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      Celeste stirred her drink, flicked her lashes toward the opposite side of the club, up to the VIP section. Of course they’d be there. Like kings or gods, they could see the entire club floor from that level. Since they were sitting at a round table, she’d say they were mocking her—if they knew she was here. Knights of the Board Room. She’d given them the name in derision, but the rest of the world acted as if she’d merely gilded the lily. Her editor thought the five-man executive team of Kensington & Associates walked on water. Of course, the case of Scotch that Matt Kensington sent him every year for Christmas probably contributed to his ebullient feeling. Fucking boys’ club.

      The mask she was wearing protected her identity, and the fact she’d chosen a bracelet that indicated she wasn’t here to play—hell no to that—kept everyone at a distance. It didn’t make her conspicuous. Lots of people wore decorative masks, and the same type of bracelet. Simple voyeurism appeared to be a popular pastime in a club where public displays of sadomasochism were happening pretty much everywhere around them.

      On her first visit, she’d studiously tried not to be a voyeur, then reasoned she’d be more noticeable if she wasn’t looking. Plus, she was a journalist. She wasn’t supposed to flinch from gathering data. But even on this, her third visit, it was difficult to look at the guy sitting two stools down from her. While he was talking to another man, a completely naked woman knelt on the floor next to him, wearing a dog collar and leash, for God’s sake. The physical details were appalling enough, but it was the woman’s body language and expression Celeste couldn’t stomach. Her fingers were touching his ankle, something he’d permitted, and occasionally the woman would press her mouth against his calf in reverence, a pleading, yearning need. If she got too carried away with it, he would reprimand her with the light touch of a crop he carried, but sometimes he would reach down, feather his fingers through her hair, indulging the affection.

      She’d rather see someone decapitated in a public square than look at something like that. At least an execution was honestly horrific. No shades of gray. This was twisted, rationalized perversity that confused her mind, her senses. In college, she’d done a thesis on the sexual subjugation of women in modern day society, and included a sampling of fetish clubs in her research. She hadn’t liked what she’d seen then, either, though she’d been far more obvious about her distaste, the mistake of a novice journalist. She’d made it crystal clear she was there to do a research project, to observe them like animals in the zoo.

      In return, they treated her as an outsider, but not unkindly. They acted as if they pitied her, like she didn’t understand, like she didn’t have the secret password. It had haunted her for a long time, such that when she’d caught hints that Surreal, Baton Rouge’s premier fetish club, was a major hangout for K&A’s executive management, she’d been determined to observe them there, no matter her motives for doing so.

      Her lip curled. “Do a follow up story on Kensington’s charitable works,” her editor had said. “We can dovetail it into the opening of the new domestic violence center K&A has funded.” What would her editor and Matthew Lord Kensington—Jesus—think if she submitted a story about Matt and his boys being regulars at Surreal, where women were tied up and beaten? Well, women and men, sometimes in very elaborate, artistic displays, but brutal perversion couldn’t be masked by a classy setting.

      If she could catch just one of Matt’s boys tying up a woman and spanking her within an inch of her life, screaming in pain… Okay, in a lot of cases, the woman was acting like it was orgasmic ecstasy, but if Celeste could capture it on camera it would look like agony. Damn Surreal’s strict policies. She’d tried to smuggle in her phone, and had to pass it off as forgetfulness when it was immediately detected. No electronic devices of any kind allowed, and their scanners were tuned to pick up even the smallest micro camera. Thank goodness she hadn’t tried that, because at least she could explain the phone. A micro camera would have gotten her tossed out on her ass. Even for the temporary membership she’d purchased with her own money, she’d had to sign an ironclad privacy agreement, which said if she in any way abused the privileges of her presence here, she could be sued within an inch of her life and then some.

      Her name and social were run through a computer, so they knew she was a journalist. It earned her a steady look from the host when she signed the agreement, an unspoken message that they’d be paying extra special attention to her, even though the temporary guest pass allowed her only three visits.

      So here she was on visit three, and she’d gotten nowhere. She could sit in the parking lot and shoot pics of them coming out of the club, which meant nothing. She’d learned Matt and his boys didn’t play publicly, except once in a blue moon. And she couldn’t afford anything more than the temporary membership. Game over tonight.

      A flogging was happening on center stage. The woman in the stocks curled her fingers in reaction, her cries undeniably pleasure as her ass, thighs and back became redder. Her Dom strolled around her, a massive bald man, tattooed and stripped down to tight leather pants and thigh-high boots. He looked like he should be mugging someone in an alley, or straddling a Harley, but it was difficult not to notice the sizeable erection under the pants, the muscular curves of his ass. As he stroked his victim’s back, his fingers glided down to give her an additional pinch, a quick slap that made her buttocks wobble. She flinched, cried out, but then she begged for more.

      Watching such things made Celeste quiver oddly. It was a little warm in the club tonight. They probably kept the temperatures up because there were so many mostly naked people here. She told herself her reaction was normal. Humans were fascinated with the macabre. It was why public executions and brutal gladiator games were popular throughout history, and that fascination cut across all classes. Hell, the Roman emperor himself attended them. Hence, Matt Kensington and his wunderkind, sitting in the very center of it. But it seemed so wrong, in the age of Starbuck’s and hybrid cars, that such barbaric behavior had persisted.

      Unlike her, Ben O’Callahan, the K&A man closest to her line of sight, didn’t have any problem looking at the flogging display. His eyes were laser steady on the sheen of sweat on the woman’s back; she could almost see him tracking a single drop rolling down the valley between her butt cheeks. The woman was obviously close to orgasm. Incomprehensible.

      The most bizarre piece of the puzzle was Matt’s wife, Savannah Tennyson of Tennyson Industries. A Fortune 500 CEO, a role model for independent women everywhere, and yet she’d fallen head over heels for Matt. Married him in a small, private ceremony at his Texas estate before anyone even knew they were dating. As the business social news columnist, she’d requested a photo at the time the community got wind of the marriage. When she’d received it from K&A’s public relations office, it had been an undeniably touching shot of Matt and Savannah standing on the balcony of his house, overlooking the Gulf. Their eyes were full of one another as the four men of his team toasted them and smiled. They were apparently the only attendants, beyond the minister himself.

      Savannah wasn’t here tonight, but Celeste had seen her on her first visit. The subtle interactions between her and Matt had nevertheless told Celeste the shocking truth. Savannah was one of those women who liked to be…her gaze went back to the naked woman on her knees and she shuddered.

      Celeste wasn’t unsophisticated. She had read the academic articles about BDSM, how surrender, loss of control could be an avenue to trust, to unlock repressed passion, blah blah blah. Crap was all it was. Women wanting to give up the power that countless feminist activists had sacrificed to obtain for them, looking for a psychological justification for it. Yet Savannah continued to run her company with incredible aggression and ability, no indication that it had become another pawn in the K&A empire. In fact, she and Matt still occasionally locked horns on certain business matters, and he didn’t always win.

      Celeste sighed. Maybe she was here because she couldn’t solve the puzzle, and no matter how her family belittled her job because she was stuck with business social news, she did consider herself a journalist. Yeah, yeah, K&A was extremely generous to worthy local causes. They even rolled up their pristine shirt sleeves and took time out from their corporate raiding to actually volunteer. But that wasn’t why she’d stuck the Knights of the Board Room name on them. As she’d gathered data, she’d found out the appalling fact that most companies wouldn’t send women to do business with them. Apparently, the five-man team had the ability to turn the smartest and most independent woman’s mind to mush with their outdated sexist attitudes. Opening doors, pulling out chairs, refusing to split a check or let a woman pay her way were the least offensive manifestations of it. Hell, they looked like an Absolut Vodka commercial even now. No women allowed. Unless she was there to sexually service them, of course.

      There. That put everything back in its proper perspective. Of course…she could also be here because they were a personal dilemma to her. Leave it to Valerie, her childhood friend and current roommate, an aspiring romance author, to point that one out. You’ve got a personal beef with them, girl. The funny thing is, I don’t think you really know what it is. Or maybe you do, and you just don’t want to look too closely at it. Why is it journalists always look outside of themselves for answers? Fiction writers know you look inside first. I think you should be a bit more of a fiction writer when you think about these guys. Then she’d cut the psycho-BS with a mischievous grin. I know I much prefer fiction and fantasy when I think about them.

      She’d been obligated to call her roommate a slut, and was affectionately called a beeyatch in return.

      Be a bit more of a fiction writer. Yeah, right. Crap. There was nothing to be learned here. She had no clue why she was hanging around. She’d write the editor’s fluff piece, eat a quart of ice cream, and say to hell with it. “I’ll take my check,” she told the bartender. He shook his head.

      “Already been paid, ma’am.”

      “I’ve been running an open tab.”

      “Yep. Covered. Compliments of…” When his gaze shifted, his mouth firmed in a smile. He offered the new arrival a significant nod and returned to his other patrons. Celeste turned her head.

      Oh, hell.

      Up close, Ben O'Callahan was a green-eyed, dark-haired, smolderingly sinful-looking lawyer, and now he was leaning against the bar right next to her. A foot between them, yet she could feel the heat of him impinging on her personal space. He was over six feet tall, broad shouldered, and like all the Kensington men, had a personal presence that could drown anyone close in charisma. “Picking up the tab is the least we can do for the lady who bestowed such an undeserving title on us,” he said, the sexy timbre of his voice clearly useful for delivering compelling arguments.

      Fuck. He knew who she was. She’d like to bestow a muzzle on him. And some restraints. In here, that led to some seriously disturbing thoughts.

      “White zinfandel?” He glanced at her glass. “Such a mundane choice. One would think our worldly journalist has never left Lousiana.”

      She hadn’t. Not for lack of desire, but lack of funds. That tended to happen when your father split on your mother, and you had to live at home to help raise the other kids while attending community college. She had no doubt Ben knew such personal details. It just confirmed her opinion of him, that he took such a cruel shot. But when he ordered a beer, he slanted her a relaxed smile. “Of course, I’ve never found much outside Louisiana better than what I have right here. Why pretend to like caviar when we all know an Acme po’boy tastes a hell of a lot better?”

      Uncertain, Celeste stiffened as his fingers brushed the small of her back, an incidental gesture as he took a seat on the stool next to hers. However, he braced that hand on the back of her seat, creating an intimate space between them. “Another for the lady,” he said to the bartender.

      “No, thanks. I buy my own drinks. Even if it does offend your sexist code.”

      “Celeste, your fawning adoration for us has really got to stop. It’s embarrassing.” He nodded toward the center stage. “What do you think of the show?”

      The bald man had opened those tight pants to reveal an enormous cock which he fed into the woman’s eager lips, painting them with pre-cum. Celeste felt an annoying flush rise in her cheeks under Ben’s amused regard. They were all here to look at sex stuff, right? She shouldn’t be acting like a teenager caught with a skin mag.

      “I think she’s an embarrassment to the entire feminist movement.”

      “Really? How so?”

      She gave him an incredulous look. “She’s allowed herself to be conditioned to restraint and pain solely for male pleasure.”

      Ben’s lips curved. “It looks to me like the pleasure is mutual. Look closer, Celeste. At what’s going on, and how you described it. Allowed. I’m sure you’ve done your research and you know all the protocols of the BDSM world. Nothing happens up there that she doesn’t want, and she can call it off at any time.”

      “Yeah. Every cult tells you that the members can leave anytime they want, totally ignoring the underlying psychological domination that turns them into drooling lemmings.” She took a bracing swallow of her wine. “Let me guess how you knew it was me. You pay the staff to tell you if anyone comes in here that’s a threat to Matt specifically.”

      “We’re not the mob, darling. Though sometimes I long for their more direct methods when dealing with the snarled fishing line otherwise known as our legal system. I knew it was you. I don’t forget women.”

      “You met me once. At a dinner party.”

      “Yes, where you were gathering data for your gossip column.”

      “It’s business social news,” she gritted out. Then immediately regretted letting him get to her.

      He shrugged. “Us southern folk tend to call that a gossip column. Doesn’t make it any less entertaining or informative. I liked your piece on Lewis. Most wouldn’t have dug deep enough to find out that he takes care of a brother with Down’s syndrome, or that he backpacked across Europe when he was a kid and ended up on a short ride with Prince Harry. Most writers usually stick to surface crap, what they’re fed by the company or government press offices.”

      “That’s not journalism.”

      “No, it isn’t. But most reporters these days think it is.”

      She looked for a trace of sarcasm, of derision, and found none. That gave him one up on her mother, who called it “Celeste’s little column.” She cleared her throat. “You can cut the charm. What do you want?”

      She’d been out of college long enough to cultivate her cynicism. She was twenty-eight, after all. She could sound direct, dismissive, even if the man smelled wonderful. His clothes were obviously custom-tailored, making the most of the broad-shouldered body. His dark hair fell in strands over his forehead, accentuating the vivid green eyes. That strong jaw and direct gaze probably made female judges swoon.

      He flicked the feathers on her mask. “An odd choice for a self-proclaimed feminist. Colorful peacock feathers are male plumage. Used to intimidate enemies or impress the females.”

      She gave him a stare that should have dropped a ten-point deer, and instead he just smiled. The bartender put down a drink for him, and another glass of wine for her. Just ignore what the woman wants, of course. She was tempted to sweep it off the polished surface. “Again, are you bothering me for a purpose?”

      “You don’t want me here, just say so. Surreal’s rules are very clear. If I don’t move on when you tell me, they’ll throw me out. But you’re not here looking for a playmate.” His gaze flicked to the bracelet. “At least that wasn’t your original intent. You’re looking to nail Matt’s ass to the wall. But I think you’re better than that, Celeste.”

      “I wouldn’t trust your opinion of better.” Though she disliked the uneasy feeling, she took it for the warning it was. She was getting out of her depth, and was experienced enough to know when it was time for her to go. However, she couldn’t seem to move. He still had his hand braced on the back of her seat, his body canted toward her. In fact, his polished dress shoe was braced on the bottom of her stool, right below her dangling foot. Her shoe had come off her heel, exposing the silken nylon beneath. When his gaze slid down and over it, she almost felt naked. Why did they make these stools so tall?

      “I came over to offer you a chance to find the answers you’re seeking.” He nodded to the flogging session. “You’ve formed a derogatory opinion of the motives, decided that any positive spin is just that, mass rationalizations by deranged minds in an overly indulgent, morally decaying society. But underneath, you know there’s some key piece you’re missing, and to figure it out, you have to get closer to it. But there’s no safe way to do that. Or is there?”

      She blinked at him. “Is this the sales pitch before you give me my beads and the flower wreath to wear at the airport?”

      He grinned, and she had to school herself not to draw in a breath at how attractive it made him. “I’m giving you a chance to dig deeper, what every good reporter wants.”

      “And every curious cat.”

      “How about this?” He shifted, so she could still see the scene over his shoulder, but his knee flanked hers on the stool. The Master had tucked himself back in and was now sliding a vibrating dildo into the woman’s pussy. She was convulsing against her bonds, crying out. He’d told her she couldn’t come until he allowed it, and it was obvious how hard she was fighting to obey. She was going to lose, and the Master’s expression was…fierce, triumphant…tender.

      A touch on her face jerked her gaze back to Ben. The movement nearly toppled her wine, but he had his fingers around the bowl, steadying it. “What if you had the chance to see it from the inside, go through a session yourself?” His gaze slid over her. “You can wear a club robe, keep the mask on, so your identity is concealed.”

      “I’m not stupid. There’s a trick here. You have enough money to make this go however you want it.”

      “True. And I don’t expect you to trust me. But then, trust is the issue, isn’t it? You see it happening around you, in a hundred different undeniable manifestations, yet you can’t figure out the why, the drug of choice for the true journalist. It’s making you uncertain, confused and angry. But you’re curious, Celeste. And I can offer you something else.” Those green eyes sharpened. “I’ll request that the session be taped, which is permissible as long as we both sign an agreement for it. That tape can then be purchased and taken home as a keepsake. I will give it to you, to do with as you will. I won’t be masked, my identity clear as high-def. You can take proof to your editor that not only do all the K&A executives have memberships to Surreal, not very damning itself, but that at least one of the charmed five ‘knights’ indulges in the sins that occur there. You can expose our contributions to the domestic violence shelter as the guilt money, or mockery, you believe them to be.”

      “I don’t…” Put that way, it sounded wrong. Bad. “That’s not…”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Do whatever you want with the information. But as far as my end of things, whatever happens between us will go no further than that room, if you don’t want it to do so. You have my personal word on that.”

      She met his gaze, now entirely serious, steady. There was a set to his mouth, a firm intentness, that unsettled her, inexplicably. But everyone in the business world knew, when Matt or one of his guys gave his word, he never broke it. She’d looked for evidence to the contrary and never found it. Just another piece of the puzzle.

      Look inside for the answers. This is personal for you, Celly. Valerie’s irritating voice, goading her. “Is this a pickup line you use on a lot of women, O’Callahan?”

      “Do you think I need lines to pick up women?”

      “I’m not attracted to you.” Yeah, like any woman with a pulse could say that with a straight face.

      “Then it will be all the easier for you to stay objective. I find you very attractive. Even more so if you’d get rid of the ugly, rectangular I’m-too-smart-to-be-pretty glasses. May I?”

      She had 20-20 vision, but she’d gotten them…exactly for the reason he’d said. She should have told him to get the hell away from her, and instead she sat still as he slid the glasses from her face, brushing a tendril of her short hair back over her ear. “Beautiful hazel eyes,” he murmured. “Thick lashes that are all yours. Christ, no wonder you hide them. It would make it hard for a man to look at you and not want you. So what do you say, Celeste? Going to be brave, or cautious?”

      She knew she was pretty when she took the time to show it. She also had a decent figure. Compliments didn’t usually affect her. In fact, they were far more likely to put her on the defensive. But Ben wasn’t insulting her with flirtation. He seemed like he was evaluating her. The flirtation would be preferable, because she knew how to handle that. But hell, this was how they did it, right? Turning an independent woman’s mind to mush with this singular, concentrated appraisal. She wanted to detect artifice, practiced charm, but of course if they were this good at it, she wouldn’t find it. Just because it felt sincere, didn’t mean it was.

      When she drew back, stiffening, he nodded. “You’re a total bitch wrapped in a steel-leghold trap of bitter. You want answers. You want dirt. But forget the whole news angle for a minute. Would you really like to get to the bottom of it, Celeste?”

      He left that hanging, a blank for her to fill in. Get to the bottom of what the D/s scene was all about? Or why she was so fixated on them? Or why she was sitting here instead of telling him to fuck off, paying her own tab and leaving?

      She could have that tape. She could get what she wanted, if she kept her focus on exactly what that was. Her jaw tightened. “Where’s that agreement?” she asked.

      Ben shook his head. “We’ll sign it, but you’ll do something else first.” A calm authority entered his tone. “Do you have a good friend, someone you trust? Don’t tell me who it is,” he said, before she could speak Valerie’s name.

      Ben glanced at the bartender, signaled. “Jerome’s going to let you use the bar phone. I want you to call her and tell her whatever you’re comfortable telling her, but you tell her where you are, who you’re with. Additional insurance.”

      She wanted to bristle at the white knight routine, but how could she bristle at what made good sense? It just pissed her off that he’d thought of it before she had.

      “Fine,” she said, ungraciously. “If my body turns up somewhere tomorrow, I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you go down for it.”

      Ben gave her that dangerous grin again. It made her feel like she was facing a great white shark, swimming slowly around her, knowing he could devour her at his leisure. But for some reason, the idea of being eaten wasn't as horrible as it should be. In fact, disturbingly enough, she was a little impatient for him to get on with it.

      This was a big mistake. No. It was going to be his mistake. She would go through with it, with all the safety protections, and he’d be the vulnerable one. She’d have the tape when all was said and done. Right?
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      Agreement signed, clothes and jewelry removed and locked up in the Surreal changing room. She’d donned the silk black robe with the tasteful Surreal monogram. It went down to her knees, keeping her tastefully covered, though the silk clung to her body, made her feel more sensuous than she should have for what was essentially a work assignment.

      She’d kept on her panties and bra. She wasn’t planning on getting totally naked, and only Valerie could identify her by her underwear. She hadn’t had a date get that close in quite a while. Not since she'd been a little tipsy on her 29th birthday and let a one-time friend-with-benefits spend the night. He was off with the Peace Corps, thankfully. By the time he returned, the memory should be less painfully embarrassing, more of a laugh-it-off recollection. Here again, gone tomorrow, no muss, no fuss.

      Before stepping into the private room Ben had arranged, she noted the officious security official at the head of the hallway. Security cameras in each room were monitored by DMs throughout. She’d done her research, so she knew he’d also have to ask her about boundaries, limits. Right? All the correct trappings in place. So this was safe.

      No, of course it wasn’t.

      Okay, at least on the surface, he’d done everything to assure her she was going to be safe. She hadn’t expected his insistence on her calling Valerie. When she reached the apartment answering machine, he told her to call Val’s cell. In fact, he’d been pretty clear that, if she didn’t make actual contact with her roommate, they wouldn’t be going through with their deal tonight. But Valerie had answered her cell. Celeste wasn’t sure if she was thankful for that or not.

      During her very short conversation with her roommate, Ben had stepped away, giving her enough privacy to vet Val’s mixed reactions of concern, WTF, and titillated amusement. “I want video,” Val had threatened. Since her roommate didn’t know the details of the devil’s bargain Celeste had made, Celeste imagined showing up with the tape and making her roommate’s eyes pop out. It almost made her smile, something she was surprised to find she needed. Her nerves were like tight springs punching through worn upholstery.

      She didn’t have to do this. But it was like a dare. If you didn’t take the dare, you had to face a truth instead, usually a pretty uncomfortable one.

      All in all, it was a little…unsettling, how determined he’d been about ensuring her safety. He was practically a stranger, about to engage in a very sexual, yet still impersonal situation with her, but he’d been as a protective as… She was so not going there.

      Third private playroom on the left, he’d said. She moved up the hallway, glad she was alone. In fact, hearing voices and heels approaching from the public level, she quickened her step, not wanting to see anyone. Taking a deep breath, she turned the latch, stepped inside.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Him wearing leather studded chaps and nothing else, schlong hanging out, a sinister-looking whip in his hand? The picture almost made her giggle, a little hysterically. Probably because the way he actually looked made her way more nervous, which was ludicrous, since he looked exactly like he had at the bar.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Clothing-wise, he did. Still in his custom tailored suit, though he’d removed the jacket, hung it up, rolled up his sleeves and loosened his tie. However, something had changed about him, the attitude, the focus, something… Or maybe she was just imagining things, and it was merely the change of environment, only the two of them in this small room, increasing the intimacy, intensity…danger. Nowhere to run or hide.

      Yes, that could be contributing to it, but she wasn’t mistaken. Her increased nervousness had to do with an indefinable something emanating from him. In here, he seemed even more formidable, despite the fact he was slouching with such deceptive casualness against the wall. Arms crossed, relaxed, dress shoe hooked around his ankle. The shirt pulled across his broad shoulders, the slacks following the long lines of thigh. The candlelight praised his jaw in a powerful, controlled line. When his green eyes lifted to hers, they were calm, cool. Direct. And remote, in a way that made butterflies jump in her lower belly.

      As she paused in the open doorway, taking in her surroundings, she suspected she looked like Bambi, hesitating on the edge of the meadow, making sure it was safe. No cruel torture devices on the walls, no chains hanging from the ceiling. There was a large walnut cabinet, a curtained area beside it. Beyond those nefarious possibilities, the room was like a turn-of-the-century parlor. Oriental carpet on a polished wooden floor, a scattering of small pieces of art on the walls. Candle sconces gave the room a dim ambiance. Along the wall beside Ben were several wooden straight-backed chairs. No bed.

      She stepped into the room in her robe and her heels, which she’d chosen to wear instead of the club disposable slippers. He seemed to like the look, gaze coursing over her bare legs. Since she had a weird desire to simply stand there until he told her to do something, she decided it was way past time to take control of the situation. Spreading her arms, she gave a mocking twirl. “So, what do we do first? Give me a good spanking? Make me call you Daddy?”

      When he said nothing, she crossed her arms over herself, tried a hip cock and a look of indifferent amusement. “What are you doing?”

      “At the moment, just looking at you. What do you want from this, Celeste? I know you want the tape, but what’s your true motive? Don’t answer me.”

      She frowned. “You’re asking me a question, but you don’t want an answer?”

      “Women don’t think about what they want. They feel it. I want you to stop thinking and feel. You don’t have to talk at all. In fact, if you keep talking, I’ll gag you, so you can focus on what’s happening in your head instead of fencing words with me.”

      “I don’t want you to do that.” The very thought panicked her. Her sharp tongue was her best weapon.

      “Then stop talking. Feel it. What do you want?”

      Answers. Relief from this anger. This frustration. She was surprised when those inexplicable thoughts leapt to the forefront of her mind. He didn’t say anything, though his gaze flickered as if he knew her response. Even more strange and unsettling.

      “When I look at you, I see two people. The reporter and the woman. The reporter is sharp, intelligent, overqualified for the work she’s doing. From what I know of you, that won’t always be the case. You’ll get what you want, because you don’t blame anyone for failure except yourself, and failure isn’t acceptable.”

      “Do I strike you as the kind of woman who needs her ego stroked?” She arched a brow.

      “You don’t have an ego, Celeste. There’s no room for it with that big to-do list in your head. The reporter part is obvious.”

      Apparently not so much, because he was the only man who’d ever voiced it.

      “The reporter wants the tape," he said. "But who and what we are, that’s what intrigues the woman. You want to know more. You want to experience what we do to women, but you’re worried it will be just as debasing as you claim it is. Another part of you is terrified it isn’t, that it will unlock something inside of you that you don’t necessarily want unlocked.”

      He uncrossed his arms, showing he was holding something in the hand that had been tucked under the distracting biceps. It took a moment to make sense of the shapes, but she’d seen enough items like them at Surreal to know he was holding a satin eye mask and a ball gag. He also held his folded white handkerchief. Did he iron and wash those himself, the way she had to painstakingly clean her silks and wools, since she couldn’t afford to have them professionally dry-cleaned? Not likely. The man drove a half a million dollar sportscar, after all.

      Her attempt to distance herself from him with the reminder of his wealth, his sense of entitlement, fell short as he continued.

      “You’ve seen Masters and Mistresses use these. You assume they’re to take away free will. A woman’s ability to run her mouth.” When amusement wreathed his expression, she tightened her lips, refusing to rise to that bait. “As far as the free will, you aren’t completely wrong, but these objects deal with the illusion of free will, not the reality of it. We use our eyes and our mouths as defense mechanisms, things that keep us from noticing what’s important, from listening to and feeling not only external sensory input, but internal input as well. There’s a reason monks take vows of silence. There are powerful things in silence. In darkness.”

      She wasn’t entirely sure how to grasp a corner of his logic and unravel it. She just wanted him to get on with it. As soon as he spanked her, she could end the session, take her tape and go. He hadn’t set any stipulations on it, any time limits. She was in control here. That quivering low in her stomach wasn’t fear. But he was holding a ball gag. A blindfold. And now he wasn’t saying anything, just watching her.

      She got the whole silence/darkness Zen thing, but if he didn’t start talking again, she was going to bolt. Which meant she was relying on him for control, stability. Fuck, no way was that happening.

      Before she could open her mouth to retort, to get this thing rolling her way, he shifted. She jumped, she couldn’t stop herself. Giving her a considering look, he closed his hand around the top of one of the chairs, bringing it to the center of the room. “Come sit here.”

      A reasonable enough request. Though his tone didn’t suggest a request at all, which should have raised her hackles, inspired her to say something sarcastic. But she’d said she wanted to experience this. She was a journalist. She should at least try to get into the mindset of a…submissive. Meek, compliant.

      Not. She was holding her jaw so rigidly it was starting to hurt. Ben’s gaze moved over it. “Do you want me to come over there and get you?” he asked softly.

      Why an obvious threat should make her stomach do a triple somersault and send an aching twinge between her legs, she didn’t know, but it startled her enough to get her moving.

      She walked stiffly over to the chair, slowing as she drew close enough to be within touching distance. When she swallowed, she saw him register it. He was cataloging every reaction.

      “It’s all right,” he said quietly. “Nothing will happen here that you don’t want.”

      “I don’t want to be here. You could just give me a tape of you beating up some other girl, and we could call it a night.”

      Something flickered through the green eyes, his mouth tightening. “I can assure you, I don’t beat up women. Not the way you mean. And that tape is the excuse for you being here, not the reason. If you think I’m wrong, the door’s behind you.”

      Okay, so he’d turned on the charm at the bar, but it was definitely in the off position in this room. He stood in front of her, unrelenting, mouth stern, eyes serious, not a trace of persuasion. She almost felt like she needed to apologize. It had been kind of a crappy remark, after all.

      What the hell? He did smack women around. No, she hadn’t seen it, but he played private, and she was sure that was what went on. What he was doing to her now was no different from indoctrination into a cult. Emotional abuse, even. A clever manipulation to make the woman feel subservient, apologetic for having an opinion.

      “Sit down.” He nodded to the chair.

      She tightened her chin. She’d do it because she’d see it through. A research project. If she could keep the academic analysis going in her mind, she’d stay in charge. Detached.

      Yet she couldn’t quite seem to make her legs bend. Not until he closed his hand on her shoulder, a startling heat, applying simple pressure. She was sitting, without really remembering when her knees had decided to give. He guided her hands so they were curled over the sides of the seat, by her thighs. Laying his palm on her abdomen, just beneath her breasts, he made her stiffen, straighten.

      “There you go. Back against the chair. Shoes flat on the floor, hands holding the chair sides. Just like that. Hold that position.”

      Picking up another chair, he brought it over and took a seat facing her, putting a few feet between them. As he laid his ankle on his opposite knee, he stretched out the bottom leg so his dress shoe rested alongside her neatly aligned feet. Hooking his arm around the chair back, he regarded her in silence. “Focus on the picture directly over my left shoulder.”

      She’d noticed there were pictures, but not the details of them. She’d assumed they’d be some erotic acrobatics to stir the libidos of the room participants. Though she prided herself on her observation skills, her survival instincts had kept her focused on the more mysterious and sinister aspects of the room. Like him. Now she was surprised to find the picture over his shoulder was a close up of a single white rose, hit by a touch of morning sun.

      “Keep your eyes on it.”

      “What will you be doing?”

      “Looking at you.”

      Her gaze flicked to him. He made a noise, a single syllable, unintelligible, but her gaze shifted back to the picture. Had she just responded to a command? No, he hadn’t said anything. But he’d made it clear with body language what he wanted her to do. And she was doing it. Because she’d agreed to it, made a choice. Not because she was obeying Ben O’Callahan.

      The rose looked the way it did right after the sun dried the dew off it. Something about seeing flowers in the morning always made the heart feel better. She and Valerie shared the expenses of a New Orleans Garden District two-bedroom apartment, with a little narrow outside balcony, on which she kept a small potted garden of roses. Her favorite thing was sliding out there early in the morning with her coffee, watching the sun come up and kiss them good morning. She would sit, inhale their fragrance when they were blooming, stroke the petals. In that moment, she wasn’t a reporter, Valerie’s roommate, her mother’s daughter or anything else. She was just flowers and sunshine.

      She’d closed her eyes. There was a warmth, a heat here. Not the room itself, though the temperature was comfortable. It was coming from his regard, her reaction to it. Oddly, in this stillness, it was like her reaction to the morning sun on her flowers. Noise from the public floor of the club was muted. She could hear his breath, a quiet sound. He didn’t move, but she remembered how close his foot was. She thought about when they were at the bar, when he’d been even closer, so close she was almost inside the span of his thighs.

      “What are you looking at?” she asked. She chose not to open her eyes. It felt right not to do so.

      “Your face. The small movements of your lips. They tighten as you get nervous, think too much. Then they relax, get softer as you give yourself to sensory input. You have a very responsive mouth. Most of the time, the corners are turned down, even when you smile. There’s a current of unhappiness, discontent, inside of you. Restlessness. Your skin creases on your forehead and around your eyes as you think, wonder, worry. Imagine.”

      Her mother had often said that. Don’t frown so much, Celly. You’ll look old before your time. For heaven’s sake, smile when you smile. You look like you’re grimacing.

      Her fingers tightened on the chair seat, but he was continuing. “Now I’m looking at your throat. The way you swallow as I talk to you. Your pulse is jumping. That stiff blouse you were wearing, it was professional, intended to be businesslike, straightforward, but it also showed you have a toned upper body, nice breasts. They’re soft and full beneath the robe, just like the line of your hip. You take care of yourself, Celeste, but you let yourself indulge enough to keep the curves. It’s sexy.”

      Sexy. No one had ever said that to her, straight out. Opening her eyes, she found herself staring directly into his. “Dark and endless,” he murmured. “You can see straight to your soul through your eyes, Celeste.”

      She shut them again. Not sure why, just obeying instinct, but what kind of instinct, she didn't know. Self-preservation? He didn’t tell her not to do it, apparently content to continue looking at her. At least she assumed that was what he was doing. Her body was tingling, her nipples tightening as she thought about him touching her breasts. He had large hands. He’d cup them firmly, squeeze, enjoy them with pure masculine pleasure. Possessive pleasure, because in this room at least, the moment belonged to him.

      She tightened her jaw. Stop it. This was textbook mind manipulation. He’d told her she could leave. She could leave at any moment. She didn’t need his damn permission. But she was here for the tape.

      When he rose, her breath caught, a quick show of anxiety. She kept her eyes shut. To show him he couldn’t rattle her? To close him out? She could barely hear him move on the carpet, but if he went toward that curtained area, touched any metal implements, any chains, she’d know. She was closer to the door than he was. “Aren’t we supposed to be talking about limits…safe words?”

      “What word would make you feel safe, Celeste?”

      She jumped. He was right behind her. His fingertips slid over her collar bone, teasing the edge of the robe. “Tell me the first word that came to your mind when I asked that question.”

      Not likely. Not when it brought an ache to her throat, an automatic denial. “I can pay a therapist to do this.”

      He chuckled, a warm, sensuous sound. “But it wouldn’t be as much fun. Tilt your head to the right.”

      When she did, she drew in a breath as his mouth settled on her pulse, tasting her, the tip of his tongue teasing along the erratic beat. Then the press of teeth. The great white shark again.

      “Most people thought I was paying you a compliment, calling you the Knights of the Board Room.”

      “We knew better. You hate us.”

      “No.” She felt like she had when he’d implied she wanted to undermine their donations to the domestic violence center. She struggled for a more rational response, summoned her usual cynicism. “Corporate raiders, doing charity to detract from the—”

      “Blah, blah, blah.” It was a bedroom whisper. Curling his fingers in her hair, he tugged her scalp while keeping her head in place. The contradiction made her belly flipflop. “Page 101 of the media handbook. All corporations are evil, so said while you drink your Starbucks and buy clothes at The Gap. It’s far easier to objectify us, lump us in with general rhetoric, than to admit what it is about us that really bothers Celeste de Mille...personally.”

      Her lashes flickered at the touch of satin, her shoulders stiffening. “Just the eye mask,” he said. “You’re already showing your preference for keeping your eyes closed. This will help you feel everything more intensely, notice the details.”

      “But I won’t be able to see what you’re doing when I want.”

      “You’ll feel it. Every single thing I do.”

      “Okay then.” She struggled to clear her throat, since her voice sounded thick. It was an odd relief, to not have the choice of seeing. His fingertips were a firm pressure as the mask was secured, but then they were running lightly beneath the sensitive skin of her earlobes. Wetting her lips, she tried for a reasonably scathing response. “You sell a bill of goods. That’s what bothers me. It’s all an image.”

      “Hmm. Closer to the truth, but still not the bull’s eye. Maybe it’s not an image, and you can’t afford for it to be true. You can’t afford for there to be men who stand fast, who protect, who love with all they are. Who don’t leave. Who take honor, commitment, and responsibility seriously. You can’t afford to trust your fate to the hands of another, not even for a moment.”

      “You treat women like porcelain dolls,” she said desperately.

      His chuckle was dangerous. “If that were true, by the end of tonight you’d be shattered in a million pieces. I know the strength of a woman’s soul, Celeste. I’ve held dozens of them in my hands. Fragile as an egg, yes. Perfect, smooth, beautiful. But they contain all the violent power of creation, so when I crack one open, handle it right, I get to see a magic most men never see.”

      “How do you get there?”

      “Through pleasure…and pain. Because the beauty of a mature woman’s soul is created from both.”

      Underscoring it, he dug his fingers into her scalp again, pulled her head back so she felt the strain. Instead of feeling violated, she felt…hungry.

      She couldn’t stand it anymore. He was turning her into something she wasn’t. He wanted her to keep her hands clasped over the sides of the chair, and she was clenching them in a death grip. Now she jerked her right hand free. He could fire off some boorish observation about her cowardice, but she wasn’t going to let him play this game with her.

      Instead, his fingers closed around her wrist, held it fast, even when she struggled. Not rough, just strong, unshakable.

      “I gave it sixty seconds before you’d get into trouble. You made it to fifty-nine.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Is that what you want? Again, feel it. Don’t think. I’m not hurting you, Celeste. I’m merely holding your arm. Don’t let your panic rule you. You’re far braver than you know.”

      He waited a bated moment, then he guided her hand back to the chair. “I’m going to put a mitten on your hand, to hold your fingers together. This cuff will buckle around your wrist, holding it in place. Just the one hand.”

      The mitten he worked over her fingers was a strong nylon, like pantyhose, where she could feel the touch of air, but her fingers were unable to move without strenuous effort. He was comfortable dressing a woman, no hesitation or awkwardness, and that swirl in her stomach intensified, a small dust-devil. She imagined him sliding actual stockings on her legs, working the silky garment upward toward her thigh, touch teasing quivering skin as he secured a garter.

      Okay, she was going into pure fantasy-stuff. She’d never worn a garter in her life. Then she felt the touch of the cuff. The plush liner was comfortable, but the outer wrap was stiff, heavy. With the curl of her restrained fingers, she felt the links on the side of it, which he used to attach it in some manner to the outside of the chair seat. As he locked it down, it held her arm straight and immobile.

      He’d told her what he was doing. Quiet, factual information, but it was still a surreal feeling, imagining herself sitting here, allowing this to happen. Allowing. Just like he’d said about the woman on the public platform.

      He would eventually do the same to other hand, she was sure of it. The thought alone caused a surge of panic, one that tightened her thighs and demanded she jump up, drag the chair to the door with her, scream to get out. It made her start when his hand closed over her other wrist.

      “Sssh. Easy. Only my hand as a restraint right now.” He was exploring her palm with his lips, that clever tongue. His moist, heated touch between her fingers was erotically obscene, like he’d put his tongue into her pussy. Her fingers went into a half curl, and she was touching his face. That quivering in her lower belly became a volcanic tremor.

      She opened her mouth to be derisive, mocking, something…instead her mouth was dry. Then Ben O’Callahan knelt in front of her, because her knee brushed what she was pretty sure was the inside of that long thigh. Keeping his clasp of her wrist, he used the other hand to slip the tie of her robe, let the light silk fall open and bare her body to him. Once again it was a confident, easy move, the move of a man used to exploring every crevice of a woman’s body.

      She tried to be casual about it as well, but instead she strangled on her reaction as he slid his fingers down her abdomen, into her Victoria’s Secrets panties, and right into the narrow triangle of space between her closed thighs. It wasn’t a swift, jump-out-of-a-closet kind of move. It was deliberate, authoritative, like he had every right to do it, such that she didn’t think to move until he was where he intended to be. Right over her clit and against her shockingly not-dry-at-all labia. She was wet. Oh God.

      It shocked her even more than her delayed reaction to his invasive touch. Hell with this. She clenched her thigh muscles, squirming, trying to expel him, trying to force her mind to obey logic. He withdrew, but his voice, silky and warm, didn’t sound offended.

      “That’s right, darling. Close your legs tight. Hold them just that way.”

      Now he was at her ankles. “What are you doing?” She sounded shrill, even to her own ears.

      “It’s a rope wrap. Just breathe.” He was winding what felt like a thick nylon rope around her ankles and working his way up, binding her legs all the way to her knees. It didn’t cut off circulation, but it was snug enough to keep her from parting her thighs, emphasizing the fact he was making her more physically helpless. Her breath was catching in her throat enough she couldn’t deny she was one step away from gasping. He kept making those soothing, unintelligible noises, a deep rumble in his throat.

      He hated her as much as she hated them, right? He shouldn’t be like this, careful and almost tender. It was a trick. But there were cameras. A safe word, if she could bring herself to say it. She’d rather die first. Or endure whatever he did to her, a worse fate. Except she couldn’t figure out if she thought that was worse because of what he was planning to do or how she feared she’d react to it.

      He took his time with the wrap, testing the binding, her level of movement. She was perspiring, but not from heat. As he restrained her, things were happening to her. A dense stillness in her head, her chest. “Wha—at…why am I feeling this way?” She knew she didn’t have to explain it to him.

      “The more you give up physical freedom, your dependence on your eyes, your voice, the more your mind cuts free, takes you to a different plain. Think of it as astral projection, but instead of floating off somewhere, you’re in the very real here and now, in a way you normally aren’t. There’s only this moment.”

      “I thought…Jon was the philosopher.”

      “Well, he’s infected all of us to a certain extent.”

      The warm in his voice was undeniable. Of course, the Kensington men were as closely knit as a wolf pack. Whereas that usually made her lip curl in derision, for some perverse reason, that evidence of emotion, of affection and regard, reassured her a little.

      She made a noise she refused to call a whimper as he tied off the wrap, adding a loop over her thighs, giving it an extra cinch that compressed her clit and labia with the pressure. The rope was both silk and hemp against her skin. “On occasion, I’m going to remind you to wiggle your toes, and I’ll keep an eye on your color. But if you think you’re having any circulation issues, let me know.”

      She wondered if he counted light headedness, but she had a worrisome feeling that was a psychological reaction, not a physical one. “Don’t… I’d think most guys would want the legs spread.”

      “Depends on the Master. I don’t have any trouble fucking ass or pussy in this position, and the sensation is different, tighter, more precarious. A woman has to trust me more.”

      “We haven’t talked about fucking. I don’t want that. I haven’t agreed to it.” She’d just said that on the tape, so there. If he didn’t want to be brought up on rape charges, he’d ease the hell back with the tone and the touching and…everything. “I don’t trust you at all.”

      “You will. You’ve already started. Part of the breakdown process, if you want to jot that down in that little notebook you’re keeping in your head.”

      When she tried to shift, it only reminded her how securely her legs and arm were bound. Only her left hand was free at this point. Which meant she could do the Miss America wave, but that was about the only effective use she had for it at the moment. Unless she counted the desire to flail frantically.

      “What’s the point of all this prep, if all you want is to spank bare ass?” She could be crude, too. He wasn’t going to intimidate her by throwing graphic words around. Though the way he said pussy should be illegal. It was as honey-warm as the mentioned area itself at the moment.

      “Not a damn thing, if my only intent was to give you a beating. You wanted to know what this is about, and because I think you're a good reporter, I’m giving you that. The woman…I have something for her as well. She’s going to find out what it’s like to be tormented to mindless submission, where she’ll beg me for everything she wants.”

      “No.” She shook her head, hard.

      “To get free, to make it stop, all you have to do is use that safe word, the one you won’t admit to me. As far as fucking goes, nice as your pussy is, that’s not the part of you I’m after. Though I plan to enjoy that fully.”

      She understood why the chair had a plain wooden seat. She was wet enough to dampen the silk robe caught under her hips. Though she wore the eye mask, it was like she could vividly see what he was seeing. Her mostly naked body, the quiver of her breasts in the lacy bra, the jut of her nipples through the thin fabric. The vee of her damp sex, delineated by the panties. She had a crazy desire to spread her legs, let him see how soaked she was getting. What the hell was that? Thank God he’d tied her so she couldn’t do something so absurd and shameless.

      Focus, Celeste. There’s a reason these women get so lost in this sick crap. Don’t let your mind succumb to it. Recite the periodic table or something.

      “Okay, this arm here.” He’d bent over her, guided her left arm around his neck. In the same movement, he unsnapped the cuff of her right arm from the side of the chair. She gripped his broad shoulder with her left hand.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We’re just going to lift up, put a cushion on the chair. Then I’m turning you around and putting your knees on the front edge of the seat. There we go.”

      He did all the work, turning her with effortless strength, guiding her so she was kneeling on the chair edge, her cuffed hand braced on the wooden back. He re-secured the cuff to the slats, curling her fingers over the top edge. “All right. Now a mitten and cuff for the other hand.”

      She swallowed. “I…no. Not sure.”

      “Then use the word, Celeste.”

      “Not fair. It’s not all or nothing. There’s always negotiation…limits…”

      “Sometimes. It depends on the Master and the sub. In this room, the terms you’ve set, what you want, it is all or nothing. You follow my direction or you call an end to it. With that one little word that’s not so little at all, is it?”

      “Shut up.” She closed her eyes tighter beneath the eye mask. “Don’t. Don’t make that part of this.”

      “It’s all a part of it, Celeste. You’ll get that before we’re done, and it won’t make you afraid.”

      “Stop it.”

      He went silent, stroked her hair a moment. “All right. Give me your hand. Lift it out toward me.”

      She did it, and realized her arm was shaking. He steadied her elbow with one strong hand, guided her to rest her hand briefly on his forearm while she assumed he was positioning the mitten. With his sleeves rolled up, she felt heated skin, the soft layer of male hair which she knew was dark, like those artful strands across his forehead. Then he reclaimed her hand, worked the mitten on. When the cuff was wrapped over it, her pussy contracted at the feel of it, getting even more disconcertingly responsive when that cuff was attached to the back of the chair, next to her other hand.

      He’d moved away, was circling her. A brush of air and silk and she realize he’d draped the robe up on her waist. “You look like a pretty mermaid, with your legs wrapped like that. I much prefer those pretty panties hiked up on your cheeks than scales, though.”

      Exposed. She was on display for him, and instead of sardonic outrage, she was feeling something else entirely. A shudder went through her thighs. This could become an uncomfortable position after a while, but he’d thought of that, and not just with the addition of the cushion.

      “I want you under a certain amount of physical strain, but let’s give your legs some help.”

      A strap was run behind her bent knees and then buckled beneath the chair seat, so her knees were held securely on the edge of the chair. “Now we get rid of this.”

      The cool edge of something trailed over her arms, down her spine. A heartstopping moment after it was used, she realized it was some kind of blade. The robe fell away. She was kneeling backwards on a chair, her legs wrapped, in only panties and bra, blindfolded.

      “I’m scared.” It was out before she could stop herself, and her cheeks flushed. Her voice quavered.

      “You should be. You’re supposed to be. But in a good way, not the way you feel when you’re walking in a bad area of town at night. It’s more like when you’re about to do something that you’re not sure where it will go, what will change. Right? Feel it.”

      She knew he was right, but she wanted to run, to panic, to fly. But his knuckles whispered down the line of her spine. “Beautiful,” he murmured. “Celeste, would you like to know why you gave us the name Knights of the Board Room? Why you taunt us through your columns, why you goaded us by showing up at this club three times, looking for something to pin on Matt?”

      She went still. His voice had changed. Still calm, but there was something…ruthless to it, an edge that made everything female inside her go on alert, still. Waiting. Anticipating. Knowing she should run but somehow not wanting to. Not wanting to run at all.

      “There's a term for it. It's called bratting, actively seeking retribution. Asking for something you don't truly understand, but something inside you craves. You’ll get the inside scoop on that tonight, though it won't be something you can ever print in your paper. Whether you learn the lesson and benefit from it depends on whether you're as brave as you pretend to be.”

      “No. I don’t want…I don’t think I can do this.”

      “I know you can. As a Master, I tailor my response to the women who submit to me. However, my specialty…my craving, is women who need to challenge a Master full on. I’ll tear open your soul before it’s over, I promise. But I also promise to take very good care of it, and send you out of here no worse than you came in.”

      Wow. As a pickup line, it was overwhelming, probably because it wasn’t one. He meant every terrifying word, which meant she should run shrieking. But she couldn’t. She was tied up. Even without using a gag, he’d paralyzed her vocal cords.

      He leaned in, so close his breath was pure heat against her neck again. She felt his teeth, moaned, clenched the edge of the chair. No, no. He wasn’t doing this to her. He wasn’t.

      “Surrender is the most powerful gift a woman can give a man. But I want something deeper, the surrender you’ve given no one, the deepest, darkest wells of your free will. When I take that from you, Celeste, that’s when you’ll get all your answers. That’s when you’ll find out what freedom truly is.”

      “What do you get out of it?” she whispered.

      She could almost imagine him baring his teeth in a feral smile. “I’m going to blister your ass until you cry. Just the way I’ve wanted to do, ever since you wrote the first word about us. While you’re crying, you’ll beg for my cock." His tongue teased the bite. "That's a promise.”
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      Okay, yes she’d had sex before. Nice, vanilla sex. Every once in awhile she’d played with the idea of what it would be like to spice it up in some nebulous, amorphous way, but she hadn’t broached it with the males in question. In truth, she never really let them hang around that long. And when she fantasized…well, she just didn’t. It made her uncomfortable. Usually, if hormones overcame her and she masturbated in the dark of night, she didn’t really let herself think of anything much other than the friction of her fingers, and how it felt good. And how it might feel if there was a strong, warm body curved behind her, his fingers over hers, taking over, doing it for her, letting her clutch his forearm under her head, dig her nails into his warm flesh, press her face into firm biceps. Press the tears there when the climax came.

      There was no way she could pretend to be as sophisticated as this. But there was really no other choice, was there? Unless she told Ben she wanted to quit. Which meant she'd be telling those cameras and the DM watching through them that she couldn't do this. All she had to do was say she’d had enough.

      “This isn’t about pride, Celeste. Competition.” He touched her face, slid his knuckles along her cheek. “Your muscles are all locked up, like you’re getting ready for an ice bath, but you're hell bound and determined to get hypothermia before you admit you’re cold.”

      “Is this how you do it? Alternate all the mesmerizing sexual charisma with kindness, make them think they can trust you? Then they melt like butter and you can have everything you want from them, because so many women are desperately looking for a man they can trust?”

      “Yes.” He answered her frankly, with no apparent affront. “You’ve boiled it down to the simplest form, but yeah. Except for one correction. They can trust me. In this room, you can trust me completely, Celeste. Anything you give me won’t be abused. It won’t be destroyed, unless it’s something you want destroyed.”

      The knuckles stopped on her jaw, and then it was his whole hand, holding her face, his thumb sliding down her throat, making her swallow under his touch. “Most women are desperately looking for a man they can trust. It pisses me off that so many of my gender have let you down, have abused the gifts you could give them, looking only for pussy. They've overlooked how much more erotic, how much more of an experience it is--for both of us--when your heart and soul are included in the conquering.”

      “Conquering.” She fought the emotions swelling inside her, making her ribs hurt. He was a lawyer, a damn good lawyer. He knew how to use words as weapons, and he was trying to break her open with them, as well as with that unsettling firm touch on her throat, the heat of his body against her hip and leg. “You slipped with that one. Pretty un-PC, the idea of conquering a woman.”

      “That’s because our shallow PC world has made you forget what it truly means. Take her over, overwhelm her, possess her…and then, in the possessing, give her an oath to care for her, protect her, cherish all that he’s won.”

      “I think someone should gag you.” She tried for a scornful laugh that came out nervous, shaky. “You’re confusing what’s really happening with a bunch of words. You’re setting women’s rights back about a century. You did hear there was a women’s rights movement, right?”

      His fingertips slid along her sternum, down, down, following the curve of her breast over her bra, then back up, just as slow. Her arms shook, fingers clenching the top of the chair through the constricting mittens. He’d said she was tense, and she was, such that his movement made her tighten up further, anticipating him making a dip into the cup to tease her nipple, but he didn’t. Just a caress of the curve, then he cupped his palm to hold her breast. A firm pressure, thumb so close to the nipple, but not touching. Her pussy contracted, and she had to suppress the desire to shift to prolong the feeling. She wanted the bra off, the contact between her bare flesh and his palm.

      “There you are,” he rumbled. “We’ll get there, Celeste. You want to be aroused, you want to give yourself to this. But there’s a lot of crap to get out of the way.”

      “You haven’t answered the question, counselor.” She was proud of herself for having the breath to speak, especially in her exposed, highly sexual position. “Susan B. Anthony? Elizabeth Stanton? Suffrage?”

      “I don’t think the intent of giving women rights—the right to vote, to not be abused, to have the chance to pursue a career—meant they had to give up their right to have someone in their life who can love and protect them, shelter them from the storm, hold them when they cry and open a fucking door for them. Giving women rights wasn't a license to abandon our responsibilities as men.”

      “Maybe a woman can take care of herself.” His words made her angry. She didn’t want to feel angry.

      “How do you take care of yourself, Celeste? Let me take a stab at it. At night, in the dark, you put your fingers between your legs and give yourself a release that only makes you cry. Your pussy gets relief, but nothing else. Women need far more from an orgasm than the orgasm itself.”

      How had he crawled in her head like that? “Don’t mock me.”

      She snapped it at him, and immediately despised herself for it. When anger took over, you showed your throat to the enemy. Sarcasm was the properly controlled tool for anger, but in this case, she’d simply lashed out.

      He’d moved behind her, because now his hands followed the line of her shoulders, dropping to her elbows, then to her back. Things in her belly quivered as he unhooked her bra, then released the slim ribbons of the shoulder straps. The garment fell away, gently pulled free of her body by his hands.

      Hands that then molded to her sides, following the slope of her rib cage to the flare of her hips. His thumbs teased under the elastic of her panties, then ran back up along either side of her spine. He had big hands. “You’re going to get tired in this position. We have too much to do. I’m going to change this…here.”

      His arm slid around her waist, strong, supportive, functional. “I won’t let you fall. Take your hands off the top of the chair. I’ve unlaced the cuffs.”

      When she complied, she found he held her weight easily, with no sense of tension. He slid her forward, so her knees were more squarely on the velvet cushion. It brought his whole body up against her. His broad chest against her shoulder blades was distracting enough, but her breath sucked in when something very hard and noticeably large pressed against her ass, gone so quickly she couldn’t get freaked out by it. Much. It left a definite impression.

      She’d heard a lot of BDSM sessions didn’t involve sex, but he’d said she’d beg for that part of him. Would he try to make her service him with her mouth—yeah, right. Or…did he think he’d actually fuck her tonight? No chance of that. No way. He probably wouldn’t go that far. This was all to prove a point, right? But her pussy was weeping, as if it was already begging.

      It was just an arousing situation, that was all. She might be sexually inexperienced, but she was a sophisticated, rational woman. Everything her body was doing was rational. It didn’t mean she couldn’t stay in control.

      He’d changed her position so that her breasts were resting on the top of the chair, but the carved wooded edge had been covered by a cushiony foam of some type so that it didn’t hurt. He passed another one of those nylon silky-rough ropes over the top of her breasts, through the chair slats and under her arms, then secured it at her back in a series of smooth crisscrosses, diamond shapes that didn’t irritate the bumps of her spine. The constriction on her breasts made her nipples ache. The overwhelming physical stimuli had to be part of how they made women surrender to them, their rational minds overcome by all of it.

      So you'll have a great excuse if it happens to you, right? She pushed away the traitorous thought. Celeste didn't surrender to any man. She usually took fierce pride in the thought, in outwitting her male counterparts, proving herself better and stronger than them, more in control. But right now, the thought was hollow. And merely an irritating whisper behind other internal responses she was experiencing.

      The touch of the ropes gave her a provocative idea of what she looked like, restrained in this elaborate rope bondage. Now she found her weight distributed more evenly as he adjusted the rope around the back of her knees so they were firmly held in the center of the chair seat. Her muscles still took a certain amount of strain from the position, but it was a stimulating stress, oddly enough. She heard a metal snap, close to the floor, and then Ben’s hand was on her back again.

      “The chair’s been locked down. No matter how you squirm or rock, it won’t fall.”

      She gasped as he bent over her again, this time pressing his hips deliberately against her ass, a good rotation, a nice grind against her panties that made it very clear the cock beneath those custom tailored slacks was hard as steel…and the size of Florida. Her hips jerked, but she couldn’t have said if it was to get away or to try and rub against him. His hands cupped her breasts fully, covering the nipples so they pressed into his palms. This time, there was no doubt her attempted arch was to reach for more of his touch. He put his mouth against the back of her neck, going completely still for a number of silent seconds. Listening to her breath rasp in her throat, she felt her body quiver, and wondered if he was logging all of it. He was simply letting her shudder, react, worry…wonder.

      “I don’t mock women, Celeste,” he said at last. “You haven’t been touched much, or not touched well, which is why you tense when a man puts his hands on you. So let’s work on that. What’s that safe word?”

      “Red,” she said defiantly. That’s what all the books said to use, after all.

      “The color your ass will be when I’m done with it. And when I finally get your real safe word.”

      She didn’t want to be hit. But it was a spanking, right? With his hand. She could handle that. But her muscles were staying rigid, tense, prepared.

      He moved away from her, hands trailing down her back, over her buttocks, stroking. With that rope wrap from ankles to thighs, her ass would be a front and center display, especially at the canted angle, poked out like it was begging for attention. Jesus, had she lost her mind? Why had she agreed to do this? Why was she so nervous about a little spanking?

      He’d shifted, or…knelt, because now his hands were squarely on her ass. He worked her panties down so they rested on the rope wrap and exposed her to the air. Gripping her buttocks, he parted the cheeks with his thumbs, a smooth economy of motion. What was he…

      “Aahhh…” she cried out, part in protest, partly something else entirely as his heated breath caressed that opening, and his tongue touched, licked. Began to explore her in a way she’d never been explored. It should have revolted her, caused her to stiffen up even more, but sensation exploded in her lower belly, making her nipples tingle like crazy, her whole body trying to squirm and wiggle and move in its confinement. The fact she was so restrained as he was doing it made it even more intense, and when his hand dropped, stroked over her labia, the petals compressed by her legs being bound together, she let out another cry. Alarm, a plea…something unintelligible and primal. She was soaked, the fluid so slick that two of his fingers slid slow and easy into her, giving her a teasing finger fuck in the tight area as he continued to have oral sex with her rear entry.

      “Ohh…” Thinking was not an option at all. Just pure, mindless stimulation. Apparently her lack of sexual experience wasn’t a problem, because he was doing it all, controlling it all. He was going to take her where he wanted her to go. All this was going on a tape…a tape where her identity was concealed…but…

      His mouth and fingers withdrew, and in the next second, her cry became a yelp as his hand clapped on her ass, a hard, firm spank that made her right buttock wobble. The combination of it with the other stimulation made her wriggle harder. Her nipples were being stimulated by air, stiff and large, needing actual touch, wanting touch. But he didn’t give it to them. He spanked the other buttock, then went back to the other. The feeling reverberated in her pussy.

      “I thought you might need a vibrator to relax you, but that’s not what you want, is it, darling? You’re so hungry for human touch.”

      “Help…” She didn’t know what she was saying. What did it mean? But it was there, on her lips, in her head. Help me… A plea for more, for saving, for what? What was he doing to her?

      A whistle of air and then suddenly a searing stripe of actual pain, running from her upper thigh to the roundest part of her buttock. With the yelp this time came a surge of alarm. Ouch, holy hell, that hurt. It burned… She tensed for another, but instead he hit her with his hand, both prolonging the sting but adding another element to it, confusing her. In its aftermath, the burn became a warmth. And she wanted him to do it again, even knowing how much it hurt.

      “Stop that. That hurt. Don’t do that again.” She was breathing hard, making her sentences choppy.

      “Then use the safe word.” He waited and she swallowed. Why wasn’t she saying it?

      “What are you…doing to me?” she asked instead.

      He didn’t answer, just hit the other thigh and buttock with the switch-like thing, following it up with the same firm spank from his hand. A flurry of blows followed, quick switches and spanks, all rolled together, so the pain became intense, overwhelming, and she was screaming. “Stop…stop…stop.”

      He did, but she knew it wasn’t because she’d demanded it. She panted, her hands curling against themselves where they were cuffed to the sides of the chair back, below her breasts, on display on that cushioned foam. She should tell him to let her go, but that wasn’t where her mind was. It was just reeling, stumbling, rolling, her ass on fire, her breath caught in her throat. “I can’t…”

      The glide of those fingers down her spine, slow, easy. Back up. “Take your time, get your breath, girl. Fuck, your ass is beautiful. It has my handprint, and the marks of the switch. And we’re just getting started. Tell me you want more.”

      “I’m afraid.”

      “I know. Tell me anyway.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, mortified to find that she was close to tears, and she had utterly no idea why she wanted to cry. “I want more.”

      Okay, time for rational mind to step in. She’d sat in this club three separate times, watched men and women come unraveled emotionally from this experience. She understood it, in an academic way, and now she was experiencing it directly. It didn’t make it right, normal or good. But it did help her understand it. She was still just gathering research. And she was still getting that tape.

      In fact, she could stop right now, tell him it was over, get her tape, and be done with it. That’s what she should do. But she’d been sucked into it. Endorphin release, whatever you wanted to call it. She could see it through to the end. Or at least until she reached a line she couldn’t cross.

      She had a sudden terrifying thought that, at the hands of Ben O’Callahan, no woman reached such a line. He had a way of blinding her to everything but what he wanted. If all the K&A men were like this, it was no wonder women had a hard time standing toe to toe with them. They were sex gods, sent down from another planet, and that explained women’s lack of will against them.

      Okay, she was punchy, giddy, and babbling internal nonsense. She needed to end this.

      “Your tits are so swollen. They want attention, particularly these nipples.” When his fingertip brushed over one, she made that shameful whimper. “Here we go. This is something Jon invented. I particularly like using it.”

      It felt like the sensual touch of paraffin wax being brushed on, but it was obviously some kind of warming oil, except it did more than warm. In a matter of seconds, her nipples started tingling, and then there were sensations shooting along the nerve endings around them, stimulating them further. She pulled against her bonds restlessly, gasping in reaction.

      “Oh, yeah. That’s a beautiful sight. Keep feeling it. You feel your pussy gushing in reaction? I can smell it, see it dripping down your thighs, dampening your panties, wetting the rope.”

      “Aughh. It’s…too much…” She was fighting the restraints now. Her nipples were throbbing, needy, her pussy contracting in response. “Touch…them.”

      “Ask, Celeste. ‘Please touch them, sir.’ In this room, I’m in charge. You control nothing. Everything is according to what I want, what I’ll allow.”

      “Please…” She threw her head up, cried out as a particularly strong wave of arousal passed through what felt like her whole body, originating from those two jutting points. “Please…” There was no mind to this, simply desire. “Please…touch them…sir. Please!”

      An agonizing moment later, his hands closed over them, and she screamed at the pleasure of it, of that mere contact. She strained, pressing her nipples into his palms, seeking relief, and the pleasure spiraled deeper into her womb, made it even more intense. Then his hands backed off, where the tips of her nipples were just able to brush the calluses of his palms, the rough friction an almost unbearable sensation.

      “Work those pretty tits against me, Celeste. Show me how shameless you are.”

      She already was, jerking against his skin, but at the command she was writhing, wriggling, bouncing her breasts against his touch, trying to grasp every bit of sensation she could get from that light contact, and it just kept getting more and more intense. Her pussy rippled, her thighs rubbing together. She was going to orgasm from just this. Ben O’Callahan was going to make her climax from spanking and switching her ass, torturing her breasts, from tying her up…from making her into exactly what she’d sneered at. She was one of those women on the floor, begging for more.

      She hated herself for it, but she couldn’t fight past his will. He was too bloody in control, and she couldn’t do anything about it. It tore something in half inside of her, and she cried out, a strangled plea that came from both heart and pussy. “Help me…”

      “Okay, getting too close. Not going to be that easy. Ssshh…ssshhh.”

      The bastard called this easy, when he was ripping her apart? He was actually soothing her, now his hands closing over her breasts again, stabbing her nipples hard into the fleshy part of his palm. The pressure made her whimper in relief, though the shudders of near-climax kept rolling through her.

      “Let’s get that off of you for now.” A warm, wet cloth removed the oil, and though she bleated and jerked through all of it, arousal running down her thighs, the intensity did lessen, pulling her back from that brink. Until he got down and put his mouth over one nipple, sucking it into his mouth.

      Oh God… She bit down on her lip, hard, her fingers sweating in hard knots inside the stretched fabric of the mittens. He suckled her, teasing the crinkled areola, flicking the nipple with expert precision, and then he moved to do the other one. She’d never been so aroused in her entire life, and he was holding the orgasm out of reach like the Holy Grail.

      Fuck, she did not just use a medieval reference. Did she? Yes, she had. Knights of the Board Room. She’d given them the title in derision. Remember? Sexist…assholes. Thought they could take care of women, take away their…choices… Like they were medieval lords.

      Please touch me sir… In that moment, she’d meant it with every fiber of her being, treating him like a Master and lord in truth. “I’ve got to stop this. You need to let me go.”

      “Then say the word, Celeste. Red…or the other word. ‘No’ doesn’t work here, because your mind says it even when you mean something else.” Catching her chin roughly, he tilted it up so she knew he was staring down into her face. His body was so close, that aroused body, the thick cock probably within inches of her. He could take it out, rub it between her breasts…

      “I just…I need a moment.”

      “Then you know how to ask for it.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I’m not your fucking slave, asshole. I need a moment.”

      He chuckled, that dark, sensuous sound. “There she is. The brat asking for punishment. Inside this room, you are my slave, Celeste. So you either ask properly, or say the word that will end all of this.”

      Red, red, red. She couldn’t get it past her teeth, though. Teeth that were chattering. “Please…I need a moment. Sir.”

      “Not the most gracious request I’ve ever received. You don’t need a break yet. You need something else more.”

      Her hands were released, the rope around her back and knees loosening. She was surprised how shaky her body was, how much support the chair and the ropes together had been providing, but when she sagged, she was turned and scooped up in his arms, lifted. Her hands were limp against her thighs, in the cradle formed by her hips, but he had her secure, she didn’t need to hold onto him.

      The man actually knelt while holding her, not a sign of strain in his body, he was that powerful, and it couldn’t help but make those butterflies in her stomach start up again. Still, at the rock of the descent, she automatically slid her arm around his neck, though it was an effort, since the limb was shaking.

      Then something extremely peculiar and horrifying happened. She found herself tightening that arm, pulling herself closer to him, putting her face into his shoulder and throat…holding onto him. Not so he wouldn’t drop her, but for a different kind of support. Something different entirely. And her mouth opened against his throat, speaking quivering words she was sure she hadn’t told her brain to say.

      “Please, sir. I just need…I need a minute.”

      “All right then.” His voice was very different, still stern, but there was an underlying, devastating note to it. Tenderness. He took a full seat on the floor, cradling her in his arms, rocking her a little bit. “A little training exercise first, though.”

      He shifted her, forearm sliding along the back of her knees, such that she realized he was holding something. Something warm and slick probed against her ass and, before she could tighten up, he’d slid it through that tight ring of muscles, let it sink deep. “There you go. Just a slim probe, but it will keep you stimulated there, get you used to the feel of it when I decide to stretch you a bit more.”

      It felt…she’d never had anything there. After the initial clutch of alarm, it felt…unsettling. A reaction to it rolled through her, like the sensation of desire, but at an even deeper level, something…emotional.

      “Breathe, girl. Just breathe. This is going to get a lot rougher.”

      She let out a half laugh, a desperate noise. What did it say about her that something in her breast leapt at what was undeniably a threat? “You…you destroy a woman’s mind. That’s why I’m acting like this.”

      “I destroy her shields. I’m not there with you yet, Celeste. But I will be.”
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      But I will be. He made it sound so inevitable. He’d take what he wanted, because she’d let herself be that vulnerable, let him have that power over her. She thought herself so independent, armed against this kind of patriarchal domineering bullshit, this don’t-you-worry-your-pretty-head-I’ll-take-care-of-you sand trap, yet here she was up to her ass in the grit, and sinking fast.

      “No. No. I’m done. That’s it.” Shoving out of his hold, she rolled, not caring how awkward or stupid she looked as she staggered to her feet. Damn probe in her ass should have come loose on its own, but she’d tightened up all over, clamping down on it. She spun, groping for it, for the flared base. She’d rip the thing out of her and—crap, she was lightheaded, had gotten up too fast. Didn’t matter, she was so out of here.

      As fast as she thought she’d moved, he was faster. Before she could get herself oriented, he’d maneuvered her back against the wall, his hand snaked around her to lock her wrist, holding it pinned against her ass where she’d clawed for the base and had a hold on it.

      “I told you I’m done, asshole. Red, red, red. That means stop and get the hell away from me.”

      She could hear the rage in her voice, the trembling that betrayed fear. What if he didn’t stop? But that wasn’t what scared the shit out of her, was it? She needed to get out of this room, out of this place, out of this situation. It was full-blown panic, and though a rational part of her was standing to the side, exhorting her to get a grip, she couldn’t. Only that word gave her control. “Red.”

      “You’re too tight. I’m not going to let you hurt yourself. You pull it out without waiting for the muscles to release, and you’ll make yourself bleed. Let me help. The session is over. You used your safe word. All I’m doing now is helping you come out of the session safely. Easy, cher.”

      He wasn’t agitated. His voice, which had taken a surprising—and incredibly sexy—Cajun turn, was as smooth as it had been from the beginning. He was as in control as she was the exact opposite. She hated him for it, but not as much as she hated herself for gravitating toward it, the authoritative calm that settled her down, made her focus on what he was telling her. Lifting her face, she looked into his green eyes. “It’s over.” She’d intended it to sound like a hostile declaration, not a questioning squeak, but either way, she’d said it.

      “That’s the way it works. You used your safe word, it’s done. Let me get this out of you. All right?”

      Instead of having her move her hand out of his way, he adjusted his grip to close his fingers over hers. “Now, take a couple breaths. You have your tape, and in less than a half hour, you’ll walk out of here fully dressed, all your armor in place. Same as you walked in.”

      The same. An hour ago, that would have been a source of pride. In control. Hating everything the Kensington & Associates team stood for. Old boys’ club, power, subjugation of women…

      Closing her eyes, she put her head back against the wall. His fingers were stroking over hers. The angle of her arm, folded behind her like this, was somewhat uncomfortable, but it pushed her breasts into the solid wall of his chest, where he was leaned into her, keeping her body pinned, but not oppressively so. His shirt, the silk of his tie, teased her skin. He smelled like spicy aftershave, a trace of whiskey. His face was so close, she could feel the heat of his skin caressing hers.

      “Okay, keep breathing. This isn’t supposed to hurt. You never shove or yank when it comes to this area. You feel your way.” He’d tightened his grip over hers, and together they were bringing the probe out. There was a hitch as they got started, because the muscles were still constricted, but he made that quiet rumble in his throat, somewhere between command and reassurance, and she took another deep breath. It started to move, helped along by the lubricant and his steady pressure. The head of the probe came free with another pause, and then he had it in his hand.

      Ben gave her a searching look with those emerald eyes, then nudged her toward the closest chair along the wall. “Take a seat. Get your legs beneath you again.”

      After he made sure she obeyed, pressing his other hand briefly into her bare shoulder, he turned away. Moving toward that curtained area, he pushed the cloth back enough to pass through. As he did, he tossed the probe into what sounded like a metal basin, probably for discarded toys. She closed her eyes again, but heard water running. So there was a sink back there, allowing him to wash his hands of her.

      She frowned at herself, integrating the metaphorical with the actual, like it meant a damn one way or another. She’d done it. She had the tape. That was all that mattered. Making herself open her eyes, she looked toward the exit. Another robe, she assumed to replace the one he’d cut off of her, was hanging on a hook, but she had no idea when that had arrived. If she could make her shaky knees work, she could walk over there, put it on and head to the locker room. Session was done. He was done with her. Was that it? Would he say nothing else?

      She didn’t rise. Instead, she turned to look back at the curtained area. The fabric had shifted back a few inches when he passed through it, so now she could see a slice of him. He stood at the sink, drying his hands and forearms, revealed by the rolled up sleeves of the dress shirt, his dark hair falling over his brow. He didn’t look like a man who’d lost a bet, who was about to be ruined by her possession of that tape. He didn’t even look concerned that he’d be reamed by his boss for taking such a reckless risk. When he turned toward her, still drying his hands, he met her gaze through that curtained opening. She was sitting here naked, yet he met her eyes. Didn’t let them wander.

      “All right?” His tone was firm, no-nonsense, but compassionate as well. Not detached. There was some kind of…energy behind that gaze, in every line of that powerful body. It suggested the sexual potency, just ready and waiting. He’d reined it back, but it was definitely still there.

      She stopped the spinning top of her mind long enough to realize he’d asked her a question about her overall well-being, probably because her knees were still visibly quivering. His gaze slid over them, then lifted back to her face. This time he did take his time, but in a way that kept things in her stomach jumping. He no longer had a right to touch her, but that wasn’t how he looked at her. Or how her body responded to him.

      “You’re going to get cold,” he said. “I’ll get you the robe.”

      As he moved across the room, she watched the lines of his shirt crease over the shoulders, across the chest and back. The fit of the slacks over his ass, and other…extended areas. “Jesus, you’re not even embarrassed about your—the way you’re worked up.” C’mon, Celeste, you’re a grown woman. You can say ‘erection’. Erection, erection, erection.

      He stopped, hand on the robe, and glanced back at her. Now those green eyes had an extra element, one that made that word catch on her lips, stay firmly behind her teeth. “I put extra effort into making sure my cock is never an embarrassment to me,” he said.

      She blinked, not sure whether she wanted to laugh at what she was pretty sure was dry humor, or bolt at the sensual threat.

      “You don’t think I’ll use it, do you?” she demanded. At his raised brow, she gritted her teeth. “The tape.”

      “I don’t think that’s the reason you came into this room, Celeste. I think it was the excuse you used.”

      She should bristle, tell him to fuck off, but there was no accusation in his voice. Slipping the robe off the hook, he brought it to her. As he stood before her, he opened the silken fabric, gave her an expectant look. He wanted her to rise, turn, so he could help her put it on. She thought about that, him sliding it over her shoulders, turning her around to belt it, the constriction around her waist as he twined the sash around his fingers, tugged her closer with the tether. Rubbed that heavy cock against her pubic mound…

      She shuddered, looked away. Focused on the ground to the right of his feet, past that fall of cloth. She noticed her hands had become hard balls on her thighs. “I will use the tape.”

      “That’s your choice.” He let the silence draw out between them before he spoke again, and the force of the simple words made her quiver. “But that’s not what’s happening right now. Speak to me, Celeste.”

      “I don’t…” She shook her head, was startled when the robe dropped over her thighs, and he tapped her jaw, making her lift her attention to that unsmiling, stern face.

      “Say it. Or leave.”

      How did he do that? He could have exuded the charm, coaxed, but the sharp order was so much more effective, spearing her very vitals, holding her into place. “I didn’t mean to…say the word.” She was whispering, halting as if each word had to be cut out of the tense coil under her rib cage.

      “You didn’t mean to use your safe word?”

      “Well, I did, yes, but…” Oh, screw it. She clutched the robe, began to rise, an ache in her throat. “Whatever.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder, keeping her seated. When his thumb pressed against the base of her throat, her eyes locked with his again.

      “You used your safe word when you didn’t mean to use it. You cried wolf, Celeste, with no wolf?”

      With him this close, she definitely wouldn’t say there was no wolf, but she understood what he was saying, in theory. He was right. The choice was in front of her, on all of it. A choice that, as he said, had absolutely nothing to do with her shallow need to strike back at Matt Kensington and his ilk.

      “Yes.” She didn’t know what gave her the bravery to say it, because those emerald eyes went to fire, that sexual potency going to full out flame. He stroked his knuckles down her sternum, spreading gooseflesh over her breasts, tightening the nipples once again.

      “If you want to continue, you’ll need to ask me for that permission. Properly.” His touch moved over her breast, fingers toying idly with a nipple as she bit her lip, shifted. “Now.”

      “I…I want to continue. Please.”

      He pinched her, hard, and the address came out on a yelp. “Sir!”

      “Stay still.” She froze as he put his fingers over her nipple again. This time it was more of a vise than a pinch, a gradual tightening that grew more excruciating as the seconds passed. Her shoulder dipped, her fingers digging into her thighs again as she somehow tried to both lean into the pain and convey an anxious need to move away from it. She gasped, “Hurts…please…”

      When he eased the pressure, she felt the tingle of the expanded blood flow on a direct line to her pussy. She glanced up at him, startled. “I’m going to do it to the other one, now,” he said.

      No. Yes. Please. God.  She swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. You’re learning.” He moved to that one, and fuck, he had strong fingers. Just when she’d passed the point she couldn’t take another second, he released her again, massaged the nipple as she tried so hard not to squirm, but realized she was smearing her cream along the polished wooden seat.

      “Don’t make me tell you to stay still again. Feel, Celeste. Don’t think. That’s the way to learn what this is about. It’s like sniffing out a story lead. You trust your gut more than your mind. Let the rest go.”

      He’d chosen the right way to get her attention, the intuitive bastard. She found the best angles on her stories, fluff pieces though they were, by listening for cues with something more than just her ears. She couldn’t explain it, but then he just had, hadn’t he? Okay—ow, fuck, that one hurt…oh, oh—the rubbing afterward felt freakishly good, making her want the pain to get the pleasure. That, as much as his words, made her take the leap.

      It was crazy, but she went as motionless as possible and tried to push away the thoughts, the rationalizations, the defenses. It took some time, but of course he wasn’t in any hurry. He continued to play with her breasts, pinch and tug on the nipples, with varying levels of pain or arousing stimulation. It kept her mind jumping like a frog as she fought to stay still and not give in to the arousal that was getting as intense as an orgasm. The fact he was standing in front of her, that tempting, ready-to-fuck cock so obvious beneath tailored slacks, made staying mindless pretty damn easy.

      And then, suddenly, it was there. A glimpse of something…for just a brief second, she understood what was required, what was happening. Nothing but stillness, waiting on his word as to what would happen next. Relinquishing control to him, in the safe confines of this room, where it didn’t threaten who she was outside of it. In here, she could be anything. Anything. Immerse herself fully in the experience. Let him pleasure them both.

      The idea was intoxicating, terrifying, irresistible. And letting herself do that… Her gaze flashed up to his, a tingling flush swirling over her skin. It was only possible if she trusted him utterly, even it was only for this one moment, in this room. By telling him she’d cried wolf, she’d made a conscious decision to trust him. Which was why they were both still here.

      “Will you…what will you do if I say ‘red’ again?”

      “Ignore it.” He brushed her sternum with his knuckles, dropped his hand to trail his fingers down her thigh, a casually possessive gesture. “Red was too easy from the beginning.”

      Kneeling in front of her, he spanned her rib cage with his large hands, thumbs beneath her breasts. Despite the position, it didn’t feel at all like he was kneeling to her. In fact, she was hemmed in by his heat and strength, overwhelmed by the fact they were almost eye to eye, which she realized was his intent, to emphasize his next words. “Your new safe word is the one you keep avoiding. You really want me to stop, you’re not faking it or panicking over a breach of shields, that’s the one you use.”

      “That sucks.”

      A light smile touched his lips. “You can be such a charming girl when you try.”

      Her teeth had actually chattered a bit over her words, such that she bit back her reply now. Her hands were so cold. His covered them, squeezed, but then he rose, stepped back.

      “See that circular mat over there? I want you on it, on your hands and knees, head and ass up.”

      She was left staring at him as he went behind the curtain again, just that slice of him visible such that she couldn’t piece together what he was doing, what he was withdrawing from what sounded like wooden drawers. There must be a supply cabinet of some kind back there.

      She shifted her gaze to the circle he’d indicated. Harmless enough. Like a yoga mat, except there seemed to be metal handles bolted through the mat, perhaps for gripping.

      “If you’re still in that chair when I come out, I’ll put a leash and collar on you and make you walk to that circle on your hands and knees.”

      “Yeah, right.” But she muttered it, and rose. Fortunately, her knees could hold her now. Though she felt more uncertain and self-conscious about it once she reached the mat, she dropped to one knee, then the other. Just like a yoga class. Getting ready for strenuous exercise. That was what this was. She closed her eyes, remembering his scent again, that spicy aftershave, the heat of his powerful body. It wasn’t often she’d had that experience, a male pressed up against her with such sexual confidence and certainty. Maybe if she’d let herself get laid more often this past year, she wouldn’t have come unhinged so fast.

      Shut up, Celeste. Just… Remember how it felt a moment ago. Just letting go. Seeing what would happen. She knew the safe word. She could bring it to a halt, if there was anything in the universe more unsettling than the word she hadn’t allowed herself to say for years.

      “Hands and knees. Now.”

      She nipped forward, giving a little head toss and a hint of a sneer. “Yes, O Lord and Master. Want me to kiss your shoes? Or will your ass do?”

      Celeste sucked in a gasp as a capable hand closed over the back of her neck, another pulling her right arm out from under her. It happened so swiftly, her face was plunging toward the mat before she could stop herself. But he controlled her descent, so she stopped just short of a face plow, her nape still in his grip, her wrist pinned behind her back.

      “You think you deserve to kiss your Master anywhere, with that kind of behavior? Your hand, here.” He guided it to grip the handle to her left, then did the same to the right. It was slightly wider than her shoulder spread, so she could hold herself up. She felt less confident about that when he ran a set of straps through them and over her hands, binding them there. Then he squatted before her, holding something in his hands that looked alarmingly like a harness. He fitted it over her shoulders, down her sternum, cinched it in beneath her breasts, like a short halter top that framed her breasts rather than covered them.

      “Keep your eyes down. Your focus is on how I’m making you feel, not what wiseass comment you can make.” As he rose and circled behind her, she bit her lip when he gave her a hard smack on the left buttock to emphasize the point.

      An adjustment between her shoulder blades and the strap around her rib cage pulled her shoulders back. He was straddling her body to do that, and the intimate position made her quiver again. When he stepped back to her left, she saw he held a remote. The mat vibrated beneath her, making her realize it was a dais, a dais that was rising out of the floor, taking her up about a foot higher. He’d shifted directly in front of her, and didn’t stop the lift until she was looking directly at the distended front of his slacks.

      When she moistened her lips—she couldn’t help it—he let out a sound that sounded somewhere between a snort and a growl. “You haven’t earned that yet. I’ll need to hear screaming and begging before I’m hard enough to fuck that smart mouth of yours.”

      He moved behind her again. Celeste’s heart accelerated as his hands settled on her ass. There was a whirring noise, but when she tried to twist her head to look, he smacked her again, this time directly between her legs, a sting against her labia that startled her enough to make her snap her gaze back to the front.

      “Eyes straight ahead unless I tell you otherwise.” His fingers slid over her anus, probing, and she bit back a whimper as that weird spiral of sensations spread out from that area. He’d lubed up his hand, because now his finger slid into that area, caressed, thrust, so that she gasped, lifted up to him.

      “Nice. Just the position I want. Hold your ass up like that.” He cupped her pussy, putting pressure on it to make sure she obeyed. Something pushed against her anus just as his finger came out, and she made a nervous noise as something slid in, then expanded unexpectedly.

      That’s a balloon plug. It will keep getting bigger as I use the remote to expand it, stretch you out. In the meantime…”

      A more alarming pressure, something that fastened to that balloon, pushed it in deeper and held it in place. It had to be a hook, because she felt the brush of cool metal between her buttocks. Ben stepped up on the dais, straddling her again to cinch a strap from the harness point between her shoulder blades to that metal thing coming out of her ass. She let out another gasp, a sound of panic as he cinched the connection tighter, drawing her shoulders and ass up so she was in a straining crescent shape.

      “Very pretty. An anal hook and harness look good on you.”

      “Ben…”

      “First, a punishment for crying wolf. Then we deal with the rest.” Leaving her there, he moved back toward the curtain with purposeful strides, though he stopped when he got there, looked back her. A slow, heated smile crossed his face. “Yeah. Very pretty. You look totally fuckable, Celeste.” As he made the comment, he idly rubbed his hand over his cock, cupping his balls, and she made a needy noise, she couldn’t believe it. Her pussy and ass spasmed at his obvious lust for her.

      “Yeah, you’re getting as hot as I am. Can’t wait to hear you screaming.”

      As he disappeared beneath the curtain, she heard water start running again. The position was uncomfortable, in the most stimulating way. She could never have imagined it. Celeste whimpered as arousal trickled down her thighs. Her back was arched to display her breasts, ass and pussy like a female in heat, wanting to be fucked, and instead of being appalled, she wanted his cock wherever he wanted to stuff it, just that crudely. She was slick and ready for him. A terrifying thought, but she might actually beg, just as he said.

      No thinking, just feeling, just feeling…

      When he emerged, she was braced to see all sorts of terrifying things, but he carried a basin of steaming water and two thin towels. Rolling a small table up to the dais, he put the basin and towels on it and began to soak one of the towels in the hot water.

      “Wh-what are you doing?”

      He glanced at her. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Celeste. You simply submit, feel and serve.”

      Gooseflesh rippled over her arms and breasts. She saw his eyes track it. “I’m scared again.”

      “Some fear is always good. It helps.”

      “I’m not sure I want you to do…whatever it is you’re going to do.”

      “I’m pretty sure you don’t. But unless that safe word crosses those fuckable lips of yours, you’re going to have to take your punishment.”

      It scared her further to hear it. But she also contracted on that bulb inside of her ass, her pussy still weeping. He wrung the towel out with hands she was pretty sure could break bones, if the pressure he’d put on her nipples was any indication. As he held the cloth twisted in both hands, he lifted his gaze to her. “No more talking. Close your eyes, or I’ll blindfold you.”

      She shut them, actually sort of grateful for it. Her breath was coming shorter and shorter. What was he going to do? She groaned as one of the things he obviously did was increase the size of the balloon, stretching her to a less comfortable, just-this-side-of-painful and yet stimulating feeling.

      “Your pussy is slick and wet, Celeste. You want a cock ramming into you there. But you won’t get that. Not from me.”

      There was a noise, like a ceiling fan or curtains swishing from the passage of air, or…

      She yelped as the wet towel end popped high on her ass with a sharp explosion of pain. Just like her younger brothers used to do to one another. Only this had a far more sexual application. Another pop, on the opposite cheek. She jumped, tried to twitch away, but he was already landing another sting high on her thigh, then direct on her pussy. With her butt lifted this way, she couldn’t get away from that stinging kiss, could only imagine the red marks he was leaving. All her twitching was shifting that plug inside of her, the hook, making things feel even more out of control.

      “Ow…stop. Stop.”

      “Not even started yet, Celeste.”

      Her eyes sprang open, she couldn’t help it, as one of those potent stings landed on the side of her breast. She tried to flinch away and couldn’t. The negative stimuli was building, making her gasp, even as she couldn’t believe how she was still imagining the image he’d planted, of him ramming into her. She looked up at him, still idly twirling that towel, suggesting he had more in store for her. He did, but not with the towel. Tossing it back on the table, he picked up something she’d missed. A black flexible paddle, one that had raised silver lettering he showed her now, with a glint in his eyes.

      Bad girl.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Don’t.”

      In answer, he stepped up to her, threaded his fingers into her hair, tightening them painfully in her scalp to hold her face still. “You’re going to scream for me. Beg me to stop. Beg me to let you come.”

      Was he insane? Or was she? She was smarting as if bee stung in seven places. “No.”

      He moved alongside her, letting his fingers slide along her spine. He did something to that hook, pushing the balloon in deeper, and she let out a moan, her hips twitching up. “You’re such a bad girl, Celeste. You’re wet and wanting, but still you fight. You won’t let yourself give in until you’ve been punished enough. Until you can let it go and say you’re sorry. To Matt, to all of us.”

      “Fuck you,” she rasped, fighting panic.

      She cried out as his fingers slid down from the hook and burrowed deep into her cunt, probing in ways that had her wiggling and gasping against him. The pads of his fingers were rubbing in such knowledgeable ways, such that when his thumb idly flicked over her clit, she nearly bit through her tongue.

      He’d disappeared from her view and she wasn’t brave enough to risk the punishment that would happen if she looked behind her. She strangled on a cry as his mouth went where his fingers had just been, tongue plunging into her pussy to taste, teeth nipping. Then he moved up from there. His mouth sucking and tongue lashing around her stretched rear opening was mind-boggling. Things spiraled out of control again. She was making animal noises.

      “I’ve had about as much of your mouth as I’m going to tolerate, Celeste. The next thing out of it better be an apology. A sweet one.”

      “You can shove—”

      The first blow from that paddle felt like a hundred bee stings against her ass. She screamed, and then screamed again in a different way, as his mouth came back, teasing her rim, making her writhe. Then he pulled back, and landed another blow on the opposite cheek. “Stop, please.”

      Fingers deep in her pussy, thrusting, stroking, and her hips were pumping, short little jerks against him, pulling against the shoulder harness, working that balloon in tiny little shifts, like a cock in truth. Then he withdrew and struck again, this time against her upper thigh.

      He didn’t have to tell her not to think now. She couldn’t wrap her mind around any words, expletives or otherwise. He did it so seamlessly, blending the pain with the near orgasmic pleasure. He cupped her clit, massaged her with his fingers while the rough heel of his palm worked her labia. Then he knocked her knees out wider with his own knee, and landed another slap of that paddle on the inside of her thigh.

      “Spread them out as wide as they’ll go, Celeste.”

      He was going to hit her full on between the legs with the paddle. No, she couldn’t do that, she couldn’t.

      “Do it.”

      She was doing it, and things were dissolving low in her belly, in her chest that was as tight as a heart attack victim’s. She trembled, wondered why she was obeying such an insane command. He was going to hurt her, really hurt her, and she was going to let him do it, leave her open to a wealth of hurt, in a way she’d told herself she’d never let a man do to her. But it didn’t matter, did it? Because the alternative was this anger and hate, this festering poison that the pain seemed to be driving out of her, leaving this pitiful shell, what was truly beneath all of it.

      “No, please don’t.” Her voice was broken. “Please.”

      Instead of the flat end of the paddle, the opposite end of it, a thick phallic shape, slid into her, heated, vibrating, and apparently hooked at the end to come in full contact with her clit. At the same moment, the balloon apparently expanded to its maximum size, because she was stretched beyond pain. Pain and pleasure together, just as he’d promised, breaking her mind wide open.

      “No…no, no, no…” Now the word meant something entirely different, as she was propelled up a rocky slope toward a tearing, ripping-the-body-wide-open-to-bleed orgasm. He had her rushing up that slope, and then suddenly it was pulled back. The paddle vibrator was gone, but the balloon still there, holding her open. He’d used the pleasure to make the pain bearable, but pulled it away at the last moment to now make the pain push back the pleasure, to hold that climax out of reach. He really was Satan.

      Before she could get her mind wrapped around that, he was in front of her, opening his slacks, gripping her hair again to bring her attention to the massive organ that stretched out from the dark boxer briefs beneath. He had the timing of Satan himself, because she’d never wanted to suck a cock so much in her life. She took him in, as much as she could, sucking, licking, because she needed to service him in a way that went down deep into her gut. A need to serve a master, to give pleasure, to be cherished for such devotion, for such mindless submission…

      She didn’t think at all, just worked him as hard as she could. She hadn’t given head much in her life, and could barely get her mouth around more than several inches of his considerable girth and length, but he helped her, directed her, and the rest was driven by pure emotional need. Her ass was on fire, inside and out, her pussy was drenched and spasming, near-come dripping down her thighs. She was tied up, on her hands and knees, so vulnerable and exposed, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered was this. Though he’d rolled on a condom, she still smelled the male musk of pre-cum. She pressed her lips against the steel of the aroused organ, nipping the flared ridge of the head.

      He didn’t let her finish him, even though she whimpered when he pulled away, stripped the condom and tucked himself back in. She couldn’t lower her head much, but she wanted to hide her face. Tears were running down her face, both from the stress of taking him and from other things. When he returned to her ass, where she couldn’t see him, she felt the slide of the paddle against her thigh.

      “Ask for punishment, Celeste. Whatever words come to mind.”

      “Please punish me. Make me feel better about…everything.”

      He slid the paddle over her buttock, his hand following it, teasing at her pussy, making her tremble. He stroked her clit with his fingertips, so light, so very light. “Hold still,” he murmured. “Don’t move a single muscle. It’s all concentrated, right here.”

      It was like a nuclear explosion. He stroked, stroked, just those light touches, circles, taps, then more strokes. His thumb began to tease her rim in the same way, little pushes against the hook, caresses of the opening. Her back arched, her mouth opened, throat constricting, thighs shuddering.

      “Ask me for permission, Celeste. Beg for it.”

      “Let me come. Please let me come. Oh…God, please let me come!”

      He made her ask three times more, and then he gave her the answer she needed more than breath. “Come for me, Celeste. Squeeze down on that balloon while you do it. Squeeze, now.”

      She tried, she really tried, and she understood why he told her to do that as an incredible orgasm became an indescribable one, her pussy and anal muscles contracting at once, her body jumping in short jerks in its restricted position, skin glowing with the marks he’d put on it. The room was spinning, just spinning away, her hands holding those handles in a death grip. She was screaming her lungs out, probably shaking the building on the foundation, because it felt like everything was vibrating, the electrons making up everything around her energized into tiny frenzied circles.

      She didn’t want him to stop, but with the release came a sudden, glorious rage. She spat at him, cursed at him when he started using that paddle again, hitting her with greater and greater strength, rocketing pain and something harder through her as he alternated the punishment with the relentless pleasure of his mouth, his fingers. The waves kept crashing over her as she let it all loose, told him exactly what she thought of him. Sexist, fucking asshole, fucking sadist, liar…

      The connector between the shoulders and anal hook was released, the hook tossed to the side, leaving the balloon in place. Before she could react to that, he had her face pushed firmly to the mat between the handles, his hand on the back of her neck as he whipped her as thoroughly as any father had ever let his kid have it behind the woodshed.

      The orgasm had reached its peak, was headed for the downward rush, but the punishment kept the aftershocks going, especially when he hit her labia at unexpected moments, making her jump and squeal as if she’d been hit with a cattle prod. He pulled his strength for those more sensitive area blows, but her nerves were all in screaming agony and pleasure, such that she wasn’t sure he wasn’t rewiring her brain, making it all the same. A mind-altering orgasm in reality.

      He didn’t stop until she was crying out from more pain than pleasure, flinching away from the blows and making tiny, bleating protests. But she couldn’t bring herself to want him to stop. He was a sadist, yet he’d pulled her into a desire to serve his sadistic tendencies with every fiber of her being. When he at last put the paddle aside, she was almost sorry.

      He rubbed his hand over the marks and bruising, giving her idle pinches to keep her flinching, but mixing it up with those pleasurable caresses. She was hoarse. Worn out in every sense of the word. He’d taken his hand off her neck, but she stayed in that triangular position, content to rest on her shoulder and cheek, her ass and pussy presented to him to do with as he would.

      As he had.

      “A liar, hmm? What did I lie about, Celeste?”

      Nothing. He’d lied about nothing. She squeezed her eyes shut. That was what was so painful.

      “What’s the word, Celeste?” His tone was unbelievably gentle now, though he kept that firmness. He was still in charge, as if he knew she needed that to answer the question.

      “I didn’t need it. I didn’t use it.”

      “But you need to say it.”

      She swallowed. “I know you know it. That’s enough. It’s a stupid, fucking cliché. I’m better than that. I’m more than that.”

      “Yeah, you are. You’re a whole hell of a lot more.”

      “Please…please don’t come up here yet.” His hand had left her buttock, and she was afraid he was going to come to the front of the dais, make her sit back on her heels and look at him. She couldn’t do that yet.

      His fingertips slid along her spine, her neck, and she closed her eyes. When he touched her chin, her cheek, following tear tracks, she quivered. “Don’t.”

      “You don’t give the orders in here, Celeste. Look at me.” Quiet, inexorable. Tender.

      When she lifted her lashes, she was gazing right into his face, because he was kneeling, his head cocked.  She’d seen a lot of things in his face tonight. Ruthless determination, charm, humor, occasional flashes of disarming gentleness. Disarming because she now knew he craved a woman’s pain, and he didn’t find that at all inconsistent with his chivalrous protection of her wellbeing. Given that she’d just had the orgasm of her life, she wasn’t sure she could disagree, no matter how illogical it sounded. But now, staring straight into his eyes, she saw something else. With that gut feeling that took her deeper into a story, that helped her know what the true point of telling it was, she saw something in Ben O’Callahan’s eyes that she was pretty sure he didn’t want her to see or know.

      “There you are,” he said quietly, touching her lashes with a light finger. “You’re too brave to hide in darkness. What’s the word, Celeste?”

      He knew it. He understood it. Probably understood why she couldn’t say it, because now he said it for her.

      “Daddy. You strike me as the type of little girl who would have called him that. And cried for him in your sleep after he left. He disappeared from your life, leaving one big, terrible message. That men can’t be trusted. That men don’t take care of you. That men will hurt you, leave you. That they make you feel worthless and unloved. So any men who behave differently from that have to be an act. A lie. Because if they’re not…”

      “It means he just left. And there’s nothing more to it than that. Than that he left us.”

      “No. It means he was a cowardly bastard who managed to have a kid who was far braver and smarter than he was.” When he touched her nose, that glimpse she’d gotten, of a man who understood abandonment, who understood the rage and fear, what it took to make something of oneself even after he’d been discarded like garbage, was gone. Now she simply saw compassion and care. As well as a lot of simmering lust. She’d had her orgasm, but he hadn’t…

      He rose, moved back around her. Same soothing noises, relaxing her as he deflated and removed the balloon, unbuckled the harness and freed her of all her restraints. She could just imagine the marks she was going to have on her body. She already anticipated the delicious, inexplicable pleasure of looking at them.

      But it said he was done. He was going to help her clean up, put that robe on her. This was the end of it. He helped her sit back on her heels, moving her slow, as if he knew she was sore, muscles rigid from her anger, from fighting all of it, but she didn’t…it couldn’t end with this. Not like this.

      As she came back on her heels, she reached out, touched his face. He caught her wrist at the moment she made contact, as if he would have preferred her not to touch him so intimately, but he didn’t reject her. Just held her there as she grazed his cheek bone.

      “I want…” God, what if he rejected her? Laughed at her. No, he wouldn’t. He’d just proved that, hadn’t he? She’d expected his scorn, for him to treat this as a big fucking I-told-you-so. She’d seen so many negative outcomes in life. But to be treated this way, to have this gorgeous man with green eyes whose expression was stern and unyielding beside her… He was so attentive to her needs. He’d known what she’d needed, a gift far greater than what she’d thought she’d wanted.

      “I’m still going to use that tape.”

      “Sure you are.” He stroked her cheek. “What do you want, Celeste?”

      “I want…please…I want you to…be where the balloon was.” She knew that was what he wanted. She could give him that, and though she was a little uncertain about her physical ability to take him, she trusted him to get her there. “Will you, please?”

      He studied her for a long moment. “You haven’t been very good.”

      “No.”

      His teeth flashed. “That’s all right. I prefer bad girls.”
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      It would have made her smile, if she wasn’t all of a sudden so nervous. “I haven’t ever…there. What you just did, that was it. And you’re pretty large.”

      “Getting cold feet now?” But he wasn’t teasing her in a mean way. In fact, he gave her short hair an affectionate tug. “Don’t worry. You’re not my first virgin. If you can keep trusting me, Celeste, I’ll take care of you. All right?”

      When she nodded, he rose. “Stay on your knees.”

      God, he was good at that commanding tone. She tried to control the little quivers from knees to shoulders as he went back to that curtained area. Was she crazy? Did she really want to do this? When he was that close, it seemed obvious, but all he had to do was move a few feet away and she doubted her sanity. Then he re-emerged, and she was sure she’d lost her mind.

      He was carrying another dildo. No, it wasn’t a dildo. It was a freaking baseball bat, masquerading as a sex toy. About two feet long and as thick as a caveman’s club. All it needed was the saber tooth spikes.

      “Oh, no way in hell.” She was scrambling to her feet, headed for the door, when he caught her around the waist. She shrieked as he swung her around, holding her back against him. Flailing, she smacked at that impossibly oversized weapon, and was in the middle of giving him a scathing piece of her mind when she realized he was laughing.

      He tossed it to the side and enfolded her in both arms. Since he was still holding her against him, his cock, scary and impressive enough for any woman, was pressed against her bare ass with only that thin barrier of his clothes between them. Though he was still chuckling, he was also pressing his lips against her temple, her jaw, nudging her head to the side to reach her neck.

      “Christ, your expression was worth it. Forgive me, darlin’. Had to loosen you up there.”

      Irish. He’d switched to Irish. The man was a damn chameleon, and utterly irresistible. She caught her lip in her teeth as he suckled her skin, dragging moist, heated lips and tongue along her pounding pulse.

      “You are such a bastard.”

      “Yes. Yes, I am. And this bastard is going to fuck your ass. But before I do, you’re going to give me a pretty apology for calling me such a disrespectful name. Ah, there, keep squirming against me that way. Makes me even harder. Be shameless, Celeste. Reach for the pleasure of it.”

      She wouldn’t have thought she could do such a thing, be that wanton, but those large, capable hands slid up her bare abdomen to take possession of her breasts, his long fingers pinching and plucking at her nipples again. She moaned, arched into his touch. She’d just had an orgasm that had rocked her world, but she rotated her hips against him, learned the shape and feel of him, bucked as he pushed back against her, brought her to the wall.

      “Forehead and palms against it, love, like I’m a cop telling you to spread ‘em. A cop whose patience is at an end because you’ve opened that smart mouth and told me every one of your constitutional rights, how I should have something better to do than harangue honest citizens, and that you’re a reporter who’s going to do a story on the uselessness of local law enforcement.”

      “I have a lot of respect for…police officers. I’ve done stories on their work with community… groups.” The last word became three syllables, because he’d let one hand slide back down to her thighs and curved it baldly between her legs. He put two fingers inside her at the same moment he knocked her legs out wider and pulled her lower body further away from the wall. It drove her pussy down deeper on those thick digits. “God…”

      “Palms stay on the wall,” he said sharply. “I’ll have that apology.”

      He slid out, then in, pumping her like a cock, and her still slick pussy couldn’t help the spasm as she imagined just that. But he said he wouldn’t take her there. It didn’t matter. He could make the ass-fucking good, she had no doubt. Well, her body had no doubt. She was starting to feel a little anxious, reminded of how ruthless he could be. But it didn’t matter. She remembered how she’d craved more of it, even through the pain.

      “If a cop stopped you tonight, decided you needed a spanking to teach you manners, he’d take your panties down and see that bad girl imprint all over your ass. He’d know you like punishment, and maybe he’d decide to give you a little more with that wood baton of his.”

      “What…if it’s a female police officer?”

      He huffed a laugh against her spine, making her shiver. “Teasing me, are we? I’d like to see that, the two of you getting it on. Maybe on my bed. Nothing prettier than two women going down on each other, twined together like flowers. But I think you need a Master’s hand first, teaching you to behave a little better.”

      It was roleplaying, just a visualization, and one that should have her snorting in derision. Instead she could imagine Ben in one of those police uniforms, all buttoned up at the collar, the shiny shoes and hat, the direct gaze, the Irish accent, and his sure grip on that thick baton… Okay, her mind was no longer her own. He was taking it wherever he wanted. And she wanted him to do it.

      “I’m sorry for calling you a bastard. Sir.” She pressed her lips together against a sudden smile. “I promise I’ll be a very good girl from this moment on. Forever.”

      He sighed with exaggerated patience. “A liar. Can’t say I’m surprised to hear that, now.”

      Withdrawing his fingers, he smacked her ass with a firm hand. The soreness from the paddling and towel snapping had her jumping as he hit the right set of nerve endings. “You hold that ass up for me, girl, or I’ll make it that much worse.”

      It was amazing how exposing herself to him further, subjecting more of her tender nerve endings to his sensual abuse, made her even hotter. He swatted her several more times, firm claps that had her making small noises of confused protest and arousal.

      “Down on your knees.”

      She slid down the wall, keeping her palms flat on it, and felt his hands at her waist, steadying her as she folded into the proscribed position. “I want you to walk back to that mat on your hands and knees. You keep your ass and head up the whole way, and your eyes on the platform, not on me. You’ll get the rest of your punishment there. As well as on the way.”

      She swallowed. This was a little different, but she was starting to understand how it worked. Each level of submission took her to the possibility of an even deeper level, a place she’d never imagined herself to be prior to those other experiences. The women and men she’d seen on the upper level, in impossible positions of subjugation, extreme bondage and flogging, were starting to make more sense. She wondered again if anyone could hit bottom with Ben O’Callahan, or if a woman would let herself descend all the way to Hell for the pleasure he could offer her. Her comparison to Satan might not be as far off as she’d imagined.

      “You hesitate, I’ll use that collar and leash.”

      She turned, tentatively going to her hands and knees. It wasn’t that far to the mat, perhaps twenty feet. But she wasn’t anticipating his hand settling on her shoulder, bringing her to a halt. “I think you need some help getting there.”

      Oh, no. It was that same hot wax feeling, being painted over her clit. Unlike when he’d used it on her nipples, where there was a gradual arousal that rippled outward, the effect this time was immediate, perhaps because her clit was already swollen from her climax and from what he was building within her again. She began to gasp and shudder as he strapped a pair of Velcro cuffs snugly around her thighs, just above her knees, and linked them with a short chain. Briefly kneeling before her, he did the same to her wrists, a short length of chain between them. His expression was intent on his task, almost detached from her, as if she were an object in truth, and that managed to be arousing as well. It was insane.

      “Close your eyes.” When she obeyed, she swallowed a protest as the blindfold was slipped back over her eyes, secured. “You’ll rely on me to get you there. I’ll tell you if you get off course.”

      She was completely off the beaten path emotionally and physically at this point, such that she was already relying on him to guide her, but this made it literal as well.

      “Walk. Very small steps.” She yelped, startled as some kind of switch lashed across her ass. She started forward, and the hobbles on wrists and knees limited her to barely six inches of movement. Those twenty feet had just become a much longer journey.

      “What would you have done to me…if I hadn’t…apologized?” Her attempt at humor was lost in another groan as even her small movement increased the sensation to her clit from that topical oil.

      “Walk, Celeste.”

      Another lash from that switch. Oh, God. He was going to hit her with each step, stripes of fire across her ass, her pussy throbbing.

      “You’re not holding your ass up. I want to see that pretty ass begging for my cock. Teasing me with the sway of your hips, the flash of your wet pussy lips, begging to be fucked.”

      She tried, but the stimulation was almost too much. He had an answer for that, though. What felt like the anal hook pressed back between her buttocks, but now it had a short, thick plug on it, not the balloon.

      “Push against me, Celeste. That will let it in. Take it deep.”

      The lubricated muscles gave much easier this time than she’d expected, but there was still pressure, discomfort. Yet as it sank in, she clenched around it, imagining his cock there. She had to get to the dais. If he didn’t kill her with pleasure first.

      It was more than surreal. She, who’d barely done anything more than vanilla sex, was in the middle of the kinkiest, most outlandish sexual journey, one far beyond her experience or imaginings. It had happened in less than a couple hours, at the hands of an beyond-imagining experienced sexual Dominant. There was a story there, how he’d become this way, how…

      She cried out as the switch hit her flanks again. Using the plug and hook combination, he propelled her forward. “Keep moving.”

      She’d been grasping at a sense of control, trying to keep her thoughts on her own path. How the hell had he recognized that from her body language, taken that control away from her again? It didn’t matter, because the hobbles on her legs and arms, the stimulation to her clit, the fact he was easing that plug forward and back, as if she was being ass-fucked as she walked, the brush of his pants leg against her flank, telling her he was right beside her, escorting her where he wanted to go, took everything else over.

      It happened too fast. She came to an abrupt stop, shuddering hard. “I can’t…I’m going to come…help…”

      The hook and plug were removed, and she was lifted, right onto the dais. She’d reached it, and hadn’t even realized it. His hand was on her neck, pushing her down to her elbows like before. She wanted to spread her legs for him, make it clear she’d give him anything she wanted, no matter how crazy that would have sounded a few hours ago. But he left the hobbles on. Her elbows were folded beneath her like a bird, such that she needed his hands on her hips to steady her. The press of something much bigger than that plug reined her back—just slightly—from that precipitous edge.

      “The condom is lubed up thick, Celeste. Push against me, and I’ll take care of the rest. It’ll hurt, but it will be the kind of pain you’ll love. Trust me. You’ve got it in you. You want the bad girl punished, so you can let the rest go.”

      She pushed against him, gasping, afraid, needy, her body shaking with all of it. Incredible arousal, nerves, pleasure, fear of pain, fear of the emotions he’d unlocked in her, but it didn’t matter. It was a tornado of response, and she could only ride it. There was no control anymore.

      Now she understood what she’d glimpsed earlier. He’d given her the key with his words. It wasn’t about him controlling her. It was about finding someone to trust enough to let this part of her go, experience pleasure, pain, joy and sorrow as they were meant to be felt…

      She pushed against him, hard, and he slid in, at least partly. Holy fuck. Maybe he was the size of that baseball bat dildo he’d had. At least that was the way it felt. That heated oil was still doing its thing, however, making her impossibly willing to lift her hips with the pressure of his strong hands, adjust back and forth, back and forth, taking him a little deeper, a little deeper…

      She pressed her head hard to the mat, her mouth open on a long, drawn out cry, gasping for air. He dropped over top of her then, and she knew he was as far as he was going to go for the moment. She couldn’t take all of him, but what she had she’d serve well. She clenched around him, knowing he liked that, and was rewarded by a warm breath on her shoulder, his hand closing over hers on the mat as the other stayed in a hard grip on her hip.

      “Good girl. You just hang on for the ride.”

      That brief, intimate touch, and then he’d straightened behind her, both hands back on the wheel, so to speak. Easy slide out, then back in, and she lifted up to him, strangling on another sound of guttural pleasure.

      “Beautiful. You’re so good and tight. I’ll bet that pussy of yours is just dripping.” His fingers left her hip to explore and she jerked, cried out, taking him down another inch. “There we go. You’re a fighter, Celeste. Let that passion out. Take what you want. Don’t be afraid to open up because of what some asshole took from you long ago.”

      Her breath shuddered out, her throat closing up tight, but something else exploded in her heart, a painful jailbreak from her hard-edged façade, shields that were just a way to keep herself from what she really wanted, really desired.

      She would have shoved herself to the hilt against him right then, pushing herself against the mat, but his hands gripped her hips tight, held her fast, though his dark chuckle made her pussy cream. She wiggled, wanting to get close enough to rub herself on him, mark him.

      “There she is, the fighter. But I won’t let you hurt yourself. We do it together.”

      Putting his fingers back on her wet pussy, he began to flex those capable digits, smearing the cream and the heated oil together, swirling, dipping into her cunt, teasing and making her jerk, lift, adjust, adjust, and then he was there, pelvis flush against her ass, so she could rub her wet pussy against his balls. He had the slacks down to his thighs, and she wished she could see him, though she knew that wasn’t going to happen. This wasn’t about the baring of his soul, but of hers. He was leaving her no choice but to accept those terms.

      “Now, then.” He dropped down over her again, arms on either side of hers, holding her under his body, his thighs firm against the inside of hers. “I fuck you the way I want. If you ask me nicely. Can you ask me nicely, Celeste?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. His hands were too widely spaced for her hobbled hands to reach one and close around his wrist the way she wanted, but she could turn her head into his biceps, press her lips there, give him the edge of her teeth through the dress shirt. “Yes, sir. Fuck me the way you want. Please.”

      “You bet your ass I will.” He lifted his hips, just a slight amount, then back in, making her shudder.

      “God…” she breathed, as he did it again. And again.

      In no time, the strokes started to get longer, deeper, more powerful. It hurt, holy Hell it hurt, but it seemed to catch that oil on fire, because her pussy started to spasm and weep. She was crying out, begging to come, and he just kept on going, pummeling her ass, somehow holding it out of reach by only touching her now and again to keep her hot and bothered, to keep the pleasure balancing the pain. She’d dug her fingers into that mat, was biting his arm. Tears were rolling down her face, and her mind centered on only one thing. Fuck me… Fuck me into oblivion…yes…

      Then his upper body rippled against her, all that fine muscle tensing. “Yes…please, sir. Come.”

      He did, working himself even harder against her, his arm banding around her waist to hold her fast. With his strength, she was sure he would have broken her bones otherwise. She reveled in his harsh grunts against her ear, the sound of him taking his pleasure with her ass, her subjugation to him, the fact in this moment she’d given him pleasure and was all his…

      It was a startling, darkly pleasurable revelation. The desire to be possessed by another like this, the willingness to give your soul as well as your body to him. An elixir from the Heavens that would be worth it to find, not only from a man willing to give his body to her as Ben just had, but his heart as well.

      “Your turn, bad girl.” His fingers returned to her clit, started to manipulate, and what he’d held out of range from her came rushing back like a freight train. He stayed still inside her, still hard and pulsing, and gave her the ruthless command. “Squeeze down on me, like before. Your pussy, too. Clench it like my cock is there. Keep doing it.”

      She came in a matter of seconds, screaming in a high, thin pitch she’d never heard from herself, having never reached that height before. It was even more intense this second time, more dense somehow. She didn’t care if it unbalanced her, she reached out with both hobbled hands to grab one of his thick wrists, hold on for dear life. She was screaming “No” and “help” and “please”, all the while never wanting it to end, as much a contradiction as the sensations of pain and pleasure together.

      When at last the universe stopped spinning, she was still gasping, like she’d finished a marathon and stopped too soon. She was dizzy, aching, disoriented. She was holding onto his wrist like she might fall off a cliff if she let go, her body contorted, shoulder pressed to the mat.

      “Here, there, easy girl.” He was pulling out of her, and she whimpered. “Just like the probe. A little at a time. It will come out on its own. The muscles are still spasming. Jesus, it feels good. I could fuck you all night.”

      “I wouldn’t survive it. You’d be faced with a murder charge. Valerie does know where I am.” Her words were slurred like she was drunk. “Help. Feels…weird.”

      “It will. Just give everything time to return to normal.”

      Her fingers clenched over his wrist. “Don’t want that.”

      He stilled, then he was around her again, his hand sliding under her cheek against the mat. He used it and his other arm to turn her into a more ergonomic position, bringing her back up onto hands and knees, though he kept his one hand on her face so she could continue to rest her cheek in his palm. Like a bird. So trusting, so safe.

      Even more remarkably, he leaned in, pressed his lips to the corner of her mouth, brushed her cheek. “That’s your choice, Celeste. To walk out of here different from how you walked in. Only you can take that choice away from yourself.”

      It loosened things low in her belly. When he removed the blindfold with a quiet, “Keep your eyes forward for now”, he went back to working himself carefully out of her backside. She tried to hold onto him with those muscles, her pussy rippling, more warm fluid from her climax trickling down her inner thighs.

      “Still a bad girl.” He gave a soft snort, but then his hands moved down her sides, her thighs, holding her still as he backed off enough to give her even more pleasure. She made a soft noise as he licked the come away, his tongue teasing slick flesh. “You should let a lover enjoy your cunt more often. It’s hungry for a man to fill it.”

      A comment that would have earned a scathing retort from her a few hours earlier, but now she understood what was behind it. He wasn’t mocking her.

      As he took off the hobbles, bending over her, the door opened. She saw a female club attendant with towels, lotions and other things she was sure were intended to help her put herself back together. When Ben knelt beside Celeste, a balancing arm still around her waist, her gaze lifted to his face for the first time since he’d walked her across the room to this epic finale.

      The green eyes showed the simmering remains of the lust he’d expended, his expression attentive. In one sweeping glance, she knew he’d evaluated her condition, would give the attendant instructions to make sure she was cared for properly. He didn’t leave unfinished details. She wanted to touch his face, but remembered how he’d reacted to that earlier. Plus, despite the intimate pose, she could feel more emotional distance between them now that it was over. Even though the knowledge of what she’d revealed about herself was in his expression, and she felt that was safe with him, she realized he hadn’t offered her more. This wasn’t part of that.

      “She’ll be really, really lucky.” If she has way more reckless courage than I have. Than most women have.

      “Who?” He raised a brow.

      “Whoever you finally trust to give your heart.”

      “I can say the same for the Master who convinces you to belong to him.”

      “Oh…well.” She was going to say this was a unique experience, that it was Ben’s particular skill that had taken her down this path, that she really wasn’t into any of it…that she might be just as distrustful and suspicious of men tomorrow, no matter how fervently she wished she could hold onto the magic of this room. Instead, she decided she was going to have to think long and hard about all of this before she really figured any of it out. “About the tape. I think…”

      “That’s yours to do with as you wish. We’ll talk in a bit. Let Lainie put you back together. She’ll make things hurt less. You follow her direction the way you’d follow mine. No lip. Or I’ll be back.”

      He gave her a direct look, a warning pinch of thumb and forefinger on her chin, and she couldn’t help the tears that filled her eyes, an odd contrast to the smile that trembled across her lips, the sassy tilt to her brow. “Yes, O Lord and Master.”

      He smiled, a gesture that didn’t quite reach his eyes, but still an obvious appreciation of her spirit. “I’ll give a thousand dollars to your favorite charity if you call me that in front of Matt and the team.”

      “One time?”

      He pursed his lips. “Too much to hope you’d do it all the time. Yeah. One time.”

      “Deal.”

      [image: ]

      He was as good as his word. Lainie used all sorts of lotions, oils and soft towels to bring her back to a semblance of reality, a pleasurable grounding that included a brief hot tub experience, a full massage by a male staff member with hands straight from the gods, and then two other female attendants helped her dress, do her hair, made her look better than she had when she’d come in. She had to hand it to Ben—he didn’t overlook a single thing. Torture a girl, give her a couple mindboggling orgasms, then the spa experience of her life. If all five men were like this, no wonder women couldn’t keep a brain cell intact around them. It wasn’t their fault. Who could resist sorcery like this?

      Her body was relaxed, her mind spinning in slow, thoughtful circles. He’d given her every chance to re-don her armor. Clothes, hair, makeup all in place. He could have taken the tape from her at a weak moment, but he’d dismissed that option, making it clear it was entirely up to her, out of his hands. In fact, when Lainie brought Celeste her purse from the locker area, the tape case was on top of it. “Thank you for visiting the club, ma’am.”

      Nodding, Celeste made her way back to the main club level. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find Ben gone—wasn’t sure if she actually hoped for that, given her uncertain state of mind—but there they all were. Still sitting at that VIP table. Her lower belly quaked. She really had come a hundred eighty degrees from the beginning of the night, and she had a lot to digest to decide what it all meant, how it changed things. Not just in her attitude toward them, which was really the least of it. Ben had changed her attitude about herself, what she wanted.

      She could just leave, but in some way, she realized that would be running from what she’d learned about herself in that room. Clinging to what she’d been before, and she’d told Ben she didn’t want that. That she wanted to be different. She was a kickass reporter, and she didn’t run from the truth. Particularly the truth about herself. Just as Valerie had said.

      A fighter. But that fight doesn’t have to be with myself. At least not tonight. She had no illusions that her doubts, fears and insecurities from her less-than-ideal childhood would vanish from one night of over-the-top sex. But Ben had opened a door she didn’t think could be unlocked, and shown her a path she hadn’t known was there. It would take time to determine if she wanted to step over the threshold. But it was her choice. Always her choice.

      Straightening her back, she walked to the VIP section. She was prepared to say whatever was necessary to gain entrance, but the attendant merely nodded to her, removed the velvet rope barricade and gestured up the steps. “Mr. O’Callahan said he’d be pleased if you’d join them for a drink.” The man’s lips twitched slightly. “He said he will require the proper password when you get there.”

      Celeste suppressed a snort. Yeah, trust him not to forget that little detail. She made her way up the stairs. It had gotten late, so except for a couple of tables, the K&A men pretty much had the upstairs to themselves. With every step she felt like bolting. Yes, she was an accomplished reporter. She was also a woman who’d just had the most earth-shattering carnal episode of her life, and was approaching the man—and men—who were behind it.

      It startled her, but also made her smile, when they all rose as she approached the table. That gentlemanly courtesy she’d sneered at earlier now gave her butterflies…the good kind. It helped settle things a little, as did the mischief in Ben’s eyes as he met hers. The smug bastard. She almost meant it affectionately. She cleared her throat.

      “Thanks for the full spa treatment… O Lord and Master.”

      He grinned, that devastating expression that made him utterly irresistible to a woman’s senses. “You haven’t smuggled in a gun, have you? Peter’s pretty sure that’s how I’ll meet my end, by a woman shooting me.”

      “How very insightful of him.” She glanced over to see Peter flash a smile. It was a nice smile as well. In fact, all the men, the way they were looking at her, it wasn’t supercilious, I-told-you-so…it was simple kindness, even somewhat protective, as if they’d expected her to feel a bit off balance and wanted to make her feel at ease. It didn’t feel wrong, like they were undermining her own strength—just ready to supplement it if needed.

      “You can keep using that title if you like,” Ben suggested. “It sounds good on your lips.” His gaze lingered there, bringing her the immediate recollection of her kneeling, her lips wrapped around his cock.

      “Once was the deal. Ask again, and I will find a gun.” Clearing her throat, she pivoted toward Matt Kensington. The CEO was giving her that same attentive look as the others, but there was always a different quality to it with him, something that made it clear he was the leader of the group. “You took a pretty big risk.”

      “Public opinion is a false god, Ms. De Mille. The only thing that matters is honoring the truth. I’ve seen that quality in your writing. I hope your editor has the good sense to let you nurture it.” He nodded to the tape in her hand. “That is yours to do with as you will, with no influence by me or mine. And you may be assured that what’s on it is something that won’t be discussed outside this circle. Not now, not ever. We don’t impugn a woman’s reputation, though I think I speak for all of us in saying whatever’s on that tape is something any man of worth would admire and want to have for his own.”

      “You guys really are medieval.” It took her a moment to find the words, but when she did, she noted the creasing around his eyes, a near smile, showing he wasn’t offended. Of course, she’d expected him to take it as a compliment. The surprise was that she meant it as one. She extended a hand. “In the future, if I use the name I gave you…I’ll mean it differently. Or, if you prefer, I won’t use it again.”

      Matt took her hand, closing strong fingers over it. When he shook his head, his dark eyes glinted with a tender humor. “My wife is quite fond of it. As well as the other women of our family. They enjoy teasing us with it.”

      “Though Dana actually prefers ‘Outdated Neanderthals’,” Peter offered. “If you want to switch it up sometime.”

      She chuckled, she couldn’t help it. “Someday I’m going to ask for an interview with your wives.”

      “That’s it. I knew I should have made her sign a confidentiality agreement,” Ben said.

      She made a face, but couldn’t help indulging a longer look at him. The expression that was easy and charming now could so easily disappear to reveal a darker, more dangerous and even more irresistible side. Realizing it was safer not to linger over that territory, she turned her attention back to Matt. He was still holding her hand, which made it easier for her to say what she wanted to say.

      “I know my editor has been very impressed with your contribution to the New Orleans community, particularly your generous sponsorship of the domestic violence center. The article I write will reflect that.” She tightened her fingers on his, met his gaze without flinching. She was more than a fighter. She wasn’t a coward, and she did believe in telling the truth. “New Orleans…or anywhere, needs men like you watching out for their women and children. It will be my honor to state that publicly.”

      She couldn’t eat crow any better than that. It was time to get the hell out of here and go home to a night of deep reflection, supplemented by a lot of chocolate. Giving Matt a nod, she withdrew her hand, but before she could make her graceful retreat, Ben’s hand closed on her elbow. Looking up, she found him right behind her, the heat and strength of him.

      “Unless you have someplace to be, we’d be happy to have you join us for a drink. Matt has some inside info about a reporter leaving your paper, from the crime beat. He thinks that slot could be yours if you move on it fast enough. Care to hear more?”

      She blinked. “You bet I would. If it’s not a bribe.”

      Lucas chuckled. The Kensington CFO raised his glass to her. “She’s smart, Ben. And ethical.”

      “Yeah. I’m trying not to hold that against her. No bribe,” Ben said, lifting a hand in the Scout’s honor pose. “Just ask Matt, if you don’t trust me.”

      When she automatically looked toward Matt, she was rewarded with amusement from the rest of the men and Ben’s mock pained expression.

      “It’s true.” Matt gestured to the seat next to Ben, across from him, and motioned to the bartender. “What drink can we buy you, Celeste?”

      “I think water with lemon, to keep my head clear.” But when Ben put his hand on her lower back to usher her toward the chair, she hesitated. As she rose on her toes, he obliging dipped his head, his breath caressing her cheek as she managed a dignified whisper in his ear. “Um…if you don’t mind… I need a pillow to sit on.”

      Ben gave her a look that qualified as pure sin. “You can sit on my lap if you like, darlin’.”

      She doubted his lap would be as soft as she needed, but the offer was tempting. In fact, everything about the Knights of the Board Room was tempting. After tonight’s events, the crime beat was going to be decidedly safer than the business social news. And there were definite advantages to hanging around cops, firemen, EMTs…

      The world was full of possibilities.
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