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      “What do you need, baby?” Tyler squatted on his heels, wiping a sweaty arm across his forehead. Jesus, the Florida spring was stifling this year. “I’ve hand fed you, mercilessly destroyed your enemies, told you that you’re beautiful...a woman is allowed to be this difficult. Life’s too short for a rose to be this standoffish.” Stroking a finger over the leaves of the bush, he noted how tight and green the buds were. “You see this fuscia floozy next to you? She’s spreading her petals for the whole world to see. I know, maybe you don’t want to be a tramp like her, but that’s why you coming out now will be so classy and coy. You’ll be the Audrey Hepburn to her Jezebel.”

      “This is just sad. Or biblical, I’m not sure which. You don’t often get to see a man on his knees, begging a bush to do anything.”

      Tyler put his hands on his knees and straightened. Turning, he saw Violet standing a few feet behind him, fully rigged out in her trooper uniform. It always made his lips twitch, because she was barely five feet tall and, despite having had a baby in the last few months, still a pixie. But since she was also the second toughest Mistress he knew, and mean as a Georgia snake when riled, he managed to stifle the smile that would expose how cute he thought she looked.

      “Who’s protecting Tampa if you’re here?”

      “All the criminals decided not to commit any crimes today, in honor of your upcoming birthday. Wasn’t that nice of them? And you can wipe that “You look like Tinkerbell in uniform” smirk off your face. I have a Taser and a gun. As well as a baton I won’t hesitate to telescope up your ass.”

      “You can’t prove I was thinking that and, despite your threat of police brutality, the justice system is still ‘innocent until proven guilty’.”

      “Boy, are you behind the times. It’s innocent as long as you get a stupid jury and a high priced attorney. And you have enough to buy both.” Violet unsnapped her handcuffs and shook them out with a metallic click. “I’m here to take you in.”

      Tyler blinked, gave a half laugh. “The last time I had a woman in uniform say that to me, she started stripping. It was at my bachelor party.” He picked up his Heineken, took a swallow and leaned his hips against the brick retaining wall, finding a small bare patch where his yellow climbing rose wasn’t spilling forth, bursting with blooms.

      “I brought reinforcement, though I don’t really think I’m going to need him.” She nodded, and he saw Mac coming around the corner. The homicide detective was built like a brick house, his relaxed stride emanating easy power. The jeans and T-shirt he wore obviously came from the same store where the Tampa Buccaneers shopped for clothes, needing a special fit for broad shoulders and powerful thighs. But it was the anticipatory grin playing around his features as he met Tyler’s gaze that gave Tyler fair warning he was in serious trouble.

      “This is about my birthday, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      

      “Not a surprise party. Marguerite knows I hate surprise parties.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but it’s not our place to explain the charges against you. We just cuff ‘em and deliver ‘em.”

      “I’ll go along quietly,” Tyler decided with a resigned sigh, though he was puzzled. Marguerite had infallible intuition with respect to his desires. While she might plan a get-together with their closest friends at the Tea Room to quietly celebrate his birthday, he doubted she’d go all out like this. “I don’t need the cuffs.”

      “I don’t recall making that a choice.” Violet’s eyes sparkled. “Now are we going to have to take you to the ground, or are you going to turn around and put your hands on your head, fingers laced?”

      Tyler glanced between the two of them. Mac had come to a halt, one hip cocked, fingers hooked in his armpits, the smile settling into a faint curve on his firm mouth. Damn if the bastard didn’t look ready and willing for a sparring match. At the very sweaty, testosterone-laden gym they both frequented, eschewing the co-ed bright lighted yuppie workout hangouts, they were pretty even, but they both knew if Violet jumped into it, it was game over. No way was Tyler going to wrestle her, he didn’t care how accomplished she was. He didn’t fight with girls. The last time he’d told her that, he’d earned a nice uppercut that had rocked him on his heels, but he’d taken the blow and held to his guns. A Southern gentleman did not raise a hand to a woman.

      “I think this is why you like being in law enforcement. It’s the chance to restrain men and order them around.”

      “Makes my nipples hard, baby. Now turn around, lace your fingers on your head, and let me see that fine, fine ass.”

      Tyler choked on a laugh and his beer, but the gleam in Violet’s eyes still gave him a ripple of unease. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. Until his marriage to Marguerite, he counted Violet his best friend. He’d helped her embrace her Dominant nature as a Mistress, and had enjoyed a front row seat when she met Mac Nighthorse and discovered the tough detective was the ultimate paradox. A strong alpha who needed a Mistress’s firm hand in the bedroom.

      But precisely because of what she was, a smart man would think twice before being cuffed by her. Particularly when he had no idea what she was up to. However, given that Marguerite was behind this, he could do nothing more than give in. For the time being.

      Because as strong a Mistress as Violet was, he was a stronger Master, and he knew it would take more than a set of cuffs to make him relinquish control.
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      He’d have been surprised to know how closely Violet’s thoughts reflected his own on the matter. Even with all her experience in controlling males, professional and personal, her lower belly still gave an amusing little flutter when Tyler put down his clippers, slowly pivoted and brought his hands up, lacing them behind his head. It emphasized the width of his shoulders, the beautiful play of muscle, obvious even under the storm gray T-shirt he wore. And she hadn’t been kidding about his ass. She wondered if Marguerite would mind if she got a little enthusiastic with the role and frisked him thoroughly. Tucking her tongue in her cheek, Violet figured what Marguerite didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, but Mac, who could be a tad on the possessive side about his own Mistress, might have a few issues.

      Plus, Tyler would tattle, and she’d have to worry about Marguerite asking for quid pro quo next time they were at the club. Whatever Marguerite’s boundaries might be about Tyler’s body, Violet knew exactly how she felt about another woman fondling Mac’s fine ass.

      Still, she was too much of a Mistress not to feel a frisson of physical pleasure when she clipped the cuff on his left wrist, and then guided his hands down behind his back to secure them both, so his knuckles rested on the rise of his buttocks. When he gave her a sidelong glance, of course he was too much of a Master not to register her reaction. His lips quirked at her, and she gave him an arched brow in return.

      “Don’t get cute, or I’ll use that Taser after all.”

      Tyler grinned then. “You’re just looking for any excuse.”

      Despite the smile, there was a hint of tension in the solid biceps beneath her grip. Since he was her closest friend, aside from Mac, she wanted to offer him something, but she checked herself. She knew the value of ratcheting up anticipation.

      Mac had stayed at the corner of the house, and as Violet guided Tyler around the large stand of oleanders, he could see why. He’d needed to keep a clear line of sight to the circular driveway and the vehicle that was parked there, the hum of the running engine underscored by the blowing sound of air conditioning.

      “I’m being kidnapped and transported in a mini-van with infant sunscreens in the windows,” Tyler observed dryly. “I wonder why the CIA hasn’t thought of that. Perfect cover.”

      “Welcome to where the D/s lifestyle meets the reality of transporting tiny people,” Violet agreed, unperturbed. As she took him to the van, Mac fell in behind them, lifting his hand in a farewell to someone inside the house, probably looking through the tall living room picture window.

      “I assume you informed my housekeeper that you were doing this?”

      “Actually, Sarah’s been in on it for some time. She asked me if I’d blindfold you so she could come out and beat you like a rug, anonymously. You know, payback for every time you left your dirty boxers on the floor for her to pick up. I would have agreed, but I promised Marguerite I’d deliver you in pristine condition.”

      “You know, speaking of payback—”

      “I’m just following orders, sir,” Violet said in her official cop voice. “Take it up with your legal counsel.”

      “I get legal counsel?”

      “No,” Mac said amiably, sliding open the door for him.

      Tyler had a suitable and colorful response to that. Violet punched his arm, hard enough he was pretty sure it would bruise.

      “Language,” she said. Her tone had changed again, this time to the “mother” voice, a new dialect that had amused Tyler as it developed without any plan or effort, apparently something that attached itself to her DNA once she’d conceived. “There is a child in the car.”

      At that, his tingling apprehension about their destination temporarily dissipated, pure affection taking over. Daisy was in her car seat, the five month old infant playing unperturbedly with a soft fabric mobile of flowers dancing over her head. Mac hadn’t had her out of his sight of course, but Daisy had come out of the womb remarkably self-assured. Mac thought it was because she’d inherited her mother’s terrifying fearless streak. Tyler was pretty sure it was because Daisy knew she had an indomitable father who would move Heaven and Hell if necessary to keep a moment of distress from touching her.

      Even now, having been in the vehicle ostensibly by herself, she looked like a tiny princess welcoming them into her throne room. Her violet-blue eyes turned toward them in calm curiosity. One curlicue of her fine dark hair sat up, tied with a pink ribbon.

      Mac guided him onto the seat beside her, cupping Tyler’s head to protect it as he ducked in. It was an easier feat for him than Violet, since Mac was closer to Tyler’s height.

      “Daisy was very excited about coming along for this.” Violet slid into the front passenger seat. “She even had me dress her up special for the occasion.”

      For Violet’s baby shower, Chloe—Marguerite’s irrepressible baker and hostess at the Tea Room—had provided Daisy an applicable, if somewhat inappropriate, gift. It was a pajama set, a pretty pink and white thing that depicted a small female devil with flirtatious lashes and a pitchfork laced with flowers. Beneath the cartoon were printed the words: “I like spankings.” Dressed in that, Daisy also had Chloe’s other impudent gift, a rattle shaped like a tiny flogger. Attached to her wrist, she was vigorously shaking it even now, the rattler in the handle making a pleasant bell noise while the straps slapped together.

      “I think her participation in this is illegal,” Tyler noted.

      “She’s only assisting in transport.” Violet cooed at her daughter, touched the little fist as she leaned through the opening between the seats. Mac came around to take the driver’s side. “She gets to go to bed when she gets home, so the pajamas made sense.”

      “She still appears better dressed for the occasion than I am,” Tyler responded.

      “I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that for long,” Mac observed, with far too damn much smugness for Tyler’s peace of mind.

      Even so, he couldn’t resist leaning over, despite his restrained hands, to tease his goddaughter’s perfect nose with a puff of air. She gurgled at him, smiling, then kicked her arms and legs vigorously, whapping him several times with the flogger.

      “That’s my girl,” Violet laughed. “Take us into Tampa, Mac. As happy as Daisy is to see Tyler, there’s a woman who’s even more eager to get her hands on him.”
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      They didn’t take him into Tampa as he expected. Before they got started, after he’d said his hellos to Daisy, Violet pulled a blindfold out of the glove compartment and then turned around in the seat, balancing on the center console with the long practice of a woman used to wiping a nose or handing out a cookie. Or to check on a suspect and threaten his life with a mere pointed look.

      “Marguerite doesn’t want you to know where you’re going,” she explained. “If you start to feel car sick, though, let me know. I don’t want you to get there and throw up on her shoes.” She gave him a steady look. “But if you’d rather just close your eyes, I think I can accept your word that you won’t peek.

      He had been a CIA operative, not a cop, but Violet understood that all those in law enforcement had difficulties with being rendered helpless, even in the company of trusted friends. Ironically, though, it was that sensitivity that helped.

      “No, I should be fine. You’re not driving, so I feel reasonably comfortable.”

      “Wise guy. Daisy, we might just stick your pacifier in his mouth before this ride is over.” But Violet was still pretty gentle as she guided the blindfold over his face, adjusting the strap behind his ears and making sure it was comfortable.

      He inhaled, and a faint smile touched his lips. “Marguerite gave you this.”

      “Yeah. Don’t tell me what you’re smelling. I’m sure I don’t want to know where that’s been.”

      “I wouldn’t mind hearing a little bit more about it,” Mac offered.

      Tyler heard the grunt as she punched her husband in the arm. Giving Mac a hand, he shoved his knee against the back of her seat, hearing a satisfying thud as it moved on its track. “It’s the fragrance she puts on her wrists. Gutter-mind.”

      It was something he’d bought her, one of those customized scents that cost a ridiculous amount of money but was supposed to be aligned with the woman’s body chemistry to make it uniquely hers. She’d smiled at the notion, indulging him, but they’d both been surprised by how tantalizing a touch of the oil on her pulse points had been to his nose. Not that it took much to tease his senses where Marguerite was concerned.

      “Are Daisy and I going to have to separate you two?” Mac quipped, and then they were on their way.

      By instinct, Tyler tried to keep track of the number of turns, the distance between them. Violet kept up an easy flow of conversation between the three of them, with the obligatory interruptions to respond to Daisy’s spontaneous gurgles, coos and various baby noises. He figured out they’d gotten onto some type of rural road, headed in a westerly direction, which would take them to the Keys if they stayed on it way longer than he assumed they would be. He found he was correct, because after about twenty minutes, Mac turned off and they were bumping up a gravel road.

      Violet had opened one of the windows, and he smelled cut grass, distant marsh. Something else, musky, animal-like. Horses. They were somewhere that had horses. Confirming it, he heard a distant whinny and snort, the thud of hooves as they found some energy to play, despite the late afternoon Florida heat.

      But something else was in the air as well. When Mac braked, a sudden still readiness settled over Tyler. Marguerite was nearby. He could sense her, waiting for him. Despite his banter with Violet, and the seemingly entertaining nature of what Marguerite had asked them to do, all that changed in this moment. That strong current of need and want that could rise up and take him over when he needed to let her know exactly how much she meant to him, surged forward now, making him as focused as he’d ever been before a mission.

      Being with her defined everything he was, underscoring what he’d always been, as well as creating something new and stronger. Whenever they came together like this, Master against Mistress, it was as if both the predator and mate in him awoke, ready to do battle and seduce at once. Marguerite Perruquet Winterman was many things, but few of them were easy. Whatever it was she had planned, preparation for it coiled in his lower belly, making his cock harden and all his other senses go on alert.

      Though she was a female Dominant, she’d surrendered to him, a unique scenario even in the unpredictable world of Domination and submission. She wasn’t just any Mistress, but a living legend at their preferred club, The Zone. Since being a Mistress was in her blood, situations like this were intended to challenge him. She needed to be a submissive with him, to find that emotional balance her very difficult childhood had almost stolen from her permanently. However, it took both a strong and delicate hand to hold the reins on her. His lips twitched, wondering if the choice of a stable had been intended or unconscious. Either way, his blood stirred, ready for both the gauntlet and the gift she’d prepared for him. It was a fair description of the woman herself.

      His wife. Something he never got tired of saying, thinking, or murmuring in the shell of her ear, particularly after a hard climax, holding her shuddering body, knowing that, by some miracle, she was all his

      [image: ]

      Violet was the one who took him out of the van. As if sensing the change in his mood, she said little, merely guiding him along a gravel path. When he realized they’d stepped inside a building, he recognized it as a barn, the smell of hay and old wood filling his nostrils.

      “I’m uncuffing your right wrist. I want you to move your hands in front of you, and then I’m going to recuff them.”

      He complied without a word, and her small fingers tightened over the bracelets, binding him again. Her knuckles brushed his groin, inadvertently he was certain, because Violet didn’t play with him like that. But he was sure she couldn’t help but notice he was getting hard.

      “We can’t help it, can we?” she murmured. “Like pit bulls getting ready to go into the ring. Good luck, champ. Kick her ass.” Then, in her cop voice, she added, “Stand right here.”

      She left him, her shoes crunching on the stone. The haze in the air was disturbed by a fan mounted somewhere on the wall, so that the sweat that had collected on his shirt when he was gardening cooled. Despite the pleasurable tension he was feeling about what might be ahead, it was peaceful here, quiet. Earthy. Marguerite chose her settings quite deliberately, and so had known this would be a good balance for him, too.

      “Lift your hands over your head.”

      Had she been standing downwind from him, remaining completely still so that he couldn’t detect her? Since he was already expecting her arrival, she’d managed to cloak her presence cleverly in that anticipation.

      As a Dom, he knew that sensory deprivation, anticipation and denial were the three potent ways to drive up desire and need, heighten all other sensations. So he shouldn’t have been surprised that those few syllables, said in the unconsciously sultry voice he most wanted to hear, could tighten his lower abdomen muscles as if he’d just driven himself into her. His cock responded accordingly with a hard jerk that made him wince, because he was definitely in need of adjustment. He hadn’t thought it appropriate to ask Violet for help with that, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to ask Mac.

      “Don’t make me tell you twice.” That core of authority that made so many submissive males cream themselves, slid into her tone. In his case it stimulated more than that, an urge as primal as that which drove the first male wolf to follow an elusive female scent.

      Baring his teeth in a smile, he lifted his hands, felt the hook waiting there, just within reach of his wrists.

      “Thread it over.”

      “Whose gift is this, angel? Yours or mine?”

      “You won’t have to ask that when I’m done.”

      “Come here.”

      Her breathy soft laugh made him want to lunge at her, but he held his position, knowing she was circling him now. Her feet were bare, because he knew the sound of her smooth, slender soles padding against the wood of their bedroom floor. “You shouldn’t be barefoot in here. You could cut those pretty feet. The ones that belong to me.”

      “You still haven’t followed my instructions.”

      He would do anything for her, and she knew it. Tyler guided the chain connecting the cuffs over the cool steel, and immediately heard a whirring noise. Before he could consider the idea of unhooking himself, the hook had retracted, stretching his body upward. She kept it going until he was fully extended, his muscles taut, though his heels still remained on the floor. Barely.

      “Come here,” he said again. A Master’s demand, one he knew would send an electric surge through her blood that matched his own, and create a gloriously unpredictable reaction. The sense of waiting was over. He was ready to handle anything she had to offer.
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      Marguerite knew that low voice of demand. It never failed to send a strum of sensation coursing through her thighs. She was already pushing him, and while that was what she wanted, she knew the danger of it. He could take her over like no one else, and she was determined to give him this. She’d owed it to him for so long, and though he would argue with her about that, she had her own code of honor. She would do this, see it through, even if she was already trembling at the way he looked, his arms stretched up high. She could imagine, too well, how he was going to look when she was done with him, when she did all the things she wanted, all the things he deserved.

      She took her time responding to his demand, knowing he would be following every footstep, marking the deliberately provocative saunter. He was the consummate hunter, using all his senses to profile his prey. Testing, she slid her fingertips down her sternum, into the neck of her blouse to give her breast a light caress.

      He tilted his head. “Want me to do that, angel?”

      “In good time.” She moved closer, inhaling. He’d been in his garden. She could smell earth and rose petals lingering on his skin, as well as healthy sweat. As she came closer, she pushed the tip of the riding crop under the hem of his T-shirt, and drew upward. The cotton gathered and lifted, showing her the diagonal slide of muscle over his hip bone. The temptation to touch was more than she was willing to deny herself. He was hers, after all.

      She placed her palm on that heated expanse of skin, her thumb tracing the waistband and then dipping beneath to find his hip bone, graze over that. Coming even closer, she put one bare foot on the inside of his loafer, aligning their feet precisely so her knee pressed against the inside of his leg.

      “What are you wearing?”

      She had her moonlit hair down, the way he liked it best. She scooped it in one hand, let the long mane of it slide over his shoulder, tease his neck as she drew back, carefully out of reach as he turned his head in the hair’s direction.

      “A white silk blouse, very thin. A pair of riding breeches, very tight. The two grooms got impressively hard, watching me walk from my car to the stables. I had them arrange this area for me, indulged in a few fantasies of my own as they said ‘yes ma’am’ and ‘no ma’am’. Then I sent them to an early lunch so they could go to some quiet place, put their hands into their far-too-baggy jeans and have their own fantasies.”

      “Nothing under your clothes?” A muscle flexed in his jaw.

      She pressed against his chest, a brief, taunting contact, and let him feel the soft give of her breasts, the tight arousal of her nipples. “What do you think...Master?”

      His muttered oath, the overt sensual threat, made her want to push him even harder. When she lifted on her bare toes, she brought her mouth so close, her breath whispered against his face.

      “Do you want to know what I was fantasizing about, when I was ordering those two grooms to do my bidding?”

      “Not if it involves them.” He tried to bring his mouth to hers. She expected that, averting her face so his lips cruised down her cheek, caught her jaw. He was an excellent improviser, turning that into a slow rub of his lips, a teasing caress of his tongue along the erogenous zone just below the hinge of her jaw, where her pulse beat the hardest. She gave him that, feeling everything below her neck tighten and roll in slow pleasure.

      He said nothing else, waiting on her, his silence a palpable demand all by itself. As he probably well knew, it increased all her suppressed desires, making them push against the boundaries she wanted to maintain. If she were an ocean, she could create another Great Flood by unleashing them here. She could never get enough of him, and she had ceased trying to understand why that was, why he could do for her what no one else could.

      “I imagined it was a couple hundred years ago. You were the plantation owner, lord of the manor, with that sexy Georgian drawl of yours. I had persuaded those two grooms to ambush you on your morning ride, tie you up and bring you here, hang you on this hook for me. You’d be wearing those old-fashioned, snug ivory riding breeches.” Her palm dropped, cupped straining denim. Her pulse leaped under his mouth at the size he was already, the heat that blasted from his confined cock. “That feels terribly uncomfortable.”

      “Cruel Mistress. It makes you wet, knowing I’m that hard.”

      “Would you beg me to make you more comfortable?”

      “You know I don’t beg, angel.”

      “Well then, I’ll continue.” She dug her nails into him, dropped her thumb to idly trace the generous weight of testicles that filled out the jeans so perfectly. And the way these jeans fit his ass...

      Not more than a few days ago, she’d enjoyed that very view, watching him in the garden. He thought she was been curled up in the hammock chair, reading while he rearranged some border plants. Then he turned around and found she’d slid her gauzy white skirt up. She’d put her hand beneath it, stroking her pussy and rocking back and forth in the hammock chair, slow and easy as the breeze, watching him while the cicada song rasped in the morning heat. She’d known he would notice in his own time, no rush. It had pleased her to be doing it so close to him, without his knowledge. His reaction, when he noticed her starting without him, had been just as pleasurable, a different form of sharp anticipation.

      He’d punished her by threading her arms and legs through the holes in the hammock hemp ropes, holding her thighs open and keeping her hands out of the equation. Then he’d knelt and put his clever mouth and agile tongue to work on her pussy lips, bare because he hadn’t permitted her underwear that morning. He’d commanded her to remain completely still. An exercise for her own considerable control, because it had been an excruciatingly long build up to the climax. When she was on the cusp of orgasm, he’d drawn back, opened his jeans with an impatient hand. He’d pushed that thick, steel and velvet cock with a salty wet tip between her lips, stretching them, filling her mouth while her pussy wept for him. Holding the top of the hammock chair in one strong hand, he’d rocked her back and forth against him, just as slow and easy, as she tried not to beg.

      He could turn a Mistress into a slave. She wanted to give him the pleasure of that kind of surrender. Wanted him to trust her with it.

      When at last, he’d pulled free, he’d tilted her up, all those strong muscles rippling across his chest, and driven into her. Clutching her through the rope fibers, he’d used them and the rasp of his fingers against her hips to pump into her, her body entirely at his mercy, the climax pulling her up and throwing her out into waves of sensation that had led to screams she couldn’t bite back.

      Such thoughts wouldn’t help her keep control in the present, but the air of the stable was already saturated with sex, and she’d been contemplating his arrival for well over an hour. If his hands had been free, she knew he could have made her climax with barely a touch.

      “Isn’t it odd,” she murmured, keeping her voice low so it would be steady, “how back in those plantation days those breeches so clearly showed the line of a man’s cock, when they were all so supposedly modest and pure in thought...”

      His breath huffed out in a half chuckle. “No man can be pure in thought around you, Marguerite.”

      Same goes to any woman within a mile of your scent, your power. Your sheer male beauty. She drew back out of range again, though she kept her body close. Allowing both of her hands to slide beneath the T-shirt, holding the crop on her wrist, she spread her fingers and traveled up that terrain that should be so familiar, and yet was always such a new thrill to her sensitive palms, the nerve-rich ends of her fingers. She covered each ridge of muscle, the silken arrow of hair down the center of his stomach, following it up to the pectorals, the fine mat of masculine hair there.

      For so long, at the club, she’d had her share of pretty, pretty boys, like those two grooms. All smoothly sculpted muscle. Tyler’s body was that of a rugged, mature male, the landscape occasionally marked by a scar, a memory of risk that could have taken him from her before she even knew he was her salvation.

      It made her fingers curl, just to remember. There was a time she couldn’t afford to show tenderness, or her own deep needs, but it was not with this man, not now, not ever again. So she permitted herself to lay her cheek on his chest, over his beating heart, rub there. She intended to make him mindless with lust, but the joy of being his wife, of him being her husband, was that she could also take the time for this.

      He bent his head over hers, his lips grazing the crown of her head. “What is this all about, angel?”

      She lifted her face, caressed his mouth, liking how the blindfold emphasized the firmness of his lips and slope of jaw, the fall of hair on his forehead. He kept it cropped short on the sides and back, but she liked it a little longer on the top, and he’d indulged that.

      “Do you remember, when you first started pursuing me—so relentlessly—you agreed to submit to me for one night?”

      “It was a memorable night.”

      “Yes. It was a shameful night.”

      “No.” His head came up then. “It was the night you started learning to trust me, Marguerite. There was no shame in that. If you think that, you and I will have a problem.” Though she couldn’t see his expression beneath the blindfold, his tone left no doubt of his intent. “And if you think I can’t slip a hook, you’ll find out differently.”

      She was a tall woman. Though he was taller, it didn’t take too much of a stretch to follow his arms with her hands, grazing the straining muscles until she clasped his forearms. She took the T-shirt up with her, baring his chest and shoulders, pushing the neckline over his face and then past it, up to the wrists, catching the folds of the shirt there, so the garment would stay out of their way.

      She let her gaze travel down again, because it was impossible not to do so. All that bare male skin. An upward stretch like this loosened the jeans’ waistband, made them drop a little lower, hint at the curve of his excellent ass, the architecture of muscle sloping to the groin area.

      He had his sweaty combat and gym sessions where he might lift a couple hundred pounds, punch a gym bag, do grueling reps and sparring matches. She could do yoga moves that would make the jaws of his fellow weight pumpers drop and their imaginations go wild.

      This wasn’t one of them, but it was a palpable reminder. Lifting her left leg, standing with easy balance on the right, she coiled it high around his hip, letting her calf brush his taut ass, rub a teasing circle before she braced her foot on the back of his calf to balance her in the modified tree pose.

      “Tough guy.” She whispered it against his ear, caught it briefly in her teeth. “You know I’m not intimidated by you.” She’d of course never admit it if she was. There’d been times he’d scared her to death, because of the things he could make her feel and want, but he already knew that well enough. No need to give him a better opinion of himself than necessary. As Violet was fond of saying, Tyler’s arrogance might be fully justified, but there was no need to give a Ferrari an additional wax job.

      She suppressed another soft smile at that thought, but, remembering what answer she needed to give to him, she sobered.

      “That night was shameful because of what I did to you.”

      Whatever he’d been about to say in their escalating sexual fencing came to stillness as his brow creased above the blindfold. “No, angel.”

      “Yes,” she said quietly. “That night was about something far different, true, but I want to give you what I should have given you that night. I want you to let me take care of you, trust me with everything you are, the way you’ve taught me to trust you. I want to give you that gift, the way I didn’t, all that time ago. Though I know we’re past that, it’s bothered me. I want you to know you can trust me, like this.”

      “I do. And I trusted you that night, angel. I never faltered in that trust. Not once, and not once since.”

      How he could draw tears from her now so easily, when she had gone years dry-eyed, was another mystery to her. But she guessed it was understandable. When you were lonely and unable to trust any softer emotions, tears would not come. When you trusted in love, you could celebrate it with laughter or tears. He’d brought both miracles into her life. A woman’s kind of miracles.

      Now she wanted to bring him a man’s kind of miracle. A fantasy that would make him hard whenever he recalled it, whether it was tomorrow or years from now, when he was in a rocker, thinking he was far beyond such things.

      “I’d thought about keeping those two male grooms around. Have them strip you, put you in those tight, tight pants. A pair of black boots. They were fine-looking young men. All lean muscle and hair like horses’ manes. Eager colts. I’d have made them kneel and polish your boots while your muscles gleamed with perspiration. Your shoulders”—her palms grazed over them—“would have been knotted, a Dom’s tension at being touched without permission. I’d have stood back, watched your cock getting harder as you imagined the ways you’d punish me for it. You know that I’d do it again and again, just to get the same response from you every time.”

      Her fingers whispered high on his thigh. “They were eager colts, but you’re the dangerous mount in the stable. I’d take care of your discomfort, open your pants to stretch your cock out, but only to put some tack on you. A cock harness with a stimulator, and then I’d put you back in those tight pants so they would get damp in front. Your cock showing your intent to fuck me, to take me down beneath you and prove who’s Master.”

      This time, when he whipped his head around, she didn’t try to evade. She met him, welcomed the hard, open kiss with a sound of helpless desire caught in the back of her throat. His tongue swept down over hers, tangling and shoving, his lips closing over her mouth as if devouring it, letting her feel all the power and lust he had to give to her.

      Marguerite cupped his skull, fingers pressing into hard bone, conveying how tightly her own arousal was leashed, how wet for him she already was. She leaned into his body, let him feel every inch he couldn’t touch with his hands, what she wouldn’t let his cock have until she’d done what she intended.

      They had so much further to go. She just hoped his considerable ability to derail her from her plans, sweep her away on a tide of her own personal desires, wouldn’t overwhelm her before she got him there first.
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      When she drew back, she caught his bottom lip in her teeth, holding there while he stilled, his hot breath caressing her face. She gave him a tiny flicker with her tongue, then drew back.

      “I’m going to strip you now. I want to see all of you.”

      “Your voice isn’t steady, angel. Why don’t you let me go?”

      “So you can rob me of speech entirely?” She smiled, but took several steps away to open the cabinet where extra tack was kept, only she’d placed some different equipment there. She was sure he was acquainted with the snick of a well-oiled switchblade, so she wasn’t surprised to see his head come up, a delicious tension running through his upper body at the sound.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “From your desk, of course.” She came back to him, laid her palm on his chest to feel the thud of his heart. “Hope you’re not fond of that shirt.”

      “I’ll use the strips to tie your hands when I get loose from here.”

      “Threats, promises.” She leaned into him, using the firm brace of his body to reach up and slice smoothly through the seam and free the shirt from the cuffs. She knew as long as she was leaning against him, he’d hold steady. Taking care of her, as always.

      She’d intended to drop the shirt to the side, but she gave herself a moment to turn her shoulder to his chest, prop there and inhale the fabric. She had all sorts of sexy lingerie that Tyler had bought her, but she’d noticed they both seemed to prefer it when she wore one of his shirts to bed. The sense of claim, and being claimed. If something awful ever happened to him, she suspected she’d just lay all of his clothes on the bed, use them as her linens for as long as she could last without him. Or simply sleep in his closet.

      Because such a thought was unbearable, she pushed it away and let the shirt go, moving to his waist band. Using the tip of the blade, she traced that delectable diagonal line of muscle from groin to hip bone, making a fine red line, just short of drawing blood.

      “Sometimes I’ve wanted to brand you, the way I did Brendan that night,” she mused. “Something that said you were mine, that I could reach over and touch at night, as if it were a magical symbol that would always keep you with me.” She raised her gaze to his firm mouth, the attentive cant of his head. “And sometimes I want to give you pain, as if it’s somehow more permanent than pleasure, like cauterizing a wound to heal it. Does that make sense?”

      “You do whatever you need to do, angel,” he murmured in a husky voice. “Just touch me.”

      She drew the knife up, then down, a flourish that did draw blood, a mere thin line. Pressing her palm against it, she felt the essence of him dampen her palm, make it sticky like his other fluids could.

      Setting the knife aside, she slid the button of the jeans free and worked the zipper down, moving carefully over the sizeable impediment there. He had lean hips, long thighs. If he were a club submissive, she would have had him toe off his shoes himself, enjoying his struggle to do it while maintaining his balance against the give of the suspended hook. But he was her Master, and she liked the dichotomy of it, having him at her mercy while she knelt at his feet, leaving his jeans open as she slid off the loafers. She suppressed a smile at the dirt in them from the garden. In her position, it was easy to rub her cheek over his confined erection, inhale the damp musk of his arousal.

      “While you’re down there...” There was strain behind the humor, and she managed a breathy chuckle.

      “You wish.” She curled her fingers in the jeans and worked them down his legs, scraping his thighs with her nails, giving his knees a passing caress, knowing the backs were slightly ticklish. The beauty of eroticism and domestic bliss mixed. She wondered that anyone ever got tired of their spouse, thinking the terrain too familiar, the mind too well plumbed. Maybe because she was a Mistress, she knew that the male body was infinitely responsive, the mind never fully revealed. And for a complex man like her husband, she could spend ten lifetimes with him and still not have it all.

      He wore his preferred boxers underneath the jeans, the snug knit that emphasized the hips and thighs, the large cock stretching the fabric. She took the underwear down next, making a pleased purr behind her teeth as his organ stretched up toward his belly, hard and demanding, the testicles a heavy, virile weight between his thighs. Her pussy contracted, weeping into the silk of her panties, her thighs already loosening in response to his cock’s proximity, the implied demand of it.

      How often had she woken in the middle of the night to see the shelter of his broad shoulders over her, the wide chest? Felt his knee insinuating between hers, her legs already spreading for him, body automatically welcoming him?

      Controlling her body’s learned and eager response, she finished removing the jeans and underwear, then stepped back to survey pure art. Lean, long muscle in his arms and chest, thighs and stomach, cock aroused and at her mercy. She walked around him, dropping the clothes in a pile to the side, and studied a back like a powerful Roman god, tapering down to firm, high buttocks and spread thighs. Moving casually around him as if considering him from all angles, she picked up something else from the cabinet without pausing or giving away what she’d acquired. When she came back around, one step, two, she laid her unoccupied hand on his lower back, caressing the rise of his ass. Shifting onto her toes, she put her lips on his nape, bit down.

      “Are you mine, Tyler?”

      “Yours and no other. You’re killing me, Marguerite.”

      “Really?” She bit him again, suckled the place hard, wanting to leave a nice imprint of teeth. Why was it so many sensual things had such silly, demeaning names? A hickey. It sounded juvenile, harmless, rather than a mark of pure erotic possession.

      He let out a growl, responding in kind, and she brought her tongue into it. Pressing her body to his bare side, she let her hard nipples slide over the expanse of his ribs. Her pubic mound rubbed against his flank, telling him how snug her riding breeches were. The seam bit into her labia, making the friction of his hard heat a pleasurable gift.

      Considering him sufficiently distracted, she made her move. Before he had time to react or tighten, she positioned the slim probe between his buttocks and slid it through the two rings of muscle in one economical movement. The slick lubricant on it made it sink swiftly into the dark channel and her fingers followed, delving between the buttocks to tease and caress the now stretched rim.

      “Son of a—”

      She’d never placed anything there. It really wasn’t something a submissive did to her Master, was it? Unless the slave happened to also be a Mistress, who knew the kind of pleasure it could bring, how it could reduce a male to mindless orgasm.

      “Easy,” she crooned, placing her hand on his shoulder, her fingers caressing his throat. “You have such a tight ass, Master. One would think you were a virgin.”

      He gave a strangled sound that might have been the closest thing to a threat she’d ever heard from him. It only made her anticipate his revenge. But that would be later. She wanted to savor this now. She worked the probe with her fingers, stroked him inside, and was rewarded by a jerk. She’d had four mirrors placed fore and aft, to the left and right, so she could see his every reaction. His lips were stretched back, breath coming through his teeth as he tried to suppress his response to the stimulation.

      “I want you harder than you’ve ever been in your life, Tyler. I want you to beg me to let you come.”

      “Not...happening.”

      He was probably wondering once again how this qualified as his birthday present, but she knew he didn’t know how to think like a submissive. He didn’t know the release that came with full surrender. But she was going to take him there, because she was the only one who could.

      Fitting the harness around the base of the probe, she threaded the straps around his legs, coming around to work the cock ring over him and tighten the straps for it, constricting the testicles. She couldn’t resist bending down after she did it, pushing her hair back onto one shoulder to keep it out of the way as she took him fully in her mouth. She went all the way to the base, teasing those metal rings and tight strap, the flesh constricted under them, before withdrawing with painful slowness, savoring every considerable inch of him. He was hard, hot steel beneath her tongue and lips. Flicking her tongue over the slit at the end, she tasted salty male fluid.

      When she straightened, she thought the muscles in his jaw were drawn tight enough to break. “I want to feed you now,” she decided. “I know you haven’t had lunch, because we were going to have an early dinner.”

      “You bringing your cunt up here? Because that’s the only meal that interests me right now.”

      It made her shiver, the raw demand in his voice. Even in his most aroused moments, he had polish. But she’d opened the door to the beast beneath. It was a good thing she’d brought a whip and a chair.
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      “If you don’t mind your manners,” she observed, “I’ll eat these treats that Chloe made, all by myself.” Sidling closer, she held up the tiny finger-shaped pineapple cake, one of Chloe’s specialties. It was filled with a light, sweet cream cheese, so the fragrance of that, plus the irresistible smell of recently baked cake and pineapple so fresh they could have been in Hawaii, couldn’t help but reach his nostrils. And Tyler had an incorrigible sweet tooth, particularly when it came to Chloe’s baking.

      “Take it gently, now.” She placed one end of it in her mouth, laid her hand on his chest and leaned in, bringing it forward until it brushed his lips. He curled them back like a wolf, but opened his mouth. Clever man that he was, he didn’t close his mouth until he reached her lips, so he not only got the largest possible piece, but a taste of her lips flavored by the pineapple and sugar as well. He chewed without moving back, then flicked cream cheese off her upper and lower lip with his tongue as she held her portion inside her mouth. It made her glad the treat practically melted in the moist heat, because she didn’t want to chew and disrupt his oral seduction.

      She was fairly expert at nuances herself, so was thrilled with the rough, urgent edge, telling her the probe and her other tactics were working as she wished.

      Bolstered by that, she reluctantly backed off in mid-kiss and picked up the other container, which was more of the same soft, whipped cream cheese, only without cake this time. Taking up the switchblade again, she dipped it into the cheese and then drew a stool up close to him.

      “Don’t move a muscle now,” she murmured. “I wouldn’t want to cut you.”

      When she started with his left nipple, letting him feel the sharp edge as she pressed the cool icing upon him, he gave a quiet grunt. “Which explains why you’re using the sharpest blade you can find.”

      His wry comment was cut short, replaced by a strangled noise as she pressed the remote she also had sitting on the stool, activating the heat and vibration of the probe. She’d seated it right where she wanted it, if his reaction was any indication.

      “Remember,” she said. “No movement.”

      She curved the blade in a sweeping motion around his nipple, painting the cream there, then made a serpentine trail down his rib cage, over his upper abdomen and lower, dipping back into the bowl a couple times until she reached his bound cock. Then she made one sliding stroke from base to the flared head, and set the knife aside.

      “I like the filling best of all,” she observed.

      “Marguerite...” He swallowed, his upper body jerking as the vibration ratcheted up.

      “This is one of the newest acquisitions at Justin’s store. It’s a programmable vibrator. If you know your lover very, very well, his ability to control his release, you can plot a program that will take him up, up...until he’s almost sure he’ll release, and he wants that above all else. Then it will rein him in, teasing and massaging him, so he’s pulled back and forth toward climax until he can’t think of anything else but how hard his cock is, and how much he wants to come.”

      “Is there anyone not involved in my birthday celebration?” he said, his voice a growl. She watched his muscles stretch and tighten in his powerful shoulders, his head drop back as he tried to contain what couldn’t be contained—his body’s erotic response. “As far as I can tell, you have everyone from an infant to my housekeeper involved.”

      “Well, I called the White House, since they seem very much into promoting stimulus packages.” She smiled. “But they weren’t available to send a representative.”

      “Cute.”

      But all vestiges of humor disappeared from his face when she placed both her hands on his rib cage and brought her mouth to his nipple, licking the cream away delicately, scoring him with her teeth.

      “Would rather...suck that off...your nipple.”

      “Soon,” she crooned. “Let me finish here first. I don’t want to leave a mess, after all.”

      “You keep doing that, angel, we’re going to have a mess.”

      “Oh, no. I know my Master. He’s very, very stubborn. He’ll consider it a point of pride to hold out as long as he possibly can. I’m counting on it.”

      Because the longer it took, the more he held back, the harder and more intense the climax would be. She wanted to see it happen, because she’d feel it in the deepest contraction of her womb, his pleasure connected to her, whether his cock was sunk inside her or not.

      She worked her way down, savoring every inch of the firm skin beneath her lips and tongue, making sure she got up each bit of cream cheese, even licking the stickiness away, sucking on the skin. When she reached his cock, she went to one knee, gripping his upper thighs, scratching them with her nails. Slowly, slowly, she slid her mouth around him, taking the head in first, working her tongue under the flared head.

      He jerked in her grasp, the stimulus in his ass making what she was doing to his cock even more difficult to endure, particularly when she took her fingers between his spread legs and teased that stretch of skin between testicle sac and cock base, massaging that hyper erotic area.

      “Fuck...”

      Victory. Tyler rarely let go of his Southern manners around her. Since their volatile courtship, she could count on one hand the number of times he’d cursed around her. He treated her like one of his delicate roses...except of course, when she pricked him with enough thorns to tell him she wanted rougher treatment. If that was the case, right now he probably felt like she was wrapping him in a net full of thorns.

      Right on cue, she heard the modulation as the probe’s intensity changed, ratcheting up from mid level to a high, heavy hitting vibration that would flail his prostate like a tiny, madly flapping tongue. Given she’d also lubed it up with an aphrodisiac, he should—

      He snarled, pulling against the chains, a violent movement, and she let the motion thrust him deeper into her mouth, where she captured him with the suction there, the clamp of her teeth. He froze, a shudder running through him as she flicked the pounding pulse of the underside vein. He was so thick and hot, she couldn’t help indulging the pleasure of sucking on him some more. It brought more pre-cum onto her tongue, mixing with the lingering flavor of the cheese.

      He swore again, and a glance upward showed that light sheen of sweat was starting to glisten with exertion. But then the vibration sank to a more gentle, teasing stroke. It had been a near thing, but she was satisfied to see she knew her man.

      Rising, she brushed her mouth close to his ear. “Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades,” she reminded him. “Do you need a little pain to keep it reined in, Master?”

      “This is torture enough, angel,” he muttered. “Christ, you are so going to pay for this.”

      “Only after you pay first.” She caught his earlobe in her teeth and let him feel the flick of the flexible crop she’d retrieved from the floor, brushing it on the inside of his knee.

      Because she did know her man, she knew he wasn’t turned on by being flogged. But the audacity of her doing it to him was a different matter. Not to mention knowing how it affected her...

      “I’m going to whip your ass with this now,” she whispered, her breath hot on his mouth, inhaling the lingering scent of the cake there. “Not because you enjoy that, but because it will make me so hot and wet to do it. To see this crop striking your buttock, leaving a red stripe, watching you flex against it. I’m going to take the tail at the end, use it to tease your rim, push against the base of that probe, take it in just a little deeper so that I push you onto your toes, make you strain upward because your body has nowhere else to go.”

      She moved behind him, her hand trailing his side again, then resting high on one buttock. The crop flicked down, followed the channel between his cheeks, teased that probe, as she’d said, manipulating it. “Then you know what I’m going to do?”

      He was trying not to do what she said, his toes gripping the ground so hard that his calves flexed.

      “What, angel?”

      “I’m going to be so, so wet then, I’m going to unzip these tight pants, push them to my knees. Then I’m going to put my hands on the stool in front of you and back slowly, slowly onto your cock. I’ll tighten the cock harness before I do, though, so you’ll feel that restriction, and know you won’t come until I’m all done with my own climax, serviced by the all-too-proud lord of the plantation. Then maybe we’ll hose you down and give you a good currying.”

      He cocked his head. His breath was coming through his flared nostrils rapidly enough he sounded like a fractious stallion in truth, but when he spoke, his voice was heavy with intent, unbridled lust.

      “You promised I could suck some of that cream cheese off you first. Let me taste you, angel. Or you think I can talk you out of doing all that with just the feel of my lips on your tight, hard nipple? Make you forget everything but letting me off this chain.”

      “And what would you do if I did?” she asked in a low voice, reveling in the dangerous tone of his voice, the way his hands clenched in the manacles.

      “I’d take you to your hands and knees on this floor and cover you like a mare, ramming into your sweet ass until you’d never again think you could get the upper hand on your Master.”

      “Mmm. Doesn’t sound like a reasonable plan. In fact, sounds like I’d have every incentive in the world to try to get the upper hand again. And again.” She cocked her head, listening to the remote again. “Better hang on, Master. This one’s going to be at maximum power.”

      “Son of a...”

      As the motor increased to an inexorable hum, she unbuttoned her shirt, watching him with her lips parted, her body humming along at the same high frequency. His cock constricted, moving in that quick jerk that preceded more viscous fluid, his thighs trembling with the effort of holding himself back. He let out another snarl, a long, drawn out one, a way of focusing his energy, keeping himself from letting go completely.

      The higher frequencies in the probe’s program would get shorter and shorter, adjusting for his shorter and shorter fuse. When she slid her cunt back on him as she described, he would start coming the second she engulfed the broad head. She’d time it that way.

      As excited as her own body was, she expected his climax would knock her over into hers. Unless she enraged him further by letting herself go first.

      Picking up the knife, she wiped a generous gathering of the cream cheese on her left nipple and drew in her breath at just that bare sensation, her lower belly tightening, anticipating his mouth. He was panting, his biceps knotted as she drew the stool directly in front of him. With grace and a perfect balance that belied her internal unsteadiness, she propped herself on her knees and slid her hands over his shoulders to hold her there.

      “My breast is right in front of your mouth, Master. All you have to do is reach for it.”

      He pressed forward against her hands, insistent strength, but just the tip of his tongue came out, making the barest contact with the cream, not even putting pressure on the aroused nipple behind it. Still, it made her sway inward, her fingers pressing on his flesh.

      “I’m going to make you come, angel. Just from doing this.”

      “Only if I let you.”

      “You’re not going to give yourself that choice.”
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      She slid her hand from his shoulder, up to cup the back of his head, her fingers burrowing in the short, layered hair there on his skull, at his nape, bringing him in closer. He might very well be right, because even as aroused as he was, he was always far-too-aware of how high he could drive her. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d proven he could Master her while he himself was fully restrained. It was more than the physical that gave them power over one another, though. She had a gift to give him, and she fully intended to hold onto enough control to accomplish it.

      Closing her eyes, she braced herself as his heated mouth sealed over her nipple, flicking the beaded tip, taking away the sweet spread, suckling it thoroughly, and then laving her with slow, massaging rolls of that tongue, a teasing glide that he knew how to do so well. Not too much or too little stimulation, just enough to make her brain liquefy and leave her leaning into him, her breath speeding up. Her pussy ached, wanting to press against that hard bone in his hip, so close. Knowing it, his body was straining forward, trying to make that contact. Her hands slipped back to his taut shoulders, curled over them so her bare abdomen slithered across his as she kept her back arched for his mouth’s ministrations. Her nails dug inward and then moved up, raking him slow and deep, earning a bite from his teeth that made her gasp, arch harder into him, asking for more of the same pain.

      Instead, he changed tactics, letting go of the nipple and swiftly shifting. Before she could draw back, he’d set his teeth to her throat, precisely capturing the large artery and depressing it so it affected her pulse. Oh God. It wasn’t a matter of underestimating him; she knew he could sweep away her will. But it was always such a miracle to have that control taken away, to experience the secure joy of letting herself fall into his keeping. That ruthless clamp of teeth made her so aware of her mortality, while the eroticism of constricting her breathing or blood flow brought all sorts of physical and emotional reactions rushing to the forefront. It was a feeling she was only permitted to indulge when he imposed it, and he’d used it now as one of his most potent weapons. She swayed.

      You’re not going to give yourself that choice...

      It was Justin’s device that saved her. The modulation changed once again to that high frequency, and it jerked his body upright, his cock sliding across her stomach, leaving a wet trail across her heated flesh. She pulled back, sliding off the stool, trying to get her breath back. As she did, she let her fingers drift across that same track across her abdomen and then brought the salty taste of him to her mouth. Her neck throbbed, the bite hard enough that the teethmarks would be visible for several days afterward. That in itself brought her back on track, the delicious anticipation of what she wanted to give to him.

      He was quivering, fighting the vibration, bringing him perilously close again. She saw his cock convulse and it made her breath catch anew, such that she let him hear the arousal full blown in her throaty voice.

      “I may change my mind,” she purred. “It would be a real temptation to watch you spurt out on the stable floor. What if, rather than fucking you at my leisure, I whipped you with the crop, then set the probe on high? Sat on this stool and watched my Master come, helpless from what I’ve done to him.”

      “Marguerite.” His hands flexed in the chains and the beam let out an ominous and impressive creak. From the sudden ripple of muscle that coursed with breathtaking power across his chest and shoulders, she wouldn’t have been surprised if he ripped it free on the next attempt. “You don’t want to find out the answer to that. I can promise you.”

      “No?” She rose as the probe modulated down again. The relief almost emanated off of him, telling her how close he’d been yet again. “I can make you a promise, Master.”

      He stilled, as much as he was able, at the soft sound of the zipper teeth releasing when she opened the side of the riding breeches. She took them all the way off, let the shirt flutter off her shoulders. Bringing it up to his face like a veil, she trailed it over his eyes and nose, the wet heat of his mouth before dropping it to the side, leaving her completely naked. Turning, she leaned back against him, brushing her buttocks against his restrained cock and earning a low, deliciously menacing sound from him. Even so, she indulged the feeling a moment, turning her head to nuzzle his jaw and getting his mouth instead, a powerful kiss. So strong that, even without his arms free, she felt as if he were holding her back against him with the pressure of it, keeping her head securely in the crook between his jaw and shoulder as he plundered her mouth, long and thorough.

      As the kiss drew out, she became aware their lower bodies were doing their own sinuous tango, a serpentine series of slow movements and rubbings, his cock against her buttocks, teasing the seam as she used the flex of her feet to make infinitesimal caresses against the thick length of him. The ridge of the broad head, the steel of the shaft, fitted itself in the channel between her buttocks and she tightened on him there.

      Finally, he lifted his head, enough to speak against her lips. “And what promise was that, angel?”

      The crafty bastard. It took her a moment to remember. Despite the fact he was pulsing with the type of violent lust equaled only by Vikings on convent raids, his firm, irresistible mouth curved in a satisfied smile.

      But she’d employed that blindfold for a reason. She still had the advantage of surprise. Moving out of the shelter of his body, she slid the stool in front of her to give her the leverage she wanted. With him stretched the way he was, she hadn’t needed to manacle his ankles. His hips would have only a certain range of motion and control.

      “This is what I promise you. That the moment I start pushing my cunt down on your cock, you’re going to need to come, worse than you’ve ever needed to in your life. You won’t want to do it, though. Not until I come, at your command. But I’m not going to come, Master, not until you do. And that’s going to push you even further. When you get free, you’re going to want to take the most extreme measures to make me understand who serves whom.”

      He cocked his head, a weighted stillness settling between them. “You’re baiting me, angel.Why?”

      Reaching up now, she removed the blindfold slowly, dropped it to the side and met his amber-colored eyes. Having deprived herself of his beautiful gaze, she couldn’t hide the tremor that swept her—and didn’t want to—at the way his expression devoured her, the hard demand in those eyes gone to molten gold. Looking in those eyes, no one would ever think he could be rendered powerless by something as simple as chains and a hook. He could make her do anything, but there was one way she could make him helpless. His love for her would convince him to do anything she wished, if it really mattered to her. And now she called on that, because it was the last weapon she intended to use to take him where she knew the deepest part of him truly wanted to go.

      Reaching down, she unbuckled the cock harness, worked it carefully off his engorged cock. Moved around him to slide the probe out in back. She let all that fall away so he was now unencumbered. Then she returned to his front, turned her back on him, leaned down again, her elbows on the stool, setting her ass within several key inches of his cock. She tossed her hair back so it swept over her opposite shoulder. At the sharp clank of chains, she pulled it to the side to gaze at him from under the fine, silken fall.

      “Can’t quite reach, Master?” She shifted, spreading her legs enough so he could see the pink, glistening folds of her pussy, weeping for him. She backed up, one inch, two inches, her buttock teasing his cock. She slid her cunt across his broad head, neatly evading as he thrust forward, so he only rammed the fleshy part of her buttock.

      “Damn it, Marguerite.” He gave a half laugh, half groan, but his eyes were so vivid, so fierce. “Tell me why.”

      She shifted her attention to a point behind him.

      His brow creasing, Tyler turned his head as much as he was able, looking under his stretched arm. Toward the very back of the long stable, she knew he’d see another source of the heat that had him glistening with sweat. And why he’d probably been getting the occasional whiff of smoke. A brazier, with what appeared to be a half dozen branding irons resting in it.

      He turned his gaze back to her. She saw understanding hit, and two reactions warred in his expression—lust and denial. It told her she was close to success, but it would take a reminder to get him past the denial. That, and going forward with her plan to mercilessly take her pleasure of him, breaking every rule a Master could impose.

      “You remember that night, when we were out on the Keys in your boat?”

      He held her gaze. “I remember.”

      “You were deep inside of me, had me spread-eagled on the forward deck, my wrists and ankles tied to the stanchions with soft nylon.” She cocked her head. “I had my head dropped back, looking at the reflection of the moon on the water, all those stars above as you pushed me to climax.” And his soul in that moment had been laid out, raw and bare in the darkness.

      “You whispered”—so fiercely that she almost felt the heat of the iron then—“that if you were a less civilized man, you’d want to brand me, make it clear that I belonged to you, that I was your property, your possession, everything that meant anything to you.”

      She kept her eyes locked with his. “In the morning, you were actually embarrassed. You, who never lets anything fluster you. You made a joke, saying how the right woman could turn a man into a caveman. You missed how utterly, completely the idea overwhelmed me. I haven’t forgotten it. I can’t forget it.”

      Tyler’s jaw flexed, that same raw emotion returning, gripping her with quiet victory. “Angel,” he murmured.

      “Everything I’ve done, will do in the next few moments, is intended to make you forget everything about being a civilized man. I want to make you so full of lust, so full of a need to possess me, remind me that I’m your slave, your property, your possession, that you won’t hesitate to take one of those brands in that brazier and mark me as yours. The way I know you want to do, way deep down inside.”

      She made sure she let him see the resolve in her own eyes. “And I want you to know, in that same raw part of my soul, that I want you to do it. Because I truly am yours, in every way. Happy birthday, Master.”
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      Holding his gaze, she shifted her stance, so that she realigned herself with his cock, as large as she’d ever seen it. The combination of taunts, promises and images had focused every zone of his mind and will on one thing—taking her. Which was exactly what she wanted.

      She moved back until she was against that thick, virile column. He was too erect, and he didn’t have the ability to lower himself, angle his cock to thrust himself into her. He was dependent on her mercy, and there were plenty of subs who knew mercy was something Mistress Marguerite doled out with the smallest of teaspoons, if at all. Now she rubbed her slick cunt downward, going from beneath the broad head all the way to the base of the cock, and then up again, pushing up on her toes to tighten her long thigh muscles, her buttocks, knowing his eyes would be glued on how his cock looked, rubbing up and down that slick channel, so slow. Then she reached between her legs, gripped him with sure fingers, began to lever him downward, tightening her hold, sending the message that it would be at her pace, under her control.

      “So help me God...” The soft, muttered oath made her lower abdomen contract violently. However much she’d made him want her, her own body was on a deceptive simmer, covering a cauldron of heat waiting to explode between her legs at the moment of penetration. She knew she should divert her thoughts, anything to cool herself down, because she wanted to hold onto this as long as she could, but as she guided his head, wet with his own response, into the hot mouth of her sex, she couldn’t stop herself. Her inner labia sucked involuntarily around him, her breath catching in her throat. With deliberation and supreme restraint, she backed down on him, a millimeter at a time, closing her eyes as the shudders that began in her lower belly and upper thighs moved closer together, zeroing in on the sensation between her legs. There was nothing in her life that felt as perfect, as complete, as having Tyler inside of her, joined this way. Depriving herself had been a double edged blade.

      It took a moment before she could fight past her own reaction to focus on his. When she did, she knew instantly she’d made a critical mistake. That distraction was the only opening he’d needed.

      She’d pushed him as far as he was going to allow.

      Just a shift, and his cock thrust in hard, past the grip of her fingers, wresting a cry from her, and he was solidly on his feet, his body curved over hers. His hand came up beneath her arm to close on her throat, pull her up against his shoulder. Putting his teeth to that tender area beneath her ear, his other hand slid down, holding her against him, stilling the movement of their joined bodies, pulsing with unreleased—and in his case— near-violent need. The handcuffs dangled from the wrist at her throat, the cold metal a pendulum over her breast, teasing the nipple.

      “You are in a great deal of trouble,” he murmured, easing his bite to tease her carotid with a lazy flick of his tongue. Her survival and sensual instincts weren’t deceived by the caress, recognizing the ominous heat emanating from the wall of tense male muscle against her.

      “You cheated,” she returned, and gave a soft moan as he withdrew partway then came back into her, letting her feel every increment of friction between their two bodies. Her clit quivered, so close, but he knew her body so well, holding that just out of reach. In return, she contracted purposefully on him. His hand on her throat tightened in admonishment, constricting her air and ratcheting up her arousal further. She let out another soft moan.

      “Be still,” he breathed into her hair. But he nuzzled her with a sudden shift into tenderness that melted her body into him. She was still aroused past insanity, but he was adept at activating that connection between them, the emotional undercurrent in everything they did, a reassurance and a reminder of their bond.

      “You thought you could arouse me to the point I would hurt you, angel. Protecting you is the most important part of being your Master.”

      She closed her eyes. “But I want you to do it. I’m...begging you to do it.”

      The sigh expanded his chest, and her hands slid behind her, over his hips to the curves of his buttocks, digging into the muscle, making him flex against her grip, and moving him within her. She let out another whimper as his palm pressed harder against her abdomen. She was aware of where every finger rested, from the middle finger’s position on her pubic bone, a scant space above her clit, to his thumb, sliding over her hip bone. He had large, strong hands. Hands that could break a neck or hold her fast during their wildest lovemaking, but they were always gentle, except when he knew being rough would drive her to greater heights of pleasure. But he put limits on that, knowing her desire for pain could sometimes cross into unsafe areas. As he said, he took her protection, even from herself, more seriously than anything. But she knew he wanted this.

      “Tyler...”

      “You know what to call me right now.”

      “Master.” She breathed the word, the last syllable elevating as he slid his hand lower, that middle finger now so close above her clit it registered the pressure, the tiny pulse fluttering in response. “Oh, Goddess...”

      “You’re ready to come all over me, aren’t you?”

      “The same way you’re ready to spurt into me like a geyser.”

      “Just can’t stop pushing it today, can you?” Taking her head back to a more precarious angle on his shoulder, he held that constriction as he brought her to her toes, dropped a tender kiss in the pocket between her collar bones. “Look at how hard your nipples are. You need to be well and truly fucked, angel. Over and over again, until you realize you don’t trick your Master into doing anything. You ask him, beg him, and you do it pretty, sitting on your heels with your thighs spread, your tits out where I can fondle them, have access to your cunt as you beg. Stroke your hair and wind it around my hands so I can pull your head back and put my cock in your mouth.”

      She’d gone still as he spoke, and not only because he’d commanded it. The meaning behind the words, the power and desire behind them, made her wonder and hope...

      “I have something to ask my Master, then,” she ventured.

      “In a moment. Bend over, take hold of your ankles, and bring your head to your knees. You hold that position until I tell you otherwise.”

      He paid close attention to her morning yoga, and there wasn’t a single position he hadn’t evaluated with the wicked and delightful tendency of the male mind to consider all sexual possibilities. He knew this position would put her clit out of reach of his strokes, but still stimulate her to near mindless arousal, without allowing her a climax.

      She understood his intent, but he added to it with the verbal command. “You don’t come, angel. Not until I say.”

      Bending forward, feeling the fullness inside of her pussy adjust as she folded her body downward, she let her hair sweep the stable floor. She earned a gratifying exhalation of male breath as she performed the flexible movement, sliding her hands behind her calves and pressing her forehead all the way to her shins.

      Without further warning or preparation, he took hold of her hips and began to thrust. Full, stretching penetration, deep, and using her body without giving her any relief, just taking the desire she’d stoked in herself up to screaming need. He only made it worse with the psychological impact, demonstrating a Master’s right to give himself release and leave her craving. She was crying out, unable to help herself because it felt so damn good, even though she couldn’t reach that pinnacle point. She was amazed at his own restraint, that he didn’t come at the first few strokes, because she knew he’d been so close. However, it wasn’t the first time his Master’s will had impressed her. She had a similarly indomitable endurance with club submissives, but with him...she’d finally admitted, at least to herself, that she couldn’t hold out as long.

      She’d managed well enough here, enough to get him truly worked up, such that he intended to repay her in spades. It made her body shiver in anticipation and longing, torn between her complex emotional and physical needs.

      As much as she wanted to give him this, and nursed the hope that he would give in to his own desires as a result of her efforts, he was her Master, of heart, soul and mind. Something in her had to surrender to him to feel complete and whole.

      His fingers flexed against her ass, his thrusts becoming harder and more punishing. Her hair swept the floor, back and forth, her fingers tightening on her calves, anchoring herself against the impact, though if he hadn’t been holding onto her, his power would have shoved her forward. Two more thrusts and he came, making her moan, a needy, plaintive noise she couldn’t help as he jetted thick spurts of heat in her. Once he pulled out, it would trickle down her legs, dampen her sex and thighs. She knew he wouldn’t allow her to clean it off, would want to make her feel that mark of his release dry upon her flesh.

      Visceral satisfaction swept through her at how long he came, though. As well as at the guttural, animal noises he made, showing how aroused she’d made him, how intense her teasing had made that ultimate release, even as her own body yearned for the same. So much her flesh was damp with perspiration and all her muscles shaking when he finally came to a stop.

      Slowly, he withdrew from her. Her pussy spasmed at his withdrawal and then, as she’d anticipated, a warm dollop of his cream came out with him, slid over her vulva, taunting her further.

      He backed up to the stool, propped his fine ass on it. Picking up a towel she’d left hanging near it for her own uses, he ran it over his cock, down his upper thighs. In this position, she could see bits and pieces of such ablutions, and when he tossed it aside, she knew he was sitting back, looking at her in the folded over position. Watching his come run out of her, the heart shape of her ass and pink slit of her pussy displayed for him.

      He put his jeans back on, his shoes, but left the shirt off. She heard the threading of his belt into the jeans, the tantalizing sound of a buckle. It was a message, telling her she wouldn’t get his cock for awhile. While her pussy wept at the loss, she might have a consolation prize. She meditated on the significance of his words, wondering if they meant what she anticipated they did. You ask your Master, beg him...

      At length, he straightened, came back to her. “Go to Child’s Pose,” he murmured, his voice still the stern tone of a Master, but with that sensual undercurrent which rippled over her skin. “Do it slow. You’re bound to be light headed.”

      She released her calves and let her knees bend, feeling his hands steadying her despite his command. Child’s Pose folded her knees beneath her, her body lying flat over them, forehead pressed to the floor, the spine elongated, arms stretched forward. As she settled into it, feeling the stretch in her hips, he dropped to one knee beside her. She was a tall woman, but he was taller, and with her in this pose and him kneeling over her, she was acutely aware of the differences in their sizes, his strength. Then she stilled as his fingers settled on her spine. Specifically, on the scars aligned on either side of her spine, the dual row of cigarette burns that started at the nape and went to the dimples of her buttocks. He’d offered to have them removed, repaired with plastic surgery, but they were part of who she was, too intrinsic to her identity, for good or ill. But she understood the significance of him touching her there now.

      “Master...”

      “You think I would burn you, mark your flesh, because of a passing fantasy?”

      She swallowed. He was devastating when he combined a husband’s tenderness with a Master’s harshness, but she knew his heart, knew his needs as well as he knew hers. “No, Master. You wouldn’t. Even if it was an obsession, not a fantasy, you’d strike off your own hands before causing me pain. But this is something I want, too. Those marks were forced on me. I want yours, willingly.”

      Closing her eyes, she pressed her forehead deeper into the asana. Vulnerability slid into her voice, a gift she was only capable of giving to him. “I want a scar I can touch that’s yours. That will arouse and overwhelm me, because I know it’s your permanent mark. Something that I’ll remember gave you deep, primal satisfaction when you did it, and that makes you hard when you touch it, because it’s a claim you know I understand, all the way to the bottom of my soul.”

      He stroked up and down her spine, a light movement of his fingers. He was thinking. She went silent then, letting him muse on it. She forced herself not to dwell on his decision, instead enjoying being quiet and submissive under his touch, her mind free of anything but his will, for at least this second. It was late afternoon now, and she heard the cicadas talking in the nearby marsh, the occasional snort of a horse, the comfortable, rhythmic tread as they moved into another part of the pasture.

      “I love you,” she said softly, for no other reason than the desire to say it, the heartfelt treasure of being able to say it.

      “I love you, too, angel.” He cupped her buttock, thumb moving over the crease in a caress, then back up, following those scars to her nape, stroking through her hair. Then he wound his hands in the strands, put pressure on them. Obeying the unspoken command, Marguerite lifted her upper body. As she did, she sat back on her heels, spreading her knees. Deliberately, under his hot gaze, she straightened her upper body, arching her back and linking her hands behind it, knuckles brushing her buttocks as if she was bound, her breasts and pussy available to his touch.

      “Please, Master,” she said, a tremor in her voice. “Your slave is begging you to brand her.”

      He was silent again for many long moments. She continued to keep her eyes down, her body upright, vibrating. She’d never have thought it possible, but there were times in this submissive posture she could almost come, merely from having his attention on her, feeling the heat of his pleasure from her surrender to him. It made her understand the freedom of submission better, of allowing her body to tremble with involuntary need and desire for her Master’s slightest touch, a stern command. A brand.

      “Please,” she repeated in a soft whisper. “Give yourself what you deserve, Master. Let me love you the way you love me.”

      He’d straightened when she assumed the submissive pose, returned to that stool. With her eyes lowered, she saw the long legs, braced out, and expected he’d have his arms crossed over his broad bare chest, watching her with an unreadable expression in his amber eyes. His firm mouth would be taut, even as he’d already be half hard again, just from seeing her like this, smelling her arousal, knowing how hot and ready to climax she was, so close.

      As if he read her mind, he spoke.

      “If I’m going to brand my property, I won’t let her come until the minute the brand touches her flesh. The pleasure and the pain will be wrapped together, intimate the way we are when I’m inside you. When we don’t know where one starts and the other stops.”

      Her heart rejoiced. “Yes, Master.”
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      Tyler crooked his finger at her. “Come over here. You can lower your arms, but stay on your knees. Keep your pussy off your calves. I don’t want anything touching that but me.”

      She slid the couple of feet to him, his hand cupping her head to guide her forward. When he brought her inside the span of his spread knees, she laid her cheek on his inner thigh. She was facing inward, which gave her a tempting view of the curve of testicles and cock beneath the inseams of the jeans. Flaring her nostrils, she inhaled the aroma of his recent release, and her fluids on him, even under the denim. She wanted to touch, to mouth him there, but she settled for curving an arm around his calf, holding it pressed against her ribs.

      He’d begun stroking his fingers through her hair, slow and deep. Finding her scalp, he massaged it down to her nape, caressing the sensitive occipital bone. Her pussy contracted on the open space between her slightly spread folded legs, needy for him. But she could wait. She could always wait for him, because she knew how much pleasure it gave him, making her mindless with lust.

      “You know that song, angel? The one that asks if the captain of the Titanic cried?”

      She nodded, rubbing her cheek against him. “‘Someday We’ll Know.’”

      “That’s the one. Whenever I listen to that song, I think about how rarely people ask the right questions, the really important ones.” His fingers tightened in her hair, tilted her head back to look up into his serious face. The amber eyes had the relentless intensity of a pure Master now. It made her left nipple tighten further where it brushed against his leg, her fingers curve harder into the fabric of his jeans. “We know about asking the right questions, though. You and I. Dominants. We know that’s what unlocks the secrets a submissive keeps, even from herself. So you’re going to tell me what this is really about.”

      Leaning down, he increased his grip, tilting her head so her temple pressed into his thigh, exposing the side of her throat, holding her still as his breath rippled over her pulse. He apparently didn’t want her answer right away, but then he rarely did. He knew she wasn’t likely to offer or reach the answer immediately, not until he aroused her to the point that truth could rise to the surface like the cream of her arousal. She resisted on instinct, even knowing in the end she would give him all of it.

      His tongue was tracing her carotid, making its way down to her collar bone. She closed her eyes, soaking in the sensation, making a soft noise when his teeth bit that bone gently, then harder. His other hand dipped, his knuckles passing over her nipple, then coming back, catching it between the middle and forefinger knuckles. He didn’t pinch. He had a delicious way of gradually increasing the pressure of the clamp, so it created a slow wave of sensation that made the nipple ache for more. He’d hold that clamp for a time, and then, with a tiny twitch of those long-boned fingers, he’d send a jolt of electricity through the breast and down directly to her cunt. As he did it now, she made a soft cry, jerking involuntarily over her calves. She wanted to rub so badly, but she wouldn’t. She wanted his touch there, his mouth, his cock. His command.

      “I told you...it is about you.” She gave him her best answer, the only one she could offer. Then let out another whimper as he did the twitch in another, unexpected direction. His mouth moved up behind her ear, as he pulled her head back now. Back away from him so she was staring up at the barn ceiling, at the I-bolt that held the hook that had held him. He shifted his head, moving to the front, suckling on her jugular, his hair brushing her chin. Cupping her breast fully, he kneaded it, his thumb caressing her sternum. He never forgot an inch of her flesh. Unlike so many men, obsessed with the prurient parts of a pin-up magazine, Tyler could—and would—arouse any part of her body. It wouldn’t surprise her if he made her come from touching her eye lashes.

      “Yes. I believe it is about me,” he said, that soft Southern male voice stroking and tightening her nerves at once. “You’re always far too generous, angel, giving me things you should give yourself first. But this is also about you. So before I’ll do it, you’ll tell me what it is you want. Why you want this. If you don’t”—he brought her up onto her knees with pressure under that right breast, cradled in his hand, and lowered his head to slide a moist, hot tongue around the areola—“I’ll have to take you over my knee and give you the spanking you so richly deserve.”

      There were crops hanging throughout the barn, and he wore a belt that could smart like hell, but early in their relationship, he’d said he’d never strike her with anything other than his hand again. He’d only broken that promise one time. A night both terrible and beautiful, because it was the night she’d told him she loved him for the first time, and the night she’d learned she had the power to destroy him.

      Still, despite the emotions that gripped her with the memory, and the lust that clogged her throat at that clever tongue lapping at her nipple now, she managed to put a sultry tease into her voice. “You’re going to do that anyway. You like to make me wriggle on your lap like an errant school girl.”

      In fact, if he’d ever decided to be a school headmaster, she suspected the girls old enough to discover sexual yearning would line up for their spankings. As well as the female teachers. Cafeteria workers... She decided to keep that one to herself, though. As a Georgia gentleman through and through, Tyler would be mildly scandalized at such a thought.

      “Ah...” Her breath left her as he began to suckle in earnest, and his hand in her hair descended to her buttock, gripping there and delving between the cleft to tease her rim before curving beneath. Finding her wet pussy, he eased two fingertips into the opening of the damp channel. It folded his strong body over hers, so she had her face pressed into his upper abdomen. Her hands dangled loose at her sides to keep them out of his way, as she trusted him to hold her up and bend her whichever direction he chose. But it was so difficult, when she wanted to touch him so much.

      “I’ve ordered you the short plaid skirt,” he promised, a smile in his voice, but then he shifted, rising and bringing her up with him, swiftly enough she swayed, the blood rushing through her. He steadied her, though, and slid her onto that stool, guiding her feet so they hooked under the lower rails on the left and right sides, spreading herself for him. She automatically straightened her back, watching his gaze pass over her aroused nipples, the slope of her abdomen.

      “Maybe I’ll put your brand here.” He touched the pale expanse of skin above her navel. “And buy you a double piercing for this area. A topaz and diamond barbell would go through the skin of the navel, connected with a chain to a tiny silver cuff pierced through the bottom of the brand, emphasizing who you belong to.”

      “I’d like that,” she whispered, and his gaze flickered up to his face. Though his eyes were filled with desire, the stern set of his mouth told her she hadn’t yet answered his question to his satisfaction.

      “Keep your eyes on my hand.” Passing his left palm over her thigh, up and up, he pushed three fingers inside of her drenched pussy, following the contours of her slick channel unerringly.

      “Don’t you move an inch, angel. You stay still.”

      The urge to rock forward against him was almost unbearable, but she modulated her breathing, short, tiny expulsions, feeling herself grip his fingers with involuntary need.

      “Put two of your fingers inside yourself, Marguerite. Over mine. Hold onto my arm with your other hand if you need to do so.”

      Even if she didn’t, she wouldn’t pass up a chance to touch him. She gripped his biceps, registering the muscle and damp, heated skin as she lowered her other hand. Using her middle and forefingers, she traced his palm, outlining his life and heart lines, detouring up to caress the base of those fingers that were inside her. Then, when he made a quiet noise of command, she turned her hand over into the cup of his and followed his angle to slide her fingers inside her own heat. It was a tighter fit now, but the feeling was excruciatingly pleasurable, the fullness close but not quite like his cock.

      Giving her a look that was both promise and threat, he used his free hand to fish into his pocket. Ripples of response fluttered through her chest and lower abdomen, knowing what he sought. Ruefully, she realized she should have searched him when she undressed him.

      Not long ago, they’d been to a premier of one of his erotic movie productions. In the darkness, his colleagues only a couple seats away, he’d matter-of-factly removed a small bullet vibrator from his pocket and slid it under her skirt, into her pussy. While they watched, he’d put his hand on one of her knees, applying firm pressure to make sure she kept her legs slightly spread throughout the feature. With the tiny remote control, he’d tormented her for two hours as she got more and more stimulated by what he’d helped create, and the vibration he had going on silently beneath her clothes. They’d barely gotten out of the parking lot that night in the limo before he’d had her straddling his cock, mouthwateringly enormous from watching her. She’d come so hard she’d almost passed out afterward.

      Since then, he tended to carry it around as often as his keys or wallet, and she never knew when he’d use it to tease her. Like now.

      “Put your thumb against your clit, angel.”

      Keeping his other fingers deep and still inside her, pressed against hers in that dark, heated place, he lowered the bullet, positioning it under her thumb so it held the device against that quivering bud of flesh. When he clicked the tiny remote in his pocket, it began its silent vibration against her, a wave of pleasure that instantly shot her up toward a peak, given how aroused she already was.

      “Tyler... Master...”

      “Tell me what this is about, angel,” he said again, his hand catching her chin to make her look at him. “You hold perfectly, absolutely still, keep that bullet against your clit, and you tell me what it’s about.”

      When she didn’t immediately reply, he increased the speed. She let out a low cry, her body shuddering hard as she tried to stay still. Goddess, she couldn’t think when he did this... How did he do this so well? She should be able to stay detached. All the subs she’d brought to this level herself, she should know how to play this game. Except it wasn’t a game. There was no fighting a Master who knew exactly what he was doing, who already knew the way into her soul.

      “I can’t...” she said, though the truth of it was welling up into her, hard and ruthless as a climax at his hands. “I can’t...”

      “Tell me, angel.” Amber was becoming burnished gold, reflecting the fire that was always burning inside of her, her unending need for him.

      “I love you so much,” she gasped it. “Too much. I can’t contain it. It hurts...I need...”

      “You need the pain to handle it. To release it. So it doesn’t overwhelm you.”

      “Tyler, I’m too close... I can’t...”

      It turned off, a mere second before she was sure she would have been seized by the violent orgasm. As it was, it was a near thing, her body vibrating, making tiny spasms as she clutched his arm, her head down. He tilted it back up though, making her look into his face. His own was inscrutable, but she felt his reaction. His strongest emotions often went underground, as if he thought they should detonate where they could cause the least amount of harm to civilians. But she wanted this explosion of feeling.

      “I love you too much,” she repeated, her voice shaking with nerves and need.

      “It’s all right to love me, angel. You know that, right? I’m not going anywhere. It doesn’t have to hurt to love someone.”

      “But it does. It’s the best kind of pain I’ve ever felt. And I wake up at night, and look at you, and I can’t get close enough. I can’t ever get close enough.”

      “You think it’s ever enough for me?” His voice dropped low, rough, and he moved his hand, thrust in deeper, sliding the pads of his fingers along the dense, nerve rich zone that made her moan, toss her head back like a fractious horse. With the movement of his hand, his knuckles pressed into the tender bending point of her own penetrating fingers. She wanted to move against him, but he still hadn’t told her she could. He brushed his thumb lightly over her clit, where she still held the bullet, and she arched, she couldn’t help herself. If she got any hotter, she would be on fire.

      “Please, Master...”

      Slowly, he withdrew his fingers, leaving hers in with a quick squeeze of her wrist. A shudder racked her from that, even as he added to it by removing the bullet, dragging it across her swollen tissues. “Move your fingers inside of you. Thrust in and out, slow, like you’d want me to move inside of you.”

      She complied, her breath panting shallow and hot. He reached up to the hook, figuring out how to lower it until it was within her reach. Taking her other hand from his biceps, he pressed a kiss to the palm, delicately teasing the crevices in between with his tongue. By the time he folded her fingers over the hook, every nerve in her body was begging for release. But he picked up a coiled strap she’d laid out, wanting to have a variety of restraint options, and looped it around her wrist. He secured her one hand to that hook, then pulled it back up so her arm was stretched out, her side arched, hair spilling over her opposite shoulder. Her ass just barely touched the stool, but her legs held her upright, spread and threaded through the lower slats. She lost rhythm, so overwhelmed by the additional stimulation, but his sharp eyes missed nothing. “Keep fucking yourself with your fingers. Do you want my cock?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want it in your cunt?”

      “Yes. Please, Master.”

      “Do you want my brand? Wherever I decide to put it?”

      “Yes. Goddess, yes.”

      He leaned forward then, brought his mouth over hers, teased her lips apart and used a hand on her jaw to hold her still as he traced them, dipped inside and stroked her tongue with his. He held it there a brief second, his eyes on hers as he withdrew. “Then you keep that pussy nice and wet, while I go choose the mark I’m going to put on you.”
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      When Tyler left her, moving across the floor to the brazier, Marguerite blessed her foresight, placing those four mirrors at different angles around the area where she’d teased and tormented him. Because though he was behind her, she could watch him walk away, the sinuous movement of upper body muscles, the tight ass and long thighs shifting beneath the jeans. He’d always moved in a way that drew attention. The controlled power and grace of a sexually confident, more-than-a-little-bit dangerous man was irresistible to female eyes, and she was no exception. From the first time she’d seen him at The Zone, she’d been hyperaware of him, though she’d denied it to herself, and they hadn’t come together for months. The attraction had made no sense to her, because he was a Master, she was a Mistress. But it had continued to grow, going from an occasional sighting to the times when he gave her a courteous word as they passed one another, a murmured “Mistress,” in that cultured Southern voice. A flick of those amber eyes over her, appraising in a way she’d of course ignored, except the regard had lingered like an unexpected caress.

      Then there’d been short conversations, him inquiring about a technique she chose, or, on the rare occasion when she’d mingled with other Mistresses and Masters, studying her approach and facilitating a discussion about it. He’d offered her a standing invitation to his home for his famous private parties, and she’d declined every time, denying herself for reasons she didn’t care to face.

      He’d been a predator, circling closer and closer, pretending interest in the gazelle herd surrounding them, when the entire time he’d had his eye on the lioness hunting the same game. She had been his target.

      She’d hated him for it at first, hated what he could do to her. But he’d opened a part of herself that had been a festering, cancerous wound. He hadn’t flinched, hadn’t backed away. He’d weathered the fallout, helped her begin to heal, and become a vital part of the cure. In every darkness she now experienced, Tyler’s light was there. Warming her, guiding her, giving her comfort and faith. She needed him more than she needed anything else in her life. And what had taken her all the way across that bridge to acceptance was finding he felt the same way about her.

      Now she watched him, standing over the brazier, his feet braced, head slightly tilted so she could follow the appealing line of his skull to a canted angle of broad shoulder, curved biceps, taut waist and cocked hip. He reached forward, shifting the irons to determine what they were, and a ripple went across his back muscles. Great Goddess above, everything spiritual and needy aside, he was the most fucking sexy man she’d ever seen. Not a single pretty thing about those hardened muscles, the directness of the amber eyes, the lines carved into his mature, handsome face. The firm lips.

      She drew in a shuddering breath, knowing she was playing right into his hands, how aroused he’d made her, the fact he’d ordered her to keep her fingers making that slow thrust and withdraw motion into her soaking flesh, which spasmed every time she pushed in deep, came back out. Her clit ached for any contact—her knuckles, her thumb. She would go off in seconds if she gave it just a few swipes of friction. But she’d restrain herself, and not just because he’d ordered it. She wanted it to happen with him inside of her, after he’d placed his mark on her.

      She knew what he was seeing. Simple shapes for strike branding. As an experienced Master, he knew how to do it, but he’d only done it at the request of submissives he’d been training, those who needed higher and more extreme levels of pain. He’d never done it to a woman that belonged to him. And she was secure in the knowledge he’d never wanted to do so – until now.

      Apparently having chosen the one he wanted, he rolled the cart holding the brazier back to her. When he did, he saw her watching him in the mirror, not bothering to mask her avid pleasure in the view coming back, the wide chest, the prominent arousal beneath his straining jeans. He made a tsking noise as he reached her. One hand reached up to wrap in her hair, draw her head back as he captured her mouth, plundered, the brazier so close to her body she felt the heat, but his mouth was even hotter. He kept kissing her until she was straining into him, her one bound hand clutching the hook, her other trying to keep that rhythm he’d demanded, and getting all the closer to climax.

      He pulled his mouth back to stare hard into her eyes. “You keep going, Marguerite. You tell me when you’re close, when you can no longer hold back, when you want to come for your Master.”

      “Tell me when to come, Master. That’s what I want. Tell me when to come, and I’ll do it.”

      His jaw tightened, his hand shifting to cradle her jaw, raise it higher, putting her neck at that straining angle. “I want my cock inside of you, Marguerite. I want to put it in there and never take it out, fuck you every second of the day. That’s the brand I’d put on you if I could. In your mouth, your ass, your cunt. When I do this, for the next day or so, you won’t be wearing anything around our house except panties, so you better be prepared to call in sick to work. Because I’m not going to let anything touch your flesh until it’s healed. Except me.”

      Thank Goddess. She swallowed, her pulse ratcheting up higher. “Master, please...”

      “Come for me, Marguerite. Prove you serve your Master. Prove you belong to me.”

      She began to come as soon as he gave the order, so the next two commands were harsh whispers against her temple when her head jerked right, pressing into his mouth, as she was overcome by the power of that long denied climax. It rolled over her so hard, she didn’t know how she would have stood if he’d not given her the stool, but as it was, she jerked enough it wobbled beneath her.

      Placing his foot on the bottom rung and bearing down with his weight, he anchored it. It let her hook her heel onto his calf, his thigh pressed against her bare hip. Reaching around her back, he closed his hand around the upper arm of the hand that was inside of her. To steady it, keep it out of his field if she flinched.

      Then he lifted the brand from the fire. She saw the orange-hot color of the metal, a blur in her lust-hazed vision. She didn’t tense, didn’t do anything but let herself surrender to that climax, to him, embrace what he was about to do, so he could see that willing acceptance in her face. His attention passed over it, one last assurance, before he pressed it exactly where he’d said he would. The soft flesh just above her navel.

      It only took several seconds to do a strike brand. Even aroused himself, Tyler was precise and controlled. The pain exploded through her nerve endings, but the brand was already gone. Metal hit metal as he tossed it back into the brazier, then he had both hands on her face, and was kissing her again, murmuring “I love you” against her mouth before filling it with himself.

      The orgasm had stuttered from the pain, but he was already pushing her back over that cliff edge. She moaned as he closed his hand over her wrist and withdrew the fingers she’d obediently kept moving inside of her, even through the branding. Bringing them up to his mouth, he tasted her honey. When he let them slide down, curved her fingers over his hip, she clutched, begging him to come closer, to press his need against that mark, against her spasming flesh.

      The feel of his cock, so hard beneath his jeans, made her cry out into his mouth, her eyes watering from the physical agony. But tears were part of that moisture, too, her reaction to what he’d done, what he’d given himself as well as her. She wanted him to be inside of her, but she also wanted him to come, spill his seed on the brand he’d made upon her. He’d chosen a circle, as she knew he would.

      He was the beginning and the end, and he’d made it clear on her flesh.

      He pulled back too soon, keeping space between the brand and himself, but he compensated her with continuing that kiss, and the way he brought his hands down and closed them over her breasts. All he had to do was squeeze the nipples with those clever, sensitive fingers, and the climax that had receded just out of reach suddenly swamped her again, tearing a cry from her throat. It renewed her convulsions, her body bucking and arching in a way she couldn’t control. As she got even more violent, he dropped his hand, curving under her ass to hold her up and make sure she didn’t pull too hard against the hook, putting too much strain on her shoulder.

      It took a long, long time, but eventually the climax, denied and then allowed, pushed back by pain and then brought back by his demand, ebbed. Or she should say the hardest, most ruthless waves of it did. She was still in the surf, her body shuddering in cycles that seemed to please him intensely, if the way he watched her, how helpless she was to her reaction to what he’d done to her, was any indication. She couldn’t move or think, didn’t want to. But then, she didn’t have to.

      Picking up a horse blanket, he draped it over his shoulder, then released her hand from the hook. He ducked his head under the arm before the tired, depleted muscles could drop, letting it rest limply on his shoulders as he slid his other hand under her knees and guided her feet out of the slats of the stool. Then he lifted her in his arms.

      No matter her height, he’d always made her feel like Scarlett O’Hara going up that staircase in Rhett’s arms when he carried her. A faint smile touched her lips despite the arousal, the throbbing pain, the need coiled so tight in her she couldn’t speak. But he saw the smile.

      “What, angel?”

      She told him, and though his eyes warmed, he didn’t smile. As he looked at her, raging need and conflicting emotions were behind his eyes, so much she could barely speak. But he cleared his throat, deepened his drawl. “Well, Southern men like carrying our women. Harder for them to run away.”

      Closing her eyes, she let her head rest on his shoulder. He pressed his lips to her temple. At the touch of the wind, she opened her eyes to see he’d taken her outside, to the back of the barn, where they were looking down a rolling slope of green, pastureland and the distant marsh. Sleek horses grazed in the foreground, completing the picture.

      He let her feet touch the ground, but kept a hand securely around her waist as he shook out the blanket. Letting her go only to spread it out properly, he turned to her, his eyes on her face, seeing everything, the way the nerves still made her tremble, her breath so short, the aftermath of the arousal and the branding, pain and pleasure mixed, but there was still something missing, something she craved. She didn’t have to know or understand what it was, because he knew. He always knew.

      “Lay down on the blanket, angel. On your back. Arms over your head and your legs spread, shoulder width apart. Keep them that way, no wider.”

      His steadying hand was there, of course, because her knees wouldn’t stop shaking. In fact, her teeth were almost chattering with it, those tiny little shudders that, despite her climax, seemed to originate between her legs and keep her in a mindless state of need.

      Subspace. She took subs there all the time, but he’d plunged her deep into it, and she didn’t want to let it go, would obey and do all he wish, holding onto that moment of absolute closeness, when he was everything. Masters as well as Mistresses fed on it like ambrosia of the gods, seeing their submissives deep in that well.

      As she lay back, seeing blue sky and her Master’s amber gaze on her bare skin, she closed her eyes, giving it all up to him. Her right to see, to breathe, to be. It was all his. Her knuckles brushed the blanket above her head, feeling the prick of the grass beneath the soft fabric.

      “What do you want, angel? Tell me.”

      “You. Just you.”

      A rustle of clothing, and she didn’t have to see to know that he’d opened the jeans, pushed them down, removed it all. Then he rested a knee between her legs, taking himself down upon her.

      Any contact on a brand while it was healing felt like fire, but the breath she sucked in as he lay down between her legs was acceptance, preparing for it. She made tiny formless noises as he guided his cock to her pussy and pushed slowly into that welcome, wet grip, her tissues spasming all along his length as he came into her.

      Gradually, he brought his body down upon hers, until his muscled abdomen hovered just a space above throbbing, inflamed flesh. His elbows braced on either side of her neck, his hands closing over her arms as he rested there, and her eyes opened.

      “Please, Master.”

      He gazed down at her, his face so serious it had that sternness to it that always made her want to trace his mouth, seek his teeth to bite her fingers, remind her of how he could take control. But a lot more was going on, so she remained still.

      “I love being your Master, angel. And you’re right.” He glanced down her body, allowing himself a leisurely look at her breasts, the aching nipples, as he crossed that terrain down to the circle burned into her pale skin. “Seeing this mark on you makes me fucking hard all over again. But it also destroys me inside, to cause you any pain. To know why you need that, to know why the simple fact I love you can tear you apart. It fucking kills me.”

      She swallowed, her gaze holding his. She had no answer for that, only needed what he could give. Hungered for it. “Please,” she whispered. “You and no other.”

      “Damn right.” He allowed the seriousness of it to be overcome by something a little less intense, but then he lowered his body that fraction, closing the distance.

      The searing pain radiated out from the brand point like a sun, sending fiery heat to her overstimulated nerves, making her arch and twitch beneath him. Her pussy contracted on him in a way that had his eyes flaming as if that sun had reached him, too.

      “I’m not going to move, angel. I want to feel your body shake and quiver, get wetter and hotter from the lack of motion, until your pretty pussy is squeezing me harder than any other part of you could, a climax you can’t stop, because your body knows what I demand.”

      It would also keep him from causing her a much higher level of pain, from the abrasion of two bodies moving together. She let out a half sob of acceptance and crazed need both, but he’d curled both hands in her hair, making her look up at him now. “You remember the night you branded Brendan?”

      She nodded.

      “You taunted me that night, didn’t you? Rubbing yourself against his back with your bare breasts, stroking those new brands you’d given him with your loose hair, this waterfall of moonlit silk.” His fingers stroked it as well. When his thumbs found her mouth, the corners, she parted her lips, let him tease that hinge, put pressure there.

      “You talked about rubbing me down like a fractious stallion. I have my own equine fantasies, angel.” His eyes gleamed. “I’d take two roses, facing in opposite directions. I’d place the stems in your mouth, push them up against the hinge of your mouth like a horse’s bit, and make you bite down gingerly, hold them like that bit. You’d feel the prick of the thorns on your tongue, against the sides of your mouth, at the same time you’d smell the blossoms brushing your cheeks like silk. You’d hold them while I put my mouth between your thighs to make you come, your legs spread wide and cunt gushing for me.”

      Her breath had moved from soft gasps for air, managing the pain and arousal, to tiny pants of need. His cock moved inside of her on its own, telling her he was getting harder, seeing her arousal accelerate, or maybe also from the picture he was painting. She made a quiet, panicked noise, but her gaze didn’t waver from his, from the knowledge in his eyes of what he was doing to her.

      She was lost in amber fire, and wanted nothing more than to obey him. To come without any movement at all, because what was churning inside her was turbulent enough to realign the universe.
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      He combed out her hair on either side, letting her feel the tug on her scalp, a hint of his strength. The pressure of his body on the brand was a deep burning feeling, and she wondered how long she would have to wait before he’d agree to do that navel piercing he’d described. Knowing Tyler, he’d have the barbell and cuff custom made, set with a diamond, and inscribed with his initials. Present it to her as her birthday gift, a few months hence. She shuddered, imagining him touching that piercing and the connecting brand.

      “How does it feel?” he said, his intent gaze on her face.

      “Like I’m yours. Thank you, Master.”

      His eyes softened, a rueful tug to his mouth. “I’m still seriously tempted to turn you over and spank you for all of this.”

      “I’ll take that as proof you liked your birthday gift.”

      He snorted, but then he wound his fingers into her hair, until his fingers were framing her face again. He lifted his upper body so that the pressure on the throbbing skin was released. The touch of the air on the brand was excruciating, enough that a quiver ran through her, but it also adjusted his hips so he was seated at a different, deeper angle. When she let out a moan, humor left his gaze, and he bent to her breast. As he scraped the curve with his teeth, he traced it with his tongue, making lazy circles toward the center, the jutting nipple that fairly vibrated with need. Her legs twitched and he gave her a warning look.

      “You keep them spread and your ankles on the ground, angel. As far as you’re concerned, I have you tied out here with stakes and rope. In fact...” The tip of his tongue made another pass around the areola, evoking another whimper. She was becoming a symphony of needy sounds again, but she knew that would please him, make him harder. “I think that’s the perfect way to make sure you keep from abrading the burn. Tomorrow, when I’m working on my roses, I’m going to take garden stakes and soft rope and stake you out on the grass while I prune. And maybe I’ll use that bit I described, those two roses, to keep you quiet and focused only on everything going on inside of you. Put that small vibrator into your sweet cunt, let you come as many times, and as often, as it takes me to do my gardening. Sara will bring us both water when we need it, snacks. I’ll feed you, of course, tip the water to your lips. Run the ice cubes along your nipples, over your clit, if you’re getting too hot. Would you like that, angel?”

      She quivered, her breath shortening. “Sounds like a lot of work for you.”

      “I’m willing to make the sacrifice.” He placed a single, dragging lick over the right nipple and she cried out, but remained perfectly still, as still as a trembling body could stay. “Plus, if I get too hard watching your pussy cream over that vibrator, I’ll just feed my cock into my sweet slave’s mouth, have you take care of me.”

      “Tyler.” Her breath shuddered deep as he closed his mouth fully over the nipple this time, drew deep, making the suckling noises he knew could drive her crazy.

      Her pussy rippled over his length, and he put a hand between them to caress her clit in a slow, sensual circle, flicking back and forth over the engorged flesh, teasing rather than stroking it, making her body quiver harder. It didn’t seem possible that she could be close to coming again, but the way that brand seared into her flesh, keeping her hyperaware of its presence and meaning, along with his stimulation, made her think she was still riding the waves of the last orgasm.

      “Want you...to come with me,” she gasped, too close for finesse and teasing. “Please.”

      “You know when you say please, I can’t resist you, angel.” Tyler clamped down on the other nipple, suckling hard. Despite his earlier edict, he’d apparently decided he did want to feel the friction of her wet pussy gripping him, because he pulled half out and slid back in to the hilt, giving an extra thrust to take him that much deeper. It wrenched an animal sound of pleasure and effort from her throat. He kept his stomach off of hers, though.

      “It...if you abrade it...it makes a deeper mark,” she said, but he gave her a quelling look.

      “Not happening, angel. You’ll have to be happy with it as is.”

      “I am if you are. Thank you, Master. Thank you, Tyler.”

      “Christ, you kill me.” Another retreat, then the slow surge back in, with that extra twitch, sending a jolt through her nerve endings. “You keep talking to me. I want to hear your voice, know when you’re about to go over. I love it when I break you down like this, when you give me everything.”

      “You already have everything,” she whispered, her fingers clutching the grass where her spread arms lay. “Everything I am. I like...what you want to do tomorrow. I want to be still, and yours, and feel the sun... Hear the birds... And not worry about anything.”

      “Not worrying about anything now, are you, angel? You’ve given it all to me.” Those clever fingers flicked her clit again and Marguerite gasped over a tight spiral ratcheting up from between her legs, a near orgasm. If he did that a few more times, she’d be unable to hold back, and from the intent look in his amber eyes, he knew it. “Keep talking.”

      “Pretty horses here...can you...ride?”

      “Every Southern gentleman can.” His mouth was on her again, cruising down her sternum, his body making that slow penetration and retreat that made her ache to lift her legs, clamp them around him, but he knew how devastating it was to have an orgasm this way, with him controlling the build up. There’d been nights he’d strapped down her legs from hip to ankle, completely immobilizing her, so that not even a twitch of her lower body was possible. He’d licked her clit with that devil-blessed mouth until she’d come, so intensely she’d blacked out. She’d woken in his arms, him caring for her, massaging her legs, cleaning her. Though he was so aroused his cock was an iron bar pressed against her side, he’d insisted on caring for her first.

      “Will you wear...those tight pants? Boots?”

      “Wanton woman. You’d just be staring at my ass.”

      “And your big...riding crop.”

      He chuckled against her flesh, but she felt the flex of his hands in her hair, knew he was getting close to peak as well. She wanted to go together, and lifted her head slightly, capturing his attention. His hands slid beneath her neck, supporting her, tilting her head so her mouth was so close to his.

      “Together...please.” She was lost to the desires of her body, but this, this was pure emotion. She wanted to be together, melded together by that flood of release. He saw the need in her gaze, for he didn’t tease her, as he might otherwise.

      “Together, angel. Always. Ready?”

      She nodded.

      “Then come for me. Let me hear your cries.”

      That clever hand stopped making those light circles and instead stroked her with purpose, setting off a charge of reaction through her clit and pussy. As he did, he began to stroke harder within her, and with less defined thrusts, his own need coming up and over him, so that the leash of control broke. As her voice rose in the cry of release, he put his hands to her hips and increased his strength, hitting her labia and clit with every stroke, replacing his fingers with the overwhelming demand.

      She wanted to touch him, wanted to wrap arms and legs around him, but she obeyed him, leaving her limbs straining and straight, because it made the orgasm so much more intense. The cry became a tearing scream and as it overwhelmed her, took over her motor control, he shifted and held her legs and arms pinned with his hands and hips, his feet hooked over her calves. As he did, he rose and plunged, rose and plunged. She felt the heat of him spurt into her, renewing the assault on her tissues. She caught a glimpse of his face, seized by the powerful paralysis that a universe-changing orgasm could do, and loved it. Loved him. Loved the deep, masculine cries of release, somewhere between a shout and growl of a savage animal.

      A savage animal that slowly settled into repletion. His climax had been so intense, his hands had bruised in their grip on her arms, but she reveled in that loss of control. When he finished, he was lying full on her again, her body still twitching from aftershocks, tiny cries coming from her lips with each one.

      “All right?” he asked after a long while, his voice a rumble against her ear.

      “As long as you never move.”

      “You need to breathe, angel. And that’s all the pressure we’re going to put on this brand for now.”

      With a groan, he made it to his knees and then shifted beside her, propping on an elbow and a hip, regarding her pale, trembling body from her painted toenails to the crown of her silky hair. “God, you’re beautiful,” he murmured. “The way you lay there, still obedient to me, your arms and legs spread. Who’d have thought a Mistress could surrender so utterly? You’re a jewel. My wife.”

      It gave her an inner glow she was too proud to ever admit. Unless he seduced it out of her. But her voice had a betraying break as she spoke. “I want to touch you now.”

      He nodded, and she turned on her hip, her depleted body and the ache of the burn making it a careful movement. He glanced down, then traced around the burn area, not touching the skin, then slid upward to her breast, running his knuckles along the curve before bringing his hand to rest on the nip of her waist, his thumb close to the mark. She noticed, with satisfaction, the way his eyes kept straying to it.

      “Violet thought I should do the same to you one day. You know, kind of a double D ranch brand on your haunch.”

      His gaze flicked up to hers, lazy amusement in it. Laying his head down on his arm, he let his knuckle descend, do another circle around the brand area, then down, brushing her mons and her damp labia. Her legs automatically adjusted for him, letting his fingers slip inside. Her muscles gave a final, exhausted contraction, an incoherent murmur coming from her lips as he stroked the liquid silk inside with tender fingers.

      “And what does my beautiful Mistress think?”

      “I think this is enough for me. Though I haven’t been able to practice my hog tying in awhile.”

      “I should tell you something that happened to me the other day, when I was in town. It involved two young, beautiful women.”

      “Really?” Her brow arched.

      “Mm-hmm. You know that gallery near you, the co-op for aspiring artists? I saw a sculpture in the window I particularly liked. It was a bronze of a naked female angel. It looked as if she’d been playing above stormy ocean waves. She’s in a twisting motion, and a merman has surged up from the waters to take her mouth in a kiss, his hand closing on her wrist. One wing is angled down, as if she’s about to pull away, but there’s something about the arch of her throat, the tension in her body, that tells you she’s aroused by the merman’s boldness, his attempt to hold her.” He let his fingers slide out, painted their combined fluids on her upper thigh and then closed his hand over her fragile wrist, bringing the hand to him so he could nuzzle her fingers with his mouth.

      “I thought it was exceptional work. Figured I could buy it, take a picture of it and send it to Marcus, tell him I found it in Somalia at a street bazaar. He’d probably spend months scouring the area to get the artist under contract with him.”

      “You have a mean streak.” Her mouth curved. “And you underestimate Marcus. I bet he’ll figure out your game in no time and retaliate by putting your name and photo out on the Internet as “Gay male, single, who likes being spanked by Daddy.”

      “Oh, he already did that one.”

      “Yes, but it was a classic.”

      “He prides himself on being original.” At her shiver, he noticed the sun was starting to go down. “I think we probably need to get you home.”

      She glanced down at herself. “You said...”

      “I meant it. Nothing but panties until it heals.” A twinkle went through his amber eyes. “Better hope no one stops us on the way home.”

      She shook her head and lay back on the cover, giving him an amused look as she draped her arms over her head in a provocative pose. “You’re driving, so you’ll have to explain it. But I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me about the two beautiful women.”

      His eyes creased in that handsome way that never failed to make her heart lurch. “Didn’t forget that, did you?” Still, before he continued, he rose, pulling his jeans back on and fastening them, then disappeared briefly into the barn. Marguerite watched the rose and gold colors paint the sky until she heard his feet, then she turned to watch him cross the ground back to her. He’d found her blouse and guided her to slide it on, though leaving it open. “If you get colder, you tell me. I don’t want you uncomfortable.”

      “Women?” she prompted.

      He gave her a grin, recapturing her hand, but continued. “When I went into the gallery, two young women were there, the owner and one of the artists. As you know, I have exceptional hearing, and I heard the owner talking about me. You know, the usual. How incredibly sexy I was, the things she’d do if she could get her hands on my ass...”

      “I can think of a few things to do with your overinflated opinion of yourself,” she retorted. When she tried to pull her hand away, he held her fast.

      “Ssh, be still.” His voice softened, his eyes sobering as he touched her face, keeping her other hand firmly closed in his grasp. “I could sense the artist watching me, not saying anything, but then she told her friend not to bother. That I was taken, in every sense of the word.”

      Marguerite pressed her lips together then, at the expression in his face. “I wondered, because it sounded like she meant more than being married, even if she’d noticed my ring. So I stopped by the counter on my way out and asked her point blank why she’d said that.”

      Marguerite could imagine it. That direct look, the firm tone and yet sexy Southern drawl that could seduce and command a woman at once, even when he was being entirely appropriate, as she was sure he was. She imagined the owner’s discomfiture, knowing she’d been overheard, and the artist’s clear, steady gaze as Tyler repeated her words.

      “She smiled at me, and gave me a quote by the novelist George Moore: ‘Other men it is said have seen angels, but I have seen thee and thou art enough.’ She told me that was the look I had about me, so she knew I already had my angel.” He shifted. “It was uncanny, given what I call you, so I wanted to think about it awhile before I told you. I’m glad I waited, because I couldn’t think of a more perfect time to tell you.”

      He drew her forward then, bringing his mouth to hers for a sweet, lingering kiss. Marguerite let herself get lost in it, in the scent of him, in the familiar yet arousing pressure of his lips, in the fact that every inch of him was hers.

      When he lifted his head at last, he murmured, “Thank you for my birthday gift. Though you’ll always be enough for me, every birthday.”

      In answer, Marguerite put her hand on the side of his throat, her forehead to his, holding him close. “I’ll give you a quote,” she said softly. “’Love has no desire but to fulfill itself.  To melt and be like a running brook that sings its melody to the night.  To wake at dawn with a winged heart and give thanks for another day of loving.’ Kahlil Gibran.”

      She met his gaze, their faces so close. “Thank you for giving my heart wings. Thank you for giving this birthday to me, and every one after it.”

      Visibly moved, he put his hand back over her wrist, gripped her there hard, his lips pressed tight. “I love you, angel. I always will. What do you say you let me take you home, and we can watch the sunset over the water?”

      “I’d say that would be a perfect end to the day.”

      “That’s every day that ends with you, angel.”
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The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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