squeezing his fingers, before drawing herself away and lifting her eyes to meet his again.
 
   “Fine,” she clipped. “Shall we eat dinner then?”
 
   “I can’t give you what you want from me, Lilah.”
 
   “Yes, you can,” she snapped, flicking her hand at him in irritation and swaying back towards the seat again. “And you will,” she muttered under her breath as she picked up her cutlery. “You are simply being a wuss.” He followed and straightened his tie, which had shifted during her impromptu dancing performance.
 
   “And what, precisely, is a wuss?” he asked, sitting opposite her and watching her slice through blood drenched meat as if she were starving.
 
   “Weak, cheap, useless, someone who is scared of doing something.”
 
   “You think I am afraid?” he replied in near disbelief, noticing the change in music and chuckling at the entertainment as it was dragged into the room clad in cellophane.
 
   “Can she breathe in that?”
 
   “I am not interested in her ability to breathe,” he said, pushing his steak around the plate and sneering in disgust at the peas that had dared to touch his sauce.
 
   “Aren’t you hungry?” she asked, flicking her eyes to the stage. “And she should be able to breathe, shouldn’t she?”
 
   “My food is mixed.”
 
   “Mixed?”
 
   “Yes, mixed. The sauce, see,” he said, nudging it away from his peas, and then as dramatically as possible flinging his knife at the plate. “It disturbs when such things are not exact.”
 
   “Do you have OCD about food touching?”
 
   “No, I just require food served correctly.”
 
   “Well, I suppose a count would need that.” 
 
   “Indeed, and how are you aware of this fact?” he asked, indicating to the young blonde girl that she should take the meal away from him.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Lilah muttered in reply as the blonde scurried in and removed the offending mess that had been served. “Do you want some of mine?”
 
   “Your what?” She should stop trying to change the subject. He would have honesty from her one way or the other.
 
   “Food,” she replied, licking her way around a piece of meat to take the sauce off of it. His cock replied of its own accord. Never before had he lacked restraint when it came to a woman.
 
   Standing and rounding the table to get close enough, he pulled her chin up toward him and watched her lips tremble from his touch.
 
   “Put it in your mouth, Lilah.” She smirked at him and placed the meat in her mouth, gently grasping it with her teeth. “No, inside you.” When she slowly let it fall back into her mouth, he held it open and softly licked his way inside, nudging the meat around and letting her feel the discomfort of having him inside her. He increased the pressure of his tongue, flicking it around to cause distress to the larynx and gag reflex as she tried to back away. She coughed a little and tried to pull away again, so he held her tighter and deepened the kiss further. Such moments, beautiful connecting moments. Again, just the two of them, until she swallowed and took all his fun away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   He just looks at me. He just stands there in all his magnificent glory and stares as I swallow down this piece of meat and gaze back at him. How can he be denying this? Why would he? In the middle of this bizarre room full of people, he has not only kissed me, but stopped me from leaving when he could have let me go. There are plenty of people for him to play with in here. He could easily have dismissed me and just got on with his night, but no. He wants me, and I can’t help but feel enthused by that fact. All of my bravado is working. Embracing everything that he seems to think lives inside me, and what I am beginning to understand about myself, is exactly what he wants from me. He just doesn’t trust me. And why should he, I suppose? But the more I stare into these green pools of liquid, the more I can sense him. I can feel that part of him that he’s refusing to allow me to see. He can hide it as much as he likes, but there is a heart in there. I could feel it bleeding into mine when he held me and talked of songs being lies. If it was a lie, why did he pull me closer and shiver when I kissed his neck.
 
   He’s the liar, not the song.
 
   “I think you’re very afraid,” I say softly as I continue to stare at his astoundingly attractive face. The corners of his mouth twitch, but nothing else moves as he still leans over me with his hands on the armrests. I lean my head back onto the chair and hold onto my composure, regardless of the fact that I could very well devour his checked tweed clad body this very second. He’s wearing that aftershave that does all sorts of things to me, and after getting a damn good tongue licking earlier in the lift, I am ready for something else to come to fruition, as and when I decide it’s time, which could be about now. What on earth possessed me to act so boldly I don’t know, but it appears to be working. Jesus, does he always have to look so bloody good? The answer is yes. It’s just him. I need to get used to that. No wonder women fall at his feet constantly.
 
   “Ladies and gentleman, please be seated,” a man’s voice calls out. It sounds like Charles. There are no ladies, nor gentlemen in this room, us included. No lady nor gentleman ruts in a lift like we did. Nor do they watch women in cling-film being manhandled into a room. Although, she did seem reasonably compliant about it.
 
   I remove my gaze from him and shuffle myself in the seat until I can see the stage area in front of me. We have a very good table, which gives us privacy and seclusion but a direct line of sight to whatever it is that’s about to unfold. Why he didn’t take me to a restaurant so that we could talk, I’m not sure, but if he thinks this is a good thing then I suppose I’ll just watch and see what happens. Frankly, I’m just happy to be within ten feet of him. I feel at peace, in an uncomfortable way. Something just needs to click into place, namely him and his denial.
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” he says from the other chair. Shit, I thought I’d got away with that. How would I know he was a count? Other than digging around in his personal files, which he doesn’t know I have. Balls.
 
   “You didn’t answer mine,” is my best response as I widen my eyes at that Jackson chap walking onto the stage. Why the fuck are we somewhere where he is? I swing my head back to Pascal to see him smirking at me and drinking his whiskey, while picking up his packet of cigarettes. “You should stop smoking.”
 
   “Why, pray tell?”
 
   “Health reasons, and I don’t like the smell.”
 
   “Mmm. Health is not uppermost on my distresses list.”
 
   “Well, it should be,” I reply quietly, thinking of a beautiful little girl with dazzling green eyes who needs to know she has a father. One who’s sitting right in front of me, and if he’d just show me the slightest hint of love, I’d tell him. I’d suffer Mr. White’s wrath happily. I wouldn’t care what happened to me. I just need to know he’s a good man under all this bravado. I need to feel the Iove that I know he has buried in there. I need to hear it, smell it, taste it.
 
   “Jon is a business acquaintance, and Thomas is my wayward nephew.”
 
   “He’s very handsome. He looks like you.”
 
   “He is nothing like me. He is a troublesome, uneducated moron, with a penchant for fucking the most inappropriate specimens available.”
 
   “Then he is exactly like you. Apart from the uneducated part.”
 
   “I am a moron now also? Is there anything you find appealing about me?” he replies, leaning back and laying his cane across his lap. I look down at it positioned next to his crotch and try to stop the instant craving that crawls over me. What is it with the cane? Why is it so important to him?
 
   “You have a good tongue. You’re very good with your tongue. And hands. And you’re quite attractive. But I can guarantee you’ll be more attractive when you give yourself to me.” He laughs again with that deep resounding chuckle that somehow reverberates around my insides, causing more exquisite tingling to occur.
 
   “You are quite fearless. However, you still have not–”
 
   “Shh now. Show’s starting,” I cut in, swiftly turning my face from him and gazing back at Jackson. In this light, when I’m not feeling completely overwhelmed, he is quite attractive. He’s still huge and built like he’s about to cause some serious damage, but he’s erotically challenging to say the least. Well, that’s what my thighs are currently telling me anyway. Or maybe that’s still the Pascal effect.
 
   He saunters across to the girl as the lights dim further. She has been bound to a wooden pole, and watches as he begins to open a case that’s been placed beside her. I find myself becoming more and more fascinated by the movement of both of them. He looks completely relaxed as he removes implements from the case – all small, metallic objects, and they appear to be all different shapes and sizes. He places them down carefully on the small marble table beside the girl and turns towards the crowd. He doesn’t say anything as they clap quietly, as if this is some kind of theatrical performance. He just bows and then moves back to the girl. I watch on as her chest starts to heave at his approach, and thankfully, I can see she has an air hole in the cling-film now.
 
   “What is the point of the cling-film?” I ask quietly, as Jackson picks up what looks like a scalpel and begins to draw it up the inside of the girl’s calf muscles. She tenses immediately, but then appears to relax again.
 
   “A gift for her master. Angelique also enjoys potential asphyxiation, and the feeling of being performance raped. It’s a game they play often.” 
 
   “Performance raped?”
 
   “One cannot be truly raped, pleasant as that thought may be, if one has asked, or indeed begged for it, as she does, often.”
 
   “Have you…?” 
 
   “Mmmm,” is his only response.
 
   “With her?”
 
   “Mmmm, who hasn’t?” he replies as he gazes at the stage area and sucks in a lungful of smoke, which reminds me abruptly of his potential array of diseases.
 
   “Are you clean?”
 
   “I have bathed,” he says, with that look of his that tells me he knows exactly what I’m talking about. I do little more than raise a brow to show my seriousness. “I have been inside only four since my last clinic servicing, three of whom I know are pure. That leaves only you, so this question is irrelevant unless you yourself are corrupted.”
 
   I absolutely am not. Thankfully, after those men did what they did to me, the homeless charity I went to got me some tests done. They all came back okay. I had the morning after pill so all was well. They also tried to get me to report it, but what was the point? Thousands of girls are raped on the streets every day and nobody does a damn thing to find the bastards who do it. I didn’t know them, and the thought of having to see any of them again scared the life out of me at the time. Although now, thinking about their eyes, I find myself snarling at the image. Maybe now I should find them, hurt them. I look back up to find him staring intently at me, no longer smirking. There’s the slightest look of concern crossing his brow, yet another thing that proves he’s not always the monster people imagine him to be. I turn back to the stage and continue to watch the show, because what’s the point in going over old ground? He doesn’t need to know anyway. It’s nothing to do with him. 
 
   The moment I get my mind back to what’s going on, I instantly gawp at the blood that is now seeping down the inside of the cling-film. It appears the blade has been drawn across her abdomen and her legs, and as I look closer, I can see the slice marks. They’re only small nicks, but the cling-film makes the blood appear to be so much more than it probably is. She moans through the wrapping as Jackson circles her, her body writhing and grinding against nothing, presumably to gain some friction. She seems near orgasmic as she twists and turns, apparently begging for more pain to be delivered. The trust they must have between them is astounding. Is this pre-planned, organised? Did she know this was coming when she offered herself to him? Thousands of questions run through my mind as I continue to watch the show unfold. Jackson begins to undo his belt. He seems so calm and relaxed as he moves and studies her movements. How does he know what she needs? Is he doing this for her or for him? Are they both winners in this little debauched game?
 
   “Who is this for?” I ask, suddenly far too transfixed to even bother turning to see Pascal. Noise erupts in my ear and I turn to see the table being pulled away from us and his armchair being moved closer to mine by two girls. He stands behind them gracefully with an air of utter superiority before eventually sitting next to me.
 
   “You ask the correct question, my love.” That’s twice he’s called me ‘my love’. What does that mean? I definitely prefer it to ‘my dear’. It’s endearing, kind of. “Who do you believe is in control of this particular encounter?”
 
   I turn back to the scene again, watching to gain more insight, and nearly jump out of my skin when I feel Pascal’s fingers grazing my arm gently. Swinging my eyes back to him, I find him simply gazing at the show, but the very notion that he’s touching me warms my heart again. He doesn’t have to. He’s chosen to. And I’ve yet to see him touch anybody nicely, quietly. I smile at the thought and turn back to see Jackson staring at Angelique. Nothing is being said but they seem to be communicating somehow because she’s nodding and lowering herself to her knees in front of him. The blood that was flowing seems to have stopped, proving they were incredibly small cuts, but her moaning carries on, as if she’s asking for more.
 
   “She’s bound, and can hardly talk, so presumably Jackson, the Dominant, is in control of all this.” 
 
   He smirks beside me, crossing his legs and continuing to stroke my arm while sipping his drink.
 
   “Think, Lilah. I thought more of you than this. Who do you believe is asking here?” 
 
   “He is. He has just asked her to kneel for him.”
 
   “When he leashed you at Eden, did you feel any pleasantries in the way he did so? Was he kind, gentle, methodical, unruffled? Did he hold you tenderly, or was his grip more ferocious than you have ever felt before?”
 
   “You held me tighter.”
 
   “Well, yes. However, other than me?”
 
   “He was brutish, aggressive. Angry. He appeared far harder with me than he is being with her.”
 
   “Then I ask again, who is in control here?”
 
   “You’re saying she is?”
 
   “Bravo.”
 
   “But how is she? She can’t...”
 
   “Look at the way he moves around her. Watch the way he withholds himself. Brute he may be, exquisitely so, but he has a self-control that my beloved is yet to conquer. Jackson has been foolishly in love with Angelique for as long as I can remember. He would allow her anything she required of him. His ultimate goal in this is to please her. Should he need to appease his own needs, he would be more as he was when he held you – vicious, uncaring, cruel.”
 
   “I see.” That’s all I’ve got because I would never have seen that. No normal person would, I’m sure. From the outside world, this must seem all in his control. How little we know, because Pascal’s right, all the things we talked about in the park are correct. This world of theirs has so many rules and obligations that seem completely juxtaposed to the normal set up outside these doors. It’s more about order than anyone would guess. There is love and connection involved in things that no one would ever realize unless they give it the time it deserves. Perhaps even the respect it deserves.
 
   “Do you? I am attempting to show you something it is essential for you to comprehend,” he says in a whisper, reaching for my chin and turning me to face him. “This is not always a game with me, Lilah. Alexander is not in control of himself, and he is my enduring purpose.” We simply stare at each other as I try to figure out what he’s trying to show me here. “You asked to see inside me, Lilah James. You asked for me to give you that which is reserved for him. If you still want this emotion from me, you must see what is happening in front of you now.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “What do you see? Who?”
 
   “I see a man in love.” Not the bastard who had me on the floor in Eden. He smiles softly and lets his eyes crinkle a little as the green swirls again, hypnotising me into a melting pot of lust.
 
   “Mmm. Excellent. Now, watch him hurt her,” he says, turning my face harshly and keeping a tight grip on my chin. Jackson now has her head wrenched backwards and is feeding his cock into her throat inch by inch as she squirms and gags on him. He’s also got her balancing on one knee somehow, with her other leg hooked around the wooden pole. What I presume are nipple clamps have been secured in place with a chain running between them, which he is yanking on so harshly that the garbled screams leaving her throat can be heard across the room. It’s interesting, less scary than I thought it might be, given that I’ve never seen anything like this. Actually, it’s kind of a turn on in some ways. I can feel my insides clenching around nothing as I think about the scene playing out. I almost feel as if I’m not really seeing it, as if it’s a TV show I can enjoy without the reality of knowing it’s true. Odd. “She asks for that, Lilah, and he honours her needs before his own. The mind of a sadist is not one that cares nor relinquishes power easily. However, his love for her prides itself with that possibility. Do you comprehend? Hmm? Can you feel that inside yourself?”
 
   “What are you trying to say?” 
 
   He tips me back to him again, loosening his hold as a wash of uncertainty crosses his brow.
 
   “I will not deal with another Alexander, Lilah. I cannot. You are only the second person to touch me in a way that causes sentiment. The sensation courses my veins as a black ink threatening to ruin what is left of me, and I cannot allow that. He is enough for me to bear.”
 
   “Is that why you don’t want to love me? Because he’s too much?” He stands abruptly and reaches for my hand. “Are you nervous that I will hurt you somehow?” He snaps his fingers at the small waitress and I watch her run off somewhere as I stand. “Are we leaving?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why? The show hasn’t finished.” And I damn well want answers to my questions.
 
   “You have not flinched.”
 
   “At what?” What is he talking about now? I thought we were discussing feelings? The background blurs. Screams, moans and all other distractions disappear into a void of mist as I stare at him and wait for an answer.
 
   “Any of it. There is nothing left here for you to learn,” he says as the girl returns with a bill. He signs something and then picks up my hand again. “I am comforted by your grip,” he mumbles, looking at his hand and then beginning to walk us through the throng of people still intently watching the stage.
 
   “I was enjoying the show,” I mumble as we reach the door. I’m completely confused with what’s happening, and I really was enjoying the show, odd as that might be. It was interesting, although this snippet of being ‘comforted’ by my hand is a very nice thing to hear. 
 
   Still, I want my answers about these feelings.
 
   “Precisely, my love. It is time for you to prove that,” he replies nonchalantly, pushing on the door and then turning the corners until we are climbing the stairs.
 
   “Wait, what’s the rush? Why are we leaving so quickly? I have more to learn down there. And you were talking about love.” He keeps dragging me, his long legs covering the ground with purposeful strides until we reach the door. He unlatches several bolts then walks us out into the cold night air, banging on the door three times after he’s pulled it to behind me. He just ignores me again and wraps his hand tighter around mine as I try to halt the momentum. “Pascal, let go. I can’t keep up.” I very nearly trip over my own feet and grasp the trail of my dress as I try to keep up with his exuberant pace. 
 
   He doesn’t reply, and I eventually realise that I’m not in control of this scene. Nothing coming out of my mouth is controlled. I wrench my hand from his grip and slam on my anchors in the middle of the sidewalk. “Stop!” He swings his head back to me, a snarl etched into the very fabric of his face as he looks me over and eventually halts his progress away from me.
 
   “Come,” he says, waving his cane at the waiting car. “I have been known to hoist a hostage onto my shoulder should it be necessary.” Control, control. I pull the cold night air in through my nose and shake out my rigid stance, trying to regain my calm demeanour.
 
   “You will not hoist me anywhere. You will carry on with our conver–” The speed of his strides across to me has my feet retreating at the thought of being hoisted.
 
   “I will, my love, and shall enjoy the privilege greatly,” he says, circling my frame and smacking my arse in the process. My body scoots forward again and is stopped by his arm wrapping around my waist, drawing me back onto his warm body. “You should be careful with your tone around such an enticement, hmm? Perhaps we should fuck here rather than in front of Alexander. Does the thought make you nervous? Hmm?” My body immediately stills again. “Ah, you did not realise my plot.” 
 
   No, I did not. 
 
   “Mmm,” he muses, breathing into my neck and dragging his tongue across that soft spot behind my ear. Tingles instantly start to collapse my aim for control. “Should you still wish for my innards, Lilah, you shall have to ask him.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To teach you to take them from me, of course. That is what you require, no?”
 
   The sudden reality of what is about to happen comes crashing into the moment. His warm hands stroke across my skin, causing more of those corrupting visions to torment me. Me. I am the one asking him to agree to this. I’m the one who’s shown him I can do this. I’m the one who has been pushing my weight around and telling him how it should be. And now he’s telling me to get on with it, and my body couldn’t be more frozen to the spot if I tried.
 
   “Yes, but…” I don’t know. It’s all too quick. We were having a normal conversation – well, as normal as it gets with him – and now he’s talking about group sex and…
 
   “There are no hesitations, my love.” He muses in my ear. “You either require them, or you do not. Hmm? Which one is it?”
 
   “I...” I hate my own indecision, but one can’t just jump into bed with another man, especially one like Mr. White. And what about Elizabeth?
 
   “This is the only path to enlightenment. If you want my innards, Lilah, you must let him train you in how to take them from me.”
 
   “But, shouldn’t we spend more time–”
 
   “No. Fini,” he says, abruptly letting go of me and walking away, leaving me feeling the most alone I’ve ever felt in my life. My arms wrap around myself to try and bring back his heat, but the moment he removed himself from me, my body ached for him to grab hold again. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before.
 
   “Tell me why I should,” I call out, wishing that it hadn’t popped out as he reaches the car. But as I see him slowly turn and raise a brow at me, I wonder if it was exactly what was needed in this moment.
 
   “Do you not know? Can you not feel it, Lilah? Hmm? Do not disgrace yourself or demean me. Are you asking for me to get down on one knee and proclaim some offering of commitment to the demons below us?” he asks, waving his cane around flamboyantly yet again, in what can only be described as exasperation.
 
   “Well, yes.” 
 
   He chuckles throatily and turns for the door, opening it and bowing, as if it is an invitation into his heart. The heart he professes not to have.
 
   “You are testing my nerves,” he counters, staring at me.
 
   “I’m still waiting for my offering of love.” He sighs, then throws his cane into the car and marches over towards me.
 
    “Bend over.” 
 
   I reward him with my best ‘absolutely not’ glare and tighten my arms over my chest.
 
   “Mmm, as you wish,” he says, and before I realise what’s happened, I am literally tossed over his shoulder like some errant schoolgirl. My feet kick at him until I am reminded that he will enjoy that, so I decide to hang limply over his shoulder while he fondles my arse on the sidewalk, waiting for whatever he deems the next move. Eventually, I am slung into the back of the car. My arse hits the seat and I scoot straight over to the other side to show my contempt at such juvenility.
 
   “Don’t ever do that again,” I snap across at him, desperately trying to right my dress, straighten my hair and regain some element of composure. Christ, I’ve never been so humiliated in my life. 
 
   “Why? You were behaving like a child, so I reprimanded you accordingly,” he replies as the car pulls away. “Straight to Alexander’s apartment, Martin.” 
 
   A child? He’s the one throwing me over his shoulder because he won’t just answer a damn question directly. My face screws up in defiance as I feel my insides churn with anger.
 
   “Have you heard yourself? We are not going there until you answer me,” I snap out, turning to face him and scowling out my fury. “Good lord, you’re a self-righteous, overbearing, infuriating son of a bitch. You do not scoop me up on the sidewalk because I challenge your unusual sensibilities, whatever they are. You answer the damn question. What do you think? That I will somehow forget my reasoning because you are unfathomably handsome and act like nothing I’ve ever seen before? I won’t. I will not squeal like some princess that believes herself less than you. I will not scream, nor shout because you treat me like a child. I am not a child. I am a fully grown woman with an opinion, and if you expect me to give you one inch of what you need, what you have asked of me, then you will answer me.” There, maybe he’ll get the damn point now.
 
   “Mmm. Would you like to prepare yourself?” he replies, gazing at me with the most amused smile I have ever witnessed.
 
   “For what? And answer the damn question.”
 
   “Alexander. Which question?” He raises a brow and laughs, picking up his cane and aiming it at my collar bone. I push it away in disgust, unwilling to allow him to distract me again.
 
   “Tell me why.”
 
   “Why Alexander? This is obvious, is it not? You have met him,” he replies, still trying to deflect from answering the damn question.
 
   I gaze over at him and wonder what it is that he needs in order to be honest. What makes a man like Pascal give his deepest thoughts away freely? Is it the pain? It can’t be sex, or anything to do with it. It is most definitely something to do with the feeling of being dominated or controlled. Maybe he finds humiliation appealing, or maybe it’s the feeling he gave me when he watched me make myself come, then helped me by slapping me. This strange sense of nothingness, just a peaceful place that envelops and calms somehow. They’re all such confusing emotions. What is the trigger? Is he truly submissive? How can a man like him be so inclined when he’s so overtly dominant? Why?
 
   “Are you or are you not a sub?” My brain surprises itself by shortening the term, like it’s something I understand, as if it is suddenly beneath me somehow. He simply continues to stare back at me, still amused with arrogance plastered all over his face as he straightens his cuffs and then fiddles with his cufflinks. “Give me those,” I snap, staring down at the gold swirling VDB on the black onyx. He narrows his eyes and opens his mouth. “Shut up, and give them to me.” His brow rises at the authority in my voice. God, I sound like an utter bitch. Unfortunately, this seems to be the best route forward when I comes to dealing with his games. “Now.” I try for a more quiet form of authority as I let the word lengthen in the car and watch him like a hawk. Thankfully, he hesitates for only a few more seconds before beginning to pull them from his shirt tentatively. He then stares at them for a while, his brow furrowing and relaxing again before quietly handing them over. “Who gave them to you?”
 
   “It is not your concern.”
 
   “Who?” I shout. Fucking man and his constant evasion.
 
   “Alexander.”
 
   It would be, wouldn’t it? My plan to lob them out of the window unless he answers me is immediately rattled. If there’s one thing that would probably draw a line right through any relationship between us it would be me doing something negative in regard to Alexander. Also, there is my job and apartment to think about. I turn my face from him and huff out a tired breath in defeat. Although, he has just given them to me, which surely shows that even with his adoration for the scary fucker that is Mr. White, he was prepared to give them to me. Me. Lilah James has just got Pascal Van der Braack to hand over what is probably an incredibly cherished possession. The corners of my lips rise slightly as I realise the enormity of what has just happened. His version of commitment. Like handing his heart over to me, a piece of Alexander that he just lost.
 
   “When you answer me honestly, you can have them back,” I say quietly, letting my eyes find the road and wondering what the rest of the day will hold in store for us all. One thing is for sure: I’m not ready for it, but as I tinker with my necklace and listen to his breathing next to me, I do know one thing. At least I am dressed for the occasion.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   We’ve just arrived at one of the most exclusive redevelopments in upper Manhattan and I’m hovering by the side of the car, clinging to the handle. I thought I would be okay with this. When he started talking about it, I wasn’t overly bothered. I just thought of whatever it is that saves me from being terrified of Mr. White; I imagined his normal persona, the one that actually talks like a human being, not the version that now seems to be revolving constantly in my mind. The one who damn near crushed the life out of my hand with a smile on his face, and certainly not the one who seems to freeze air somehow with his expressionless face. Balls. I am not in control of myself, again, and the casually relaxed man standing in front of the entrance, offering his hand, is not giving me any help to feel more comfortable. Although, he does still look remarkably tempting. Maybe we should just leave this and go back to his place – do the normal dating thing where we have another drink and then collapse into bed where I show him what he needs to do to achieve my orgasmic bliss. Not that he needs all that much help. My finger taps on the car door handle. It’s a better plan than this one, and hopefully I’ll still be in my right mind by the time it’s over. Pascal stares at me and frowns, his smile dispersing to a more concerned look. It’s real, genuine. He shakes his head a little and begins to make his way back to me. I rally my head back up and pull in a cleansing breath. I’m being stupid. I can do this. What is going to happen in there that I can’t handle, for God’s sake? Nothing. No one’s going to beat me. This is about Pascal and his needs. And even if someone does spank me, I enjoyed that before, didn’t I? I enjoyed that roughness, that new sensation of being manhandled. I loved it. It was exhilarating, scary, absorbing. What the fuck am I doing fannying about out here? Pathetic.
 
   Before he reaches me, I push off from the car and walk toward him instead, briefly nodding and avoiding his hand as I glide past. I am in control of this. I can do this, whatever this might be. I mean, what could possibly go wrong? I just need to learn how to help Pascal. Then we’ll be a normal couple. Threesome. Foursome. What the fuck will we be? My feet abruptly stop and I turn to face him. I don’t want anyone else anywhere near me. Images of the rape come flying back into my mind to haunt me.
 
   “What does this mean?” I’m not sure I even know what I’m asking him. He looks equally confused as he takes off his coat, even if that beautiful soft smile of his relaxes my nerves a little. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You appear frozen, my love,” he replies, slipping it onto my shoulders and gently pulling it closed beneath my chin so it instantly blocks out the cold. Oh God, I’m so confused. What am I doing? All these ups and downs are beginning to wear me down. One minute I’m trying to gain control, the next I’m so out of control I can’t stand it. Who am I? What the hell am I trying to be? I look at his slightly crinkled eyes and gaze into them again, hoping for enlightenment as he holds me softly and twitches his lips.
 
   “Why are you being gentle with me? You’re not with anyone else. Why?” Please, just answer the question and tell me what I need to hear. Just be truthful and then all this confusion will go away and I’ll know I’m doing the right thing, or at be trying to.
 
   “Mmm. It is concerning, no? Even I am entertained by my own decency on occasion. Would you rather I returned to my usual moronic, too tall, arrogant self? Hmm? We could reverse the roles instantly should you wish it. I am but a stone’s throw from driving my hand into your cunt so vigorously you squeal like a child,” he says, grinning like a Cheshire cat, seemingly without a care in the world. “And my cane is understandably bereft without your teeth wrapped around it.” 
 
   I smirk at his language, and then beam at him, because this world of his is becoming so normal to me. Almost in exasperation, I close my eyes and shake my head at yet another of his avoidance techniques, although I can’t help but continue to smile at him as he moves his hand to my back and applies a little pressure to get me moving.
 
   “Your mother should have washed your mouth out for language like that,” I say stupidly, given his admission of his mother’s beatings. His hand flinches on my back, momentarily halting his step before he strides on again, as if he’s trying to ignore the movement, but it’s firmly lodged in my mind. Regardless of the information he’s already admitted, there has to be more to the story than her just being abusive. There must be more, much more. He dismisses things so easily. He’s normally so unaffected by cheap shots. Perhaps Alexander knows. “She did then, yes?”
 
   “You ask too many questions – questions I cannot answer,” he says, pushing us past the liveried chap holding the door for us and across the foyer. It’s a gigantic place, probably Victorian, with gargoyles and exposed stonework. There’s a concierges desk at the side where a man is standing at attention and nodding at Pascal as if he knows him. He probably does.
 
   “Is everyone in Manhattan a member of your club?”
 
   “No, not all. More is the abominable pity. Vanilla ideology is still, unfortunately, ubiquitous.”
 
   “Hmm, you would change that?” I ask as he guides us to the elevator.
 
   “I would change the notion that we should behave as society dictates,” he eventually answers, having fiddled with his cane for a moment and waited for the doors to close. As the lift starts to rise, I gaze across at him and wonder what goes through his mind. Why would a man be so averse to anything normal?
 
   “Why?” He leans back against the mirror behind him and frowns, possibly at what he would consider a stupid question, I suppose.
 
   “Is it fair to tell a man that he cannot behave as the animal he truly is, that he should bow down to a hierarchical system that judges on a set of unfair principles, hmm? We are not all so inclined, my love. As you now know. We have base requirements that need attending to. Theologians, philosophers, poets – these types all describe an underlying senescent soul. Something that cannot be tamed nor corralled. A being within ourselves, some would call it.” Wow, okay.
 
   “Have you turned into Plato?”
 
   “I am in thought.”
 
   “You render me speechless. I wasn’t aware you thought.”
 
   He smirks and slaps me out of the elevator as it pings our arrival into a very large, open plan lounge area. It looks like a waiting area or lobby, so I look around for the doors into apartments. There is nothing but a large array of cream sofas and dark wood tables, all highly polished chrome and glass, and a sea of windows looking straight out into the park. I’m not even sure which side of the park we’re on anymore.
 
   “Pascal?” His voice comes from somewhere in the space, low and grumpy. It dawns on me that this must be his apartment. It’s no lobby. It’s actually his dwelling. It must be the entire floor. My confusion and nerves seem to dissipate into a blur of tingling, panic-stricken vibrations. My body is suddenly rigid, as if standing at attention for some world class sadist, and my fingers appear to have gone numb. They’re probably remembering their last encounter with him. Pascal snorts beside me and ambles into the room and around a corner, leaving me frozen to the spot. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him snorting before. Presumably, he thinks something is amusing. I am not amused. My hesitation at Alexander’s voice disgusts me. I can feel the bile in the pit of my stomach telling me to behave less like a moronic child or that imbecile on the streets, and more like the newer Lilah who would be unconcerned by any of this. Sadists and masochists. People who treat pain as if it is something to be worshipped, adored even. Perhaps I should just stride on in there and tell Mr. White how it’s going to be.
 
   Laughter echoes through to me. I listen to its timbre and try to convince my nerves to settle as I maintain my rigid stance and glance around the space. Mr. White appears to have gone from grumpy to relaxed in seconds. Clearly the very presence of Pascal is enough to make him happier. Not surprisingly, really. He clearly loves the man. Where’s Elizabeth?
 
   I take a tentative step forward and head towards the window. Maybe if I can just gaze at my blessed park for a moment, I can get this feeling to dissipate. A drink would be nice, too. Something warming. As always, the park is comforting, and immediately reminds me of the gentleman Pascal can be. The moments we’ve shared come racing back into my mind, allowing all the tension to simply evaporate. Whatever will happen here will happen because I asked for it. I told him I wanted this. He didn’t drag me here or force me into anything, which I’m damn sure he has done with others on occasion. This is me. My choice. I have chosen to embrace something I was unaware of before I met these people.
 
   “She’s no sadist, Pascal.” I hear Alexander’s voice from somewhere. My ears prick up at the conversation as I turn my head in their direction to see the man himself walking through towards me. He’s clad only in black jeans and a white shirt. His sleeves are rolled up and his bare feet pad on the floor almost silently. He reminds me of one of those sinister movie types – the ones who look every inch the hero, but are really only there to confuse and deceive. Still, the slight rise of his extraordinarily seductive mouth has my insides doing all sorts of things as those light blue eyes look me up and down. Pascal follows him, lighting a cigarette and heading for a tray of spirits over by the modern fire place. “Are you, Lilah?” 
 
   Am I what? “Excuse me?”
 
   “A sadist.” I’m not sure I know. I appear to be happy beating someone, but do I amble along the street thinking of ways to cause pain? No. What does that mean?
 
   “At this time, I’m not sure what I am. I only know that he needs what I can offer him,” I reply, trying to hold his gaze and telling myself to just be honest. He doesn’t like liars, and lying won’t get me anywhere anyway. Pascal returns with two large glasses of something and hands them to us as we continue to stare at each other. Eventually, Alexander widens his attractive mouth and turns from me, heading for a cream sofa and sitting.
 
   “You would have to make this difficult, wouldn’t you?” he mumbles, I’m not sure who to. Pascal smirks and finds a chair opposite him as Alexander tips his head back and closes his eyes. “What do you want from me?” 
 
   I’m not sure who he’s saying that to either, but I am, once again, in awe of his power. He is completely in control of himself. And Pascal. And me. Yet, he looks exhausted by it, as if the weight of the world is on his shoulders and he can’t bear it anymore. He’s nothing like Pascal. There isn’t an ounce of flair or drama with him. There is no ordering going on. He doesn’t need to. He just is. We are just beneath him somehow, which I’m not sure I’m happy about at all, regardless of the fact that it’s true. How does he manage that? I move towards them in interest before my brain catches up.  Pascal sinks back into the chair, and I simply gaze at him.
 
   “I need you to train me.”
 
   “Why?” he replies immediately, without opening his eyes. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why? Why should I teach you to take his tears? I told you I would help, but I want to know why before I give any part of him to you.”
 
   “Alexander, it is not your place to–”
 
   “IT DAMN WELL IS,” he shouts, cutting across Pascal and swinging his dark eyes to me. I tremble at the vibration of his voice as it echoes around the room and I look down to his frown. “Why should I share him with you?”
 
   It’s a good point. Why should he? In this odd world, there does seem to be a hierarchy of its own, and he shouldn’t be required to do anything he doesn’t want to do, I suppose. My mind engages its rational thought process, and I remember what he said to me in the coffee shop rather than trying anything else.
 
   “Because he asks me to. And because you told me I could look after him when you couldn’t.” He turns away again and frowns at Pascal instead.
 
   “Mmm. Do you need looking after? Are you that weak that you can’t deal with yourself anymore? I thought she was your pet, not the other way around.” 
 
   “Do not be such a self-indulgent bastard,” Pascal snaps back, removing his jacket and throwing it on the floor beside him. Alexander’s head tips at the move, and he gazes at the discarded material. “I do not have to ask permission anymore. There are a multitude of others who would train her.”
 
   “None of them will do, though, will they?” he replies, downing his drink and looking back at me. “So, I’ll ask again. Why?”
 
   I have no clue what he wants from me here. Does he want me to tell him I’m in love? Am I? I’m certainly not saying that in front of Pascal even if I am. I think I must be to even entertain any of this. I look back at Pascal, who doesn’t look his normal relaxed self, and wonder what it is that I’m asking for. Just to be with him? Do I think that if I do this then we can be normal? Am I normal? None of this is normal. I don’t know how to answer the question. It’s not rational, and working on his divorce behind his back only adds to the confusion. What about his daughter? We can’t be normal when I’m hiding so much from him. No matter what Alexander does, none of this will be right until that is settled and finished. A low rumble of a chuckle comes from beneath me again, apparently Alexanders amused, so I flick back to his gaze and frown at his enjoyment of my confusion.
 
   “Can I talk with you privately?” I ask. Those blue eyes chuckle again as he waves his hand in the direction of another room, so I take a step forward. He instantly puts a hand on my stomach to stop me and sends enough electricity through me to light up Manhattan. Everything quivers in response as he lets it linger there and watches my reactions to his touch. It’s not until Pascal gets up and walks away from us that I realize what’s happened. Even in that small gesture, he claimed his dominance in the space, making Pascal move rather than us, and halting my progression away from him.
 
   The moment the door closes behind Pascal, Alexander gets up in all his glory and towers over me. I raise my head and keep staring.
 
   “Why, Lilah?”
 
   “You said it was okay, that you’d help,” I reply, clenching my fists and waiting for an explosion of some sort.
 
   “Why should I give him to you?” he says again. Christ almighty, what the fuck does he want from me? I should slap him for asking. The thought is tempting.
 
   “I can’t say why. It’s just… I don’t know what I’m doing. I told you that, and you said you would help, so that’s why we’re here. He obviously thinks that–”
 
   “WHY?” he shouts angrily, reprimanding my navigation of his question. “If you want my help, you’ll fucking well tell me why the hell I should give him to you. What do you want with him?” 
 
   “Nothing more than he asks for,” I reply quietly, shrinking away from his glower slightly but desperately trying to keep hold of my own temper. How dare he yell at me? I’m helping him, for fuck’s sake. I could really do with the rational Mr. White at the moment, the one I saw in the business suit, or the one who talked casually and made me feel somewhere normal around him. He snarls at me and glances at my tight fists.
 
   “You know nothing of what he asks for. What he needs, or how that will impact your life. You have no idea what you are asking of me,” he replies, dismissing me as he moves away with a sneer of disapproval. My fists ball tighter. As if dealing with Pascal isn’t hard enough, now I’ve got a bigger one to appease, too? Christ, I’m at my limit. I can feel all those months of being dismissed crawling their way around me, rallying that poor unfortunate on the roadside to stand up for herself, for her rights.
 
   “No, I don’t, you’re right. And in reality, I don’t care. He’s in here,” I snap out, tapping my head and snatching a gulp of my much-needed drink. “I want him to be happy, satisfied, and I can’t do that without your guidance, or your fucking permission, it seems. It’s like he’s some damn toy of yours to be torn apart as and when you see fit.” He just shakes his head and refills his drink, still with his back to me.
 
   “He’s not my toy, Lilah. See how little you comprehend?” he snarls, snorting out a disgusted chuckle and making me feel like I’m ten years old. If there’s one thing I won’t put up with, it’s being made to feel incompetent. Who the hell does he think he’s talking to? I’ve survived far more than him, and I’ll fucking do it again if I have to. My anger rages through me at his mocking tone. Stupid little Lilah and her inability to do anything well. Arsehole. I don’t care how big or bad he is, I will not be treated like an idiot. 
 
   “You’re nothing but a child playing with something you don’t understand the rules of.”
 
   That’s it. All reasoning abandons my mouth to brain filter.
 
    “Well, it seems like he is to me, fucking odd as that might be,” I spit out at him, advancing a step and raising my head as high as it will possibly go. He still doesn’t turn but my mouth carries on. “You appear to treat him like one. I mean, who the hell are you to me, or to him? Why should any of this be of any consequence, other than the lying I’m currently doing to him, for you? I shouldn’t have to ask your fucking permission to date someone, least of all someone like him.” 
 
   I poke the bastard in the back to make him turn. He doesn’t, so I do it again. Fucking man. “Are you fucking listening to me? He shouldn’t need anyone’s permission for anything.” I’m rewarded me with a slight turn of his cheek. 
 
   Better.  
 
   I raise myself back again and snarl at his offered eye. “You dare stand there and question my intentions with your authority over him, like perhaps I should be bowing down to your good looks and sadistic proclivities, but I won’t. It’s not in my nature to bow down to anyone, not anymore. I’ve done quite enough of that in the last fucking year. And if I were going to, it wouldn’t be to somebody who uses violence and death threats as their only fucking weapons.” 
 
   That seems to strike a chord. His movement around the drinks tray stops instantly and he slowly turns to face me. The full effect of the sneer that fills the room with potential tempests makes me rationalise to some degree. I suck in and then blow out a breath to try and calm my swearing tirade at least a little. Holding my hands up at the darkening frown that continues to descend, I try for a more balanced approach instead. “Look, for some profound reason that even I don’t recognise at the moment, I only want what’s in his best interests. I need your help for that, which you did offer. You want your answer regarding why, there it is. I’m not divulging anything else.” I’m not. It’s none of his damn business and I don’t even understand it myself yet. “I shouldn’t have to.”
 
   He does nothing but raise a brow at my tantrum and then smirks. His chuckle comes after a few prolonged seconds of internally fuming at his audacity, and him casually glancing me up and down again. 
 
   “Sit, Lilah,” he eventually says. “And calm yourself down. If you can’t take a small amount of battering from me, you’ll never hold up to his persuasive ways. Didn’t I tell you it would be easier after this was all over? Now you’ll have to lie to him and try to manage him at the same time,” he continues, waving his hand at the sofa and chuckling again. “Believe it or not, I was trying to help.”
 
   I watch his smile grow ever wider and chastise my own stupidity as I unclamp my fists. He’s been playing me, getting me to say what he wants to hear. Presumably, what he wanted was my temper and to see whether I have enough of it for his liking. I fucking do.
 
   “Are you normal at all?”
 
   “He would say not. She would say occasionally,” he replies, taking my glass from me and handing me another full one. “Do you have much control over that mouth of yours?”
 
   “What?” Where did that come from? Are we talking blowjobs or something else? I stare back at him in confusion.
 
   “I pushed you for an answer, and without much hassling, you gave me one. Can you do better than that? I can teach you all the ways to cause pain, Lilah, but it’s not about that for him. He does need it, but you have to get past his mind first in order to achieve results.”
 
   “I don’t understand what that has to do with my mouth.” 
 
   “No, you wouldn’t,” he replies, sighing with a snort of dismay.
 
   My mouth goes to open again, and then I realise I don’t even know what I want to ask. I’m lost. I’m lost and sitting in a room with Alexander White, having just screamed at him, trying to convince him to teach me to become a sadist. All of my bravado leaves me as I perch uncomfortably on the edge of his sofa and stare into the distracted eyes of a man I hardly know. He does nothing to ease the silence in the room. He just lounges in his own chair and stares back at me. I don’t think he’s even here with me. His face is blank, as if he’s cut off the conversation because I’m not worthy of continuing with. Or maybe he’s just got something else more interesting to think about.
 
   “I do want this,” I eventually mumble out. He sighs and then stands abruptly, grabbing a pen and some paper from the desk beside him and starting to write something down. 
 
   “I want you to take this with you, and when you get his tears, I want you to do what’s natural in that moment,” he says, folding it and slipping it into an envelope. “The next day, when you’re on your own, open it. If what I’ve written is what happened then you can have him with my blessing. Is that fair?” 
 
   “I’m not sure I’d call it fair,” I reply, tucking it into my coat pocket and frowning.
 
   “It’s the best you’ll get from me. I’ll teach you. I’ll train you. But be under no illusion, if it doesn’t work, I will rip him away from you in an instant with no thought to how you feel. He will be my priority through all of this. He and Elizabeth always will be.”
 
   “Okay.” It’s all I can say, as if there’s any other response to give to such a proposal. My mind conjures up all sorts of images around the word ‘training’. What training? Am I to become stronger somehow? Bigger? How does one create pain when one is so small? And what on earth am I supposed to do in the day? Potter my way through legal documents and try to locate a missing sister while I bloody a man as much as possible in the evening? God, this is stupid. I’m an idiot. I hang my head in confusion and stare at the beige carpet, hoping for some sort of inspiration to make this more normal somehow.
 
   A humming sound radiates through the room from the other end of the apartment. 
 
   “Is she here?”
 
   “No,” he replies, nodding at the door. “That’s him. He’ll be running a bath.”
 
   “A bath?” Nice time to relax.
 
   “It’s his stress reducing technique. It seems he’s stressed, and given that you’ve taken his cufflinks, I’m not surprised. It’s the reason I’m agreeing to this.”
 
   “How did you…?” I stop myself mid-sentence and laugh lightly. Clearly the man notices everything, although how he knew I’d taken them, I don’t know. “What do you mean, it’s the reason?”
 
   “He fought me over you, then tells me he kisses you, and now he’s allowed you to take my gift from him. If you were me, wouldn’t you think there was someone reasonably important sitting in front of you?” My smile slowly increases.
 
   “What does that mean for the work I’m doing for you?” I ask, trying to remove my smug grin and find my rational head again, because the glower descending onto his face does not appear happy.
 
   “You just carry on doing what you’re doing,” he says, turning away from me and walking towards the sound. “Preferably better than you currently are. We’ll meet every other day at 8pm in Eden to train.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, nodding.
 
   He disappears around the corner, then reappears a few seconds later with a length of black rope in his hand.
 
   “Okay? You say it as if you’ve just agreed to feed a dog,” he says, coiling the rope and tying it into some kind of knot.
 
   “Well, I have, haven’t I?” He laughs and continues with his coiling, wrapping it over into another knot until it looks like a yachting masterclass. “What’s that for?”
 
   “Training,” he says, throwing it by my feet and putting his hands in his pockets.
 
   “What do I need rope for?”
 
   “You think he’ll just stand there and let you hurt him? You’re small, Lilah. You’ll need to deny him his strength against you, not something I have a problem with. The sound of metal keeps him anxious and doesn’t allow his subspace, so handcuffs and shackles are useless. Look up the term Shibari. Learn as much as you can. Quick ties and release knots – or perhaps not on the release front. I’ll leave that up to you. He doesn’t have a safeword, so…” He doesn’t finish that sentence as I gawp at the terminology suddenly erupting from him so casually. He’s just standing there talking about these things as if they’re all perfectly acceptable. He doesn’t appear worried in the least as he openly talks about the most effective way to restrain a man. Hurt him. “Can you fight?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Fight, Lilah. Defend yourself, or more importantly, attack?”
 
   “This is about sex, isn’t it? Love?”
 
   “Yes, and I would assume so.”
 
   “Then why would I need to–”
 
   “Fight? Imagine a captive wolf, Lilah. Imagine it gnawing at a metal cage, even chewing through its own flesh to get free? Then take its cubs away and taunt it with them. Rile it up to the point where it knows no boundaries when it comes to exacting its revenge. Can you imagine the ferocity of that situation? Can you picture the severity of the backlash when you eventually open the door?”
 
   I’m nodding, because what the fuck else am I supposed to do with that explanation. “I can take the brunt of his weight when that happens. You can’t. So you use the rope, and you use it until he’s calmed down.”
 
   “You make him sound like an animal.”
 
   He just raises a brow again and smirks, and for a second or two, I find myself falling into his darkening blue eyes. Is he aroused just talking about this? I could deal with that for him. I’m feeling pretty wound up myself. My thighs are trembling and some odd sensation is riding up my throat, making me want to fuck anything that moves. What is that? Christ. I need to get a handle on myself.
 
   I cough out the need to rip my clothes off and look down at the rope. Rope. Shibari. Sounds like an arty thing. I’ll have a look later.
 
   “Should we call him out again?”
 
   “No, I’m enjoying the distraction.”
 
   “Distraction from what? Is something wrong?”
 
   He slumps down onto the sofa and pinches his brow, suddenly looking utterly different than the man of a few seconds ago, lost in turmoil of his own.
 
   “I’m a sadist, Lilah. I’m in love with a woman who has a heart of pure gold. I have killed my brother. I have a missing sister who I’m beginning to worry about, and a funeral that I couldn’t go to because I’m too ashamed of my father’s behaviour to be able to stand by the dead man’s family. The only thing that is not wrong is the man in that room, and I’m considering handing him over to you. Does anything sound right?”
 
   Sometimes, “Oh,” is the only response to give.
 
   “And I shouldn’t have said any of that to you. Fucking Cognac.” My snort of laughter echoes around the space so loudly that he drops his head back on the sofa and chuckles to himself. “Shall we get more inebriated and set the world to rights?”
 
   With a real live killer, who happens to be far too attractive for his own good, and far too tempting for mine? Yes, please. I think the cognac is also getting to me, so I sip at it again and then put it down on the glass side table.
 
   “I think perhaps it’s time that I left you to it,” I reply, far more sensibly than I feel, and I get up and start to make my way towards the elevator.
 
   “No, stay. Please. Keep me company,” he says quietly, holding his hand out to me. “It’s good to talk, and I need the diversion from my normal response to this type of irritation.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “In the bath.”
 
   “Oh. Isn’t Elizabeth more useful when you need to… Umm…”
 
   “She’s breakable.”
 
   “And you don’t want to break her?”
 
   “Not at the moment.”
 
   “But you do him?”
 
   “He likes being broken.”
 
   “Who broke him before you?”
 
   “Hmm. That’s a good question,” he says, banging his glass of Cognac on his head. “His wife did, but it’s the person before that I’m more interested in. If you find out, let me know.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   It’s the headmaster. I smile to myself at knowing something he doesn’t, and walk back over and sit again. He wants company, though I have no idea how to go about entertaining him. How does one have a relaxed conversation with a sadist while another is lounging in the bath around the corner, naked? I don’t stop myself from looking towards the corridor and wishing he’d just wander out here and bend me over one of these sofas. Or maybe I could watch whatever it is that these two get up to when they’re on their own. Perhaps we should talk about that. He did say the only thing that was right was Pascal. I wonder how they met. They couldn’t be more different, really. Alexander is clearly from London, although the slight raise in dialect proves he’s been circulating in wealthy society for some time. 
 
   “Where did you two meet?”
 
   He downs his drink and slowly pours another, tipping the decanter at me. I shake my head and look down at my full glass. Seems he’s on a mission to get intoxicated.
 
   “It was in Venice, in a kitchen,” he says, chuckling a little at the memory. “He had a woman spread open on the table and was holding a sliver teaspoon between his teeth.”
 
   “A teaspoon? What was he going to do with that?”
 
   “I wouldn’t deny you the pleasure of finding out for yourself, but needless to say, we became friends from that day forward.”
 
   “Just friends?”
 
   “Until recently, yes. Are you ready to hear more?”
 
   I push off my heels and pull my legs up to settle back onto the sofa, making myself comfortable and asking for the information he’s offering. He just crosses his legs and gazes again for a while, rubbing his jaw in contemplation before opening his mouth and starting to talk. It’s the voice he uses when he’s in calm mode, smooth and melodic in its cadence. It has a strength about it that makes me rest my head back and just listen because of its authority. I sit up when he begins to talk about information I’m craving – who Pascal was when they met, how he behaved, what Alexander thought of him at first. Maybe one day Pascal will be as forthcoming with his life story. Maybe one day he’ll trust me enough to give me more than he currently does and just let me in. Perhaps that’s what this training is all about really, to teach me how to make that happen. 
 
   Before I know it, my glass is empty. He passes the decanter over, so I fill up again and sip gently, savouring the taste and every single word that comes out of his mouth.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   He stalked the room with only one purpose, to tarnish the ass of anything that would be obliging enough, whether they liked it or not. Last night’s adventure had been less than fulfilling. An inebriated Alexander delving into morbid self-fascination, and then relieving himself of the deathly dull torment Elizabeth was currently placing him under, was torturous to attend to. She had apparently gone home and flat out refused to allow him to go with her. She had ordered him to stay in New York and ‘sort his shit out’, whatever that meant. He was not sure of the reasoning behind such an argumentative escape. He had simply climbed out of the bath to find an almost intoxicated Lilah and practically paralytic Alexander rolling around on the floor, laughing like a couple of reprobates. Much as he was not amused by the thought that they had not taken his request seriously, he could not help but be enamoured of such closeness between the two of them, at least for the time being. It was good to watch his beloved laughing to the point of crying. He deserved some relaxation after all the self-masochism he had been placing himself under. Dealing with Alexander when Elizabeth was around to confuse his sensibilities was difficult. Now that she was gone, perhaps this tryst could continue with the clarity needed for finality. It was for the best that he not have to cope with her morality guidelines for a while. Lilah would help him heal, and in turn, hopefully find the correct route for them all.
 
   With his own input to correct misguided decisions, obviously.
 
   Now, though, he needed to defile something, anything. Where was Ruebin? Or Emanuelle? Hmm. A new ‘it’ hurried herself past him dressed in little more than a wrapped caging of PVC. The tiny thing checked behind to see if he was following her. He was, although he wasn’t at all sure how that had occurred. Her ass, it seemed, had called to his cock. It was more than distracting. Several turns later and he found himself pressed against her heated frame, bending her over a useful whipping bench. When was the last time he’d whipped something? He stopped his fondling and raised his brow in thought. He couldn’t remember.
 
   “Monsuier, s’il vous plait,” she begged, her heavy New Orleans accent slipping deliciously into French. Olive dark skin glistened at him as he watched the rise and fall of her back muscles. Her black curly hair tumbled around a cat mask as she peered up at him meekly. Another little kitten to play with.
 
   Submitting to everything was intolerable, and watching the two of them laughing together had only heightened his need to pull something to pieces. Alexander had been his first thought at the time. Arrogant, undisciplined fool. It was continually unfathomable to him why he loved the man so. Perhaps if he ripped the skin from this new little plaything, he could remember why, or at least remind himself why he was cavorting with the idea of another new Lucinda.
 
   He began the process of stretching her into the buckles and tightened them until she screamed aloud. The noise soothed his soul a little, eliciting varying images of debauchery. He could use something else to alleviate the need for his own self-discipline, though, something to tame the inevitable given his current mood. He scanned the room and found Emanuelle, who would have been useful if she hadn’t been pinned against the dark oak cross by an imbecile who should have known better than to play with Pascal’s toys. He sighed in frustration and ratcheted the last strap in place. These responsibilities were becoming monotonous.
 
   “Do stay there, my dear,” he said, biting into the little thing’s shoulder and savouring the sound of her cry. Mmm.
 
   “Thomas, you are gay. Leave my pet alone,” he snapped, lightly smacking the back of the boy’s head with his cane. Thomas ducked and turned to glare. It was a good glare, entirely dominant with piercing green eyes, which would be useful at some point in the future. However, now was not the future.
 
   “But I thought I could–”
 
   “Did you? Do not do that in my club. Thinking is a wholly unsuitable discipline for a mind such as yours,” he cut in, releasing Emanuelle from her extremely unserviceable bindings and helping her back down to the floor.
 
   “But you said I should learn?”
 
   “I said you should forage, quietly. This is neither foraging, nor quiet,” he snapped, smoothing the back of the poor girl’s blonde locks and pointing her in the direction of the bar. Maybe she could entertain Jon for a while. For some reason, had turned up for a night of deviancy. Odd really, that he should come here. He would normally have been frequenting The Parlour. He swung his eyes back to his nephew and waited for some explanation for his stupidity.
 
   “Umm, I don’t understand. Emmanuelle said it would be acceptable to try and–”
 
   “She did not. Under no circumstance would she have allowed you to so much as touch her without my consent.” This was undisputable. She knew better. “And what, pray tell, are you wearing?”
 
   The boy looked down at himself and lovingly stroked the fine Italian blue silk jacket that should have been hanging in his own closet.
 
   “It seemed fitting,” he replied with a shrug. A shrug. He raised his own eyes to the heavens above and chastised the bastard up there for ever delivering such a moron into his family. Even if he was kink filled, and looked extremely good in his clothing. He grasped the boy’s ear and dragged him towards a quiet corner, which happened to be close to the little thing still locked into the whipping bench. She now appeared to be rubbing her cunt on it. He smacked his cane across her ass to discipline her behaviour, which was a somewhat flawed plan given her moan of appreciation.
 
   “Thomas, how am I supposed to train you if you defy my rules?”
 
   “Oom, I–"
 
   “This is the first rule you disobey. You call me Sir in here. There is no other name than that. Secondly, you dare touch my clothes without my permission? Moronic. Thirdly, you dare touch my pets without my permission? It is intolerable, Thomas. Give me strength.”
 
   “Sorry.” Sorry? Was this supposed to be an apology? For two of the three, it might have been acceptable. For his clothes, it was not.
 
   “Take them off.” The boy began to walk away. “No, Thomas. Here.” He stopped and looked around the packed space nervously, which only furthered Pascal’s need to embarrass him for his absurdity.
 
   “But, what about all these people?”
 
   “What about them? Hmm? The room is filled with near naked bodies. Your scrawny little cock on display should not be of concern to any lucid human being.” 
 
   Talking of scrawny cocks, where was Ruebin? He scanned the room again and waited for the small blonde head of hair to come into view. Nothing appeared other than the sea of writhing bodies and fire erupting in the corner. It seemed Jed was having his normal flame throwing competition with the juniper berry twins. Hmm.
 
   He beckoned to Emanuelle, who was now on her knees beneath Jon, and told her to find the little runt. As she walked away, Jon nodded at him and began to walk over. Hmm, it seemed more business was on the agenda. Given that they hadn’t quite finished their conversation the other day, he supposed now was as good a time as any. Although the moaning behind him was divinely distracting. “Now, Thomas. Clothes. And fold them prudently,” he snapped, tapping the boy’s ass with his cane and watching Jon cross the room casually, looking his ever attractive self, distinguished rogue that he was. Shame he wasn’t the least bit interested in men.
 
   He heard rustling behind him, so he advanced a step to meet what could only be described as an older and far wiser version of Alexander White.
 
   “Pascal,” he said quietly by way of greeting. Jon had never been loud nor aggressive in his demeanour. He had never needed to be. Those who knew him knew that one demonstration of non-submission to his clear dominance was enough to receive the swiftest of reprimands, which would be delivered with the finest precision. He was a man Pascal himself admired in some ways. Casually domineering. What he lacked in looks, he made up for in sheer nobility. He also carried a weapon with him most of the time, which he was unashamed of using, frequently. They shook hands as the man leaned past him and noticed the little thing still grinding her cunt into the bench. “What is that?”
 
   “Inconsequential, at present,” Pascal replied, glancing at Thomas who was halfway through removing his trousers, then back at Jon.
 
   “I don’t know. It looks of consequence to me.” Jon slipped his hands into his pockets and walked past him to inspect the little thing. He rolled his eyes and blew out yet another frustrated breath. Would he ever get some time to just be? First errant children, and now having to share his new prizes with Insbrucker? Fucking responsibilities and torturous ideals of respect. All he wanted was some peace of his own. Lilah sprang to mind instantly – an entirely unacceptable response to an overly irritated mind.
 
   Jon’s gaze roamed the skin of the ‘it’ and watched closely as he removed a hand and began to gently run it down her spine. She shivered and shuddered accordingly and then groaned as he tipped her head upwards so he could look at her face.
 
   “Pretty thing,” he said mundanely. Never had the man been interested in something’s face. He was more concerned with their ability to take a belt to extreme levels.
 
   “I know not of her abilities,” he replied swiftly as Ruebin’s body glided to his side. “Ah, take this moron and show him what he should be doing,” he snapped, pointing his cane at a fully unclothed Thomas who was holding his hands across his cock, presumably to shield his embarrassment. The boy had grown somewhat since the last time he saw him naked, which was around ten years ago, he supposed. He was a fine specimen who should not feel the least bit embarrassed by his nakedness. 
 
   Ruebin blushed.
 
   “Are you unwell?”
 
   “No, Sir. I am well enough.”
 
   “Are you in need of servicing?”
 
   “If you should wish so, Sir.” 
 
   Mmm. He glanced across at Thomas to find him leering like an untrained puppy, and rolled his eyes at the moronic display of interest. Dominant he may have been, but civilised he was not.
 
   “Thomas,” he snapped, clicking his fingers to draw the attention of his nephew, who continued staring while practically drooling at Ruebin. “That is not to be touched. Do you understand?” A scream sounded behind him, so he spun to watch as Jon shoved something inside the ‘it’. 
 
   “What was that?” Thomas asked, quick as a flash.
 
   “Handcuffs,” Jon said slowly, backing away and watching the girl writhe about uncomfortably.
 
   “Inside her? What use would they be in there?” the idiot replied. Yet again, he despaired at the family resemblance. The fool needed training before he ruined his own reputation.
 
   “If you put your hand in, you’ll find out,” Jon replied, with a tell-tale smile forming around his sin-filled mouth. Thomas instantly moved forward and dropped his hands, leaving his cock exposed. Snorting in amusement at the boy’s fascination, he turned back to Ruebin instead.
 
   “You find him pleasing?”
 
   “Yes,” Ruebin replied, looking at the floor and continuing with his blushing. A small pang of humility shot through him at the boy’s clear interest.  He supposed if anyone were to help Thomas learn, it would be a good match. “He looks like you, Sir.”
 
   “Mmm.” He did indeed. “He is untrained. Wayward. Difficult, and useless I would assume.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Useless, unfulfilling, not yet a master in the art of ass fucking. Nor tormenting runts like yourself.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Quite,” he said, returning his gaze to the errant groping that was occurring on the little ‘it.” She was not moaning in approval any longer, more groaning in repulsion at the idiotic adolescent fumbling between her thighs. He hadn’t seen Jon laugh quite so much in some time. “Should you wish to engage, I would not forbid it.” Ruebin’s head swung around to his so quickly he could well have decapitated himself in the process. 
 
   “You would allow me this freedom?”
 
   “Mmm. However, you will make him come and request it of me. Should I find you have disobeyed me, I will not be held responsible for my actions. I had other plans for you that are now questionable. It seems fate is interrupting my schedule. ”
 
   “Of course, Sir.”
 
   “Take him then. I have business to discuss with Jon,” he said, waving his hand at Thomas, who now appeared to be rutting on the ‘it’s’ ass in some manner that was highly unappealing. Exasperated by the ungodly display of lunacy, he smacked his cane around the moron’s head again. This resulted in a yelp of pain, swiftly followed by a much more discerning scowl directed firmly at himself. He watched the fists clench first, then the frame grow, then the look of clear dominance try to claim some element of respect for itself. 
 
   “Better, Thomas. Far more acceptable than the pathetic attempt at fucking you were endeavouring to achieve.” Thomas’ frown descended more thoroughly. It was somewhat like looking in a mirror, although very clearly less of an attractive reflection. “Now, Ruebin will guide your unknowledgeable ass around. Do not question the whys. Simply do as you are told.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Thomas huffed out. 
 
   Petulant child. Maybe he should have left him with Jon for an hour or so. The man may not be interested in men, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t happy to deliver damage to their skin on occasion.
 
   He watched Thomas walk away and reminded himself of his own misadventures all those years ago.
 
   “We all start somewhere, Pascal,” Jon said, his tone amused.
 
   “Hmm.” He was not willing to discuss the merits of his family connections. Jon was not to be trusted any further than a brick would be against a window pane. It did not matter the length of time they had been acquainted, nor the misfortune they had caused when enjoying an evening’s entertainment. They were simply contacts in the same profession. His trust of anything other than Alexander was questionable. Perhaps Ruebin, and occasionally his rose.
 
   “Where did we get to with our discussion the other day?” The man slowly weaved his hand over the girl’s cuffs until he had clipped the links together to hold her wrists behind her back at her ankles.
 
   “I’m not sure I remember. Something about you being bored with business and ready to leave America and its imbeciles behind, I think,” he replied, drawing on the hook above his head and levering it down so it would clasp onto the binding by her ass.
 
   “Mmm. Yes, thoroughly dulled. I believe I was beginning to gauge your interest in taking over.”
 
   “Taking over what?”
 
   “The trade you are about to purchase.”
 
   “Isn’t that Roxanne’s?” he replied, walking to the pulley on the side wall.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “You old hound. You’ve been in control of this all along? You kept that well-hidden.” Jon narrowed his eyes at the deceit. The man must have been aware that he yanked the strings. He couldn’t have thought Lucinda was in control.
 
   “I find your pretence of ignorance confounding. Do you believe I have gone mad since our last meeting?” Jon chuckled and stepped back to look at his handiwork as the little ‘it’ swung around in front of them at eye level.
 
   “Could I use your cane?” 
 
   The man received the sternest of glares, along with a snort of disgust. No one touched his cane, certainly not his new one. Another chortle of hilarity lingered in the air as the man reached for a knobbly whatnot on the wall beside him instead. “Why would you give it away now? It must be profitable.”
 
   “I am bored of it, and am considering retirement.”
 
   “Retirement? I see Alexander’s in full control then. You’ll be wearing that collar permanently soon. Do you have it on under that cravat?”
 
   “He is not.” It fell from his mouth quicker than he might have liked, but something about Jon uttering the words riled his innards. It belittled him and his empire. Yet the collar sitting in his velvet coat pocket did nothing to alleviate the thought. It only added to the confusion. 
 
   “It is nothing to do with him. I am simply bored.”
 
   “Hoping for slippers and a family, my friend?” Jon quipped, pushing the girl’s head so viciously that she span in a quick circle. “Have your depravity laden days been leashed? I did wonder if he’d ever get around to it.” Pascal watched the ‘it’ spinning and recognised the fear in her eyes. She was not, it seemed, quite so ready for torture as he had first assumed.
 
   “I am not leashed, Jon. I’m simply in need of a change, perhaps new interests to defile,” he replied, grasping at the leg of the girl to stop her from spinning. “Perhaps we should continue this in my office,” he continued, crooking his finger at a passing young submissive male and then pointing to the pulley on the wall. The man instantly walked past and began to lower the girl to a safer level.
 
   “I wasn’t finished with that,” Jon said, picking up a drink and slipping his other hand back into his pocket again. 
 
   “You would rather play with this innocent than procure more money? It seems you are the one who is searching for slippers, Jon. Should you wish for her to be included in the sale, I could arrange it.”
 
   The man chuckled and started to walk away from him in the direction of the door, so he turned to ensure the little ‘it’ was unstrapped, and nodded at the boy doing it. Why he was so bothered by its wellbeing he could not fathom. Maybe he was going soft. Chocolate brown eyes lingered in his mind for a moment as he reached for the cuffs and manoeuvred them until they slipped out of the ‘its’ cunt. He found himself smiling at them. Not the ‘its’ of course, Elizabeth’s. They blinked at him gently, just as they had done the first time he touched her in his office. The first time he was given permission to engage with her. Warm, inviting, kind. Decent. And, unfortunately, not the least bit dull. Hmm. He chuckled and turned to look at his club full of the indecent instead. His rose had a lot to answer for.
 
   “Monsieur?” 
 
   He twisted a little to find ‘it’ now gazing up at him as she rebalanced herself and ran her hands through her mass of dark curls. “Merci, monsieur.” Hmm. 
 
   He tapped her on the head and waved his hand towards the mass of bodies practising their menage positions. She would be managed accordingly over there. She scuttled in their direction and was immediately welcomed into the fray with open arms.
 
   Picking up his drink, he meandered across the space towards the exit. It seemed his evening’s entertainment was over for now, but he supposed if he could get the slavery trade off his books and onto someone else’s, it would be a step closer to a peace of some sort. And his rose would never need to find out. Perhaps he would go back to Italy when this was done. He longed for the European verve. Their sarcasm. Their darkness. It was home. His home. Not England. However, England was Alexander’s home. And Lilah’s. That thought entered into his disturbed mind faster than he would have liked. Why was she always in there, meddling around with his sanity? 
 
   Opening the office door, he found Jon waiting on the sofa with a pack of cards already dealt out.
 
   “You must think me insane.” He laughed, pulling his jacket from his shoulders and laying it over the back of a chair while reaching for the phone. “You’re a double-dealer and we both know it. Deal them again.” He rang through for some coffee and downed his drink. Dull indeed, but alcohol and numbers did not mix well. He walked over to the safe and drew out the stick full of protected data, throwing it into the middle of the table near the cards.
 
   “Everything you might need will be on that memory stick. Dates, contacts, etc. No figures. They are all in Rome, and I will not release them until the deal is complete.”
 
   “You expect me to purchase something without seeing its worth?”
 
   “I expect you to remember how much you are about to give me for your purchase of this current batch, and then multiply that by somewhere close to twenty others. You should also then multiply that by quarterly intakes. Across five continents. That should give you an appropriate figure to comprehend.”
 
   The whistle that rang through the air was high enough that his dogs could have heard it from England. He missed his dogs. His beloveds were loyal to a fault. Apart from Azaezel, who had a penchant for redheads encased in diamonds, it seemed. Traitor.
 
   “That’s a lot of money, Pascal. What makes you think I could afford such hedonism?” Jon said, re-dealing the cards and watching the maid enter with coffee.
 
   “It is your choice. I will simply disband it if you do not wish for it. The contacts will be buried or dispensed with, the trade stopped, and the last of the money left to mount in my accounts,” he replied, picking up his hand and leaning back into the chair. “I do not need it anymore. It is up to you whether you take it from me or not.”
 
   “How old are they?”
 
   “All of legal consent.”
 
   “Nothing younger?”
 
   “I am not a paedophile, nor do I trade in such abominable kinks.”
 
   “Shame. It’s profitable. Maybe I could add it on.”
 
   “You can do as you wish once the deal is completed.”
 
   “And Roxanne will be alright with this?”
 
   “She is not relevant. I told you, it is not hers to trade.”
 
   “I doubt she thinks so,” he replied, chuckling. “I know she’s your wife. Doesn’t that mean she owns half of everything?” 
 
   Pascal’s head shot up far too quickly, giving away his surprise. How did he know such a thing? No one knew apart from Alexander and Elizabeth, unless he had been told by Lucinda herself, and why would she? 
“Don’t looked so shocked. She’s quite the talker when you have her pinned correctly. You didn’t train her well enough. You only have yourself to blame.” 
 
   Anger flared across him. How dare the man question his abilities? And why the hell was he pinning her at all? Not that it bothered him, only that Lucinda hadn’t submitted to anyone but him in four years, and only on occasion. That was the very reason he had trusted her with all the information she possessed. He sneered at the man as he chuckled and took another card. “You have been foolish, Pascal. That woman has too much of you shut up in her little office for me to be able to ignore.”
 
   “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “No, not at the moment.”
 
   Quiet descended as he tried to fathom what the hell Jon was up to while also trying to remain unfazed in appearance. Why would he even mention this if he didn’t intend to do something with the information? He watched the commanding hands shuffling and transferring his cards around and picked up his coffee to do something with his own.
 
   “If I did do this, my wife wouldn’t be pleased.”
 
   “Your wife is never pleased. She is a maudlin old hag. I am astounded you have remained with her all these years.”
 
   “She is the mother of my children,” he replied quietly, as if that was reason enough. He supposed it was to some degree. Not that he would know. “Children change everything. Things become less about liking someone, and more about a common bond of care. Something you would have little knowledge of, it appears.”
 
   “What are you inferring?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   He narrowed his eyes at the man and sipped at his coffee. Jon was up to something. He threw his straight flush of hearts on the table and felt the need to get up and pace about. That was most definitely not the correct thing to do, so he remained still instead. “You seem nervous, boy.”
 
   Pascal instantly snarled at the term and reminded himself of the man in front of him, who, it seemed, was beginning to throw his weight around. Why was still unknown.
 
   “What do you want, Jon?”
 
   “Nothing. I thought we were discussing business?”
 
   “Why are you discussing my wife then?”
 
   “I’m not. It was just a passing comment. You’re the one discussing your wife. Why didn’t you tell me you were married?”
 
   “I was not inclined to tell anyone.”
 
   “She’s quite the squealer, isn’t she?”
 
   “I don’t see how that’s relevant to anything we’re discussing.”
 
   “It is if she’s involved. You’re asking me to buy something in which she’s involved. Maybe I should just ask her to give it to me instead. She is under my control now. Why should I have to purchase anything?” Pascal laughed out loud. Lucinda was anything but bought and paid for by one man.
 
   “Jon, Roxanne is one of the highest paid Dommes in the country. She is under no one’s control. Least of all yours. If anyone’s, she is still mine.”
 
   “Don’t be more foolish than you already appear. You gave your right to her away the instant you agreed to Alexander’s terms. Why did you do that? Stupid boy. You sit there in your suits and your glory, but you’ve given it all away, Pascal. I thought better of you and your decisions. He owns you now. Do you even have the right to sell this from beneath him?”
 
   Is that what the world thought of him now because of the scene in Berlin? The thought near scared the life out of him. Jon was right. Did he have the right to sell this anymore? Yes. Fucking degenerate coming in here and trying to cause trouble. The man’s very being suddenly disgusted him. He stood and stalked around the other side to lean over him.
 
   “He does not own me,” he spat in reply, suddenly furious with the connotation regardless of the love he felt. “There is no official collaring.” And there certainly wasn’t now that he had made the man release him for Elizabeth’s sake. “This is my business, my empire, and I will not have you coming in here and threatening me. You will leave, instantly.” 
 
   The man didn’t move. He simply sat there smiling and still looking over his cards. “I have a straight flush, Jon. Get out. You have lost.” Slowly, the man rose to his full height and glanced at the discarded cards on the table, still with his smile in place and an ever growing look of superiority, which was concerning.
 
   “What happens if I take your six of hearts away?”
 
   “What?” The man reached down and drew the card from the table as he stood to face him calmly.
 
   “The six. What happens if I take it from you?” He didn’t reply. He had no clue what the man was suggesting or inferring, so he simply stood his ground and formed the most uninterested gaze he could muster. “Pretty things, these hearts. Especially the little ones. They have a certain innocence to them that the higher ranking cards fail to exude.”
 
   Exasperated with riddles that made no sense at all, Pascal turned and walked to the door to open the fucking thing. Either the man would walk out himself, or he might have to throw him out. At least he’d taken his jacket off for the war that would ensue.
 
   “Leave. I am bored of your games.” 
 
   Jon chuckled again and wandered towards him. “That is a problem. You see, I am not bored of my games, and you have just given me a fine one to play. Does she still mean enough to you? Enough that you would defy your precious Alexander? She doesn’t seem to think so. I’m not sure yet. Maybe you would for the right reason, hmm?” he said, weaving his way past and out into the hallway. “Oh, I’ll ask her what she thinks about me taking over, shall I? As you’re bored of it all.”
 
   He didn’t reply, just sneered at whatever it was the man was trying to suggest and watched the bouncer begin to open the door. He coughed a little to announce he was not to do so. The man could open his own fucking door, and preferably trip his way down the fucking steps and break his neck after doing so. What the hell was he doing? Why? Watching him casually skipping down the steps, hands in his pockets as he wandered across to his waiting car, whistling like he’d just had a day at the park, did not settle his nerves at all.
 
   His beloved immediately sprang to mind – the only one he could trust with any clarity. He was the only one who knew enough about games to decipher what the fuck the man had been talking about. He was back at his phone in seconds.
 
   “I am coming over,” he said, the moment the line had been picked up, not bothering to check the time as he paced the space.
 
   “Why? It’s 1.30 am and you were here yesterday. I’m not in the mood for–”
 
   “I am disturbed,” he snapped, irate with the lack of compassion.
 
   “You are constantly disturbed,” the man replied, huffing at the tone.
 
   “No, I have been threatened,” he said, pacing about yet again and looking for his cane. Where was his cane? “I am under threat, as are you if we are being honest.”
 
   “How exhilarating,” Alexander replied, bored already by the dramatics that he couldn’t see but surely knew were occurring.
 
   “I’m serious. Jon is plotting something extravagant,” he said, scanning the room and eventually finding it propped up against the safe. His mind instantly thought of the memory stick and swung his eyes to the table.
 
   “Jon is an old man. He’s just trying to keep his hand in… anything that moves.” He sighed and looked under the table. No memory stick appeared so he slumped down onto the sofa and stared at the ceiling.
 
   “He has something on me.”
 
   “Everyone has something on you. You’re not exactly clean, are you?”
 
   “I am. You made me have those infernal tests.” He snarled, still scanning for anywhere that might be hiding the stick, and already knowing that the bastard had taken it. “He has stolen my stick.”
 
   “I’m bored, wound up, and have a bottle of Cognac to finish, Pascal. So if you haven’t got anything of interest to say, then–”
 
   “My memory stick, containing all the documents regarding my… trading.” Silence greeted him at the comment. “And it has something to do with Lucinda as well. She is involved, scheming.”
 
   More silence, which was then accompanied by some rustling and grumbling of some description. “And he was talking in riddles. He hasn’t done that since he buried Andreas.”
 
   “That was years ago, and you told me it had nothing to do with you. Unless you were lying?”
 
   “No.” He cringed at the lie. For now, though, it wasn’t necessary to divulge the truth. “Why would he start again now? And with me? I have done nothing to interfere with his businesses.” Lately. 
 
   Nothing more than silence came down the line at him. “Can I come over? I need to discuss this. It is most relevant.” And yet more silence. “Alexander, I am vexed. Potentially even worried.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Bring more Cognac,” the man eventually growled, ending the call and leaving him with nothing but yet more of the abominable silence to contend with.
 
    
 
   More Cognac. Hmm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why are we in here?” I ask, slowly taking in my surroundings and trying to keep the chill out of my bones.
 
   “To train, Lilah.”
 
   I watch him crossing the dungeon type room and wonder why I need to be in such a place. It’s not a dungeon. It’s a room off the side of the basement area at Eden, but it does feel like one. Its bare brick walls are exposed and there’s little else in here other than a tall cupboard in the corner, a chair, and what appears to be a metal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. He didn’t meet me at the entrance like a gentleman. No, he made some woman bring me here. I’d never seen her before, but the bruising around her throat and the look of humiliation near took my breath away as she crawled along in front of me. She simply pushed on the door and then scuttled away back down the hallway, indicating that I should enter. So here I am, looking at all the hooks and ringlets lining the walls around us while a rather unfriendly stone floor beneath me keeps me tense and feeling on edge. He made me take my boots and tights off the moment we came in. Apparently, I need to feel the chill through to my core. It’s the way to understand true submission according to Alexander. I swing my eyes around the space again, looking for anything to help me out if I’m not happy. He’s locked the door behind us and hung the key on the wall in front of me, too high for me to actually reach. It’s not helpful. 
 
   I gaze at him again as he stands on the other side of the room, watching me. He looks as if he’s just come from a business meeting, dressed in a dark blue suit. He looks completely out of place in the room, and yet he still somehow owns every inch of it.
 
   “How does this space feel to you?” he asks, staring me down with those frigid blue eyes and putting his hand in his pocket.
 
   “Cold. Unwelcoming,” I reply. That really is how I feel in here, and those eyes don’t help. It’s the type of place I’d never voluntarily put myself. It reminds me of the streets with its freezing façade and its harsh stone walls. There’s nothing caring about the area, nothing to denote warmth or safety. Just crumbling brick, darkness, and harsh stone.
 
   “And that is exactly how you need to feel to be in here, regardless of whether you are sub or Dom,” he replies, smiling a little and beginning to walk towards me. “This is where you will need to feel at your freest? Do you understand?”
 
   “Not really.” How could anyone feel free in this environment? He chuckles and grabs my wrist to drag me toward a wall. He places both my hands on it and shoves my cheek into the run-down masonry.
 
   “Can you feel the pain?” he asks, scraping my head a little on the surface. “You need to appreciate how it feels on the other end of the whip you’ll wield for him.” I grimace at the sensation as he lightly holds me there and then presses me further into the wall, all the time moving his own body closer and letting me feel his weight behind me. The slight scratching becomes a harsher grate as he sniffs my hair and then eventually lets go of me. “Stay there.” I turn my head towards the brickwork and notice smears of old red etched in, presumably blood. I quickly raise my hand to my own face. There’s nothing there. No blood. Just a tingling feeling that’s been left behind. Hearing his shoes clipping on the floor, I twist to find him walking back towards me with three lengths of rope. It’s blood red, not unlike the marks on the wall, and I find myself mesmerised as he begins to unloop it and twirl it around his hands with precision. “Strip.”
 
   What? I glower at his emotionless face and turn to him. I will not be getting undressed for him. This is training. Why would I need to be naked?
 
   “No,” I spit. “I’m not here for that.” He slings the rope and comes at me so fast I have little choice but to cower at his approach. Four strides have me pinned to the wall as he starts yanking the clothes off my back. His hold is so fierce, much stronger than Pascal’s. There is no hesitation in his movements as he strips the material methodically from my body. My shirts goes first. It rips and tears, as if he’s peeling an apple. I try to fight back, but I’ve got nothing as I attempt to twist in his hold. There’s no avoiding what’s happening. There’s not even enough time to scream at him as I try to get away. He has me pinned by the neck by the time he’s torn the last of my skirt off and discarded it in apparent disgust, leaving me standing in nothing but my underwear as his strong grip twitches at my throat. His face comes in close, so close I can feel his skin brush me lightly. 
 
   “That’s lesson one over and done with then,” he grumbles. My gasp as he squeezes yet tighter and pushes me up the wall does nothing to relax the moment. It only heightens the fear that is suddenly racing through me as he holds me on tip toes. His other hand begins to find points on my body, just as Pascal did, but there’s nothing gentle about his touch, nothing. He’s harsh, bold and unabashed as he travels over my skin and fingers exactly what he chooses to. He backs away a little and looks at my eyes, just stares at me as he flexes his hand over and over again, causing my lungs to labour and then allowing me a breath. 
 
   “Can you feel that coursing through you, Lilah? It’s fear. You’re scared. Do you know why you’re scared?” 
 
   I shake my head rapidly, although I know I’m fucking scared because I have no idea what he’s going to do next. He could rape me and I wouldn’t have a fucking hope. Whose stupid idea was this? Christ, I can’t breathe. 
 
   “Come on, Lilah. Why are you scared of me?” he drawls, amusement now etched across his features as he continues to toy with my neck like a stick he could break any minute.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re about to do,” I squeak out in reply, desperately trying to remember this is him, and training that I asked for, not three men in an alley.
 
   “Good,” he says, instantly letting go of me so that I slump down on the floor. I stare up at him in bemusement and grasp at my throat for comfort that it’s still attached to my body. “That’s somewhere near the level you’ll need to achieve with him.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “For his tears, Lilah. To break him.” I’m gaping as I search the room for an exit again. I can’t do that. Why would I want to, for God’s sake? Why would anyone want to scare someone they love? Love. I’m in love. I am in love. With Pascal. Stupid as that might be. What a preposterous position to get myself into. I stare at the barren floor and imagine his face. His body. The way he moves effortlessly. His composure, deportment. The air of ease that seems to radiate off him with everyone else, but not with me. I can see more than that. I can see his weaknesses. I can feel them in those moments we have. His tenderness, his softness. The man behind the façade who’s clearly in turmoil about something. My body hauls itself up the wall to stand my ground again, trying to forget the fact that I’m very nearly naked. 
 
   “Don’t ever say no to me again in this room,” he says calmly, not bothering to look at me as he twirls his rope again and starts making a knot of some sort, then stretches it across his knee to pull it tighter.
 
   “What if I don’t want to do something?” 
 
   “Who said anything about what you wanted?” he replies, slowly tilting his head towards me and laughing. “This isn’t about you. You asked for my help, Lilah. This is help.” 
 
   How could this possibly be help? Ripping someone’s clothes from them and degrading them in a dungeon is not helpful. Nothing good can come of this. There’s nothing about being cold and slightly pissed that could, in any way, make me understand Pascal more clearly. Which I thought was the point of being here. Rallying myself back together and frowning at his amusement, I think about how to play this. The last thing I need is an angry Alexander. The version of him I saw last night, while we drank together, put me at ease about all this training, but this isn’t what is supposed to be happening.
 
   “I did ask for your help, but not for you to hurt me, and certainly not for me to be naked and used like some cheap whore while you laugh at me. Sadist or not, this is not helpful.” He just laughs again and points at the large thing that looks a bit like a chandelier.
 
   “I’ve been in there,” he says, still chuckling to himself and glancing around the room.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “The cage. He put me in there a long time ago and left me there,” he says, wandering across the room and beginning to tie the rope to a hook on the wall. “We got drunk, or rather he got me drunk, and then he tricked me into it. I was in there for nine hours and fifty-four seconds precisely. He even put a night clock on the cupboard so I could watch time tick by on my own in the darkness.” 
 
   My frown deepens. 
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “To try and break me. I’m claustrophobic,” he replies with a small shrug, moving to another hook and tying a knot onto that one. Then another, and another. “He likes to play with his toys while they’re still pliable enough for his whims. It’s his method.”
 
   “Oh.” Amazing as that thought is, it does make me feel a little calmer for some reason. “So you went through this type of training with him?” Why someone like him would need training of any kind is a mystery. Training for what? What could anyone possibly do to his wall of steel? “How did you handle it? What did he do?”
 
   He doesn’t answer me. He just carries on with his knotting and looping and I find myself hypnotised again by the movement. Loops and knots, crisscrossing over each other to form a pattern on the wall. If I wasn’t in a dungeon with a sadist, I’d think it quite pretty really. It’s exact, precise, and yet it has an air of femininity about it. Soft, appealing somehow.
 
   “Come over here.” I stare at his offered hand and then glance at the web he appears to have created against the wall’s surface. It looks just like some of my internet research suggested it would the other night. Intricate. Bizarrely, it seems so unlike his persona. Who would have thought a man like him would have the patience for such art? I wander over without bothering to cover myself and gaze at the rope. “Step into it.” 
 
   I scowl at the possibility and rub at my throat, remembering his grip there just minutes ago. “Lilah, I have no intention of fucking you or hurting you beyond your capabilities, but you do need to feel this. It hurts, but it’s necessary if you want him.” 
 
   Well, that makes me feel so much better.
 
   I gingerly take a step forward and place my feet behind the webbing so I can creep my body up behind the ropes, and within seconds, he’s laced parts of the rope around my wrists, pinning me again. He then does the same to my ankles after yanking them apart.
 
   “Comfortable?” he asks, a smirk firmly adorning his face. Wanker. Before I’ve finished that thought, another piece of rope has been passed through my lips to hold me fast against the cold wall.
 
   “I could really dislike you,” I mumble through it. He doesn’t smile. In fact, the relaxed face that was there a minute ago seems to have disappeared entirely as he stares at me and then starts to pull on the end of the rope dangling beside him. The whole web constricts around me, coiling around my skin to near painful rigidity and strapping me hard against the icy stone behind. He ties it off casually and turns to walk for the cupboard again. I watch him nervously and wonder what he’s going for now. Having opened the door quietly, and then closed it, he wanders back twirling a damn switchblade around his fingers. 
 
   “What are you doing with that?” I ask, still mumbling, my eyes as wide as I can make them. He doesn’t answer, just returns as coolly as he left and begins to cut my underwear off me. I try to protest, move, anything, but I don’t budge, and the mumbled snarl of annoyance from me has no effect on him in the slightest. He just keeps slicing. The steel of the blade only heightens the cold as he grates it back and forth along my skin, dragging out the sensations as long as he can and furthering the nerves building inside. Eventually, I’m left standing with nothing but a cage of rope to cover me.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “I want a safeword,” I force out through the rope between my lips.
 
   “You don’t get one if you want to play with him,” he replies instantly. There’s no hesitation in his voice. Gone is the slightly jovial tone he had a few minutes ago. There’s no velvety texture or charm about it anymore. It’s calm and devoid of anything but exacting words slicing through the air. He moves away and faces me with one hand rubbing the back of his neck. “If I told you I was going to fuck you now, how would you feel?” My frown descends at the same time as my head swings from side to side and I tug at the rope in hope. It still doesn’t move. Nothing moves. “Would you be nervous? Or do you want me to do it?” 
 
   I don’t want that. I don’t think I do anyway. He tilts his head and pockets the switchblade. “You see, every time we’ve met, you’ve had this look about you. It makes me question what you are. He says you’re a Domme. I’m not sure you are, Lilah. I think you’re a little whore who wants to beg for it. I think you want me to hurt you. And I’m sure you’d be more than happy scratching around in the dirt, waiting for me to give you the fucking you deserve.” 
 
   Still nervous, and now slightly pissed at his comments, I scowl back at him with what I hope is enough venom to prove I’m not any of those things. 
 
   “How many did you fuck on those streets?” he asks, standing still with nothing but a dead look etched across his face. He looks empty again, just a mass of body with little else other than aggravation glowing off his frame. It’s palpable, like I can feel it in the air around us, amplifying the cold again. “Did they pay you with food? Cock sucking for survival, were you, like a good little whore? Did you take it in the ass for anyone? Two, three at a time maybe? I can guarantee that cunt’s slack, used, isn’t it? You’re really just another slut, aren’t you, Lilah James? A filthy fucking whore.” 
 
   What was a scowl has become a growl as I grapple with the ropes again to show my disgust. What the fuck is he trying to do? My legs fight the bindings to get out, but it still doesn’t move. Why is he saying this? He was nice to me last night. We drank and giggled, laughed even. How can he say these things? Why? 
 
   “Is Daddy proud of you, Lilah?” 
 
   My whole body stops fighting. Daddy. Oh God, if he could see me now – desperate and naked at the hands of such a man, and of my own asking. What the hell am I doing here? “Ah, Daddy. Do you think he was watching you? I bet he was,” he says, sneering as he rakes his eyes over my exposed body. “He watched you lurk in dark corners, selling your cunt to the junkies and pimps, didn’t he? Watched you rolling around in the gutters for a fuck. Anything to make it through another pitiful day. I’m sure he’s extremely proud, Lilah. I’m sure your mother is, too. Shame they’re both dead.”
 
   “Fuck off,” I mumble as I twist my face to try and loosen the rope strapped across it. “Fuck you.” He just walks back to the wall and pulls on the rope again, tightening what was already too tight for comfort. My bellowed yell echoes in the room as the rope bites into my skin and causes pain to crawl its way across me. I can feel the cinching of the rope burning on my thighs, feel it shrinking and compressing around my wrists and tearing at my mouth as I still wrench it back and forth to get free. The moment I realise just how much trouble I’m in, he starts taking off his jacket as I widen my eyes at his approach. Slow, deliberate steps induce all kinds of fear to wrack through me as he hangs it on a hook and starts rolling up his sleeves. 
 
   “What do you want with me?” I snap, as best I can. Fucking arsehole. I hate the fact that fear is crippling me. I hate the fact I’m trembling. I hate that I can’t get out of these fucking ropes and I was stupid enough to put myself in them in the first place. My hands yank at the rope again, twisting and turning, head writhing around in the hope of at least getting my voice free. Fuck him and his games. Fuck this shit. 
 
   “I don’t want anything, Lilah. You asked for this. You want this.” 
 
   Who the hell do these people think they are? It feels like the damned streets again – completely out of control and scarier by the second. Over and over the memory of the rape starts to play through my mind as I keep wrenching my face around and feel the rope giving a little. Every second of the cold and lonely nights hauled up in some corner trying to make myself look like a garbage sack so I could sleep. Every revolting bite of a dirty sandwich induces bile to rise inside me. It all comes flooding back as he just watches my efforts and shows no emotion to my situation whatsoever.
 
   “Fuck you,” I scream out again as the rope dislodges in my mouth and indignation starts to take over from somewhere. My body halts its stupid tugging as I draw in a long breath and sneer at him. Is he trying to break me? Is that the point of all this? Because he can’t do anything to me that hasn’t already been done. I’ve seen those streets. Lived them. Been raped. Used. There is nothing he can do to make me fold for him. What does a sadist know about being scared? Nothing. He knows nothing of that fear that races over your skin at night. Nothing. He’s got no right to judge me. I’ve nothing to hide. I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of. I just let myself down a bit, that’s all. And that wasn’t my fault. I’d just lost my job. I couldn’t avoid it. Pulling in another breath, I try to compose myself and not let his words rattle me. I just try to get my legal brain to kick in and undo this nightmare I’ve put myself in. I’m stronger than this, and if it is training of some sort, then I’ll endure it. I’ll shut down and not hear his words. Just like I did on the streets, just like I did in that alley. Although, I can’t remember why Pascal is important enough to tolerate any of this at the moment. “There’s nothing you can do to me that hasn’t already been done.” 
 
   He just snorts and turns for the cupboard again.
 
   “I doubt that’s true,” he says, as his footsteps echo around the space. “I don’t know what he sees in you really, disgusting whore that you are,” he continues, now walking back towards me with a coil of tape in his hands. “Look at you. You’re repulsive. Sagging tits. Sagging cunt. Living on the streets like a filthy piece of rotting meat. You don’t deserve him. Why should I let you have him? You’re nothing but used and worthless.”
 
   Before I get a chance to answer, he rips off some tape and covers my mouth with it. The sticky surface constricts over my lips and I instinctively suck rapid breaths through my nose to counter the feeling of suffocation. “Maybe you need some time to think about the answer,” he says, glowering at me and looking as repulsed as he’s making me feel with myself at his words. Because they’re mostly true this time. I probably don’t deserve something as fine as Pascal. A count. Why would I? I’m just Lilah James. A nothing. No one of importance. Useless. He just keeps staring, like he’s reaching inside me somehow and pulling the guts from the depths of me. Tormenting all those buried emotions that I’ve pushed aside. Visons of my dad come into my head as I watch the look of loathing shine back at me. His eyes and that small shake of his head when I did something wrong. The way he used to not talk to me for days to prove his point. Good father he might have been, but he knew how to hit home with disappointment when he needed to make me remember it. Tape suddenly rips again, and the room disappears as he straps it across my eyes as well. “We think best in the dark.”
 
   The world goes black as he lifts the pressure of his fingers away and I continue to pull in more quick breaths, hoping for something to calm my nerves down. But there’s nothing, only the streets and back alleys. Cramp, dark, dingy roads and wet floors. The smell of dirt and grime. I can feel it creeping over my body with every inhalation. The air tastes vile, like it’s tainted with memories I thought were supressed and forgotten about. I thought I’d made it off those streets, thought this man was helping me, respected me. But he doesn’t. I’m just another toy to him, aren’t I? Something to be amused by. Nothing serious, or worth listening to. As always, my opinion isn’t worth hearing. He’s proved that by taping my mouth shut.
 
   Time ticks by with the room still silent as I try to level out my breaths and find a rhythm of some sort. Nothing’s happening anymore. I can’t even hear him in the space. It’s just me and my silence, and these images of my dad shaking his head. My mum’s there now, too. She looks as disillusioned as he does while she crochets a knot, and then another. She’s simply sitting there by the old Aga and refusing to look at me. She lets my dad do the brunt of the scolding while she appears superior to him. Like I’m not worth her time. The constant pull back to the streets keeps me firmly laced in the darkness, still picturing all the endless days aimlessly wandering around in the hope of a job. Still avoiding the murderers out for something to do with their deviances. Just trying to prove myself to anyone who would listen. But nobody did, did they? They didn’t listen to my cries in the night. They didn’t listen to my screams for help as I dodged yet another rapist. They didn’t listen to me begging in doorways for food, or some money, or somewhere to stay. Nobody listened. Nobody bothered about an ugly, useless street urchin. They just ignored my pleas, my tears, and my begging. Until I gave up begging and refused to ever beg again. Begging gets you nowhere. I got to a point where I’d rather die than belittle myself further by begging. And then I begged again, and again, and again. Helpless and lost. Useless.
 
   A sudden scraping noise brings me back to the present and I wearily lift my head to the sound. Tired. I’m so tired all of a sudden. The tension in my body seems to have given up as I just hang limply in the network of pain. The biting sensation has dispersed and I’m now left with a harsh ache coursing through me as the stone continues assaulting my back. It tires me all the more when I try to move away from it, so I don’t bother. What’s the point? I’m not getting out of it in a hurry. I can’t even ask him to take it off. I have no idea how long I’ve been here now. There’s nothing to give me a sense of time. It’s just blackness, tired bones, and my thoughts of how pitiful I truly am.
 
   “Do you have an answer yet?”
 
   It’s almost funny really. How do I answer why I’m worthy of someone else, when I’m struggling to remember why I’m worthy of myself? Nobody cares really, do they? My opinions don’t matter. What have I got to offer someone like him? For all my bravado in these last few weeks, I have no wealth. No home. I don’t even own my own clothes, for fuck’s sake. I’m an irrelevant, and still on the streets in reality. This man might have given me an apartment, but it’s no home. I’m still running from rapists and murderers really, just trying to survive my fuck up. Mine. I screwed up my job. I wasn’t good enough to be noticed. I got thrown out of my apartment. Me. Useless Lilah James. It’s nobody else’s fault but my own. I’m just not good enough.
 
   I shake my head at him and wait for whatever he’s going to think of next to get inside my mind. He hasn’t done anything really. He’s somehow made me do all this to myself, and I feel the tears welling up behind my closed lids at the thought. Strong, I am not. And now I’m hanging here with nothing to help me at all. All because I asked a sadist to train me in something I know nothing about. Stupid girl.
 
   I certainly don’t know anything about the man I’m asking him to train me for.
 
   “Then you should think some more,” he eventually says from the darkness. 
 
   His voice sounds so loud in the quiet. He didn’t shout. He just permeates the air with a slightly softer tone. My head tilts back and leans on the wall as I try to figure out what he’s suggesting. I’m so tired. I just want to sleep. More visions and thoughts are the last thing I want. There is nothing nice about thinking these things. It’s debilitating trying to push them away and manage my emotions around them. We all have them, buried inside of us, I’m sure. But being here and not being able to forget them is exhausting. Why would I need to feel them? Why would he make me? I just want it to stop. I just need to get back to normal where I keep going in life and forget the shit. I need to.
 
   Time goes by again and I feel myself drifting off into some kind of trance. Maybe it’s sleep; I’m not sure. I remember trying to sleep standing up on the streets sometimes, so that I could get away quicker if I needed to. It never really worked. And I never did get the hang of sleeping in the day so there were more people around to see if anything happened, either. Another thing I wasn’t very good at. But this feels more dreamlike, anyway. Slightly hazy, as if I’m floating around in a bubble filled with pain and torment. Torment.
 
   Not good enough.
 
   Not good enough.
 
   Not good enough.
 
   Useless.
 
   A body suddenly presses itself against me. I don’t have the strength to try and get away from it, and I know it’s him anyway. I can smell him. It’s all I’ve been able to smell for the last however long. Spicy. He’s huge, bigger than I gave him credit for before now, or maybe it’s just because I feel so small at the moment. Insignificant maybe. It’s really nothing to do with his size. It’s his aura as he smothers me, cocoons me. I can see it glowing in my mind – blues and greens with hints of red, all swirling around in this bubble.
 
   He plays with my hair for a minute, gently ruffling it about and drawing his hands through it softly. Then he wraps his arms behind my back and lifts my skin away from the wall a little. The relief is instant. Rough hands begin to soothe the pressure points he created by caging me here, and the warmth of his body begins to bring back some much needed heat to my bones. His cheek nuzzles into mine and I do nothing else but nuzzle back into him. All it takes is this warmth circulating within me and some hope comes flooding back. Thoughts of kindness and sunlight. Parks, snowballs. Visions of laughter and pride as my dad watched me graduate from uni. My mouth twitches as summer hill-walks floor me with longing and love. The day I got offered that job at Cutlers, the look on his proud face. The first time Pascal’s lips touched mine, our moments. Quiet, peaceful. Blissful.
 
   His lips press against my forehead. Once, twice. Soft and warm, nothing like the frigid air we’ve been living in for however long. This is the man Elizabeth knows – the decent one. I just let his lips linger there and hang from him while he still keeps me away from the wall. I let his power infuse me to some degree and feel his heart thudding against my bare chest. It’s slow, calming. For someone who can appear a monster, he has the most comforting presence, a strange sense of safety. It’s as if within a click of his fingers, he could make all this turmoil go away just by holding me, protecting me from the very thing he’s creating.
 
   “Don’t listen to him, Lilah. Shut him out,” he whispers softly, brushing his lips across my forehead again and then resting his chin there. Who? My dad? Too late for that. He’s still firmly entrenched in here, showing me how terrible I’ve become, what a waste of time my life is all due to my own inadequacies. “He’s going to hurt you more than I have. You need to remember who you are. Be as strong as he‘ll need you to be.” My brow scrunches beneath the tape as I realise he’s not talking about my dad. He’s talking about someone else. Who’s going to hurt me? And why? I mumble through the tape at him, trying to ask. Who? Why? But all that comes out is a muffled sound, nothing discernible in the slightest. I dig my face deeper into his chest in the hope that he’ll stay with me, this version of him. He’s giving me strength. I can feel it all coming back as he keeps me warm and away from the pain. His body begins to move away the moment I do and I scream through the tape at him, suddenly panicked by whatever’s going to come next. I can’t speak, can’t see, and someone else is going to come in here? Alexander has never looked less scary in my life, and as the last of him pulls away from me, I feel all the heat begin to ebb away, too.
 
   All the rope suddenly goes slack and I tumble down to the floor within it, bracing my hands out in the hope of not hitting anything. My hip hits at exactly the same point as it did before, sending shockwaves of pain crashing across me. The floor is so cold as I scrabble around on it, trying to lift my skin away, almost ice laden somehow. Eventually, with the pain still excruciating and the cold still numbing everything, I just stop and listen to the silence again, waiting for whatever is to come next.
 
   “Tomorrow night at 8pm,” he says firmly, now completely devoid of that warmth he had a few moments ago. I swing my head in his direction in shock. Does that mean this is over? And does he seriously think we’re doing this again? I can barely move, let alone put myself through this sort of torture again. I’m not even sure I want to do it again. I’ve learnt nothing about anything, apart from maybe my own fears. My hand comes to my mouth and rips the tape away, tearing half my skin with it.
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” I shout, starting to rip away the tape over my eyes, too. Light blinds me as I squint and struggle to get my line of sight back. The room’s blurred and foggy as I search for his frame. I eventually find it. He’s leaning against the stone wall by the door, one leg crossed over the other with his arms folded. There’s not a wrinkle or crumple in sight as I hover on the stone floor, naked, cold and completely humiliated while he looks at my exposed body.
 
   “More training, Lilah. You did tell me you wanted it, didn’t you?” he says, smirking slightly and gazing at me. “If you can’t manage it, we could always stop. I’ll find him someone else instead. It won’t be hard to get a replacement.”
 
   “Fuck you,” I say softly, as I watch the smug bastard kick off the wall, pick up his jacket, and begin unlocking the door.
 
   “I hadn’t planned on it, but I wouldn’t be averse,” he replies nonchalantly, ratcheting the lock around and chuckling to himself.
 
   “This isn’t training,” I mumble out, not knowing what the hell this has actually been. Not that I knew what to expect when I asked him for help. He opens the door wide and looks me over again, presumably wondering what the hell Pascal sees in me. I couldn’t look more pathetic if I tried, I’m sure. I’m a mess of tears and broken old wounds, lying on the floor just waiting to be opened up and torn to bits. Naked and useless. And the man standing in front of me is telling me I need to do this more, that I need to feel this for some reason I can’t comprehend at all. I curl my body in on itself at his perusal and try to shield myself from his stare.
 
   “This is my training, Lilah. We do it my way,” he says, snorting at my attempt to cover myself. Another minute goes by as he continues staring and then gazes at the floor instead. “We must all break to become whole,” he says quietly, still looking every inch the controlled gentleman he was when we first entered the room. He still manages to hold all the power in the world between his hands regardless of his sudden quiet demeanour. “Remember what I told you. Think about what you’ve learned. And be here tomorrow at 8pm.” 
 
   And with that, he nods his head at something and leaves.
 
   The door swings wide behind him as he walks away and I hear his footsteps disappearing in the distance. That’s all there is now, just an echo of his feet after he leaves me completely alone in this room. I pull myself up a little and stare around the space for my clothes. I eventually find them by the side of the wall where he tore them off me, so I pull myself across to them and gather up the remnants of what’s left scattered on the floor. Holding up my shirt, I stare at the lack of sleeves and ponder the whys. Why would he need to do any of that, let alone destroy my clothes? After several minutes, I realise exactly what he was doing. Ripping at me. It wasn’t the shirt, or skirt. It was me he was after, something more than the clothes I wear or the front I put on. All of the feelings I’ve had in the last few hours have been induced by him, but created by me. I let them crawl through me, weakening me. I allowed them the space I hadn’t given them before. I wallowed in them, allowing them to torture me and use me. I allowed a haunted year on the streets to take control of my emotions again. It was all me. I may have been scared, but not of what he was going to do. He didn’t need to do a thing. He just instrumented the act. I did the pulling myself to bits. Me.
 
   I slide myself into what’s left of the garments and gingerly lift myself to my feet, trying to balance out the pain in my hip as I head to the door for my boots and tights. Is this what training is? I thought I’d be learning about tools of the trade, maybe picking up something to hurt Pascal with, because that’s what he says he’ll need from me. But all that has happened is that I’ve become a wreck in front of a sadist – Pascal’s sadist – without him even really touching me. There was certainly no sexual expectation that I felt. He just used words and silence to slaughter me. Clever bastard. God knows what would happen if he actually touched me as well.
 
   Poor Elizabeth.
 
   I smile quietly to myself as I pull on my boots and attempt to straighten my clothes. I just need to get to my coat so that I can get home and think about all this. As he said, I need to think about what I’ve learned from my first training session, and have a drink, preferably a large one.
 
   Limping out of the room, I drag my weary backside towards the main entrance of Eden. Figures and bodies dance in front of me as I try to negotiate my way past them, inching myself so as not to bump anyone or cause another scene like the last time. They’re all dressed in their customary black leather and PVC ensembles, a few covered in creams and reds as well. I just keep my nose down and thread through them, trying to get to the relative safety of the hallway that’s looming up in front. A woman knocks into me – a sub I assume, because the moment she turns to look at me, she bows a bit and scuttles backwards. I keep moving only to have a man suddenly block my way. I stop and stare up at him. He’s all Dom – tall, built, glorious in his commanding presence, but not a patch on the man I have just been with. There’s nothing that makes me feel the need to either respect or yield to him. Nothing. And I feel my insides rallying themselves back together one by one. I will not be useless anymore. I am not that girl on the streets. I survived that, and I will be more than I currently am. I have something to prove in this world if I choose to continue in it, not only to Pascal, but to myself.
 
   “Move out of my way,” I say quietly. He just keeps staring, as if I should bow, or beg, scrape maybe? What did Pascal say, that I should get down on my knees and apologise that I couldn’t be of service to him? Screw that. Never again will I beg. Never will I kneel, not even for Pascal.
 
   “MOVE!” The roar that leaves my throat surprises even me as I hold his gaze and glare at his audacity. Fucking men. He raises a brow at me then nods his head and ambles his way around me, leaving me with a clear line to the door. I snatch a glance around the space to see who’s laughing at Lilah James. Presumably everyone. No one is laughing. In fact, now I think about it, the bodies seem to have made a pathway for me to leave. 
 
   And then I catch a glimpse of them, sitting in the bar area, drinking. Pascal is lounging gracefully, as he always does, with his back towards me. Alexander is watching him closely. He’s reading him – his movements, the way he smiles, or doesn’t. He’s probably listening intently to the tone of his voice, the actual words. It makes me wonder how little this is all about BDSM in reality. Maybe it’s more about love than I thought it was. Some sort of love that isn’t appreciated in the real world. A different kind of love. Because why would someone be that intently trained on someone’s reactions if not to love them? To care for them, and their needs, bizarre as some of those needs might be.
 
   Just as I’m about to swing my eyes away, Alexander’s head tilts slightly, enough for him to look straight at me and wink, then knock his head in the direction of the exit, indicating that I should get my arse out the door. I snort at his attempt at pleasantries; after what he’s just put me through I should hate him, but I don’t, not at all. I respect him for it, in the strangest of ways. And as I let my eyes gaze at the outline of Pascal’s back instead, I remember what this is all for. It’s for him. For those kisses, and those lips, and that feeling of overwhelming clarity when he holds me in his arms and we simply breathe together. But in this moment, in these seconds, it feels less about him and more about me for some reason. Maybe I do have a few things to learn about myself first, and maybe that’s the point of all this, really. So that Alexander can see I’m strong enough for what’s to come, or maybe so that I know I’m strong enough.
 
    
 
   “We must all break to become whole.”
 
    
 
   The words ring in my ears as I take one last glance at the black coat of the man I know I love and then head for the door again, limping and snarling at anybody that dares to get in my way. 
 
   Then the apartment, to think. And then to be back here at 8pm tomorrow night. If I survive the nightmares that I know will be coming. More streets and more filth will creep into my blood all night, reminding me and making me remember everything I’ve tried so hard to push aside, hide from maybe. 
 
    
 
   “Peace lingering in timeless seconds.”
 
    
 
   Those words stay with me, too. Peace.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   For now …
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