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Author's note:

	Dear Readers,


	This book occurs in the same world as Guilty
Pleasures and Broken Dolls. Technically these books occur in a chronological
order storywise: Guilty Pleasures, then Broken Dolls, and then this book.
However, it would be a mistake to think of this as a "series" or the third book
in a "trilogy". It is not. It's a different character's story, and in fact, I
don't exactly love that this book is in any way "tethered" to other books
because I feel like this story is its own thing and should be experienced in
that isolation.


	For that reason I won't be marketing it as part of a
"series", but am mentioning here that there are other books in this world if
you were not aware. (In fact, some edits were made to this book to make it feel
more self-contained and to keep from diverting reader attention to questions
about other characters that are answered in other books.)


	Thank you for reading,


	Kitty


	



Chapter One


Dani's Bar stood at the mouth of the bad side of town. But it was still close enough to the good side of town that an eclectic blend of respectable and shady customers always flowed through its doors.


"You're late," Danika said as Julie pulled her long, auburn hair back with a hair clip.


"I know, I'm sorry." Julie hung her coat on a wooden peg in the back and carefully slid her time card into the old machine. It was finicky. If she didn't do it just right, it wouldn't click and count her hours right.


"Third time this week." Danika hated late people. And though her boss was only five foot two and a hundred pounds soaking wet, Julie didn't like to be on her bad side.


"I'm sorry. My roommate is completely unreliable, and you know we share the car."


"You need to figure out a way to get to work on time." Her boss sighed and pushed her long blonde hair behind her shoulder. "Anyway, he's out there at the bar waiting for you. He won't order until you get here." 


"Who is?" But Julie knew. Gabe Griffin. The man all her fantasies had revolved around since he'd started coming to the bar last April. Tonight he wore his standard white T-shirt that strained to cover the impressive muscles of his arms and back, Levi jeans, and some boots. She still didn't know what he did for a living, but she always imagined some kind of construction work. The white of the shirt seemed to glow against his dark tan and sun-streaked blond hair. But the back of him was nothing compared to the front of him and those startling green eyes that seemed as though they could read all your secrets.


Danika laughed. "Girl, you've got it bad. You may as well own it."


"Shut up. I do not have it bad. I'm not a thirteen-year-old school girl." Though she felt like it when he was near.


Danika smirked. "Whatever you say."


Julie went out to the bar, trying to push down the nervous giddy grin that would let him know how badly she wanted him. He smiled when she approached.


"Your usual, Gabe?"


"Yeah, sweetheart, my usual." His voice was something between a deep purr and a drawl. He must have been a big jungle cat in a previous life.


She poured him bourbon and sat on the stool behind the bar. He downed it quickly and slammed the glass down on the counter.


"Another."


Julie poured a second. "Rough night?"


"Nah. I just need a little liquid courage."


"Oh?"


"Hey Julie!" a drunk at the
other end of the bar shouted. "Can I get another beer?"


She turned to go fill the drink order, but Gabe's large hand closed around her wrist.


"You're so tiny," he murmured as his thumb brushed softly against the back of her hand.


Electricity shot up her arm from where he touched her. That dark, beautiful tan, contrasting against her more delicate pale skin. He definitely did some kind of outdoor work. Construction. Landscaping. Something rugged.


"Julie... let me take you out sometime." 


These were the words she'd fantasized coming out of his mouth as cool spring had turned into the fire of summer, and then all throughout fall.


"My boss doesn't like me to date customers."


"Fuck that. They don't own you. Come out with me. When do you get a night off?"


Julie's heart hammered in her chest.


"Jules! Where's my beer?"


"It's destroying your liver, Hank, hold on! I'm making a love connection over here!" She turned back to Gabe. "I'm off tomorrow. W-what time? Where will we go?"


"Seven-thirty, and leave that up to me."


"Julieeee!" Hank sing-songed from the other end of the bar. 


Gabe rolled his eyes. "Go, take care of him, but when you come back, I want you to write down your address and phone number for me so I can find you tomorrow."


Another thrill of electricity went through her, this time down her spine. She'd imagined going out on a date with Gabe Griffin since he'd first stepped inside the bar. She didn't reply. Instead, she went to the other end of the bar to get Hank another beer. But when she returned, she dutifully wrote down the information he'd requested.


He winked at her. "Your life is about to get very interesting." With that cryptic line, he got up off the stool and sauntered out of the bar.


Danika came out from the back. "Did he just ask you out?"


Julie didn't have to answer. The crimson of her cheeks was enough.


"You know how I feel about my employees dating customers. It'll be nothing but drama."


"Then fire me."


Danika's eyes narrowed. "You know I wouldn't do that. Just don't let it get in the way of your work. And be careful. We get some shady characters in here."


Yes. She'd heard the speech about Dani's sometimes unsavory clientele about a thousand times, and she'd seen enough of them first hand to know it wasn't just a cautionary tale. But Gabe didn't ping her radar like that.


"I know... but... he's been coming here forever. I wouldn't accept an offer like that from any random stranger off the street."


Danika shook her head and smiled. "If he looked like Gabe Griffin, you might."


Julie didn't bother denying it. She wasn't sure what she would have done if Gabe had asked her out sooner. She'd like to think she'd have the good sense to say no and not throw caution to the wind for a pretty face and even prettier body. But she wasn't sure.


The bigger mystery, however, was why now? Why tonight? He'd chatted and flirted with her for eight months. It had gotten to the point where she was sure he must be married—maybe to someone he no longer loved—and was looking for a cheap ego boost in the form of the worshipful looks she gave him each time he glanced her way. 


She'd convinced herself it was never going past casual flirtation. She'd convinced herself that was better. The fantasy could never be broken and spoiled that way. She could always keep and protect it if nothing real ever happened between them.


And yet tonight, for whatever reason, he'd wasted no time securing her ready acceptance to his
proposal of a night out. She hoped Danika was wrong about the drama.


***


It was an unseasonably warm night. Gabe had been sitting in a red Honda Civic in front of Julie's apartment with the windows rolled down for the past half hour. She wasn't late; he was early. She still had five minutes before she'd be late, but he was about ready to pull away from the curb and disappear from her life forever.


This was a stupid fucking idea. A nice girl like her didn't need to be getting mixed up with him. It was possible that his radar was wrong, but barring any eleventh hour blushing confessions, this girl was about as vanilla as God could have ever hoped to make one. She was sweet and a bit demure, and something in her screamed to something inside him. But the things he was into would scare her. She'd never go for it. That much he was sure of.


It wasn't as if he planned to break out the whips and chains on date one. He had no intentions of sleeping with her tonight. No, tonight was an interview, though he already knew she wasn't the right fit for the position he wanted her in. Clearly he had the thinnest ribbon of masochism blended with his sadism or he wouldn't be bothering with this. He was already bargaining with himself. 


Along with a few friends, he ran a large secret, very illicit house that trained young kinky women into slaves for wealthy men who were similarly wired. A lot of money exchanged hands for this unorthodox service. As one of the partners, Gabe spent a lot of time naked with equally naked beautiful submissive women who ached to please him.


Surely that was enough to scratch his itches. Julie didn't have to actually belong to him. Couldn't he have some nice vanilla thing with her and get his needs met at the house? Of course, he couldn't imagine this girl would actually go along with any of that. It would be cheating to her. No doubt she expected a nice, decent man who only had eyes for her and who liked to cuddle. Well, at least she could get one of those things. Gabe liked to cuddle. Never let it be said he was all growl and no purr.


But if things went forward with her, he'd have to keep his work a secret. He hated lying. Why did he have to want this woman so much? Typically vanillas did nothing for him. He might notice one was attractive. He might appreciate that beauty from a distance, but there was no urge to get closer... to know her. Because it couldn't go anywhere. And what excited him most wasn't how a woman looked, it was how she submitted under his hand and begged for the opportunity to obey his commands.


Yet, for the past eight months, he'd been torturing himself going to Dani's to flirt with the bartender who looked far too sweet and pure to ever work in such a dive. He wanted to rescue her and whisk her away to the house. He wanted her to be like him so it would be some dream come true rather than something that would elicit horror, as he was sure it would in reality. 


Whenever he'd visited the bar and flirted with her, every bit of kinky innuendo had sailed right over her adorable head. But despite all these realities, he couldn't stop thinking about her, dreaming about her, experiencing phantom scents of her perfume only to turn and find her not there. Finding her not there would stir an irrational anger in him that kept him going back to see her, to smell her in real life, to pretend this could be something.


So here he was... for an interview Julie didn't know was an interview for a position he already knew she wasn't equipped to fill and wouldn't want to. There was no way this woman would ever willingly kneel at his feet and call him master. Never in a million years.


Julie came out of her apartment then, wearing jeans and a dark red V-neck sweater. Her auburn hair was gently curled and hanging freely down her back, something he never got to see at the bar. Around her throat was a gold choker-type necklace. It looked way too much like a collar.


Gabe gripped the steering wheel and took a long, deep breath. He had to remind himself she wasn't doing it to taunt him. She had no idea what seeing her like that did to him or what a band of metal like that around a girl's neck meant in his world.


When she reached the passenger side door, she leaned down, her long loose curls falling into the car in a cascade. "Hey, you okay?"


"Yeah, I'm fine. Get in. You hungry?"


"Famished," she said as she got into the car. Nervous energy buzzed off her. 


What a cruel joke of the universe. She wanted him as desperately as he wanted her. And yet... they were pieces to different puzzles, never intended to be put together to make the same picture.


"Do you like Japanese? I know a very nice Japanese place," he said.


"Sakura?"


"You know it?"


"I'm passingly familiar. But, I'm not dressed nice enough for that."


Gabe very much disagreed. If she looked any better he'd find some snug cave to drag her off to. "You look great. Anyway, I'm in jeans, too."


She laughed. "Yeah, I would have been shocked if you'd been dressed up."


Gabe chuckled. "Yeah, not much of a suit guy. I like to keep things simple." You're mine. You do what I say when I say it. That was simple enough, right?


He shoved those thoughts out of his head and started the car.


"Is it one of those places where they cook the food out in front of you at a big table?"


"No, this place is a lot more intimate. In fact, I've got us a private room."


"Good. I want you all to myself," she said.


God, this girl was gonna kill him.


She was quiet during the drive. Shy and nervous. If she knew what he was, she'd bolt out of the car the first time they stopped at a red light and flee him forever. He could have talked to her, eased the tension, but he liked her tension. If this was the most of that delicious energy he could get from her, he'd take it where and how he could get it.


When they arrived at Sakura, he helped her out of the car and led her through the parking lot, his hand pressed against her lower back. She didn't tense or bolt from him, so at least she didn't seem completely against being led. Surely she must sense or realize the paternalism in the gesture, the control. She didn't buck like a wild horse, at least, or turn cold.


When they reached the door, he opened it for her.


She dropped her gaze slightly and murmured, "Thank you," and then went inside.


Maybe he was wrong about her. She might be ignorant of the kink world, but there was something in her that wanted to submit to him even if she didn't yet realize it herself.


A petite Japanese woman named Ishi smiled and bowed and guided them to a private room at the back of the restaurant. "Do you need a menu, Mr. Griffin, or should we bring your usual... for two?"


"No menu," Gabe said. Ishi nodded and left them alone. 


He watched Julie's expression for some rebellion or offense that he would dare to decide what she would eat instead of giving her a list of choices to pick from, but she only smiled that nervous smile again. He might actually be able to work with this.


He pulled out her chair. "Sit."


Again, she sat, offering no complaint at the order. He smiled.


"What is it?" she asked.


"Nothing." He sized her up. Watching her reactions wasn't enough. He wanted to know what lurked inside that cute little head of hers. "Are you bothered that I told her no menu?"


"Why would I be bothered? You seem to know this place well. I trust your judgment."


I trust your judgment. Would that trust extend to the bedroom and all his darker desires? How long would that trust remain once he let loose with his full intensity on her? Five seconds? Maybe ten?


She kept looking down at the table, at her hands, around at the Japanese paintings on the walls.


"You're very shy," he said. "You aren't like this at the bar."


She blushed. "Oh. Well, the bar is loud, and there are a bunch of people. I have to force myself to be bigger."


So I don't get trampled, seemed to be the unspoken completion to that thought. She felt safe enough with him to reveal vulnerability. A positive sign.


"Gabe?" she said suddenly.


"Hmmm?"


"D-does it bother you that I'm shy? Am I not... am I not what you thought?"


"Some of my assumptions have already been proven wrong, but believe me, they are welcome mistakes."


A soft smile curled her rose-tinted lips.


"How old are you?" he asked.


"Twenty-two. You?"


"Thirty-six."


"Oh."


"Is the age difference a problem for you?" he asked. Gabe knew he didn't look like the average thirty-six year old man. By this time, a great deal of them had let themselves go, if they'd ever kept themselves together to begin with—beer guts, hair starting to fall out, lines from hard living forming on their faces.


"No, it's not a problem. I'm just surprised. I-it's kind of a big gap."


"Indeed it is."


"Is it a problem for you?" she asked.


"No."


Food was brought in then. The kitchen staff must have already started on it before they'd arrived, in case he wanted his usual. Empty plates were set in front of them, as well as chopsticks, some saki, and some tea both hot and iced. A second table was drawn up near the first where the food was brought in and placed. Extra tea, both hot and cold, and saki were left on a third table. As he'd requested. They were prepared not to interrupt him and discretely left the check.


"Ishi?"


"Yes, Mr. Griffin?"


Gabe pulled out his card. "I'll go ahead and pay now. We've got everything we need here."


"Of course, Mr. Griffin." Ishi left the room with his payment, and he turned back to Julie. "Shall we?"


He took first her plate, then his own, and filled each with food.


"Do you like saki?" he asked, prepared to pour her some.


"I've never had it. I don't drink."


It was the last thing he'd expected her to say.


"At all?"


"No. I-I was raised kind of religious. Nobody at my house drank. I'm not really religious now, but I don't drink. Not a moral thing, just not my thing."


Gabe poured himself some and put the porcelain bottle back on the table. "But you work in a bar."


Julie shrugged. "Yeah, but Danika likes that I don't drink. She's had problems with girls who drink too much on the job. She says it makes you too vulnerable and that we have some shady characters that come in. She doesn't want us at risk."


And I'm one of those
shady characters.


Danika wasn't the only one who liked that she didn't drink. He probably wouldn't be very interested in a girl who either drank too much or smoked. To echo Julie, not a moral thing, just not his thing. He'd wondered why he'd go for a bartender, knowing this. But now that he thought of it, he'd never seen her take a drink on the job.


"Tea, then?" he asked.


"Yes, please."


"Hot or cold?"


"Hot."


As he poured her tea, Ishi quietly re-entered the room with Gabe's card. 


"Is everything okay?" she asked.


"Everything is great, Ishi."


"Will there be anything else?"


"No, we have all we need."


"If you decide you need something..."


"I'll come to the door and let someone know."


She smiled and gave a small bow, then turned and left them to their meal, closing the doors quietly behind her.


They ate for a few minutes in silence, then Gabe resumed his interview. "Are you in school?"


"I was. I'm taking some time off because I'm not sure what I want to do. It was okay to be indecisive at first because I had to get all the basic core classes in. But now it's to the point where if I don't have a declared major, I'm flying blind and wasting money I don't have to waste. I don't want to be like some slave with massive college debt I can never climb out from under."


And she probably didn't want to be Gabe's slave either, he thought. But aloud he stuck to the conversation she thought she was having and said, "You have no idea what you want to do?"


"I mean... in a perfect world I know what I'd like, but it's silly and unfeminist and... you'll laugh. Or be offended."


"Try me."


Julie's face turned nearly as red as her sweater. There was some resistance to this admission but somewhere within her she seemed to find the courage to say the words. "I want a simple life. I want to find the right man, someone who can take care of me. And then I want to take care of him and his house. And children if we have them. God, I can't believe I said that out loud. It's so mortifying."


Gabe laughed.


"I knew you'd laugh at me."


"I'm not laughing at you. Trust me. I was just thinking you were in college to get your MRS degree."


Julie looked down at her plate. "Yeah. Kind of, I guess. It's pathetic."


Gabe reached across the table and covered her hand with his. "No. It's not pathetic at all. You want what you want. At least you're brave enough to say it instead of chasing an ambition that doesn't truly interest you."


In truth, Gabe found himself ridiculously happy she had no large goals of her own. The idea that her sole ambition in life might be to serve him sent a thrill down all his nerve pathways. At least if things progressed and he became the demanding bastard he knew himself to be, he wouldn't be robbing her of some other great ambition and life.


"Do you want children?" He worried this might be too much for a first date—not exactly light conversational fare—but kids didn't fit into his life. He had to ask all the important questions now before he let himself get carried away with plans for their future.


"I'm not sure. I'm pretty young. It's a little early to decide that now, I think. Do you have kids?"


"No."


"Do you want them?"


"No."


"O-okay."


"I got the snip. I never wanted them and wanted to be sure I never had them."


"Oh."


He watched as she carefully brushed her hair over her shoulder. More a nervous gesture than a flirtation. Dammit. She did want kids. This was clearly a dead end that was only going to make her uncomfortable, so Gabe shifted the conversation. They could worry about this kid thing later. 


"So, you're looking for a rich husband then?"


"No. He doesn't have to be rich. And if he makes a small wage and needs my help to earn money, that's okay, too. I'd prefer to stay home, but I have a job. I can work. It's not a problem."


"I'm teasing you," Gabe said. "I don't think you're a gold digger. Do you have any hobbies or
interests?" 


"I-I like to play the
piano."


"Are you any good?"


"Well, I'm not concert caliber if that's what you're asking, but I'm good to the untrained ear."


"You didn't think to pursue that as a career?"


Julie's lip turned up in a look of disgust that was almost too precious given her soft, sweet features. "God no. If I turned my love into a job, it would turn into... well... a job. I want it to be something I do because I love it, not something I'm striving to compete with the whole world for. I don't want to be the best. I just want to be."


She might be innocent—far too innocent to work where she worked and to have reached the age of twenty-two—but she had all the makings of a submissive in every other aspect. Could he not gently lead her along this path? She seemed willing to be led, almost starving for it.


Leaving aside the kid thing. But maybe later she'd change her mind. Or maybe she was being honest and it wasn't a priority. Maybe she'd just been taken aback by how firmly he'd said no. And if he had to live a double life with her, couldn't he set her up somewhere in suburbia and adopt a couple of kids? Men in crime families did the suburban family thing all the time. Probably not the best rationalization or example, but he was reaching for anything here.


"W-what do you do?" she asked, bringing him back to the present.


Gabe stiffened, still undecided on what he would tell her about that. But of course if he was grilling her, she'd begin to return the favor.


But Julie continued and supplied a story for him. "I was sure you were in construction."


He laughed. There was a weird sort of truth in that, if you counted what he did with the girls who came to the house for training construction. Maybe reconstruction. But definitely something new and grand was being built through his hands.


"You're pretty perceptive," he said.


Her face lit up. "So you are in construction?"


"I am." But even this recombining of the truth turned his stomach. He didn't want something fake with her. He didn't want to have a whole secret life behind locked doors miles away from her. He wanted to be able to confide the truth. But there was no way he could tell her without bringing her to the house. And then she'd be his prisoner. Even without great ambitions, he didn't think he could do that to her. She wasn't just some girl. She was the girl who'd been tugging plaintively at his heart for months now.


"Are you close with your family?" Gabe asked. 


"For a long time I was. They offered to pay for my college, but they wanted me to go to seminary. They had this idea in their head that I'd meet some nice preacher boy and that I would make an ideal preacher's wife. But I think it was this last ditch effort to keep me religious—like he could somehow babysit my thoughts and convictions. When I told them I didn't want to go to seminary and that I wouldn't marry someone religious, let alone a minister, they flew off the handle and disowned me. Supposedly I was killing my poor father with my rebellion."


She looked down at her plate as if realizing how personal she'd gotten with him. "I-I'm sorry. That was way too much information probably for a first date." She took a slow breath, smiled nervously, and said, "No, I'm not close with my family. You?"


Suddenly her working at a dive bar made sense. It was perhaps the least religious place she could immerse herself in... well, besides the house Gabe helped run, anyway.


He swallowed a bite of food and took a drink of saki. "I am similarly estranged from my own family. Though for very different reasons. They're all a bunch of raging alcoholics. I left home the second I could be free of them."


Julie stared pointedly at his cup of saki, then no doubt followed that up with thoughts of him drinking whiskey at the bar.


"Don't worry, sweetheart. I have much more self control than they have, and I have other vices to self-medicate with." Off her somewhat concerned expression, he added. "Not drugs, either."


Sex. Control. Domination. Power.


But that might be too much information for a first date.


"What about relationships?" he asked. "Any jealous ex-boyfriends who haven't gotten over you that I should know about?"


"Ummm..." Suddenly she became very interested in her hibachi chicken and the finer points of chopstick usage.


"Julie?" He'd only been kidding. Was there a crazy ex to worry about?


"I... no."


"Okay, you have to give me more than that. There's a story there."


"No, that's the thing. There isn't a story there," Julie said. "I-I don't have any exes."


"What do you mean you don't have any exes? You're a grown woman. Religious upbringing or not, you aren't a nun."


"Well, in high school, my parents watched me like a hawk. They needn't have bothered. I was... small for my age and..." she got flustered and trailed off.


The light bulb clicked on. "Undeveloped," Gabe supplied.


She flushed. "Yes. And you know high school boys. They were into boobs. And as the boob fairy had not yet blessed me, I was spared their attentions."


"Trust me, you didn't miss much. High school boys are selfish lovers. I know, I was one once upon a time. But you look like a woman now, so what am I missing?"


"Well, I was busy with school. I didn't have time to date. And then eight months ago I met this man I liked, so... I guess I was waiting for him to ask me out."


God, this girl.


"I see."


"Does that put you off?" she asked. "I mean, I know there's a big age difference. And I'm not stupid. Despite the whole virgin fetish some guys have, I know most men get creeped out by it. I guess that's another reason I haven't dated. I feel like I've somehow missed my window. And with every month and year that passes, it gets weirder and weirder. If I'm not careful, the only suitable man for me will be a minister. Then at least I can say I was saving myself because of Jesus or something."


He chuckled. "I really like you, Julie. Much more than I probably should."


***


Gabe pulled up to the curb at Julie's apartment, got out of the car, and went around to her side to help her out. He was pretty sure this was the last time he would see her.


"You're much more of a gentleman at the end of the date than you were at the start," Julie said.


"Oh? How so?"


"Well, I mean, you didn't even come up to my door."


Because he'd been planning his escape. 


"Sorry about that."


When they reached her door this time, they stood for a few long awkward moments. Finally, Gabe said, "Tell me you've at least been kissed before."


She became very interested in her shoes. "When I was eleven."


"So, no then," Gabe said.


"Well, it was a boy. And he liked me. And it wasn't my cousin or anything. I told you I keep missing my window."


Gabe pressed her against the brick wall beside her door, and wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, pulling her close. He tasted her. Her lips parted beneath the onslaught of his kiss. She melted under him. Finally he pulled away. No woman had reacted that way to his kiss in a very long time. They were all too jaded and experienced and kinky for a simple kiss to mean so much. He found that he wanted to take this sweet innocent girl who knew nothing of love and mold and train her so that she didn't know what was normal and what wasn't, so that the only thing she cared about was that he kept touching her and approving of her.
 

"Well? Were you ever kissed before tonight?" he asked.


Julie was flushed and breathing hard. "N-no, never."


In his imagination she completed that sentence with sir. Of course in real life she would never address him that way without prompting. Maybe not even then. Besides, he got sir from the girls at the house. He wanted master from this one.


Gabe turned to go. This was probably the best time to leave, all things considered. He had a lot to think about where Julie was concerned. He'd assumed he would have a war with himself over his next move. He hadn't expected the situation would turn out to be this extreme. She was so inexperienced he was sure it would be nearly impossible to be sure she could ever really want to give him the things he wanted. She needed a nice normal man who wouldn't demand too much of her. If Gabe was smart, he'd stop going to the bar and break off all contact.


It might hurt her. It might seem cruel to her, but it was mercy.


"Gabe, wait. Do you want to come in?" she asked, still a bit breathless.


He turned back to her. "Do you know what asking a man if he wants to come in after a date generally
means?"


"Yes. God, I'm not stupid. And I haven't been cloistered away in a convent. I've read books. I've watched movies. I have a roommate, though Stacy's out right now... doing all this carnal stuff I'm apparently too innocent to understand. But I really mean... for coffee. Real coffee. Not coffee." She used air quotes. She was so adorable.


He chuckled. "Yes, I'll come in for coffee, but then I have to go."


She fumbled a bit with her keys and then unlocked the door and led him inside. If he were the smallest percentage point more evil, this one act would have sealed her doom with him.


Julie flipped the light switch on and headed for the kitchen. "It's late. Do you want decaf?"


"I'll have whatever you're drinking."


The apartment was extremely tidy but sparsely decorated with cheap furniture that required assembly out of a box. 


"Okay. Do you take cream or sugar?" she called from the kitchen.


"Black for me."


While she busied herself in the kitchen, Gabe took a look around her apartment. School books lined the shelves. All the basics of math and science and history.


"You don't sell your books back to the bookstore when you're done?" Her apartment wasn't in the worst part of town, but it also wasn't in the best, and school books were expensive.


Julie poked her head out of the kitchen. "Oh, no, those are Stacy's. She's such a hoarder, I swear. But then... her parents are paying for most of her stuff, so I guess she can afford to be."


Gabe wandered back through the apartment. "Which room is yours?"


"Oh God, it's a mess, don't go back in there."


"I'm a nosy bastard. Indulge me."


"Fine. Last door on the right, beside the bathroom. But I warned you."


He expected to find a huge mess, but all he found was an unmade bed and some clothes draped over a chair. This was a mess to her? The room was simple with a few posters on the wall. Pictures of old world architecture, mostly. On the desk were some books and CDs.


When the coffee was ready, Julie brought it back to the bedroom and handed a mug of it to Gabe. It was a rich espresso roast.


She seemed to realize suddenly that they were alone inside her apartment in her semi-darkened bedroom. She turned on a lamp as if that could change anything.


He took the coffee cup from her hand and put it on the desk. Julie looked nervous, as though she might dart from the room like a scared rabbit. She worried her bottom lip and took an involuntary step back. Despite the thoughts running through his head, Gabe had a rational side of his brain that knew right from wrong and all the proper social conventions.


For example, he knew that when a woman looked frightened of him, the correct appropriate response was to back off immediately and find a way to make her feel comfortable and safe again. However, despite this social training, the reality was that when he saw her like this... nervous, unsure, taking steps out of the room, all he wanted was to take her. The primal, predatory, uncivilized part of his brain knew exactly one formal word: Mine. The rest was a series of indecipherable grunts and growls.


Before he could stop himself, he'd backed her into the living room and up against the wall. He kissed her, and grabbed her wrists, pinning them over her head.


"I want to tie you up," he said, barely conscious those words had escaped his mouth. He loosened his grip on her arms but now pinned her waist as he rained rough bites and kisses along her neck, pulling back the sweater to get at her collarbone.


He wanted to take her back to the house where he had proper equipment. He wanted to put a collar around her throat even though a more sane and rational part of his brain tried to remind him quite reasonably that she wasn't like him. And besides all that... she was so innocent.


"No! Stop it!" Julie shouted, shoving at him to get off her.


On reflex, Gabe covered her mouth and pressed his full weight against her to stop her thrashing. "Shhh. You'll call all your neighbors to this door." She'd gone tense and terrified beneath him, her hazel eyes wide. This went well beyond the level of light fear and trepidation that excited him. This was exactly the look he was afraid he'd get from her. You stupid bastard. She's so inexperienced. This is way too much for her with a stranger. Think about what this looks like to her.


Even if he'd been coming to the bar for eight months... being in a public place together was very different from being alone with a man she didn't really know. He had half a mind to turn her over his knee and spank her for letting a man into her house this soon. Even if he was that man.


He moved his hand away and took a few steps back. She looked trapped and was shaking like a poorly socialized chihuahua. Definitely too much fear. He didn't want her this way with him. He wanted her to want this.


"W-what did you mean when you said you wanted to tie me up?"


"Forget it. It's not important."


"It is important if you wanted to rape me!"


"That's not what I meant. Some people like to be tied up," he said. Great way to introduce this to her, you stupid asshole.


"Not me," Julie said.


He didn't bother asking her how she knew what she was and wasn't into when she couldn't possibly know what her body could crave at his hands—what he could make her body crave with proper training. She might be willing to be led through a parking lot and ordered for at a restaurant, but she wasn't willing to be led into his chains or ordered to call him master.


Gabe scrubbed a hand through his hair. "Julie, I'm sorry. That was far too much. I knew you weren't ready for that and I would never..." He paced across her floor in brooding silence for several minutes. Finally he said, "I knew better than to ask you out."


"What?" She sounded hurt and when he looked up, she was crying.


He moved back to her, and she shrank away. He'd never regain her trust. He brushed the hair out of her eyes with his fingers, but she flinched at what was intended as a soothing gesture. "I didn't mean it like that. This isn't your fault."


"I'm sorry. I need to go slower than this. I-I really, really like you."


He sighed. "I really like you too."


"Then, will I see you again?"


He couldn't believe she wanted to see him again after this. She was scared, probably a bit embarrassed, and yet...


"No. This was a mistake. I won't be back at the bar. I'm sorry but this has to be goodbye, Julie."


She began to cry harder, and everything inside his soul clenched in pain at that look on her face. She looked like she thought he was punishing her. Why couldn't she understand he was sparing her? Sparing her... him. He was so tempted to lay it all out on the table—all the gory details of what excited him, what he demanded in a relationship. Then she'd run from him all on her own. But this was enough. He couldn't handle revulsion from her on top of everything else.


It was bad enough the universe had teased him with the possibility of this girl he could never have because to take her would be to break her and pull her into what, for her, would be a dark and twisted world.


Gabe touched the side of her face gently and smoothed away her tears, then he put his hand under her chin and raised her gaze to his. "I'm sorry if I've hurt you. It wasn't my intention. We aren't a good fit. Trust me, it's better this way. I'm a very bad man that you don't need to know."


He turned and went to the door, steeling himself against her tears.


"Wait. Please, Gabe. I do want to know you. Please, I'm inexperienced. I just need... I need time. Don't leave like this."


There wasn't one in fifty women who would respond this way. Most would throw things at him or yell obscenities. But this girl? Every cell in her body demanded sweet submission. He was sure she wasn't a doormat. He'd seen her yell at the drunk in the bar. But as far as she was concerned, fuck her dignity, she just wanted to please him. Most women would have gotten angry, and the few who cried like this wouldn't have thrown their dignity at his feet to be trampled further.


For the smallest glittering moment, Gabe considered taking her with him. He knew enough of her story to know that while someone might file a half-hearted missing person's report, nobody would be scorching the earth to find her. He could take her to the house. Keep her with him always. She'd come around to his ways. There was too much of the submissive inside her not to.


But what he'd almost said earlier was that he would never force her, and that was true. He might be a sick bastard who made endless moral justifications for his crimes, but he knew a woman who wanted what he had to offer from one who didn't. And he couldn't lie to himself about the kind of woman Julie was... and wasn't. He cared about her too much.


"Julie, I'm sorry. I won't bother you again."





Chapter Two


Julie wiped down the counter at Dani's in a daze. It had been two and a half weeks since she'd seen Gabe on their one and only disaster of a date. She kept hoping like a fool that he'd walk through that door, but he never did. She was never going to see him again.


It had taken nearly a week for the bite marks he'd left on her to fade. Some fucked-up part of her held onto them, like it was the last piece of him, and once it was gone... he was gone. But that was crazy. He'd practically attacked her like a wild animal. If that was how he behaved on the first date... and to beg him like that... after the way he'd treated her...


She wiped her face with the back of her hand. She couldn't start crying at work again. Danika had sent her home twice last week. It was humiliating. She didn't want people seeing her like this, but it wasn't as if she could take a leave of absence from bartending. Who did that?


And it wasn't as if Gabe had done anything wrong really. He'd stopped when she finally pushed around the shock of what was happening and found her voice. Maybe he should have stopped before then. Maybe, knowing what he knew about her lack of history with men, he should have asked her direct questions about what she wanted like a civilized human. He'd seen her backing away. Surely he hadn't thought that was some kind of foreplay.


But the important thing was... he'd stopped. He'd been so intense. It scared her a little. Maybe she'd watched one too many woman-in-peril movies. It had seemed for the briefest moment that he would take no matter what she wanted or didn't want to give. She'd just gotten scared. Sure, she'd known him for a while, but she knew him like any employee knows a regular at a business—in the most casual way, possible. She shouldn't have invited him in to begin with, no matter how much she liked him. If things had gone badly, no matter whose fault it truly was, she would have blamed herself for asking him in.


But when he'd immediately backed off with that look of horror in his eyes, she knew he didn't plan to hurt her. Then she'd been mortified. She was sure that if it had been Danika in that situation she would have told Gabe to fuck off and get the hell away from her. But Julie had practically begged him not to leave. How pathetic. How fucking pathetic. He must be so glad to get away from someone so clingy.


It wasn't like she hadn't heard guys talk. In college she'd overheard a few guys talking about how it was all fun and games with a virgin until she got all clingy. Julie was sure that was how Gabe saw her—someone so inexperienced she'd latch onto the first man who seemed to know his way around a woman's body—or clinging as if she absolutely must make sure the man she gave her virtue to was the only man who would ever have her.


That last idea felt a little too true. It was the goddamn religious upbringing that had rooted around inside her head. Maybe she had been saving herself for marriage. It wasn't a conscious plan, but it was pretty weird she couldn't seem to find the time to get into a relationship with anyone. And maybe she was old-fashioned. So many men wanted sex on the first date now, and she couldn't imagine doing that. It was too intimate and personal. Like, Hi, I just met you three minutes ago, let me stick the most personal part of my body inside the most personal part of your body. All the cool kids are doing it. STD's, pregnancy, and emotional vulnerability? What are those? Don't be a buzzkill!


God, if she ended up married to a preacher, and trapped right back in that spiral of nonsense—oh how her parents would gloat like she was the little lost lamb being dragged back into the fold.


As much as she watched the door, hoping Gabe would walk through it, an equal part of her was almost relieved he'd kept his word and kept his distance. Maybe she could find a way to salvage her pride after all. Nobody but Danika knew the gory details.


Speaking of... her boss emerged from the back then. "Julie, I swear to God, if you start crying again, I'm going to—as my mother would say—give you something to cry about."


It drew a laugh out of her.


"That's better," Danika said. "Look, I know you really liked Gabe. It would be hard for any sane heterosexual woman not to be attracted to him. He was hot, no doubt. And he had charisma."
 

"I hope there's a 'but' in all this because right now you're making it worse."


"The 'but' is... he's too aggressive. Especially for a first date. The way he manhandled you? Seriously, Julie, I've been around a bit. I know guys like this. He might have taken no once or twice, but in the end guys like that are bad news. It starts out very romantic, but they turn dark on you fast. And you end up trapped somehow, where you can't get away from them even though you once thought you were strong enough to walk away."


Danika was talking about her ex. Joe was serving time in maximum security for killing a guy that had done little more than look at Danika wrong. On the outside, to some women, that might look romantic and protective, but how protective could it be when he was beating her at home? Right now he had a life sentence, but there was a possibility of parole. Danika lived with that possibility hanging over her head all the time. Because she knew if he ever got out, he was coming back for her, and there was no restraining order that would help her then.


But even if Danika was talking about Joe and not Gabe, Gabe had said himself that he was a bad man she didn't need to know. A kind of danger had radiated off him that made Julie think he could be another Joe. 


She didn't need that. He was doing her a kindness staying away. But she couldn't get him out of her head—or the romantic fantasy version of what things could have been like if she hadn't freaked out.


"Speaking of dangerous assholes," Danika said, "Watch out for this one." She pointed to a guy with dark hair, dark navy jeans, and a leather jacket oozing into the bar. Yes, he oozed in. Walking would be far too pedestrian a description of the act. He had a tattoo of a snake on the side of his neck—like he'd just been stamped fresh with evil.


The phone in the back rang and Danika excused herself to answer it. 


"Vodka," the man said when she'd gone. 


With that one word, Julie could tell from the thick accent that he was Russian. She poured the drink and put it on the bar in front of him.


"What's your name, beautiful?" he asked, his accent lilting and curving delicately around beautiful.


She hesitated. Usually she told people her first name, but this guy... Danika was right about him. This guy looked like he'd just gotten out of prison. Before she could decide a delicate way to not give him her name or make up a fake one, Hank shouted from the other end of the bar.


"Hey, Julie! I need another beer."


"You need a fucking liver transplant, Hank!" she shouted back.


The Russian laughed. "Feisty. I like that. I am Aleksei, Julie."


"I'm sorry, excuse me," she said. Julie took the opportunity to move to the other end of the bar and take care of Hank's refill, wishing he ordered something more complicated than beer. She lingered at the other end of the bar, wiping it down, straightening some bottles until finally Aleksei called her back over.


"Julie! Another."


She came back and poured him another vodka.


"You look sad," he said. "Very sad. Did some bad man break your heart? I could kill him for you." When Julie gave him what she was sure was a horrified look, he held his hands up in mock surrender. "Only joking, of course. I kid. I'm a joker. But seriously, I could make you... not sad anymore. We will go on date. I will take you to nice restaurant and you will be happy again."


Yeah, asshole, you can magic my life into wonderfulness. If only we'd had you here sooner.


"Excuse me." Julie went to the back where Danika was just getting off the phone.


"Problem?" she asked.


"That guy that just came in. He's giving me the creeps. He's hitting on me pretty hard and doesn't seem to read disinterest. And really, I don't think he cares."


"I'll get rid of him," Danika said.


"Are you sure? I mean technically it's not like he's done anything wrong. Dealing with drunk come-ons is one of the job hazards."


"He's not drunk. He just got here. He's trouble. He's out. You stay back here until he's gone."


Julie sat behind Danika's desk in the office, swiveling back and forth on the creaking olive leather chair. There was some shouting—a good deal of it coming from Danika. There was the expected resistance and Aleksei's certainty that she couldn't do shit to make him leave. Then the sound of several chairs scraping out as all the regulars got up and escorted him from the building.


There was another attempt to come back in, and yelling, a threat of the cops from Julie's boss, then he left for good. A few minutes later Danika returned to the office. "It's clear, you can go back to the bar."


"Thanks."


"Yep."


"Julie, you all right?" one of the regulars asked when she came back out.


"Yeah, a little shaken. I should be used to guys like that by now."
 

He shook his head. "You shouldn't have to get used to guys like that."


The rest of her shift was uneventful, which gave Julie plenty of time to brood over Gabe. But when she wasn't brooding, she was seriously reconsidering her employment. She'd never planned to work at the bar this long. It was only meant as a stop gap until she found something better. She'd stayed as long as she had because tips were good and... she'd met Gabe. But with him gone, and the hope dwindling that he'd ever return, the tips weren't seeming worth the trouble of dealing with guys like Aleksei.


When they closed up for the night, Julie went back to the office. There was one man still in the bar, one of the regulars. They were on a rotation to walk the girls out to their cars after work. It was a tradition that had started long before Julie had started working there.


"Danika?"


Her boss was filing the night's receipts. She looked up from the pile of papers. "Yeah?"


"I need to move on and find other work. I wanted to give you notice."


She sighed. "I worried this was coming. Do you know how hard it is to get a cute, mildly flirty girl in here who brings in the clientele and drink orders but doesn't drink herself or go home with all the guys? You're like a unicorn around here. I'll never be able to replace you."


"I'm sorry. I never meant to stay this long. But I like you and most of the regulars. It had started to feel like home, but now I'm sad whenever I'm here and then guys like Aleksei come in... and it's not worth it anymore."


"I understand. But you'll give me a few weeks to find your replacement?"


"Absolutely."


Danika nodded, resigned. "I'll miss you, Julie. Even if you're late all the fucking time."


Julie laughed. "Only like four times a week. Can I go for the night? Everything's wiped down and set up for tomorrow."


"Yeah, get out of here. Once you get a fancy day job, don't be a stranger, okay?"


"I won't."


"Ready?" Fred asked, when she got back to the front. He was her car escort for the night.


"Yeah."


Fred walked her to her car. She half-expected the scary Russian guy with the snake tattoo to be lurking out in the shadows, but when they got to the parking lot, it was deserted. Fred said goodnight and waited until she pulled away to go back into the bar and wait on Danika. 


Julie only lived a couple of miles from the bar in that twilight space between the good side of town and the bad, though some nights it felt like part of the bad side. 


The apartment was dark when she arrived. Her roommate was probably out with her boyfriend. She usually went off with him when she didn't have the car. In truth, Julie barely saw her. Some cash for her half of the rent mysteriously showed up on the kitchen table at the end of each month. At least she was reliable.


Julie fumbled with her keys. She heard a rustle and turned to find a small animal darting under a bush. Then there was a sharp pain at the back of her head and all was blackness.


***


Julie woke disoriented. She reached around to the back of her head and felt a prominent and tender bump.


"He knocked you a good one."


She turned toward the voice still trying to get her bearings. She wasn't sure if the room was dark or if her vision was all wonky from being hit. She was lying on the bottom bunk of a bunk bed. She gingerly sat up and turned toward the direction of the voice.


It was a dark-haired woman of maybe twenty-five. She had a slight accent, but Julie couldn't place it. She'd obviously worked very hard on an American dialect, though her words came out almost too crisp and proper as a result. 


"I'm Manka."


"J-Julie." Her throat was so dry. Was that the creeping fear and dread?


"You're American? We never get Americans. You must have done something to piss one of them off."


"One of who off?" But she didn't need an explanation. The last person she'd pissed off was the Russian guy at the bar. He'd had criminal written all over him. So he'd just taken
her?


Julie sat up in the bed and looked around. She was in a big, long room. There were no windows. Maybe a basement? She didn't want to think warehouse. The floor was concrete and there was a row of bunk beds lining each wall and a big open space in the middle of the room. Fluorescent lights were recessed into the ceiling. In the space in the middle was a series of large drains in the floor. Overhead were a row of shower heads. 


Rising out of the floor were several concrete columns, which contained soap and shampoo. There were no curtains, no pretense of privacy. At the very end of the room against one wall was a large metal shelf with rows of neatly folded white towels. In the corner was a toilet. And again, no door, no curtain.


She shuddered. "What is this place?"


"It's Dmitri's basement. We live down here without sunlight or fresh air until our services are wanted. Then they dress us up like little whore dolls and take us upstairs to fuck their rich, disgusting clients."


Julie flinched. It was almost more bluntness than she could handle, but Manka's words had come out and run together so fast, she could almost have the luxury of forgetting she'd heard half of them.


"Who's Dmitri?" As soon as she said it, she wished she could take it back. Why ask questions she didn't really want the answers to?


"The boss. He might look nice and fancy, but don't cross him. He will make your life hell. Aleksei is the nice one, which is saying little. And then there are some others whose names I don't know because Dmitri talks to Aleksei. Then Aleksei gives the others orders but doesn't use their names."


Julie felt her throat constrict as her body pulled tight with tension. She felt as though this exchange with Manka was a brief calm prelude to something unimaginable and she couldn't decide if she wanted to stay in this moment as long as possible or if she wanted it to hurry and be over so she could stop dreading and anticipating whatever was coming. 


By way of distraction, she said, "There has to be a way out of here."


Manka laughed bitterly. "Yes, that's what the new girls always say. But there isn't. You see that door at the end of the room?" She pointed to a large steel door that looked way too secure for a mere basement. "If you somehow managed to get through that door, on the other side are big, strong, armed guards. You don't want to call their attention. If they don't shoot you, they'll rape you and then toss you right back in here."


There were no other exits.


"How did you end up here?" If Julie didn't keep a semi-normal conversation flowing, she was going to lose her mind. She already felt as if bits and pieces of it were breaking off and floating away from her.


"I met what I thought was a nice American man over the internet. He was supposed to become my husband and give me a new life in America. But instead, I was brought here. My passport and identification were taken and... no husband. They said if I managed to escape I would get deported or go in prison because I was a criminal here illegally, and prostitution is a crime. As if I would choose that. Let them lock me up. I'm sure it would be better."


"Your English is very good," Julie said.


"Thank you. I practiced a long time for my American husband."


Julie was about to ask why Manka was the only other person down here with her, when the question was answered by a coughing fit. Manka drank from a glass of water next to her bunk until it subsided.


"Whatever they're giving me isn't working. I'm not getting better. I'm going to die down here."


"You're not going to die down here," Julie said. But as she said it, she had serious doubts. If what Manka said was true, short of some FBI sting stopping this and rescuing them, they were all probably going to die down here. It was a thought she tried very hard not to dwell on.


A few minutes later, the door opened, and a large group of women—about thirty in all—filed into the room, all wearing nice black lingerie of various styles.
 

"Who is this new girl?" a blonde with a strong French accent asked. She immediately started stripping off a long black silk nightgown, uncaring of her nudity. She tossed the garment in a basket beside the bed.


"I'm Julie," she said,
trying not to stare at the French girl.


"Americaine? How odd. Who did she piss off? They never bring americaine girls. They aren't exotic enough for these pieces of shit."


"Were you a mail-order bride, too?" Julie asked.


Manka made an offended sound—clearly not appreciating being referenced that way—and the blonde let out a derisive snort. 


"Mais, non! I was to have a modeling contract. They said it was lingerie and asked if I would be okay with that. I said, oui. This was not what I had in mind. Je suis Josette. But you may call me, Josie."


"She does that all the time, mixing French in with her English," Manka said.


"Excusez-moi, Manka. I didn't have a perfect mari waiting on me." Josie turned abruptly and went to the shower in the middle of the room, and turned on one of the shower heads.


"I didn't either," Manka reminded her.


Josie rattled off something quite long and derisive-sounding in French and stepped under the spray. Julie looked away. 


A Latina girl sat on the bed next to Julie's. She laughed. "You better get used to public nudity, honey. Everybody's gonna see it. Paying clients. Guards. Your fellow whores. That's right. You're no better than us now, blanca."


Dmitri must have been looking to get women from all around the world, like some perverse international doll collection. Julie was the American doll. Boring to other Americans, but necessary to complete the set.


"I'm Carmen," she said, finally. "Welcome to hell."


"Julie." Her name sounded stranger and more distant each time it fell from her lips.


"You must be the sweet one on the menu. How many men you fucked? No wait... let me guess... rich bitch living on Daddy's credit cards. Frat boy boyfriend in college... big brothers to your sorority. Experimented with a few girls to be edgy. How warm am I?"


Finally, the tears came. Whatever dam had been holding them back burst, and she didn't care if Carmen or any of the others saw her cry.


"Oh shit, we've got a weeper. Well, isn't that special? You better toughen the fuck up, girl, or you're never going to survive this. Close your eyes and pretend it's your boyfriend. These men are all into boring shit in the bedroom anyway. Lucky for us."


Julie must have betrayed something with her facial expression because Carmen's eyes went wide. "You have had a boyfriend, right, blanca?"


Julie couldn't meet her eyes.


"Girlfriend?"


No response.


"Okay, but you've at least had sex. What are you? Twenty, twenty-one?"


"Twenty-two. And no," Julie said. 


"Shit, girl. Did they steal you out of a convent?" Carmen got very serious and concerned all of a sudden. "Listen to me. You can't let them know. If they find out you've never been with anyone, they'll make this a thousand times worse for you. These entitled dickheads will fight to see who gets to deflower you, and they'll make it a big public show. They did that shit to Umiko when she first got here. She was barely seventeen and had been... sheltered."


The Japanese girl stood at the edge of their conversation, a darkness falling over her expression.


"I'm sorry that happened to you," Julie said, at a loss at what else to say. These girls were acting so casual it was unsettling. She wanted to buy into whatever sense of normalcy they'd created to survive but she couldn't yet. She didn't want this to be the new normal. It couldn't be.


Umiko shrugged.


Carmen quickly changed the subject. "Umiko is our little mermaid."


The Japanese girl managed a small laugh. "My name means child of the sea. They like to tease me about it."


When Umiko had gone off to shower, Julie turned back to Carmen. "They'll find out if I bleed," she said, unable to believe she was speaking as if she accepted all this as her new reality. She knew she had to be in some kind of shock. Her voice didn't sound like her own. It couldn't be. None of this was really happening. It was all a bad dream. She'd wake up.


Carmen interrupted her internal monologue. "But then it'll be too late. It won't matter. Just try to keep the client from finding out then dump the sheets down the laundry chute."


"Won't they find it when they do laundry?" Julie asked.


Carmen rolled her eyes. "Oh yeah, like these assholes do laundry. We do the laundry. It's practically the only other time we get out of this dungeon, to do the domestic shit, but don't think that's an escape opportunity. There will be guns on you the whole time. Besides, if they saw it, there would be no way to know who it came from. Maybe a client got rough. Maybe a girl is on her period. These hijos de su puta madre are squeamish about periods. They won't ask, and they won't care."


"Okay." Julie noticed some dark sinister stains on the ground. "What's that?"


"You don't want to know," Carmen said. But after a pause she told her anyway. "When I talk about survival here, I mean that. If you make too much trouble, they will fucking kill you. A lot of times when it happens, they just drag someone out of the room and nobody sees them again. We're not completely sure they die. Maybe some get sold to someone else. But I've seen them kill a couple of girls here in cold blood. That's what those stains are. And I was part of the clean-up crew on that one." She pointed.


"H-how long have you been here?" How long could anybody be here and still maintain any sense of themselves?


Carmen looked around, as if she expected to find a calendar on the wall. She shrugged and said, "What's time in a place like this? I don't know... long enough... so long that I'm afraid they'll notice I'm not as young as the others anymore, and then I might become one of those stains. You don't get out of this alive. The only thing you can do is prolong the inevitable and hope they've made a mistake out there. Maybe someone is investigating. Maybe they'll bust down the doors any day and get us out of here."


It was a very nice thought. And too much to hope that this probably-imaginary sting operation would come to an end in the next few hours.


"Do they speak English? The people running this place?" Julie asked. She knew Aleksei did.


"Most of them do, but except for Dmitri, they speak mostly in Russian. A lot of the time we only know what Manka tells us later. She can understand them, so we hear what she can remember, usually the next day. I'm sure they don't know she's Russian. They picked her up in Poland, and her English is so good. You'd think they'd be smart enough to know a lot of these girls speak more than one language. But they are usually careful, and Manka is smart. She looks blank whenever they speak, except reacting to general tone like the other girls. But maybe they're just playing with us. Maybe they know she understands and tells us later. Maybe it's all part of their sadistic games. I don't know. There's no way out anyway. It doesn't matter what we know or don't know."


Several other girls were using the shower now. Josie had finished first and went and brought a big pile of towels and laid them down outside the range of water splash. Eventually, they'd all showered, including the girls in the bunks right around Julie, Carmen, Umiko, Manka. They all got into bed without a stitch on and pulled the covers over them.


"You don't sleep in pajamas?" Julie whispered to Carmen who was in the bed next to hers.


"Blanca, this ain't the spa. They're not going to spring for sleepwear. The only clothes we get is what we fuck the clients in and what we clean the house in." Carmen's expression went very dark and hard all of a sudden. "I'd like to slit their motherfucking throats in their sleep. Every night I pray to the virgin. I pray down terror and gunfire on them."


Carmen was kind of scary. But a good scary. An understandable scary. And a scary that made Julie feel like she wasn't alone. Somehow she knew this would all be way worse if she were alone.


The door opened, the metal clanking and scraping loudly against the wall.


"Ladies," an older Russian man said. He was tall and thin and looked out of place as the leader of a prostitution ring, but it was clear he was the leader. The energy and sense of calm resolute power that rose off him was unmistakable. 


Aleksei stood behind him and to the right. His eyes immediately found Julie's, and he smiled. Did he really find this a fitting punishment for being kicked out of the bar? Or had he planned to take her anyway?


Dmitri continued. "The clients have left for the evening. Everyone but Umiko eats."


"That's not fair!" Carmen practically snarled. One of the guards stepped out of the line and advanced on her, his hand raised as if prepared to beat her for the outburst.


Dmitri said something in Russian and the guard backed down. "Do you want to eat?" Dmitri asked Carmen.


She was silent. Umiko cried quietly in her bunk.


"I did everything the client wanted," Umiko said.


"Silence!" Dmitri said. "Everyone but Umiko eats."


Several men came in with food. Nothing fancy. Mostly sandwiches and things that had come out of cans. They put the food on the ground closest to the door. Then a few more came in with bottles of water.


Slowly the girls got up from their bunks and went to get food and water. There were whistles and taunting in Russian from the guards, but Julie couldn't see how it would be any less horrible if they were still wearing lingerie. Either way, they were all meat to these men.


Julie stood out conspicuously as the only female in the room who wasn't naked. She also didn't make a move toward the food, afraid to call too much attention to herself. Besides, she'd eaten at work. It wasn't as though she were starving.


Work. Dani's already seemed like a lifetime and worlds away. It seemed impossible that that life and this one could exist at the same time on the same planet without some complete breakdown of all the laws of physics. 


A gentle kind of shock had set in. It would be normal to scream or cry or be defiant, but she had the very strong sense that she wouldn't survive long if she did any of those things. These guys didn't need her breathing. They could just drag somebody else in off the street. And as had already been made plain to her by the other girls, nobody was going to be that excited by an American on the menu here.


Julie thought if she was quiet enough she could blend into the background and somehow put off the inevitable. She could barely allow the inevitable to form into words in her head. She tried to tamp down lost virginity and assault. Especially the combination of those two things. And that one ugly word that she couldn't bring herself to contemplate that unified everything into one searing grisly thought.


But when she pushed away the words, what rushed in to replace them were images. And that was much worse.


Finally Dmitri's eyes landed on her. "Who is this? Who brought her here?"


There was a long pause. Finally, Aleksei spoke. "I brought her. Her name is Julie. She got me kicked out of the bar she works at."


Dmitri rounded on him, and suddenly any pretext of refinement dropped from his manner. He began to speak in fast, clipped Russian. Whatever he said was bad enough that the large terrifying man with the snake tattoo on his neck actually shrank back. Then Dmitri backhanded him across the face like a pimp might hit the woman he was abusing.


The other guards chuckled. Aleksei glared, but not at Dmitri. His glare instead landed on Julie.


"Feed her. After everyone eats, bring her upstairs to me."


Now that she could no longer escape their notice anyway, Julie went to get food and water and took it back to her bunk. The guards watched them as they ate, but after a few minutes in this hellish tension, Julie noticed something strange. When the attention of the guards was turned away for a moment some of the others would hide a bit of food away in their blankets, different women making their move at different times as the guards' focus swept back and forth over the room like security flood lights. Several girls were doing this. Julie did it, too. Because she was sure it was for the Japanese girl. 


The little bits they could squirrel away and the risks no doubt taken, couldn't keep Umiko well fed, even as tiny as she was, but it would keep her from starving. Carmen saw Julie hide a small bit of her food and smiled and nodded her approval.


Despite the mild arguments Julie had witnessed earlier, in the end, there was no us and them among the girls. It was them versus their captors. It was how they'd all survived this long, how any of them had maintained a semblance of a personality. It was the source of any sense of normality Julie had witnessed in this underground cave and the source of any normality she would know from this point onward.


When everyone had eaten, the guards started to file out of the room, one of them turning off the lights on his way out, casting them into total darkness. A flashlight came on, the circle of light growing larger and larger. Then someone she was sure was Aleksei grabbed her roughly off the lower bunk and dragged her out of the room while she struggled and stumbled to keep up.


Behind the steel door was a long hallway, still underground. The hallway was well lit and guarded. There weren't just armed guards at the door. They lined the whole impossibly long hallway which led to the one way out—a wide set of concrete steps that went up into another kind of darkness.


Aleksei didn't speak to her until they were halfway up the stairs. She was sure he was leaving a bruise on her arm from the tight grip he had on her. When he finally spoke, he said, "You should have taken me up on my offer and gone on a date with me. I would have been very good to you."


Julie didn't believe that crap for a minute. She doubted he knew how to be truly good to anyone. Particularly anyone female. But she was smart enough to know that the best thing to say to him was nothing. It was the choice that might keep her alive the longest.


And yet, with the unending nightmare that lay ahead and the near certainty of an ignoble death at the end of it, she wondered if it might not be better to fight and rebel... go out in a blaze of glory. If they were so quick to kill these girls, maybe that would be the best option to take. But stupidly, she focused on the idea Carmen had planted in her head that there could be some authorities out there who suspected Dmitri's crimes... people who were putting together a case, who might find and rescue her.


For some absurd reason, Julie had expected to be taken up to a fancy office or a conference room. In a twisted way it made sense. Dmitri was the boss. So he must have a nice office. Maybe he liked to make threats or lay down the law from there. But she wasn't taken to an office or conference room. Instead, she was led to a large, ornate bedroom. Two scary looking guards with guns stood outside the room. They didn't glance her way. Their eyes were focused straight ahead as if there were something particularly interesting on the wall of the other side of the hallway.


Inside, Dmitri sat on the edge of a large king-sized bed in a plush black bathrobe. "Leave us," he said.


Aleksei released Julie's arm and gave her a long dark look that was half lascivious intent and half pure murderous rage. He bent and whispered in her ear, "Don't get it in your head that you will sleep tonight. When he's through with you... it's my turn."


He pulled back and looked into her eyes, a satisfied smirk curving his lips as he enjoyed her terror at the prospect. This... thing... this... inevitability she'd thought she could put off was happening tonight. And though she definitely didn't want to lose her virginity right now to Dmitri, she didn't want to ever be alone with Aleksei under any circumstances. There was something in him that was deeply not right—far beyond the criminality of this enterprise he was engaged in. 


She thought of Gabe suddenly, and she didn't know how she knew, but she knew there was something about Aleksei that was like that thing she'd seen inside Gabe, the thing that had scared her. Except she was sure Aleksei was far worse. Given the choice between them, she knew she would have run to Gabe. No question.


Dmitri said something sharp in Russian which was probably a repetition of the order to leave because Aleksei gave him a dirty look and then sauntered out of the room, slamming the door behind him.


A couple of moments later a bang of gunfire sounded out in the hallway, and Julie heard the sound of a body dropping onto the ground outside the door. She released a startled scream and then rushed to cover her mouth, trying her hardest to be quiet. Her gaze slid to Dmitri on the edge of the bed. He hadn't moved the slightest inch. He wasn't ruffled or disturbed or surprised. Instead, he smiled mildly in her direction.


"That has been coming for a long time. Aleksei was never one of my best. It was well past time to retire him." Dmitri patted the spot beside him on the bed.


Julie couldn't move. She couldn't breathe or speak or think. The only sign of life coming from her were the relentless tears racing down her cheeks.
 

"Do not make me raise my voice."


Behind the door she heard movement, then it faded away. What if both of the guards had dragged Aleksei's body off? What if there was no one guarding it? Rationally she was sure the safest choice would be to go to Dmitri and do whatever he said, try to appease him. But the gnawing certainty that she might have a chance to get out of this place wouldn't let her make that choice.


Instead, she bolted for the door and flung it open. Her hunch was right, the hallway was empty for now. A large pool of blood soaked into the carpet outside the door, and a trail of gruesome red went down the hall in one direction. If she followed that trail, she'd get outside, but she might run straight into the guards. She turned and ran the other way.


She'd half-expected Dmitri to come tearing out of the bedroom after her, but there was no sound of a door opening and slamming. No shouting. No footsteps pounding after her. She found a small, unassuming staircase on the back end of the hallway. 


Julie raced down the darkened staircase, sensing each step below her rather than seeing it. The bottom of the stairs opened out into a large, industrial kitchen. Empty. Could it be possible that all of Dmitri's men were either guarding the basement or disposing of Aleksei's body?


She opened a door in the kitchen that led outside. The night was calm and quiet with a cold nip in the air. Her breath came out in puffs of white cloud in front of her. Brilliant stars sparkled overhead. In the distance, she heard an owl. The contrast between this and the basement she'd woken up in was so dramatic that it took a moment to orient herself to the peaceful beautiful reality outside Dmitri's house.


The property was vast and seemed to stretch on forever, but in the distance was a huge patch of trees that might offer a temporary safety. She started to run for the cover of those trees when seemingly out of nowhere guards converged on her from three different directions, blocking her escape.


"Back to the house," one of them said, his accent so thick and harsh, she barely understood him.


They were all large and armed. Another of the guards put his finger in the air and revolved it to indicate she must turn around now. It seemed probable that some of them didn't understand English. Deflated, she turned and went back, the guards in a tight formation around her. Oddly, they didn't manhandle her as Aleksei had—maybe under direct orders from the top. But they also didn't give her the smallest shred of hope that she could slip past them and escape, either.


They escorted her back to Dmitri's room, and this time she knew guards would stay in the hall outside. Dmitri seemed not to have moved from his perch on the edge of the bed during all this, like time from his perspective had paused and resumed when she was returned to him. His expression was still mild. He patted the spot beside him again, this time with only a fraction more impatience.


"Julie, let us be civil."


Of course, the calm-psychopath-to-normal-person translation of that was, be a compliant good girl so I don't have to become violent. Play this charade with me where you are the one making the problems for yourself, and I am the one doing you a favor.


Having run out of options, Julie sat on the edge of the bed next to him, her hands trembling on her lap. She cringed when he stroked her hair and moved a strand of it behind her ear. He had impossibly long, elegant fingers—like a concert pianist. Without the stark evidence of armed guards in the house, she might not have been able to bring herself to believe Dmitri was a bad man.


If one only looked at his hands, they would assume a genteel respectability. But the cold, hard glint in his eyes told the rest of the story, which was why she couldn't bring herself to look into his eyes.


Dmitri sighed. "If I had been a better judge of character, Aleksei would have never been in my employ, and you would not be in this house. Unfortunately, we cannot set you free, and I am a businessman. You will make me money. If you don't make me money there is plenty of room in the ground next to Aleksei. Am I being clear?"


"Y-yes."


"Good. You'll start work tomorrow night. Can I assume that you are fully schooled in how to please a man?"


Julie gaped at him, her vocal chords having given up the attempt at speech.


Dmitri chuckled. "You're an American bartender in your early twenties. I expect you've been... what's that charming American saying? Around the block a few times?"


He was assuming she was a slut. Remembering what Carmen had said downstairs she nodded quickly. It was better that he thought she knew what was what. It was better if she didn't stand out as anything startlingly unique here.


"Do you have any tattoos?" he asked.


"No."


"Any unusual or unattractive scars?"


"No."


"Undress. I want to see for myself. So many American college girls are simply riddled with tattoos and piercings these days. I find it grotesque."
 

"Please, I swear I don't have any."


"Don't create problems for me, Julie. I'm already angry that Aleksei brought you here. It is a kindness that I'm considering letting you stay with us."


Why had the guards brought her back in the first place? If Dmitri felt this way, why not let them gun her down outside and be done with it? He was playing with her, squeezing the smallest amount of amusement he could manage out of the situation at hand.


"And if I refuse?" she asked.


"I can tell you are a smart girl. I'm sure you've figured out that I won't hesitate to remove problems from my house."


Death now or death later? Short of an unlikely rescue mission, survival wasn't an option. Julie didn't know how long Dmitri had been running this game, but he wasn't going to keep any whores past their sell-by date. That meant at some point she'd die here. Shouldn't that point be now? Wouldn't it spare her unnecessary and pointless suffering and trauma?


But the girls downstairs had found a way to survive this, not just physically but mentally. And Umiko had been like her. If she could hang on, maybe rescue would come.


"My patience is at an end. Strip and show me you have no tattoos or piercings, or I'm afraid we can't give you the job." He said this like she'd filled out an application to work in his brothel.


Julie glanced around the room, looking for some kind of weapon, but Dmitri wasn't new at this, and he had to know the trail her thoughts might go down. There was this idea hanging out inside her mind that if she could leave some permanent scar on him at least, she would somehow win. Even if she died in the commission of that task. He would always carry the mark she'd left.


Dmitri sighed again. "Very well. If that's your decision."


"No. Wait."


He seemed bored. "I'm finished waiting."


Julie stood and slowly removed her clothes. She closed her eyes, pretending that as long as she couldn't see Dmitri, he couldn't see her. And maybe if he didn't make her look in his eyes while she did this, she could do this. It was just the human body. There was nothing wrong with the human body. And yet all that religious nonsense swirling through her brain made the act of nudity seem like the worst violation and shame—though she knew more and far worse things were coming.


"Good. Turn all the way around slowly."


She turned.


"I'm satisfied. You are on probation. Do not disappoint me." He said this as if prostituting her out to strangers was the greatest favor to her. "You can go back downstairs with the other girls now. Leave your clothes. You won't be needing them."


She'd expected Dmitri to do much more than look at her. She'd been sure in a very short time, he'd know her secret and Carmen's laundry plan would be dead before it was off the ground.


Julie didn't have time to feel relief at the brief reprieve. She was too painfully aware of her nudity and the guards outside the door. But though they made comments, and stared, they took her back downstairs according to their orders without touching her.


When they reached the door to the giant cell the others were being kept in, one of the guards said: "Dmitri does not like us to sample new girls before the clients. But... soon." 


Julie flinched and jerked away and stumbled back into the cell when he grabbed at her exposed breast. In response, he only laughed.


Inside, a guard with a flashlight led her back to her bunk and then went away. The room had gone quiet but not everyone was sleeping. Julie was sure she heard crying—the occasional quiet sniffle. She wanted to pretend someone or several someones had a cold or allergies. No one acknowledged the crying. None of it was really happening. 


Julie didn't want to sleep. If she slept, morning would come faster which would lead into the following night where she knew bad things would happen.


She tried desperately to pretend that this was something she'd chosen. She tried to play along with Dmitri's framing of things. It was a job. She tried to pretend that she was a high-end escort making a ridiculous amount of money, and that it was no big deal. She told herself imaginary stories about the vast experience she had with men to the point that it was all casual and nothing to her.


In the bunk next to hers, she heard Carmen praying in Spanish. Carmen was so quiet and so quick with her words that Julie couldn't pick out anything, but the fervent focus that came from that bunk convinced her that these exact words were spoken each night with this same sharp intensity. And for minutes at a time, Julie could will herself to believe that the virgin Mary heard these prayers and that plans were being made on some other plane of existence to bring down bloody vengeance upon these monsters.


But when Julie closed her eyes, she didn't see Mary or angels. She saw Gabe. She imagined that fierce intensity and strength she'd been afraid of only a couple of weeks ago being aimed at the men here. She made up a story in her head where he somehow found her and rescued her from Dmitri and his gang. She imagined he would take her away somewhere and take care of her, and somehow everything would be okay. She replayed the story over and over, adding more details each time until, without realizing it, she'd lulled herself off to sleep. The fantasy of Gabe merged smoothly into a dream of him that was only lightly sprinkled with disembodied angry Spanish curses.




Chapter Three


6 months later


Gabe pulled into the long expansive driveway of Dmitri Barinov's estate. The man hadn't been kidding about throwing a party, and by all accounts when Dmitri threw a party, he did it right. Gabe put the Bentley into park. When he stepped out of the car, he leveled a hard stare at the young valet.


"Not a single dent or scratch. Do we understand each other?"


"Yes, sir, Mr. Griffin."


So the kid knew his name. Gabe wasn't sure how he felt about that. He wasn't sure how he felt about this potential partnership at all. They'd been doing fine at the house, managing it their way. Anton was too ambitious. There was a point at which it made sense to keep a business at the level it was at—to grow no further. There were downsides to growth, particularly if your enterprise was criminal in nature. And Gabe preferred to keep everything in the family. Secretly he hoped to discover a big enough flaw in this set-up to convince Anton to put the brakes on the whole thing.


But was such an outcome possible now? Gabe had been assured that the utmost discretion had been used. They could walk away from the deal and nobody would end up in prison. But he had his doubts about that. At this point, it felt as though Anton's Russian friends could be nothing but a liability. Anton should have come for this party, but the other guys had wanted someone unbiased. And Gabe drew the short straw.


He straightened his black Dior suit and tugged on his tie. It felt like the suit was wearing him instead of the other way around. Gabe hated suits. But he couldn't show up in jeans and a T-shirt. Everything about his performance tonight had to exude power or they would become these guys' bitches the second the ink was dry. And Gabe was nobody's bitch.


He took a deep breath and glanced casually around the grounds. The house wasn't quite as large as his house, but it was still imposing. The grounds rolled on forever, perfectly manicured like a fucking golf course green. Don't be impressed. Don't be intimidated. Everything they have to offer bores you. It's all... quaint.


Okay, he could believe that for a few hours. Gabe put his game face on and approached the front door. Before he could knock, the heavy oak swung open, and he was admitted inside.


"If you'd be so kind as to make your way back to the dining room, fourth door on the left. Dinner is
ready."


Gabe gave the man at the door a curt nod. Anton had said to be fashionably late. Don't give the impression that you care about any of this. Give the impression that they're wasting your time or they'll take advantage. 


A sultry Rachmaninoff piano concerto filled the house as Gabe made his way to the dining room. When he arrived, everyone stood. He was briefly taken aback. There were only men at the table. He'd thought Dmitri's girls would be here. The agreement was that there would be no talk of business tonight. Gabe was supposed to go to the party, have dinner, sample the merchandise, and report back to Anton. Meetings would follow.


"Ah, our honored guest, Gabriel."


Gabe winced at his more formal name. He hadn't been called Gabriel since his childhood when he'd been in trouble. But it was suits and Bentleys and Gabriel tonight. He could mix with the best of them when he had to, but he hated this fancy, pretentious shit.


Dmitri continued, oblivious to his gaffe—or not caring. "We'll meet the girls after dinner. They've been told someone important is coming tonight." He indicated a seat beside him. Gabe sat and the soup was served.


Dmitri was a thin, reedy looking gentleman that gave off an air of refinement such that if there were to be passing gossip about the business he was in, no one would give it any credence. He didn't look the type. He was about fifty, with gray edging into his temples. He had a face that one might mistake for kind if they didn't know him well—and certainly he'd worn that polite mask long enough that the lines and creases in his face had formed to support the lie. Passing him on the street you might think he was a ballet master or orchestra conductor, or a professor of art history. Not a pimp, which despite the elegant packaging was what he was... what they all were.


Contrary to Gabe's worries, business wasn't discussed. Instead Dmitri spoke of his homeland and the differences between living here and living there. His thick Russian accent reminded Gabe so strongly of Anton. Despite the accent, his English was impeccable. He'd obviously been here a long time and had taken great pains to speak like those around him. 


Dmitri politely asked about Gabe's life in subtle general ways that wouldn't betray anyone's secrets. But even with this discretion, it was far too exposed for Gabe's taste.


He ate enough to be polite, as did most of the other men at the table. It wasn't the food. The food was great. Most of it was traditional Russian fare. Being around Anton so long, Gabe had sampled a lot of it before. But the unspoken agreement of all the men at the table was that nobody wanted to get too stuffed that they couldn't fully enjoy the real reason they were here.


Finally after the dessert course—a light fluffy cake—was finished, Dmitri put down his fork and stood.


"Shall we adjourn to the real party, then?"


Appreciative chuckles rose around the table.


Including Gabe, there were about twenty men here. Everyone else in attendance was a top tier client of this house. Their inclusion was so that Gabe could see the types of clients they worked with. None of them knew Gabe's true purpose of attendance, only that he was important and the guest of honor. It was most likely they'd simply assumed Gabe had the most money and would be spending a lot of it with Dmitri's house.


The men made their way into a large ballroom. The first rather disconcerting thing Gabe noticed when he entered the room was that there were armed guards. And they weren't discreet about it. Each held a black semi-automatic rifle and wore a menacing glare. Of course there had to be security. At his own house, the girls wore electronic bracelets to keep them on the property but there weren't huge guards with guns everywhere. Except for the ever-present threat of Brian—the house enforcer—the girls existed in a space free from threat of violence.


At Gabe's house, they made every effort not to damage the girls. But he got the distinct impression that the women here were under constant threat. He wasn't going to lie—even to himself—and pretend there was anything moral or good about the business he was in. But with a few very weird exceptions, every woman that came to his house to be trained was there of her own free will because she had some kinky itch that needed to be scratched in a very specific way. 


Gabe and the others trained them and sold them to the highest bidder among clients they'd screened as carefully as possible. To Gabe's warped way of thinking, it was nothing more than a very exclusive and niche matchmaking service. And matchmakers got paid. 


In this case, very well.


The girls' safety was watched out for even long after they left the house. And Brian enforced the contracts without mercy. Perhaps it was all window dressing to seem like they weren't the most evil pieces of shit imaginable, but there were degrees, and Gabe liked to think he and his friends stayed just shy of irredeemable.


Dmitri clapped and the din of conversation ceased immediately. "I've teased you gentlemen long enough. I would like to welcome you all to our exclusive annual party to show our most generous clients how much we value them. Tonight, everything is free. The food, the drink, the entertainment."


On cue, a single file line of women entered the room. If Gabe had to guess, they were probably between nineteen and twenty-eight. There were almost twice as many women as there were men, which meant, there would at least be a few threesomes tonight. They all wore very elegant black lingerie. The styles differed—some long classy gowns, some short sassy little skirts and lace bras. There was leather, silk, lace. There were boots on some and high heels on others. Gloves on a few. But everything was black. And everything was expensive. The scent of vanilla wafted into the room with their arrival.


As soon as they'd come into the room, Gabe knew something was very wrong about all this, despite the exquisite packaging. He'd been assured Dmitri's girls were all here freely. Given the differences in their houses and that Dmitri didn't cater to a specifically kinky set, Gabe had known going in that there would be more to these girls' stories than he was told. Bad childhoods, poverty, maybe drug addiction. The idea that outside of a kink, women would just line up to be badly used by selfish wealthy men was insane on its face. There were too many risks and nothing in it for them.


Even so, Gabe had assumed a level of willingness that wasn't reflected on any of these girls' faces. Instead, what he found when he looked at them was fear and defeat. They were clearly being abused, threatened, most likely brought here against their will from the start. Had they been tricked somehow or just taken off the street?


Gabe glanced around the room at the men. It was lascivious smiles and anticipation all around while erections tented the fronts of otherwise nice pants. They were entirely oblivious. They were so used to using women however they saw fit—as if women existed as decorations and tools only—that they refused to look too deeply behind the facade of pretty lingerie and painted faces and long flowing hair gently curled for their aesthetic pleasure.


"Is something wrong, Mr. Griffin?" Dmitri asked.


Gabe forced all trace of disgust from his face and plastered a fake smile on top. "No. Everything's fine."


"Wonderful. You will get first pick. You may take more than one if you like to any room in the house you prefer to take your pleasure in."


"Thank you."


Gabe's gaze roved over the girls. Despite how he routinely treated girls like his sex slaves while training them at the house, he wasn't sure if he could stomach having even the most vanilla sex with one of these women. They didn't want to be here. As distasteful as the whole thing was, he might have to make some half-hearted attempt in order to get out of this house alive. If he seemed in any way bothered by things, they might decide he was the liability. Funny, because he'd been thinking the opposite.


His roving gaze stopped. His heart and breath stopped as all the air and life were sucked from the room.


No. Not her.


About halfway down the line stood the girl he'd been trying to forget about for months. Julie. She wore thigh-high black leather boots, a black lace bra, and black lace mini-skirt that left nothing of her body to anyone's imagination. Shocked hazel eyes met his, then she quickly averted her gaze and stared at the ground, silent tears moving down her cheeks. 


Dmitri's voice rose to fill the ballroom. "Mr. Griffin, if you'll be so kind as to choose your entertainment for the evening. The girls have been given very strict instructions and told that you have some rather unconventional desires, and that they are to comply with whatever you wish."


Keep it together. No emotion. Be cold. Be Brian. In all his time at the house, Gabe had never thought there would come a moment when he longed to be more like the house sociopath.


Gabe walked down the row of girls, pretending to consider each one. He went down the line fully twice. Every single one of these girls seemed to mentally shout Not me, not me, please not me. But none broadcast this most urgent desire more than Julie. 


Finally, when he thought it appeared that he'd actually deliberated on this, he stopped in front of her. She cringed and seemed to fold in on herself as if trying to escape his notice even though she already had it. He placed a hand under her chin and raised it, but even so, she refused to meet his gaze. 


"Are you sure?" Dmitri asked. "Julie is not our best. We're thinking of retiring her."


Gabe forced down every emotion that threatened to burst to the surface. "Yes. This is the one I want," he said. "I'm sure she just needs a firm hand. She will give me everything I demand of her. I like it when they resist a little, then I get to teach them their place with me." This wasn't in any way true. That was much more Brian's game than his, but it was a credible lie that coaxed a smile of approval from Dmitri.


A small whimper escaped Julie's mouth.


"Very well, if you insist," Dmitri said.


"I do insist." Gabe resisted the urge to wipe the tears from her face, and instead touched her shoulder and let his hand gently trail down her arm to take her hand in his. It was the most reassurance he could give her with so many eyes on him, though he was sure it didn't penetrate the cloud of fear that surrounded her. And if possible, it seemed to scare her more.


He led her from the ballroom, down the hall, and up the staircase to the second floor. He took her to a large bedroom at the end of the hallway. Quiet, private. It might not remain so as the other men came to find rooms of their own, but at least it was at the end of a hall instead of sandwiched in the middle of everything.


Inside, he shut and locked the door and took a look around. The room was gaudy and flaunted Dmitri's wealth. Definitely trying too hard. Half the furniture had some actual real gold on it somewhere. If the clientele wasn't so rich themselves, they'd probably take doorknobs and dresser handles with them on their way out the door. This room was decorated mostly in a rich green of varying shades. The drapes were a heavy dark green brocade. There was lighter green and cream-colored bedding. This room had its own attached bathroom and a giant window that overlooked the property, or it would have if the curtains weren't pulled for privacy.


He sat in an overstuffed dark green chair in the far corner and loosened his tie and observed her. There seemed to be shock, fear, and shame, all directed his way in equal measure.


"If it's a comfort, I'm very surprised to see you, too." He'd thought maybe he could tease a smile out of her or put her at ease—let her know all that downstairs was just an act—but the easy way she'd had about her once was gone.


"Julie, tell me what they've done to you. I can help you. You can trust me."


Her lip trembled and she looked at the ground, unable to meet his gaze. "I-I don't know what you mean. I don't need any help." But the tremble moved from her lip, down her arms, to her hands. 


He was amazed she was able to stand under her own steam. She seemed so terribly thin and frail to him.


"Julie, don't lie to me."


Her gaze jerked up to his. "Please, I'm not lying. I just want to please you."


More lies. She just wanted to survive. And whatever she'd been told about him, combined with his own not so subtle hints on their one and only date some months ago, he knew she was convinced this was all some sort of trap, that he was setting her up only to betray her and watch the life go from her eyes when Dmitri sent one of his armed minions up here after her.


He'd hoped she could find it in herself to trust him though he knew there was no reason for her to. How the hell was he going to get her out of here? Because he was getting her out of here, or he'd die trying. She might not be into the things he was into, but it didn't change how he felt about her, how she hadn't strayed far from his thoughts for one moment since the last time he'd seen her, how every woman writhing beneath him somehow had her smile. He'd wished over and over that he could rewind time and find a way to have something more with her. To make her his.


"C-can I go to the bathroom first?" she asked. Likely anything to buy herself time. Maybe it would calm her nerves and they could speak more reasonably when she returned.
 

Gabe gestured to the open bathroom door. "Of course. Take all the time you need."


***


Julie locked the door behind her and slid to the ground, her head dropping into her hands. She couldn't believe he was really here. Somehow in her imagination he hadn't been the bad guy. She wasn't sure what was worse, that Gabe Griffin—her bad boy crush to end all crushes—had seen her like this, or that he'd turned out to be as bad as he'd implied. 


She wanted to believe and cling to his offer of help. She wanted to see something good in him. Maybe his brief, passing interest in her months ago would be enough to gain that help. She'd happily pay him with her body for the freedom so long as it was a one-time deal and not yet another prostitution ring. She was sure she could handle his unconventional desires if it was just once... if it meant getting out of here. Over the past several months she'd learned she could handle a lot of things she didn't think she could.


She was sure if she got free of this place she'd have a breakdown, maybe stare at a wall for a few weeks straight without speaking as the full realities she'd shoved to the corners had nowhere else to hide and were forced into the stark light of day. But for now she was surviving, getting through each moment and each day. The other women who lived in Dmitri's basement helped. Having them there made it that much easier to survive because at least someone cared. Someone understood. It wasn't some distant counselor who wanted to make a difference but had never known any real trauma in his or her pampered, privileged existence. 


Even if they couldn't change their circumstances, at least they had each other. And somehow all the petty snipping back and forth made it all feel normal—or like they were a weird slightly dysfunctional family. When everything felt like that during the day when they were doing chores, or when they'd settled in at night, Julie could sometimes pretend she worked in a high-end brothel of her own free will. Despite this not matching any part of her personality, she would pretend she was a different type of person. Maybe imaginary Julie was into the risk and danger. Maybe she got off on fucking strange men. Maybe they were paying her really well and she lived in a penthouse overlooking a beautiful city skyline. Maybe she was living the dream. 


She shook herself back to reality. She didn't have time to contemplate and daydream and pretend she wasn't dying inside. He'd miraculously brought her to a room with a bathroom that could give her the smallest window of privacy. She never thought she'd get a second chance to attempt escape... but here it was... and this time, if they caught her, she wouldn't go quietly, no matter what that meant for her. 


Gabe wasn't here to swoop in like an avenging angel and rescue her from her plight. It didn't matter if she'd fallen asleep fantasizing about him doing just that every night since she'd been taken. These nighttime comfort stories didn't suddenly make a safe protective Gabe a real living breathing thing.


Dmitri had been very clear about the honored guest and his intentions. Gabe was one of them. Just as bad, and from all whispering she'd overheard for the past week leading up to this, probably a lot worse. Standard blow jobs and sex with boring mostly old rich guys was one level of ick. But whatever Gabe was into went far beyond that. She'd only gotten the smallest taste of it that night in her apartment. But he'd stopped. He'd shown restraint with her then. Maybe he would again.


No, that wasn't real. She had to remember that fantasy Gabe and real life Gabe were two very different people. And even if he wanted to help her, what could Gabe do? She couldn't see any realistic way he could get her out of here. Maybe he could go to the cops but it would only implicate him as well.


If it weren't for the fact that he'd told her himself he was a bad man, she might have held onto the ludicrous hope that maybe he was part of the sting operation Carmen kept praying for.


There was a light knock on the door. "Julie, are you all right in there?"


"J-just a minute," she said.


Except for that awful thing he'd said in the ballroom when he'd picked her, he'd been very civil. What if he really could help her and wanted to? But what if he didn't? She couldn't imagine being subject to pain and humiliation at Gabe's hands, not only for him to see her like this, but to participate in her degradation. She just couldn't.


Carefully and as quietly as possible, she unzipped and removed her boots and crept to the window. She ran her fingers over the sill. Her fingertips dipped into the grooves where the bars came up to lock the windows, making escape impossible when they were in the house cleaning during the day. But the bars went down when a client would be using a room—couldn't ruin the thin veneer of respectability. Bars made it clear that this was prison and nobody wanted to be here.


With the bars down, the windows could be opened. Except for that first night, she'd never attempted it, mostly because she'd never had this much space and time to do it before. When clients were in the house, there were more armed guards. But like the first night, she had to take this opportunity.


Deep down she knew she didn't have a chance in hell of escaping. There wasn't a convenient guard shift change she could utilize or some area of the property that was less well-guarded that she could make a beeline for. This was a suicide mission. Not once had she even gotten this close to freedom again, but she wasn't deluding herself. They would gun her down before she was halfway across the property. At least she'd be outside in the open air when she died and not like some rat in a cage. Not like those blood stains in the basement. She couldn't take another night of this. Not another minute.


She couldn't go back out there, not to Gabe. Anyone but him. She was sure that whatever noble intentions had held him back on their date—caused him to spare her—were absent now that she was just some used-up whore.


The window was large enough that it was easy to climb out; the tricky part was the descent. At least it was the second floor and not the third. There was a balcony one door over, if she could manage to cling to the side of the building and edge her way along the thin ledge to that...


She held her breath and moved very slowly along the ledge, every second fearing Gabe would knock down the bathroom door and catch her. What would happen if he caught her? She'd probably startle and fall off the ledge. That might actually be the best way things could end.


After an endless space of time, she finally breathed as she gripped the railing of the balcony as if it were a life raft in a storm-tossed sea. She climbed over it and hid behind a large potted plant to figure out her next move.


Manka and one of the clients were in the room that connected to the balcony, so she couldn't go back into the house. Manka's cough had finally subsided, and whatever sickness she'd had months ago seemed to have cleared up. Though that wasn't much comfort because she had to be back upstairs now. 


On the other side of the balcony, there were what looked to be some very strong vines growing thickly against the wall. They hadn't been feeding Julie well here, and she'd always been tiny. Still, she wasn't sure the vines would hold her. But short of jumping from a second story balcony, it was her only way down. And even if it was a suicide mission, she kept hoping somehow that there would be some tiny slim chance she could escape. However unrealistic it might be, she wanted the chance even as she knew there wasn't one.


Julie waited until Manka and the man moved to the bed out of clear view of the glass door, and then she half walked/half crawled to the other end of the balcony. She tugged hard on the vines, but they held solid.


She took a long, deep breath, screwed up her courage, and swung a leg over the railing of the balcony and grabbed onto the vine. Slowly, she eased her way down the side of the building, wincing as the vines scratched her skin and tore at the scraps of lingerie that barely covered her. 


She was only a few feet from the ground when the vine snapped and she fell. The ground smacked her hard for such a small drop, but at most she was bruised. 


Her gaze darted around the grounds, her heart pounding so loudly she couldn't hear her own thoughts. Dmitri's property was too open. It was the main reason escape was so impossible. This was the inevitable final outcome she'd been delaying for months, and now she was sure the delay hadn't been worth it. 


They'd all been warned about running and what happened to girls who tried to escape, but Julie didn't care anymore. She was sure Dmitri planned to kill her after tonight anyway because she couldn't fake servile contentment as well as some of the others.


She'd only been running for a couple of minutes when one of the guards spotted her.


"Stop!"


A feeling of resignation and vague dread washed over her. She could barely find the will to keep running. Just stop, let it end now. But she couldn't surrender.


A couple more guards saw her and began to converge on her as well. She kept running. The grounds were too big. She couldn't run that distance and outpace gunfire. But would they start shooting with guests here? She wasn't sure. Maybe they'd try to catch her and bring her back quietly, or take her somewhere discreet and pull out one of the smaller guns with a silencer and finish her off with that. Maybe they'd make one last use of her services first. She shuddered at that thought. That wasn't an option. She was leaving this place tonight, even if it meant leaving this plane of existence altogether. 


Julie shifted course and ran
back toward the house and the parking lot. The one thing she knew was they
wouldn't shoot at the clients' fancy cars. Footsteps pounded behind her as she
zigzagged in and out of shiny Bentleys, Rolls Royces, Maybachs, a stray Bugatti
or two. Her bare foot hit a rock, and she went down hard.


The guards caught up, and
all at once three large black scary-looking guns were aimed at her sprawled and
trembling form.


"Gentlemen, hold your fire."


Julie looked up to find Gabe coming from the house and heading right for them with a frightening sense of purpose. The guards seemed confused and unsure of what to do. Dmitri had obviously not run them through this potential scenario before.


"Mr. Griffin, we're sorry you had to see this, sir."


Gabe looked pissed off. Of course he wouldn't help her—if he was this angry she'd try to run from him. But what could he expect her to do in this situation? She'd been right to run from him. He held his cell phone out to one of the guards. "Dmitri would like to speak with you."


"Ummm..." A guard who only spoke English took the phone, his hand a bit shaky as he did. "Yes sir. Uh huh. Yes sir. Of course sir. I understand." The guard ended the call and handed the phone back to Gabe. Then he turned to the other guards. "We are to return to our posts and let Mr. Griffin leave with the girl." One of the guards translated in Russian for the others.


"But..." one of them said.


"Dmitri was insistent," the first guard said.


The others shrugged and they wandered off back across the grounds to their posts.


Julie struggled to cover herself, not that such a thing was possible since everything she was wearing was short and see-through.


Gabe fiddled with something on his phone, lost in thought while the valet, having witnessed the commotion and determining that Mr. Griffin was ready to leave, went and got a dark blue Bentley from the lot. If not for the lighting in the parking lot, the car would have appeared black. The valet pulled the car around and tossed the keys to Gabe. 


When they were alone and he was finished with whatever had been of such importance on his phone, Gabe turned all his focus on her. His stare was inscrutable. He silently watched her for a couple of minutes. Finally, he said, "I told you I could help you. Get in the car, Julie."


"B-but you drive a Honda Civic." That was the part to focus on. She still couldn't believe she was alive.


"I drive a Honda Civic when I want to blend with the normals. Get in the car."


She'd torqued her knee when she'd fallen, so running wasn't an option now. At least Gabe didn't have a gun trained on her. Still, he was one of them. Wasn't he?


"Julie, so help me, if I have to tell you a third time..." His eyes blazed with fury.


She scrambled and half-crawled to get into the passenger side of the car. Gabe got in on his side, started the engine, and they peeled out of the parking lot.


"Why did Dmitri let you take me?"


"I convinced him that since he planned to get rid of you anyway, it only made sense to sell you to a willing buyer and at least make some money out of it. I bought you. You are now
mine."


She couldn't help it when the tears started to fall again. "A-are you going to pimp me out?"


"No. Never." He practically growled at her when he said it.


"Are you going to take me back to my apartment?" Like she still had an apartment. Either way, that outcome was unlikely. But she had to ask.


"No. You can never be out of my sight again."


"W-what are you going to do with me?"


They reached the end of the driveway at the main road.


"Julie, please be quiet. I need to think."


She closed her mouth and looked out the window. She jumped a moment later when Gabe's hands slammed against the steering wheel and he shouted, "Goddammit!"


He looked over at her and no doubt noticed she was shaking because yelling meant violence came next. He put a hand gently on her knee. It took a large amount of self-talk to keep from pulling away. Why make him more angry?


"I'm sorry I'm scaring you. I'm not upset with you. I'm upset with the motherfucking bastards who did this to you, and now I don't know what I'm going to tell Anton. We are supposed to be doing business with these guys. If I could go back in time I would have fucking kidnapped you on our first date and taken you away with me. Anything to spare you this. It's my fault this happened."


She stared at him a moment, trying to process all that. How could it be his fault? And... kidnap? Who the hell was this guy? She really wanted to trust him—trust in anything—but he had to stop using words like kidnap so casually. It wasn't a word she could understand in a casual way. And unless he'd directly had her taken by Dmitri's guys, it wasn't as if there was any real way this could be his fault. She didn't understand how his brain had made that leap.


"C-can I talk now?" she asked.


Gabe pulled out onto the main road and sighed. "Go ahead."


"How is it your fault? Did you set me up?"


"Of course not! If I'd had any idea where you were I would have come after you then."


"But don't you do what they do?"


"Not exactly. Though I'm not sure you would appreciate the distinctions at this point. Are you hungry?"


Julie looked out the window and wiped another tear off her cheek. "Yes."


"They didn't feed you?"


She turned back to him when she'd managed to compose herself. "They don't feed us until after we service the clients. If they are pleased, they feed us. If they aren't..."


Gabe gripped the steering wheel so hard she was sure his knuckles had started to turn white, despite that golden tan of his. 


"You're thinner than you were the last time I saw you."


"Like Dmitri said, I'm not his best." 


And Gabe was going to be very upset when he found out how poor of a whore she really was. She didn't know how much he'd paid to get her out of there, but any amount high enough to have tempted Dmitri was way too much. Still she wondered. Ten thousand? Twenty? Certainly not more than twenty-five. And yet she knew Gabe would never get his money's worth and was afraid of what would happen when he finally realized it. Experience had taught her, nothing good.
 

A streetlight shone into the car, and he used the opportunity to glance at an expensive gold watch on his wrist. "It's closing in on eight, so the kitchen will be closed by the time we get there. I can get in, of course, but I'm not much of a cook."


None of this made any sense to Julie so she remained quiet. 


"The mall closes at ten on the weekends right?"


"I-I think so."


"Okay, we'll make a pit stop."


"You're wrong. This is my fault," she said. "I should have gone to seminary like my parents wanted and married a nice preacher. None of this would have happened."


Gabe's hand closed over hers as he drove with the other. He didn't take his eyes from the road. "Would you have been happy with a nice preacher?"


"Happier than this. I would have had to bury myself underneath his calling and never speak another honest word in my life, but I would have been safe at least and provided for."


"You're safe, now. I promise you are safe. And you will be provided for."


They drove in silence for a while. Julie didn't ask him anything else because she was still trying to puzzle out exactly what he did, why his kitchen was "closed", and what it meant when he said she was his now. She thought she knew in a vague sort of way what it meant. And over the past months she'd been trained to see everything through the lens of her body being prostituted to wealthy men. So it wasn't as if she were some naïve flower. Even so, there was a lot implied in that phrase that she didn't understand and wasn't sure she wanted to. She was really afraid it had to do with his unconventional desires despite any earlier bravado about being able to handle it if he would only set her free afterward.


About fifteen minutes later, they were at the mall. Gabe parked at the very back of the lot.


"I-I can't go in here."


"Not yet you can't. I'm
going to get you some clothes. You're about a six, right?"


"More like a four now."


She flinched when he reached out and cupped her breast. Despite the intrusion, it didn't seem like it was meant to violate. Though he could have asked her. 


"36B" Gabe said. He seemed to abruptly realize what he'd done, a comical sort of horror lighting his face. "I'm very sorry. It's a long story why that seemed normal and appropriate to me. Shoe size?"


He wasn't going to grab and paw at her foot for that?


"Six."


He filed all those numbers away. He took off his jacket and covered her with it. "I'm locking you in the car. I'll be back as soon as I can. If you open the door, the alarm will go off, and I don't imagine you want to call attention to yourself dressed like that. Don't run from me again, Julie. I will protect you. Whatever you think of me, give me a chance to explain things."


She nodded. He was right, running would call the wrong kind of attention. Whoever noticed her next was likely to be worse than Gabe. At least he was a somewhat known quantity. Even if she didn't know everything about him, or all about his darker side, she had seen the parts of him he'd let her see. Given the choice between him and some random unknown predator, she'd take him. And if she ran and came upon a cop? He'd probably arrest her for prostitution rather than help her right now.
 

Gabe was gone maybe forty-five minutes. When he returned he had bags from a few different nice stores, including a lingerie shop. She was half afraid of what she'd find in the bags, but it was all normal stuff. A pair of jeans, a normal, lightweight long-sleeved shirt, sandals, and some underwear and a bra. Nothing slutty or attention-grabbing.


"I would have gotten you shorts and a T-shirt but I can't take you in there looking all scratched up. I'll stand outside while you change, then we'll go inside to the food court and get something to eat."


"Okay." 


He turned his back on the car to give her privacy. He looked like a bodyguard with his arms crossed over his chest, staring out into the distance. When she was dressed, Gabe came around to her side to help her out.


"Ow, ow, ow."


"What is it?"


Was that real concern in his
eyes? She barely remembered what concern looked like on a male face.


"When I fell, I hurt my
knee."


"Sit back down."


She sat in the passenger side, and he knelt beside her, his strong hands pressing in at different places around and behind her knee. A breath hitched in her throat at the gentle, sure way he touched her. Then there was a sharp pressure, a tiny pain, and then it was gone.


"Try to stand now."


She stood. "Wow, what the hell did you do?"


"You didn't injure it, something shifted out of alignment and you had a compressed nerve. I guided things back where they needed to be. My friend's a massage therapist. He talks a lot of shop."


Gabe helped her out of the car and they walked the long distance to the doors of the mall. 


"When we go inside are you going to scream or run or make a scene?" he asked, his voice low.


Julie looked up at him. "Is there a reason I should?"


"None that I can think of." 


"B-but you told me that time that you were a bad guy."


"Well, I'm not a good guy. But I would never harm you. I need you to trust that. I was warning you away from me because you deserved something better. But now things have sharply shifted."


A tear slid down her cheek. "Now I don't deserve something better."


Gabe gripped her arm and turned her to him. "No! That's not what I meant. Not what I meant at all."


She searched his face; there was no disgust or judgment there. There was anger, but she already knew that wasn't directed at her.


He pressed his thumbs against her cheeks and brushed the tears away. "Your mascara is running. You can't go in like that. They'll think I'm beating you."


She flinched, still worried that option was on the menu. "I-I'll fix it." Julie walked a few feet to a nearby car and bent so she could see the side mirror and fixed her makeup. Then they continued on.


The food court was just inside the main doors. It was only about an hour until closing and much of the crowd had thinned. Still, Julie felt beset on all sides by possible danger. Gabe moved in closer to her, his large body shielding her, at least from behind. She turned to find him scanning the area as if checking to make sure things were safe. They drew a few stares from straggling diners. They must make some pair: her dressed so casually and him in a fancy dark suit. They probably thought he was her bodyguard.


"What do you want to eat?" 


She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, suddenly self-conscious. "Anything's fine. Whatever you want to get me."


His hands closed around her shoulders and he leaned in close to her ear and whispered. "I paid half a million dollars for you tonight. Believe me when I tell you there is no quantity or type of food you could order that would in any way ruffle me."


Julie felt herself stiffen at that. It was twenty times higher than her highest estimate. How could he have all that money to throw away on her? What could he make her do that could possibly pay off that much debt? But he was right—she could order everything off every menu and it wasn't going to make her situation with him any worse. 


She turned to face him. "C-can we go upstairs? To the buffet restaurant?"


A flutter of emotions spread across his face in quick succession: distress, anger, pity as if just remembering they'd been starving her. She was embarrassed asking for a buffet—some never ending supply of food as if she were afraid she might never see food again after this. She knew the full horrible truth was laid bare in her expression and the few words of her request.


"Of course we can. You can have whatever you want."


They walked quietly together to the escalator. He stayed right behind her, his body shielding her, his arm coming around to settle on her waist right where her jeans buttoned as they rode the escalator up to the second floor. From any other man, a hand so casually resting against her pelvic bone would have sent her into a spinning internal hysteria, but somehow, when Gabe did it, she felt inexplicably protected. 


She couldn't see his face, but from the expressions of the people going down on the other side, he must look fierce.


She wasn't sure what awfulness was coming when he got her to wherever he was taking her, but for this one moment, she felt safe. And maybe it was that sense of safety that kept her from shouting for help at the first sign of a mall cop. Somehow she knew Gabe could easily take a mall cop, and while the real cops might get called, she wasn't confident anyone could catch him before he could mete out some sort of punishment for the crime of not trusting a criminal. Because she was sure, at the very least, Gabe was that.


At the restaurant, Julie piled her plates high with foods she hadn't seen in months. Gabe helped her
carry them back to their booth.


"I have no idea where you plan to put all this," he said. He sat across from her and watched as she dug in.


She was too hungry to be self-conscious. But she stopped eating when the waitress arrived with her soda.


The woman gave Gabe a cool assessing glare, as if she thought he planned to try to cheat the rules of the buffet and eat off Julie's plate.


"You aren't eating?" she asked.


"No. I've eaten already."


The waitress's shrewd eyes took in the two of them like she knew something wasn't right.


For a moment Julie feared something dramatically bad was about to happen, but Gabe had clearly already run through several potential back stories.


"Do you know your senator, Senator Todd?" he asked, calmly.


"No, I don't keep up with politics."


Gabe gestured to Julie. "This is Senator Todd's daughter, Susan. I'm charged with watching and protecting her. She's been on the campaign trail with her father and has been so busy all day she hasn't eaten since breakfast. The poor thing is starving. And between you and me, I don't think she eats enough anyway. Always on a diet, this one."


"Oh." The waitress shifted her focus to Julie. "I'm terribly sorry, miss. Good luck to your father. I'll be sure to go out and vote for him."


"Thank you," Julie said.


The waitress turned to leave, but Gabe gripped her wrist, stopping the woman's retreat. "It is a matter of state security that Susan not have too much attention drawn to her. I trust that you will do your civic duty and not breathe a word about this to your fellow workers."


As if Gabe's very presence, hard stare, and fancy suit weren't drawing attention.


"Oh, no sir, of course not. Poor dear. I wouldn't dream of destroying her privacy. I'm sorry to have disturbed you both. Enjoy your meal, Miss."


Gabe watched her for a while when she went back, but it was clear she brushed off the nosy questions of any co-workers who might have noticed them. Julie went back to eating.


Besides that interruption, nobody bothered them again. The waitress came back one other time to take away some plates and to put another soda on the table.


Finally, she'd eaten all she could manage, but there was still almost a full plate of food. "I'm sorry, I can't eat any more."


"It's a buffet, Julie. It makes no difference if you ate one plate or a hundred. Let's go."


He escorted her out and back down the escalator, through the bottom level of the mall and the food court and out to the swiftly emptying parking lot. He helped her into the car and they got back on the road.


"Do you think that waitress will say anything?"


"Doesn't matter now," Gabe said. "There were no cameras anywhere, I checked. People have really bad
memories for details. There is no way they could ever find us."


And Julie was back to fear.


"T-thank you for the food," she said.


"You will never be hungry again. I don't use food restriction as a punishment. It's cruel. I may be demanding, but I'm not cruel."


Did that mean he was going to punish her if she displeased him?




Chapter Four


Gabe thought she'd been in the bathroom far too long. He knocked again. "Julie? Come out and talk to me. I'm not going to hurt you, whatever you've heard about me." But there was no answer. He pressed his ear to the door but didn't hear anything. "If you're in there, you better move away from the door right now."


Gabe kicked the door in, but the room was empty. The window stood open, a gentle spring breeze blowing in. He leaned out the window, but he couldn't see where she'd gone.


Fuck. She was going to get herself killed. She'd never get off the property with all of Dmitri's men patrolling. Even if she did, they'd hunt her down. They were professionals. They hadn't avoided prison this long by being drooling morons.


Gabe pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed as he strode down the hall and down the stairs.


"This is Dmitri," the slimy little worm said on the other end. Refined my ass.


"I want to buy her," Gabe said without preamble.


Dmitri chuckled. "Who? Julie? She's free for the night. It's on the house."


"No, I mean I want to buy her and take her out of here. I want to own her."


"I find that very hard to believe. Julie is not our best."


"So you've said. And like I said, she needs a proper firm hand. She needs to be punished in ways you don't have the imagination for. Anyway, I want her. You were retiring her anyway, why not make a little money in the parting? You know she'll never escape me." 


It was true that if Julie was ever to come to him on her own and give herself to him, he would train her, and that would include some punishment no doubt, but everything he'd said to Dmitri since he'd stepped inside this house was designed to not show weakness.


"So you think you'll get a cheap bargain, do you? Is this like—what do you Americans call it—a garage sale?"


Dmitri had been in the country long enough that he knew what Americans called everything. He just liked to feign confusion and play the 'new to the country' card.


"No. I'll pay your price. Name it."


"All right. I'll call your bluff. Five-hundred thousand. Still interested?"


"Done," Gabe said. He opened the front door and strode across the lawn, his eyes immediately finding Julie on the ground with guns trained on her. "Your guards are about to shoot my property. Let me break this up, and then I'll wire the money to you."


"Very well. Let me speak to one of them."


He pulled the phone away from his ear. "Gentlemen, hold your fire."


 


Gabe's gaze shifted to Julie in the passenger seat. She'd been quiet for a long time, and he'd been too lost inside his own thoughts to push her, but now he wanted answers.


"I want to talk about what happened. I want to know how you came to be with Dmitri and I want to know what they did to you. Don't leave anything out."


As Julie slowly unloaded her story on him, Gabe clenched the steering wheel so hard he was afraid it would come off in his hands. But somehow he kept the car intact. What she managed to share with him with only a few tears was harrowing. All those men. All those months. The abuse from the guards. Constant threat of death. Being imprisoned like that. 


And now what the fuck was he doing? He was taking her to the house. Another fucking mansion she'd be a prisoner in and never get to leave. A place where they were training women to be literal slaves. They may have agreed to the arrangement, but it wasn't as if Julie had agreed to it. But then, he wasn't selling her either. Or sharing her. He didn't know exactly what he was going to do with her, but he wasn't going to force or hurt her. Eventually she would come to him on her own. Maybe. If she wasn't too traumatized for that. All he cared about right now was that he'd gotten her away from Dmitri. She'd never be hurt like that again.


"Gabe?"


"Yeah?"


"W-will you tell me where we're going?"


"I'm taking you to my house. It's a bit of a drive. We should be there in another hour."


"Okay."


She looked scared, but not scared enough to try to get away from him. Gabe suspected her fears were about the same kinds of things that had made her nervous about him on their date. And maybe more things now in light of her past few months of hell.


"Gabe?"


"Yes, Julie?"


"What are you going to make
me do?"


There was a rest stop less than a mile up the road. Gabe took the exit and eased the car into the near-deserted parking lot at the far end. He turned off the ignition and shifted in his seat toward his anxious captive. If possible, she tensed more, as if this stopping of the car meant he was ready for her sexual services. He was glad he hadn't eaten at the buffet. The very thought of what she no doubt imagined was about to happen made it hard to keep down the food from Dmitri's party. But Gabe wasn't sure he could have this conversation without letting her see his face and giving her every opportunity to try to find something she could trust there.


"Julie, listen to me. I'm not going to make you do anything. I am not a rapist. I'm not a pimp." Well, not exactly, he thought. But better to ease her into the nuance than try to explain it outright.


"But you paid a lot of money. I can barely understand the concept of that much money. Surely you want something out of me in return. And you said I was yours now."
 

He watched as she mentally seemed to calculate what she thought she could be okay with giving him, and little of it was likely on the menu of the things he would actually demand of her should she ever truly submit to him.


"You are mine. It's the only honest way to look at it. And I do want things from you. A lot of things. But none of it has anything to do with you owing me some debt. Yes, I paid half a million dollars. But I paid a ransom. I didn't pay for your services. Half a million was what Dmitri demanded to set you free, and that is what I paid. I would go back and pay it again. I would have paid more. But you don't owe me a debt. I am plenty comfortable. I don't need your indentured servitude. And I definitely don't need it given unwillingly."


"Okay, I don't owe you a debt, but you want things. What things do you want?"


Gabe sighed. "If I tell you, you might get out of this car and run. Then I'll have to chase you down and drag you back. I'm not going to force myself on you, but you can't go back to your old life. If Dmitri or one of his men sees you out in the wild, you're dead or right back in there again. And once you see the operation at my house, you become a liability to me as well. So yes, I'm locking you away. I know that's a felony. I understand it's evil. But, I'm not going to rape you or beat you or starve you or in any way bring harm upon you, and I won't allow anyone else to, either. If it takes you time to trust that, fine."


He didn't add that although he was angry and horrified by what she'd been through, now he didn't have to feel guilty about taking her because there was no free life for her out there anymore. Not after Dmitri. Being Gabe's prisoner in a nice place where he wouldn't let anybody hurt her and all her needs would be met was far better than someone finding her body in pieces in a dumpster somewhere a few months down the road. It was beyond fucked-up that a few months ago the kindest thing he could have done for her was leave her alone, and now the kindest thing he could do for her was take her captive.


Julie stared out the window, and Gabe wondered if she was contemplating that escape. Despite what she must be thinking, she had to know it would be suicide to run from him. Where could she go outside Dmitri's reach? Wasn't the devil she knew better? The devil who had already done the decent thing once?


"Tell me," she finally whispered. "Tell me what you want. I have to know."


If that wasn't masochism, it would be hard to find a better example.


"I'll tell you what I want, but understand that me wanting it doesn't mean I expect you to give it. Especially after what you've been through. But I may as well tell you because you'll find out when we get to the house anyway. There won't be any way to hide it from you."


Gabe took a long, deep breath and then plunged in. "To say I am kinky would be an understatement—like saying a monsoon is wet. The house we're going to isn't just where I live. It's also my business. I own it with some friends. I train women—willing women—to become the slaves of wealthy men who are into the same kinds of things I am. I enjoy a woman on her knees in front of me... not just to blow me, but on her knees in my presence in general. I like when a woman calls me 'sir', which they all do at the house. But what I really want is someone who will call me 'master'. And I want that someone to be you. I want that, though I know you aren't like I am as well as everything you've been through. I won't force it on you, but understand this: if you ever call me master, it means exactly what you think it means. There is no going back from that moment. At that point you are mine far beyond the exchange of money. So never ever say it casually or to test the waters. There is no testing with that word. That word makes you mine in ways you can't imagine yet."


She let out a tremulous sigh and wrapped her arms around herself. Julie wasn't sure if she could ever willingly give herself to him that way. It seemed far too final and dangerous.


"Can you handle more, or is that enough to satisfy your curiosity?"


"There's more?" 


"Oh much more. I like to whip women, cane them, flog them, put them in cages. I like the traditional bare-assed spanking. I like blindfolds and toys that vibrate and toys that don't. I like ropes and chains and shackles. I like things too weirdly creative to make you understand without acting them out with you first. I like a woman who begs and cries and trembles at my feet. But what I don't like is a woman who doesn't like and want those same things. So we're in a pickle, here."


"A-and you think I will come to you voluntarily and let you do all that to me?"


"I hope so. Some day."


"What if I never do?"


That was the million-dollar question wasn't it? He might not be a monster, but how much goodness did he have? Gabe was convinced he could woo her, and that some combination of making her fall in love with him and her own gratitude for everything he had done and would do for her would bring her around. But maybe that was a fantasy that could never be real. Fantasy Julie and real Julie weren't the same person after all.


"One other thing," he said. If he wanted to drive her away, he was sure this was the thing that would do it. But it wasn't as if he could keep her in the dark about it now, and it would be best if she didn't harbor delusions about things.


"Oh God, really?
There's more?"


Gabe chuckled. "Sorry, but yes. I'm not monogamous. I don't do fidelity. It's not in my nature, and I have no interest in twisting myself in knots to try to offer promises I can't keep. But these girls in this house—none of them that I would involve myself with—are permanent residents. They get trained. And they go. No one would be competing with you indefinitely. You would have a special and cherished place with me."


"You took me out on a date knowing all this stuff about yourself?" 


There was heavy accusation in her glare, and he didn't blame her. At least she wasn't too numb to feel anything. He'd take any honest emotion she had to offer. If she wanted to start pummeling him right now, he'd probably calmly let her get her rage out.


"Now you know why I told you I was a bad man to know and left you alone."


"You were testing me, weren't you? To see if I might do this stuff."


"Yeah, but I knew before we started that it would never work. I almost stood you up that night."


"I'm glad you didn't."


Gabe reached over and took her hand in his. She flinched and seemed like she would pull away, but after a few seconds she relaxed as if remembering she was with the guy she'd once
clearly liked.


"Really?"


"Yes, but you're a fucking freak. And the shit I've been through..." She wiped at her eyes, trying to stop from crying again. "You had a better chance with me and all this when I was still a virgin and didn't know any better. I was so... God, I was so taken with you."


"And now?"


"Now I'm afraid to feel anything. At Dmitri's, I was somehow holding it all together more or less, and now I'm afraid the littlest thing could break me beyond repair. I'm sorry, but I don't think I can ever give you any of the things you want." She flinched after she said it, as if certain of some retribution despite his promises. 


"I know. And I know it's not just these past few months. That's why I stayed away from you. I wasn't willing to push you for something I knew you couldn't give me. And don't think I suddenly expect it now, but when circumstances force people to live together, sometimes things that wouldn't have happened otherwise, happen. I guess I'm holding out that hope though I have no right to expect it. But you are safe with me."


Julie didn't say anything more, and after several minutes of silence, he pulled his hand away from hers and started the car.


After they'd been on the road for a while, Julie said, "You were planning to keep the non-monogamy thing a secret from me, weren't you? If we'd continued dating?"


He sighed. "Yeah. You wouldn't have understood."


"I would have understood honesty more than lies. You would have been cheating."


"I couldn't have been honest without doing what I'm doing now: taking your freedom away."


She didn't say anything else after that. What more was there to say? They'd had more in-depth meaningful discussion in this one night than a lot of couples had their entire relationship. Gabe turned the radio on. Classic rock droned low in the background.


He'd been too close to losing her only a few short hours ago. He couldn't believe he'd kept it together. But he'd had to, for her sake.


"Oh my God. Is this where you live?" Julie said when they reached an imposing iron gate. They'd been driving through a heavily wooded area—all part of the property—for the past ten minutes. Beyond the gate was a large hill, and at the top of it sat an enormous white house with thick Corinthian columns. The architecture made it look like a museum rather than a place people could actually live.


"It's where you live now, too."


The apprehension and tension strained from her face all the way down through the muscles of her neck. "Are you going to keep me locked in a basement?"


"No, you'll have your own very nice room. You'll have free run of the house and the grounds."


Gabe pulled up to the heavy iron gate, punched in a code, and the gate swung open. He parked the Bentley in front and got out and came around to help Julie out. 


"Let's get you settled. Everything is going to be fine. I promise."


That look of fear on her
face... he'd do anything to erase it forever and replace it with trust.


***


Julie jumped when Gabe's hand touched her lower back, guiding her into the house. It was so familiar and similar to their first date at Sakura and yet so different in light of all the things she now knew. Despite everything, there was this crazy fucked-up part of her that still wanted to be with him-even with everything he'd told her.


Maybe that would have been possible before. But now? Now she didn't think she could ever be with a man in even the most bland and non-threatening sexual relationship again. How could she ever trust a man who not only was into all the things Gabe was into, but who couldn't promise her fidelity? And who could never conceivably set her free? 


How would that work? How would it be stable? How could she ever feel loved? Did she deserve to? No matter what Gabe said, and no matter how much she knew nothing that had happened to her was her fault, she couldn't help how dirty and wrong she felt and how guilty. Logic didn't seem to matter. 


All the times she'd fantasized about Gabe from the moment she'd first met him, the story—at least before Dmitri—had ended in marriage and maybe a couple of kids and a dog and a white picket fence in a nice neighborhood in suburbia. And even after Dmitri, when she believed she no longer deserved all that, it had still included at least basic monogamy. 


The inside of the house took her breath away. Sure, Dmitri's house was big and fancy. But there were different types of fancy. Dmitri had something gold in practically every nook and cranny as well as ostentatious furniture and art on the walls. It had been an over-the-top display of wealth. Gabe's house by contrast was overwhelming. Clean and bright and regal in an understated, assured sort of way. 


"T-this is where you live?"


"Yep."


Before she could ask anything else, she found herself reflexively spinning toward the sound of heavy, clipped footsteps moving across the large entryway.


"Who is this? We are not taking Dmitri's cast offs. And she's too thin," a strange man with a Russian accent said.


Julie grabbed Gabe's hand and moved as close to him as she could get without stepping inside his literal skin. Right or wrong, after the past few months, Russian equaled bad to her. And this guy knew Dmitri. Would he send her back to him? No, Gabe wouldn't let that happen.


"Anton, cut the shit," Gabe said. "She isn't a cast off. And she isn't here to be sold. She's mine."


Anton raised an eyebrow. "Yours yours?" he asked, like he was speaking in some sort of code.


"As far as the house is concerned. The rest is in the air. But she's under my protection."


"Fine. If you're taking full responsibility. What about the deal with Dmitri? How did that go?"


Julie tensed. How could Gabe still want to work with those guys? She started to pull her hand from his, but he held on tighter.


"It didn't. And it won't," Gabe said.


"Why not?"


"None of those girls is there voluntarily."


The Russian snorted. "Really? That's all? You think our girls are free agents?"


"At least they made a choice. We didn't drag them kicking and screaming from their happy lives."


"And yet, once they come into this house and that bracelet is locked around their wrists, they are ours. If they change their mind, there is no out. So how is it different?"


"It just is," Gabe said. "You didn't see them. The looks on their faces. Those girls with Dmitri are being abused. None of them likes anything that's happening. They're not getting off on it. We're... this house is… it's different. You know I have lines."


Anton rolled his eyes. "Yes, such a virtuous criminal. Dmitri knows about us. We have to work with him. We have to keep him close so we can keep an eye on him."


"He doesn't know that much," Gabe said.


"He knows enough. He knows your name and mine. And he can be vindictive."


Gabe released Julie's hand and took a few steps closer to Anton, his voice rising almost to a shout. "You knew if we started talking with these guys we'd be locked in. Me going to check out their operation was a formality. Wasn't it?"


"I thought you needed more persuading," Anton said.


"Well congratulations on achieving the opposite, asshole."


Gabe and Anton glared at each other. Neither spoke for several long moments as the tension in the air escalated higher and higher.


Julie noticed several women gathering at the openings of various doors and hallways that connected with the entry hall. Most of them wore sweatpants and T-shirts. Feet were bare. Some wore lightweight workout shorts instead of sweatpants. The T-shirts were all white, but the shorts and pants were a wide variety of bright solid colors. They looked like they were all about to be featured in a commercial for casual workout wear. 


Upon further inspection, Julie noticed, they each had a thick silver metal cuff around one wrist. They appeared curious, but unafraid. They looked well fed and healthy. There were whispers and murmurs coming from them and several pointed looks in Julie's direction.


"Girls," Anton said. "This doesn't concern you. Go back to your rooms."


They lingered for another moment, whispering and gawking, but finally, when it seemed Anton and Gabe wouldn't continue the argument until they were gone, they drifted back down the hallways and through the doorways they'd appeared from.


"How attached are you to Dmitri and his guys?" Gabe asked when it was just the three of them again.


Anton's eyes widened. "Are you fucking kidding me? Is this about this whore you picked up?" he asked, making a sweeping gesture toward Julie as if there could otherwise be any question of who he was talking about.


Gabe launched himself at Anton, landing a hard punch squarely against his jaw. This action drew a few of the girls back, peering around corners, eyes wide. More whispering followed.


"Okay, okay!" Anton said, holding his hands up, then, "Girls! To bed, now!" he said without turning back in their direction. They scattered.


Gabe got off him and backed up a few paces to stand in front of Julie. "She's not a whore. She's mine. I knew her before. I didn't just randomly pick her up tonight. Are you fucking crazy?"


Anton rubbed his jaw. "I think you dislocated it. And you are one to talk about crazy."


"You'll live. Again, I ask how close are you to these guys? Are they family? Close friends?"


"Mere acquaintances from back home," Anton said.


"So you won't cry if they get lost down a well?"


"Where are you planning to find a well?"


"Don't be cute."


A blonde woman moved cautiously into the room. She wore a black silk nightgown that whispered across the floor as she moved. When she walked, dark-red painted toes peered out from beneath the fabric. She had no bracelet, but she wore a solid shiny band around her throat that was either made entirely out of onyx or some other dark stone. She carried an ice pack, which she pressed into Anton's hand. She must have been lingering with the other girls to have been able to get ice for him so quickly.


"Master?" she said.


Julie couldn't help the flinch at hearing her speak to him that way, but the woman said it with a strange sort of relish, as if somehow she actually liked being his slave—a thought that was incomprehensible to Julie. Gabe's confession of what he was into came across as an admission of finding enjoyment in dismembering kittens. Certainly nothing to be proud of or happy about, and yet this woman, this flip side of that coin, somehow seemed even more aberrant in her existence.


At the sound of the woman's voice, Anton's features softened into the least threatening expression she'd seen from him so far.


"Thank you, Kiska. I'm sorry our fight woke you. Go back to bed. I will join you in a little
while." 


"Yes, Master." And then she was gone. 


Anton sighed and turned his attention back to Gabe. "No, I won't cry over Dmitri, but I think you've lost your mind."


"Where's Brian? I'm sure he'll be happy to clean house. You know how he loves to clean."


"He and Mina are out on a job. They won't be back until tomorrow."


"Fine." Gabe grabbed Julie's hand and led her to the stairs.


"If Dmitri calls, I will act as if everything is normal," Anton said. "It's safest until Brian returns. We can decide our strategy from there. Agreed?"


Gabe nodded and took Julie upstairs to the second floor. He guided her down the hallway and stopped in front of a door about midway down. He opened the door, peered in, glanced back at Julie, then shut the door again.


"Not that one. It's too dark. And you're so pale."


He looked in a few more doors, but nothing seemed to meet his standards. While Gabe deliberated, Anton strode down the hallway toward them. He was out of breath, appearing as though he'd taken the stairs two or three at a time. "Here." He gave Gabe a silver metal cuff like what the other girls wore. 


Julie shrank back, still resistant to the idea of becoming his full-fledged captive. What was she supposed to do? Walk calmly to her own slaughter? So far, the evidence of the evening pointed to Gabe protecting her. She wasn't sure how long he would be so patient and caring. It seemed silly now in hindsight, but she still remembered how much he'd scared her on their date months ago.


"Is it programmed?" Gabe asked, not noticing her reaction, or else thinking it was motivated by Anton rather than the electronic leash that was about to be put on her.


"Yes. Brian got bored and programmed all of the extra ones one day. It was right after we upgraded to the new design and features."


"So then it's got all the standard stuff in it?"


"Yeah."


"I'll fix that," Gabe said.


There was a question in Anton's eyes, but after being punched in the jaw, he didn't seem too keen to initiate another fight.


"If you think I'm letting ANYONE control this bracelet, you are out of your fucking mind. You know how Brian likes to hurt people. Absolutely not. All I want is the standard electric fence activation—keep her inside the perimeter, but nothing else. And definitely not anything anyone else can control."


Julie tensed at the mention of someone who liked to hurt people. Gabe had promised safety, but from the brief snippets of information she'd gleaned in the past few minutes, Brian seemed anything but safe.


Anton shrugged. "You won't get any argument from me. Mina and Annette have the same set up, and if this one is yours, it's only fair that she have it as well." For the first time since she'd stepped inside the house, Anton turned toward her and seemed to acknowledge her presence as more than a mere inconvenience or stationary piece of decor in the room. He offered a hand. "I apologize for my rudeness. I'm Anton. You are?"


Julie looked at Gabe, and he nodded but she didn't take Anton's hand. She couldn't bring herself to touch him. That smooth politeness was so like Dmitri. She didn't trust it. "I-I'm Julie."


"It's nice to meet you." Anton casually withdrew his hand, somehow making it appear as if he'd never offered it to begin with. He looked at Gabe again, then back at her. She moved closer to Gabe.


After a moment of this intense scrutiny, Anton sighed. "You're right about Dmitri. I did not check it out carefully enough. He and I are not close. I will follow your lead about this."


Gabe nodded. "Thank you."


"Good night, Julie," Anton said and left them alone.


Gabe punched a long complicated code into the silver metal cuff, and it sprang open. He locked it around Julie's wrist. "It's a security precaution."


She nodded, but wasn't at all comforted by this. She'd known he wasn't letting her go, but this was a real, solid piece of metal that reminded her no matter how much nicer he was, she could never be here truly of her own free will because they wouldn't let her leave.


Gabe proceeded to punch in more codes. A series of beeps responded. She jumped when a small recorded voice emitted from the bracelet.


"Are you sure you wish to deactivate punishment options A through D?"


Gabe punched a button on the bracelet.


The metal bracelet answered, "Punishment options A through D deactivated. To reactivate, please input the correct code and return to this menu."


Gabe pressed another button and the bracelet said, "This security bracelet is equipped with perimeter security function. If this is correct, press 1."


Gabe pressed a button. Then he punched in some more numbers.


The bracelet said, "Are you sure you wish to change the access code to this security bracelet? This action cannot be undone. Press 1 if you are sure."


"Yes, I'm fucking sure," Gabe muttered, stabbing at a number on the bracelet. 


The bracelet said "Thank you," and then fell silent.


"Y-you're the only one who has the code you put in?" Julie asked.


"Yes."


"So that Brian guy can't..."


"No. Don't worry about him. Come with me." Gabe seemed to remember he'd been trying to decide on her accommodations before Anton had shown up with the bracelet.


Julie followed him to the end of the hall, her anxiety only beginning to recede. He opened another door and peered in, and nodded, satisfied. Then he closed that door and opened the door next to it—the last one on the hall. This final door he held open.


She stepped inside. "Holy shit," she said. This room wasn't tacky and overblown like Dmitri's. Everything was nice and crisply clean and much more spacious than she'd expected. The room had a distinct masculine touch with simple lines and edges to everything. There was a private bathroom, and an attached balcony. 


"You'll get plenty of light in this room, but I want you to spend some time outside and make friends. I'm sure you'll become friends with Mina and Annette. Let me show you something." Gabe opened the balcony door and she followed him outside. The walls on either side of the room created a private nook outside, but the balcony expanded out farther into more open air where the only thing that finally stopped this sense of expansion was the railing. Next to the railing was a table and chairs with cushions. "I like to eat out here sometimes. It's a nice place to think."


"So this is your room?" Julie asked. Of course it was. Like they were giving all these girls luxury suites with private bathrooms. The anxiety moved up the back of her throat and formed a lump there. Like hell he wasn't going to make her sleep with him. They were standing in his room. There was one bed. It was a big bed, but it was still one bed, and he was a man who clearly had strong appetites.


The idea that he wasn't going to force himself on her... it was all a lie. Maybe he was so deluded he thought she could rewind time and go back to the innocence of her crush on him. Or that she'd be so grateful for the illusion of safety that she'd...


"Yes. This is my room. I'll bring you some more clothes in the morning." He went back into the house and toward the door like he was leaving.


Julie trailed him back inside and closed the balcony doors behind her. "Wait, where are you going?"


"To bed."


But this was his room. If he was going to bed then where was he going? 


"I'll be sleeping in the room next door. Julie, I will never hurt you, but I'm no angel. I can't share a room with you unless you were to come to me and truly give yourself to me."


She didn't need him to re-explain what all that meant. Her mind immediately went back to the conversation at the rest stop where she'd learned he wanted to be her master and for her to come to him happily of her own free will for this treatment.


Given these ugly facts, she didn't know why she was arguing with him about room accommodations. The space from him would be a welcome relief, but still, she was taking his room. It felt like a worse idea than the two of them sharing it. What if he came to resent her?


"But this room is yours," Julie said.


"This whole house is mine. Mine and the other partners'. I don't always sleep in my own room anyway."
 

"Oh." Images of him surrounded by endless willing sexual partners flooded her mind. Maybe she did still have the crush. Maybe she did still impossibly want him—because the most prominent feeling she had suddenly was jealousy.


"Goodnight, Julie."


"Gabe. wait. I really can't take your room. For how long?" Maybe he imagined she'd quickly fall into his arms and then it wouldn't matter because he'd be back in here in a few days or a week.


He moved back to her, and without meaning to, she took a few steps back. But he caught her and took her hands in his. "Try to understand. You aren't some stray I picked up on the side of the road. Your happiness and health and safety matter to me more than anything else. I don't need a fancy room. I need you to be well provided for and to feel safe, and not in a room with barely any light. If you need something, I'm next door. If you get hungry, you'll find the kitchen downstairs. You can't miss it. The other girls aren't allowed in there after hours, but you can go where you want here. My home is your home. Okay?"


She nodded. Gabe bent and kissed the top of her forehead. "I'll see you in the morning. Try to sleep."


Then he was gone.


But she couldn't sleep because now that she was alone, she finally had time to review the events of the evening. Gabe was obviously sending someone in to kill Dmitri and his guys, but what did that mean for her friends? Would they be killed too? Would they be captured and brought here? Even if they were treated a little nicer and fed a little better, Gabe wouldn't just keep them all and leave them unmolested. Would they sell them? The idea was so distressing that for the first time in months Julie couldn't sleep.


Before, the fantasy of Gabe somehow magically rescuing her had kept her going. Now that it had actually happened, she couldn't come up with a similarly nice mental ending for her friends—no matter how hard she tried.




Chapter Five


Bright light startled Julie from a sleep it felt she'd only found mere moments ago, though the clock on the nightstand said differently. In that first brief second of wakefulness, before she opened her eyes, she was sure it was a guard shining a flashlight in her face. But the bed she was in was too comfortable—the mattress too firm and nice, the sheets too luxurious and soft. All at once the events of the previous night came flooding back. 


It had been hard to sleep, but now that she was awake and the bedding had warmed and molded around her body like a big fluffy dog, it was difficult to get up. While she was afraid of what might happen with Gabe and was still trying to process a rescue that had arrived at the cost of any hope of future freedom—not that she'd really had that hope—the biggest fear overtaking all the circuits of her brain was for her friends and what would happen to them now.


For six months, those women had become her family. They'd comforted each other through difficult nights and after horrible clients. They fed each other the best they could when one among them—more often than not, Julie herself—was denied food. Umiko had been Dmitri's favorite scapegoat until Julie had arrived, then it seemed like she couldn't get a proper meal after that. Despite the big buffet at the mall, her stomach growled, as if broadcasting the anxiety that it might never be properly fed again.


Last night she'd been certain she couldn't give Gabe the things he wanted, but in the daylight, things looked different, mainly because of her friends still locked away and the new dangers coming their way soon.


There was a knock on the door.


"Who is it?"


"It's Gabe. Can I come in?"


"Okay." Him knocking on his own door and asking his captive's permission to come in the room was so weird, for a second Julie thought she might still be dreaming.


He dropped a pile of clothes on the bed. Brightly colored sweatpants and shorts, a lot of white T-shirts, socks, running shoes, and undergarments. "I'm sorry for the whole Workout Barbie thing. If you ever decide to be mine, we will definitely upgrade your wardrobe. There should be fresh towels in your bathroom. They'll stop serving breakfast in the cafeteria in another hour, so you should hurry unless you want lunch instead. I need to get to work, but I'm sure I'll see you later."


He started to leave.


"Gabe, wait."


He stopped and turned, a question in his eyes.


Suddenly the words didn't want to come out of her mouth. She took a deep breath, in an attempt to steady her nerves. After a good rest, she believed Gabe wouldn't share her or starve her, that he would protect her. After all, she'd known him—however casually—for a long time before last night. And upon reflection, his recent actions fit more closely with the man she'd thought he was, rather than the one she feared he was. 


Her friends weren't so lucky, however traumatic it might be to be Gabe's slave.


"Julie?"


"I-I'll do it."


"Do what?"


"What you said you wanted.
I'll be your slave."


His expression shuttered,
suspicious. "Why?"


Julie's gaze went to the pile of clothes on the bed. She couldn't look him in the eyes. "I'm afraid for the other girls at Dmitri's house. I-if you spare them, and don't bring them back here... just let them go... I'll do whatever you want me to do f-for as long as you want it." She chanced a look up at Gabe and was surprised to see he looked angry. Really? He couldn't give her this one thing if she would give him everything?


"No. Absolutely not. I don't want a trade. I want you without reservation because you want the same things I want. I am not taking you as some unwilling payment to spare your friends."


Julie's anger came all at once to match his. The ferocity of it felt like a train surging through an endless dark tunnel. She'd been so scared for so long that anger felt like a barely real emotion, so wispy that when it would flow through her, it just as quickly flowed out again, and she could never grab hold of it before it moved outside her reach. But this time it felt unstoppable. It felt like it might light her on fire and burn her away.


"So you think if you kill or enslave women who became my friends... or have them killed or enslaved... that I will ever give myself to you willingly? Are you that out of touch?"


Gabe sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. "You think I'm that big of a monster?"


"I don't know what you are. I'm willing to offer you what you want for what I want. It seems mutually beneficial to me."


"I don't want your martyrdom. I can't believe you think, after my discussion with Anton last night... I can't believe you think that I would either have them killed or bring them here."


"You brought me here."


"That's different."


"How is it different?"


"I'm going to work."


Work. Right. Fucking and being serviced by obedient captive women was work. What a fucking asshole.


"Wait," she said.


"I said no, and I meant it."


"No, I mean... what's going to happen to them-my friends?"


"They'll get to safety. If the mission is successful, Dmitri and his guys won't be a threat to them anymore, and they won't be a threat to the operation here because they don't know about it. Don't worry." Gabe left the room and shut the door quietly behind him.


As soon as he was gone, she nearly started crying. For the first time the tears would have been relief—for the fate of her friends. 


But once she moved past this sense of relief, she found herself agitated again. What was that? What was any of that? He acted like he didn't want her. Was he regretting the decision to bring her here? What if he decided he wanted to sell her? That was their business model after all. She tried to keep reminding herself of the conversation she'd witnessed the previous night. It wasn't in Gabe's nature to do that to someone. Right? But why was he acting so weird and distant? And why wouldn't he take her offer? It was what he wanted. Why the hell did he care how he got it?


If he expected her to roll over and become his slave for no other reason than some desperate desire to please and obey him... holy shit did he have a long wait. Like the rest of his natural lifetime. To save her friends? Yes. She'd do whatever she had to in order to free them from Dmitri's hold and spare their lives, but just throwing herself at Gabe's feet because she had some weird desperate urge to call him master and be his property? Never.


It was one thing to act out of fear for her survival or out of sacrifice for people she cared about. It was a whole other thing to expect her to do this just because she wanted to. Gabe couldn't coerce her internal desires to play to his script.


Suddenly remembering what he'd said about breakfast, Julie hurried through a shower, and put on some clothes.


Finding the cafeteria wasn't that difficult. She was, however, surprised to find an older lady serving food behind the counter. The woman glanced up at the wall where a giant clock hung. The clock read 10:55.


"You're cutting it awfully close, my dear. Five minutes left for breakfast, unless you want to wait another hour for lunch."


"No, breakfast is good."


"Everything?"


Julie could barely believe the food options: pancakes with maple syrup, eggs, sausages. And everything looked freshly cooked, not like it had come out of a deep freezer. The woman behind the counter loaded up her tray.


"You could do with a bit of extra meat on your bones," the woman said. "Beverages are at the end of the line. We have several juices today, milk, or water. We ran out of coffee half an hour ago. You've gotta get here early for the coffee."


Julie took her tray. "Thanks, juice is fine."


The tables were mostly empty, but there were a few women still having breakfast. They seemed to be sizing her up from a distance, and she wondered if they had seen her with Gabe the night before. Julie flinched when she noticed a few men posted at various points. Guards? But they didn't have any guns.


"Hey Lola!" one woman shouted across a few tables. "I thought we were going to the pool at eleven."
 

"I've got my suit on under this," she said.


"You can't swim after you ate that many pancakes. Girl, they are going to kick your ass in the gym and put you on a restricted diet."


Lola didn't look at all fat to Julie. Though, arguably, a daily diet of pancakes and no exercise might reverse that.


"I'll sit by the pool until I digest, Mommy," Lola said sarcastically. She got up and put her tray away and then the two of them went outside. 


Outside! Julie could go outside here! Nobody was stopping them. And judging by their glowing tans, these girls spent a lot of time in the sun lounging beside pools.


Julie found an empty table out of the way of foot traffic and sat with her breakfast. She was halfway through the best breakfast she'd had in probably a year—even before Dmitri, mornings had mostly featured toaster pastries—when someone else joined her table. It was the woman from the night before, the one who belonged to Anton.


"Julie, is it?"


"Uh, yeah."


"I'm Annette. Glad to have another lifer in here." 


Julie was about to be horrified and appalled, but Annette winked.


"I-I thought Anton called you Kiska last night?"


She laughed. "Oh, that's his pet name for me. It means little cat."


"Oh. How long have you been here?" Julie asked. How long did it take to become a Stepford Slave?


Annette seemed to be mentally counting in her head. "Hmmmm... about... eight years? Nine? I don't know, a while."


"That's a long time to never get to go anywhere," Julie said. Sure, it was a really nice house, mansion really. Lots of food. Lots of people. And apparently a pool and a gym. But it was still a fancy prison.


Annette laughed. "You're adorable. I get to leave the house, for God's sake. Anton takes me out somewhere nice at least once a week. And we occasionally get away to travel. Everybody needs vacation. Am I right?"


"But I thought you were his prisoner."


If possible, Annette laughed harder. "I chose him. I wanted Anton, and this house and this life. And I'm not his prisoner. He's my master."


It seemed like a mere semantic difference to Julie. That word, master, still skeeved her out.


"So, if you wanted him to set you free, he would? You could go back to the real world?"


"Good God, why would I want that? I live like a pampered house cat here. Which is why he calls me Kiska."


"Okay, but if you did want that? What then?" Julie pressed.


"I honestly don't know. It's never come up. I'm sure Gabe will take you out of the house plenty as well."


"Gabe isn't my master."


Annette was taken aback by this declaration. "But he brought you here, and his intentions seemed pretty clear to me."


Julie spent the rest of breakfast telling Annette the story of how she'd come to be with Gabe, starting all the way back with working at the bar and their one failed date.


Annette showed sympathy in all the right ways and at all the right points of the story, but there was one thing she couldn't seem to wrap her head around.


"So... you aren't kinky... like... at all?" Annette asked like Julie was a circus freak. "I'm absolutely fascinated. Tell me more about this not being kinky thing."


Julie wasn't sure if Annette really wanted a play-by-play of what it was like to not be kinky, but she was spared having to try to explain it by a new development in the cafeteria. 


Sometime during their meet and greet, the cafeteria had begun to fill up as women meandered about and formed in clusters, some standing, and some sitting at tables. The clock on the wall showed fifteen minutes until the lunch period started. Julie couldn't believe she'd been sitting with Annette this long.


A hush fell over the room as two people dressed in all black walked in. One man, one woman. The man was terrifying and intimidating in all the ways Julie had come to fear, but the woman was a whole other thing. Outside of an action film, she'd never seen a woman look so scary and badass in her life. She had long dark hair and wore a black form-fitting corset over black leather pants with black boots that came just up to her knees.


"Who is that?" Julie asked.


"That's Mina. Brian's slave." Annette said.


Julie's eyes were drawn to the collar around Mina's throat. At first, her mind had dismissed it as just jewelry. It was made of a white metal—silver, platinum, or white gold Julie couldn't be sure—with black stones set in it. The metal had a lot of delicate filigree work in it. It looked like it could be an antique, but probably wasn't.


While Annette certainly didn't behave like a meek abuse victim, Mina came across to the casual observer as so dangerous that to think she was owned by another human being seemed too bizarre to seriously contemplate.


A woman at one of the tables made a snide remark about Mina thinking she was the shit around here and how they'd love to see Brian truly punish her to wipe that smirk off her face. Brian heard it.


"Oh, shit. She didn't just say that," Annette whispered.


Julie was riveted. Given the look of murderous rage on Brian's face, she expected she was about to witness his reputation in action, but instead, Mina's black high-heeled boots clicked ominously across the floor to the woman who'd spoken. 


Mina grabbed her by the front of her T-shirt and jerked her out of the chair. "Fiona, you're still pretty new. I'm going to give you a chance to apologize before I have to make an example of you in front of everyone."


"Whatever, bitch," Fiona said.


Mina let go of her shirt and slapped Fiona hard across the face. When she pulled her hand away, a bright red handprint was left behind.


"I can do whatever I want to you right now and nobody here will stop me," Mina said. She stared her down hard, and finally Fiona shrank under the power of that stare.


"I-I'm sorry," she mumbled.


"I'm sorry, what?" Mina snapped.


"I-I'm sorry, Ma'am." 


"Good. That was your only warning. You're on my radar, dear. And that's a bad place to be."


Fiona sank into the chair and Mina took another hard look around the room, probably searching for more mutiny in the ranks. Brian relaxed and went back to talking to one of the guards.


"God, what a bitch," Julie whispered, certain Annette would agree with her.


"She's not a bitch. She was protecting that girl."


"Protecting her? Are you insane? She hit and threatened her."


"Only to make her back down so Brian wouldn't take her to the dungeon and punish her. Brian is bad enough without it being in retaliation to someone disrespecting Mina. And Mina knows that. Since she's belonged to Brian, she watches out for most of the girls when she can. Everything isn't always what it looks like on the surface around here."


Gabe walked in then and whispered something to Brian as Mina crossed the room to Annette and Julie's
table.


"Hey, I'm Mina."


Before Julie could reply, Annette said, "This is Gabe's girl, Julie."


"Huh. Well, good for him. So, we've got another lifer. Excellent!"


This must be some in-joke between the two of them, since Annette had said practically the exact same thing.


"Oh fancy!" Mina said, admiring the black shiny collar around Annette's throat. Up closer, Julie could see that it was onyx and had intricate swirled carvings in it. 


Annette blushed a little. "He gave it to me a couple of nights ago for our anniversary."


"I can't believe Anton actually sprang for a real piece of jewelry. It annoyed me forever the way he kept you in a leather collar like a dog or something."


Annette shrugged. "It didn't bother me. And before you, I was the only permanent slave here. I think once he saw the collar Brian got you, though, it started to get inside his head. You know how he is."


Mina laughed. "I know how they all are. Well, it worked in your favor because you look fabulous in it."


Annette smiled. "Thanks. You going to have some lunch? We can sit with you."


"Nah, we ate on the road, and I want to throw a few rounds down the range before we have to clean the guns. Brian is about to lose his mind because I'm becoming as good a shooter as him. Between you and me I think I'm a little better, but if he finds out I said that I'm in so much trouble."


"Mina!" Brian shouted across
the cafeteria.


She turned innocently. "Yes,
Master?"


Hearing Mina utter that
phrase was even more crazy than hearing it from Annette.


He motioned for her to join
him.


"Duty calls. Later." Mina
winked. Then she, Brian, and Gabe disappeared out the side doors.


***


As Julie explored the house, she had to keep reminding herself this was just fancy prison. Though after Dmitri's house, it was hard to take that idea too seriously. Somewhere in the back of her mind she was aware this was what she was supposed to be thinking and feeling, not what she actually did feel. After all, already she was being treated far differently and better than Dmitri and his men had treated her.


Every so often she would catch herself thinking about freedom. Actual freedom. Going back to her old life. But even if such a thing were possible, she didn't know how she could bring herself to be out in the world again all alone. After Aleksei had taken her, there was no longer any nice safe world in which everything stayed normal. Even if she could somehow get her life back she would always be looking over her shoulder. Gabe was the devil she knew. And compared to where she'd been, angel seemed much more true a descriptor. 


So far Julie had seen the spa, the impressive fitness room, the pool, the library, and most of the outside grounds—just being out in the fresh air with an open sky and no visible barriers had been a welcome relief from the claustrophobia of being cooped up in Dmitri's house all the time. 


Julie was crossing through the cafeteria when she saw Brian moving through the room with intense, scary purpose. Gabe and Mina were nowhere to be found. As if he were a wild predator who'd caught the scent of something delicious, the dark-clad menace spun suddenly, his eyes locking with Julie's.


She glanced around, hoping and praying he was looking at someone else. Anybody else. Her fingertips trailed absently over the security bracelet, reminding herself over and over that he didn't have access to the punishment features. She wasn't sure how a bracelet could have punishment features, but she didn't want to find out. At the same time, she couldn't see how someone like this guy would need a piece of technology to harm her. No one had needed it to hurt her at Dmitri's. Unless this bracelet emitted some force field that anyone but Gabe would bounce off, she couldn't see how she could be safe from any man who really wanted to hurt her in here.


She took several steps back,
but Brian's approach didn't slow or falter, and now there could be no question
his interest was in her. Her back hit the wall when she ran out of space,
knocking a sharp, shocked breath out of her. She flinched when he reached her
and smirked.


"Julie, is it?" Brian asked. He stopped mere inches from her, barely giving her the breathing room she needed.


"Y-yes?"


"You're Gabe's slave?"


She cringed when he said that word.


"N-no," she stammered.


He glanced at the silver security bracelet locked around her wrist then quickly pinned her again with his hard gaze. "So you'll be for sale then?"


Tears begin to gather in her eyes. "N-no! He said he wouldn't do that!"


Brian continued on mildly, as if he hadn't caused her distress. "Maybe you'd like to come to my dungeon and play with me then?"


She felt frozen to the spot. A small crowd of curious onlookers was beginning to form around them, but nobody looked interested in getting involved or trying to help her.


"I asked you a question," he said. "Do you want to come to the dungeon to play with me?"


"I-I don't know what you mean." She thought she knew what he meant, but she didn't have the specific activities list nor did she want to know it. It might be safest to play as dumb as possible.


Brian seemed to be enjoying this. He leaned in closer, his body hovering over hers. He lowered his voice. "I was wondering if you wanted to come down to the dungeon and let me chain you and whip you and fuck you. I promise you'll never be the same."


She shook her head quickly. "N-no I-I mean Gabe wouldn't like..."


"If you aren't his slave, Gabe doesn't care. Trust me."


A throat cleared behind them. "Brian, what the fuck?" Gabe said. He sounded resigned and annoyed. Not quite the angry, gallant rescue she might have hoped for.


Brian chuckled and backed off. "You know I'm gonna try."


"Well don't. How would you feel if I'd done that to Mina when she got here?"


"Mina's different."


"Not as different as you think. Look again."


Brian slowly turned back to Julie. He looked at her for a long time, his eyes locked unnervingly with hers, as if he were trying to uncover the deep dark layers of the things that haunted the inside of her brain. After a moment he seemed to see something he hadn't seen before. And then he flinched.


"Oh," was all he said, and then he turned and walked away more quickly than he'd approached.


Julie looked at her shoes. She was beginning to hate this pattern of Gabe rescuing her, because the more he did it the less she knew how she was supposed to act toward him and the more she felt she owed him. Surely he was keeping score as well.


"Are you okay?"


She nodded, still unable to meet his eyes. "I'm fine."


"I think you should go to your room and lie down for a bit. Take a nice nap. Maybe a hot bath. You'll feel better. I'll have Phyllis send up some tea."


"O-okay." She slipped past him as quickly as possible and went up to her room wondering about the things Gabe had said about Mina. Like she and Mina could be similar? How? Mina was strong and intimidating. Julie jumped at her own shadow these days. She didn't see the resemblance between them at all.




Chapter Six


Gabe ordered the tea then followed behind Julie, careful to stay far enough back to avoid spooking her. He didn't want her to think he was stalking her all over the house. With the things she'd been through, such behavior wouldn't court her trust.


She wouldn't have to be spooked at all if he'd kept a better eye on Brian. When he'd spoken with Brian and Mina about the cleanup job at Dmitri's, they seemed more than happy to accept. But then, Gabe hadn't expected anything less. Brian was a sadist with a bit of a killing streak. Dangerous, but able to be trained and pointed in the direction they needed when certain unpleasant things had to be done.


Gabe had tried to argue for the right to go on the job with them, but was shot down. They didn't want to have to train him or worry about an extra inexperienced person. They were right, of course. Gabe might have had the fantasy of going in, guns blazing, and having the personal satisfaction of killing Dmitri for what had been done to Julie, but his fantasy was unlikely to match the reality. If he wanted it done and done right, he needed to stay out of it and let Brian and Mina take care of it. This was about Julie after all, not his own ego gratification.


Brian had wandered off while Gabe was talking to Mina. Gabe wanted to make sure they would get the girls out safely. Though Brian generally didn't hurt innocent people unless it was a girl who had misbehaved at the house, but Gabe still wanted to make sure things were very clear with Mina. Afterward, he'd excused himself. He suspected Brian might go after Julie to test the waters and the limits of Gabe's attachment to her. And he was right.


Gabe couldn't even be that mad. It was Brian. He couldn't help himself. Mina had softened some of his edges but he was still the borderline sociopath they all loved to hate.


But Brian had looked haunted when he'd really taken a good look into Julie's eyes. Gabe knew Brian would see it-would see Mina in there. Despite his many flaws, Brian was observant. Very little got past him. 


Gabe could only guess at the things Mina had been through, and likewise Brian would only guess at Julie's history, but at least now he might tolerate her in the house and stay away. Gabe didn't want to admit it, but he'd developed a grudging respect, maybe even something friendship adjacent when it came to Brian. Watching how he'd cared for Mina changed a lot about what Gabe had thought he'd known about the man.


Gabe slipped into the room next to Julie's and turned on the flat screen panel on the wall. Her image came into focus, crisp and clean. That girl slept like a rock, which was crazy given her recent captivity. He had wired her room up the previous night when he'd woken from a nightmare involving her. The surveillance was the same as the set up in the rest of the house, but he'd redirected the feed back to his current room. This was creepy as fuck. He knew it was creepy as fuck, but he wanted to watch over her and make sure she was okay. Keep telling yourself that. Keep telling yourself you aren't trying to get a glimpse of her naked because you think stealth or force is the only way you'll see it.


Since the previous night, he'd tried without much success not to think too hard about the things that must have happened to her at Dmitri's house. And for all those months. Gabe couldn't stop thinking about their date where he'd learned just how innocent she was. Not for the first time he found himself fantasizing that he'd taken her that first night and to hell with morals. As wrong as it was, it still would have spared her what actually happened. Even if she couldn't have known that without comparison, Gabe would have been the far kinder option.


Or... if he hadn't left her. He should have kept going to the bar. He could have gotten rid of whatever jackass had lured her away. Or he would have known the second she'd gone missing. Had nobody cared to search for her? Had no one noticed her missing? What about those assholes at her work? But where would they have looked? Where would Gabe have looked? It wasn't as if he could have foreseen the Dmitri situation. It was dumb luck that he'd stumbled upon her again.


He'd been angry with Anton for setting the meeting up, but if he hadn't, Gabe never would have found her or known she was missing. Julie on the screen disappeared into the bathroom, probably to turn on the water. 


Good girl.


She returned a few moments later, kicked off her shoes, and sprawled across the bed, sobbing. Of course she was. What had happened with Brian-well nothing had happened with Brian, but from her perspective it wouldn't be nothing. There was a knock on the door and Julie wiped her eyes and went over to it.


"W-who is it?"


"It's Phyllis, dear. I brought you some peppermint tea."


Julie opened the door and Phyllis rolled in a little tray with a pot of tea, a teacup, and sugar. "Push that button on the wall, number 3, and I'll come up and take it when you're done."


"Thank you."


From her expression, Phyllis noticed Julie had been crying but she didn't say anything. She knew better than to butt into the house affairs. When she'd gone, Julie went back into the bathroom to shut off the water. 


She went to the tray. Her hand shook as she poured the tea and dropped a couple of sugar cubes in. Gabe winced as the metal spoon scraped around the cup. He'd put the microphone too close to where she now stood. Julie sat on the edge of the bed with the cup and saucer in her hands. The porcelain shook as tears moved down her cheeks.


That was it. He wasn't going to sit here and watch her fall apart. To hell with giving her space. He'd tried desperately not to touch her at all the previous night. Except for the brief hand on her knee and the hand at her back as they'd walked into the house—an old unconscious habit he barely noticed anymore—he'd kept a polite distance because she didn't need another man pawing at her. Not now.


Gabe turned off the flat screen and went to her room. She jumped when he walked in without knocking. It made him irrationally angry. It was his goddamn room. He wasn't going to knock every fucking time! 


"Gabe? What-?"


He took the teacup and saucer from her hands and set it on the cart. Then he pulled her up and into his arms. She sobbed against him while he petted her hair.


"Shhhh you're okay. Everything's going to be fine now."


"W-what if he comes back?"


Who? Dmitri? No-Brian. 


"He won't. Everyone in the house knows you're off limits, and now Brian does, too."


He guided her back to sit on the edge of the bed and passed the cup and saucer back to her. "Drink your tea."


Gabe sat in a nearby chair while she sipped at the hot brew.


"Did you run a bath?" he asked. He was certain she had, but it wasn't as if he could announce he knew that.


"Yes. It might get cold."


"I'll drain it and start it over. Finish your tea."


She didn't protest when he went to the bathroom and drained the water out. Gabe's bathroom had a large claw foot tub. It was deep enough for the water to nearly cover a grown man if you sunk down a little. 


When he refilled it, he added bubbles. He should have wired up this room too—as if that wouldn't have betrayed bad intentions. If he was watching her to keep her safe, then wiring up the bathroom would be inappropriate. He'd known that the previous night, and he knew it now. Still, he wasn't sure if he had the strength to leave her naked in the tub without at least having a high definition view of the event.


She was his. He'd paid half a fucking million for her. No. You paid to rescue her-his better angels whispered. Fuck that. She's mine!


He could look at her whenever he wanted. He could touch her whenever he wanted. However he wanted. He could make her wear humiliating outfits that barely covered an inch of her skin. He could share her. He could parade her around. He could fill those delicate little orifices with anything he wanted. Fingers, tongue, cock, toys, those twisted little fucking machines they kept buying. He wanted to put her in one of the house's special chastity belts with the attached dildo set on the lowest vibration until she crawled and begged for him to let her come. He wanted to watch her whimper and writhe at his feet, begging for each new delicious game he would introduce her to.


She was all his. There wasn't a thing in the world she could do to stop him or protest or escape him. He could have her every night and every day however and whenever he wanted for as long as he wanted and the only weapons she had were that pouty lip and her tears.


That was enough. 


He couldn't bring himself to betray her or hurt her, and he didn't get off on unwelcome pain like Brian did. Now, in the light of day, it seemed impossible to think she would ever willingly come to him. How would that bridge be crossed? How could it be? If he tried anything, he would never know if she wanted it or if she was just scared and didn't want to anger him. If he didn't, he couldn't imagine she'd ever approach him on her own. How could anyone who'd been treated like she had willingly enter even into a vanilla relationship with a man again? This whole thing was fucked.


And the worst part was, no matter what he'd told her, he could see reaching a point where he had no more patience, where he might just take and damn the consequences to her soul or to his. If he couldn't manage to find a way to woo her into his bed and then further into his darker tastes, at what point would he snap and do it anyway? At what point would he resent her too much to give a damn about her feelings?


It was evil and unfair, but goddammit she'd wanted him so much. As much as he'd wanted her. They'd spent months flirting and bantering at the bar. And if he hadn't been so fucking stupid and scared her away the night they went out, things could have been so different. He could have had her in his collar by now. It wasn't as if she'd never been attracted to him. It wasn't as if he hadn't seen the whisper of the submissive urge in the way she reacted to him without realizing it. 


She'd begged him not to leave her that night. And yet he had. Like a fucking idiot. And here they were in this place where she might not feel safe to do anything with anyone again, where she might be too traumatized to cross that bridge and where he didn't know if he was strong enough not to push her across it.


Gabe turned the water off and went back into the main room. Julie had finished her cup of tea and was now looking at him like a cat about to be taken to the vet. Wary. Ready to scramble and claw if he got too near. The embrace she'd melted and sobbed into minutes before would not have an encore.


It's been one day. Get a grip.


"Well, I'll leave you to it, then. Will you have dinner with me later?"


"Okay."


Gabe nodded and left the room. Moments after he'd closed the door behind him, he heard the lock click in place. Well, served him right. He had barged in. What did he expect her to do?


He really should be going about his day, training the girls, having a little fun—anything to take the edge off, but instead he found himself glued to the screen in his room. He watched her finish her tea and disappear into the bathroom. She was in there a long time, and he worried she'd fallen asleep in the tub. He was ready to go get a master key and storm his way in there after her, when Julie emerged from the bathroom.


She was wrapped up in his too-large-for-her terrycloth bathrobe. She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled back the covers on the bed. She'd run the bath he'd asked. She'd drank her tea like he'd asked. And now she was lying down for a nap like he'd asked. He had to get a collar around this girl's throat somehow. And he didn't want to do it the evil way. 


When she took off the robe, Gabe's breath hitched in his throat. It hadn't been that hard to imagine what she must look like nude, particularly with what she'd been wearing last night at Dmitri's. But seeing it was another thing. He had no doubt Dmitri had many ways of abusing the girls he'd been prostituting, but whatever punishments he'd devised, he hadn't allowed anything to mar their skin.


It made sense. After all, the clients of Dmitri's house liked it vanilla and clean and elegant and well-oiled and dressed and perfumed. Those men wouldn't be turned on by the deep red welt of a whip's lash. They wanted the perfectly groomed, coiffed, and thrilled-to-please fantasy. They wanted girls that were nice and compliant.


Julie was thinner than Gabe would like these days, but she'd return to her former more healthy weight no doubt after a few weeks on Phyllis's food. Her hip bones poked out a little, and Gabe could see the slight outline of her ribs. But this didn't detract from the gentle curve of her waist or the pert breasts he wanted to run his tongue over.


Between her legs there was no hair. The skin was smooth and no doubt soft, like he liked it. Gabe tried not to think about the fact that she wasn't waxed because she was into it, but because Dmitri's clients had been. And yet—she might let the hair grow out for a time—briefly reclaim her freedom and privacy—but if she became his, it was getting waxed right back off again and staying that way forever.


It wasn't that he had any problem with the way a woman naturally looked. It was that hair got in the way of his pleasure and hers. He wanted to lick smooth unobstructed skin. He wanted a clear view that kept nothing hidden from his gaze. At least she was used to waxing. 


After a few minutes, Julie got into the bed and pulled the covers over her. She didn't bother putting any clothes on like she had the night before. With her door locked, she must be feeling braver. Once she'd finally fallen asleep, Gabe got up and turned off the flat screen and went downstairs. He had a raging hard on and he needed to find someone who would be happy to play the way he liked.


***


Julie woke with a start and glanced at the clock on Gabe's nightstand. She'd only been asleep an hour. She would like to say she felt rested, but all she could feel at the moment was her heart galloping through her chest like a wild horse. She'd dreamed she was back at Dmitri's. It was just another day, just another gross client. Just another time when she had to close her eyes and pretend it was Gabe.


And now Gabe was here and she was afraid she might have to sleep with him. How screwed up was that? The fantasy of the one guy that had gotten her through the worst of it and now she was horrified she might actually get the fantasy? But imaginary Gabe had been tame with the same bland desires as Dmitri's clientele. With fantasy Gabe, she had been the one in control. It was the one bit of pretend-control that had helped her stay sane in there.


Julie got up and put some clothes on—bright fuschia shorts and a white tee shirt—and splashed some water on her face in the bathroom. She'd forgotten to call Phyllis to take her tea things, so she pressed the number three on the intercom. She didn't bother with shoes. It was the middle of the summer and the floor was a comfortable temperature beneath her feet. It wasn't like she was going anywhere.


She unlocked the door and peered out into the hallway. She didn't know what she'd expected. Gabe to be lurking like a hungry wolf ready to devour her? She checked next door, but he wasn't in his room either. She went in. This really should be her room, but it felt forbidden to be in here. Sure, there was only one small window and it was a bit dark, but she'd feel much better if she was in this room and not taking Gabe's much nicer, larger room from him. 


The accommodations were simple—a large bed with some shackles on the wall. Don't think about that part. There was a box at the foot of the bed. Julie opened it and then wished she hadn't. All sorts of twisted, kinky toys and bondage equipment. She slammed the box shut quickly and then went to check out the small attached bathroom. On the wall back in the main room was a large flat screen TV. Odd, because she hadn't noticed a TV in Gabe's room. She couldn't find a remote so she pushed the power button at the bottom of the screen.


It took her a moment to realize what she was seeing. She'd expected cable or satellite TV. A movie, or a TV show, or the news. Instead, what she saw was Gabe's room...her room. He was spying on her? Her face flamed as she realized she'd walked around in the bedroom after her bath without clothes on. Had he been watching? Maybe not.
Maybe he'd gone back downstairs.


Fear would have been normal. And a part of her wanted to run and hide. She wasn't sure how much good it would do her, but it was an option she was at least considering. But then that friendly feeling of anger returned, pressing warmth up the back of her neck and into her cheeks. It was a surging, powerful energy. Underneath it was hurt and betrayal, but she wouldn't let herself feel that. Just the anger. Anger felt safer. 


Fuck Gabe. Fuck his pretend noble morals. Fuck his supposed kindness. He was spying on her, watching her undress. After everything that had happened with Dmitri he couldn't give her an inch of space? He didn't care about her any more than that? All men were monsters. All of them were liars. Hadn't she learned that well enough by now?


She'd been kidding herself, trying to keep the fantasy version of Gabe once the real one had descended into her life again. If he'd had soft feelings for her, that had been before—when she was pure and innocent and sweet and probably still pushed all his creepy little buttons—just another virgin for him to deflower. But now? Now that she was all spoiled and used up and tainted. Oh, now he thought he could do whatever he wanted with her. Why give her the illusion of any of this? Why not take what the fuck he wanted? Like all the rest did? 


It wasn't like she wasn't used to it. It wasn't as if trauma hadn't become the new normal. She'd probably be more likely to fall apart and turn into a wilting flower if he was nice to her. Nice threw her off balance. She didn't know what to do with nice. Casual cruelty had become expected, routine. There was comfort in routine.


And then there was all that money he'd paid Dmitri. Of course he planned to do whatever he wanted with her. He'd bought her. She was just another expensive possession to him.


Julie flicked off the screen, and before her brain could catch up to what the rest of her was doing, she raced down the stairs. She practically ran over Annette in the foyer. 


"Where's Gabe?" she demanded.


Annette was taken aback no doubt by the sudden personality shift. "I-I don't know. Is something wrong? Can I help?"


"No. Where might he be?"


"Well, I mean, h-he could be in one of the play rooms. I thought I saw him going that way about an hour ago. He looked pretty keyed up."


"And where are these play rooms?"


Annette pointed down a long hallway.


"Thanks."


"Do you want me to come with you?"


"No."


"It might not be wise t-to interrupt him."


Julie's eyes narrowed. "I'll be fine." She wasn't sure if she would be, but she was at least reasonably certain he wouldn't shoot her. She hadn't seen a single gun on anybody since she'd been here. And she'd been looking pretty intently for them.


"O-okay, then." Annette excused herself and went back to the other end of the house.


After everything Julie had survived, she wasn't about to cower and huddle anymore. She was done. She'd risked her life more than once to try to escape Dmitri. If she couldn't escape Gabe and he wasn't going to treat her like a human, what difference did it make what happened to her now? She wasn't going to sit around all weak and demure hoping he would have mercy on her. He'd been creeping on her. If he wanted to be a monster, then he sure as hell better be one out in the open. She couldn't stand the pretense. The uncertainty. She couldn't stand to sit like a terrified little rabbit, waiting to be his prey. 


She poked her head into a few empty rooms that looked like they could be porno sets. They probably were. Then she heard voices coming from the end of the hall. She took a deep breath, grasped the doorknob, and pushed the door open.


It took her a moment to realize what she was seeing. This room looked similar to the others. Like a porno set. There was a professional camera set up in one corner but it didn't appear to be on. Neither were the bright set lights. On one end of the room was a blonde girl. She was naked and on her knees, tied up, and attached to a machine that was fucking her. Gabe sat in a chair in front of her, looking amused, while she was busy attending to his erection with her mouth.


Julie refused to let herself process it or to decide on an emotion to have about it. She was doing all she could to hold onto the one emotion that made her feel like a normal human being: anger.


There was another large box of toys near where she stood. Gabe was so lost in his own pleasure he hadn't heard the door open. Before she lost her nerve, she grabbed a dildo out of the toy box and hurled it at Gabe's head. It missed her target and hit his shoulder instead. She'd chucked it so hard at him, it made a loud thud when it made contact. It might leave a bruise, an idea she found ridiculously satisfying. This sense of contentment did not last long, however.


Gabe rounded on her, his eyes blazing. But she was still too angry and shocked by what she'd walked in on to process the fact that maybe she should be afraid right now. Maybe she should have been demure and sweet and waited and hoped he stayed nice to her. So what if he was perving on her. It wasn't like it was the worst thing that had happened the past few months. And it was Gabe. He was hot. She'd liked him. Liked—past tense—being the key word, here.


"I can't believe you would spy on me!" she shouted, more to fill the increasingly distressing silence than anything else.


He stared at her for another moment. Julie paused to consider her options; the smartest one seemed to be running. Maybe she should have put on shoes after all.


"Pam, stop," Gabe said. The girl at his feet hadn't slowed down during all this.


She finally pulled back. "Yes, sir."


Julie started to back away, inching toward the door, while Gabe zipped himself back up. Then he turned off the machine and started to undo the other girl's bonds. He didn't look up from his task when he said: "Julie, if you run from me, you will regret it. Don't move another inch."


Julie stopped, frozen in place. There had always been something about Gabe. When he told you to do something, you did it. She couldn't explain why. It still made the most sense in her head to run, but Gabe said don't move and she found herself unable to go against him. She couldn't be sure if it was fear, or an emotion far more subtle. She'd always responded this way to him. So despite everything inside her screaming to run, she stayed.


"Pam, you can go. Lock the door on your way out. I don't want to be disturbed."


"Yes, sir." The girl spared Julie a look on her way out the door that made Julie want to run even more, but Gabe was stronger and faster, and he might not shoot her, but what the hell was wrong with her? Why had she gotten so angry? Because she'd stupidly trusted him. Though she'd known how foolish it was, she'd trusted him when he'd said he would protect her and that he wouldn't hurt her. But he just wanted to use her and toss her aside like all the others had. He wasn't going to like sex with her when he did it. She hadn't been very popular at Dmitri's house with the other men. She saw no reason why that should be any different with Gabe.


The door clicked shut, and he slowly crossed the room to her.


"Were you aiming for my head?" he asked.


"Yes."


"Be glad you missed. Sit."


"W-where?"


"My chair is fine."


Julie crossed the room and sat in the chair he'd vacated. This was so weird. This whole thing was so weird. Sure, she hadn't thought past the initial thrill of throwing the first thing she found at his head, but this almost business-like reaction was freaking her out.


Gabe paced back and forth and sighed. She wasn't sure what she'd expected, but this wasn't it. For a shocking moment right after the dildo had hit him and he'd rounded on her all fury and shock, she'd been sure he would jump out of the chair and pounce on her like a wild animal. But this calmness was more frightening. It was the behavior of someone who knew he had the upper hand and that he could take his time meting out whatever retribution he decided on. He was calm and calculated like Dmitri and that scared the shit out of her.


"I can't believe you did that," he said finally.


Julie stayed quiet.


"Not even going to
apologize?"


"I'm not sorry."


Gabe's eyebrows rose the slightest bit. "I know you're not a stupid person, so can I assume you're really brave?"


Julie's hands started to shake, and she put them on her lap in an attempt to still them. She shrugged.


Gabe moved closer and put one hand on either arm of the chair she was sitting in. He leaned in so close she could smell his shampoo.


"Look at me."


She looked up. Some of his anger had melted away. That was something at least. Maybe now she could go back to the be nice and sweet plan and all would be forgotten and forgiven.


"I told you I wasn't going to force you to be my slave. But I still paid half a million dollars..."


"You said that was ransom. You said I wasn't your property."


Gabe pushed off the chair and took a few steps back as if he needed to put some distance between them. "Fuck it. I lied. You are mine. Yes, I wired up your room for surveillance. Half to keep an eye on you in case you needed something, and yes, half because I wanted to look at what is mine."


Tears began to roll down Julie's cheeks. She'd expected another lie at least. He couldn't have the
decency of shame about it?


"Don't do that. You threw a fucking dildo at me. Don't do the pathetic crying routine."


"So everything's a lie. You're going to take what you want from me and prostitute me and who cares because I'm just a whore anyway, right?"


"Oh, for God's sake. No! I didn't lie to you. I lied to myself. I thought I could separate things out fully, that I could think of the money as a ransom and see myself as some big hero rescuing you. But that's not realistic. I do want you. You are mine. And yes, I know how creepy it is that I wired your room up. And if you want me to say I plan to unhook it and stop watching you-well, I won't. But I'm not going to force myself on you. And if you think I would share you with anybody else in this house or elsewhere, then you don't know the first thing about me."


"But you said you weren't monogamous."


"I didn't mean I would pass you around."


"So you want to play around with others, but won't let me do the same?"


Gabe's eyes narrowed. "Really? You want to play around, Julie?"


She looked down at the floor. "No."


"That's what I thought. And I was clear that if we were in a relationship, it wouldn't be equal."


She decided to move right past all that. She didn't want to be in a relationship with Gabe Griffin. Or she shouldn't want to be in one. And she didn't think she could handle it anyway. "Are there cameras in the bathroom?" she asked.


"No."


"Are you going to put them in the bathroom?"


"No."


"Fine. I'll change clothes in there, then."


"Fine." He moved back to her and held out a hand. "Come with me."


"Where are we going?"


"I'm taking you to the dungeon to punish you."


Julie drew back—not that there was anywhere she could go with him looming over her that way, but she made a solid attempt. "I-I thought you said..."


"You want to know the full truth?"


"No." She absolutely did not. She was ninety percent sure the less she knew about his plans and intentions the better.


A small smile crept across his face and then disappeared again, yet the amusement lingered in his eyes. "Tough. I'm telling you anyway. There is nothing I want more than to put a collar around your throat, force you to call me master, and start training you in the finer points of pleasing me. But I do care about you. Deeply. I have for months. And my feelings did not alter even a little bit when I saw you at Dmitri's. The way I want things to be between us is not because of some shame you're carrying around over what happened to you. I wanted these things on our first date. But I don't want an unwilling victim. I want you to come to me on your own."


"That's not going to happen. I'm not like that. I don't want the same things you want. If you want me in your chains you'll have to take it because I will never..."


"Give it some time. You might change your mind."


"I won't."


"Be that as it may, you threw a dildo at my head. I may not be planning to enslave you against your will, but I sure as shit am going to punish you for what you did. You want to stay safe from my whip? Then don't assault me."


"I'm sorry. I promise, I won't do it again."


The smile on his face this time was grim. "I know you won't. But you're still not getting away with it this time."


"But I thought you cared..."


"Julie, if you don't get up out of that chair and come with me peacefully now, I will throw you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes and carry you down. And then your punishment will be worse. Let's go."


She stood up and his fingers threaded through hers, then they walked quietly from the room, down the hall, through the foyer, and to another more narrow and darker hallway. Annette and a few others watched from the foyer. Julie couldn't quite decipher the looks on their faces, but she was pretty sure that Pam girl had told everybody upstairs what she'd done. And now they had to all know what was about to happen to her. Julie's face flamed.


After a few moments they were moving down the darker narrow hallway and out of the eavesdropping range of the other girls. "You don't have to do this," Julie whispered.


Gabe chuckled. "Oh, if you knew me at all, you would know that is not true. I'm known as the nice one around here, but that doesn't mean I'm a pushover. Be glad I'm not Brian. I can't imagine what he would do to someone who did what you just did."


The hallway ended with a set of stairs. Gabe led her down them. The floor and walls down below were stone with several doors on either side with windows and bars on the windows. It definitely looked like what she imagined dungeons would look like. At the end of the hallway was a larger wooden door with no window. The door opened and Mina stepped out wearing jeans and a dark purple tank top, her feet bare. She looked much less like a spy now.


Mina looked from Gabe to Julie and then back to Gabe. "What could she have possibly done in this short a time?"


"You don't want to know," Gabe said.


"Oh, but I do," Mina replied. "Given what you told me, what could she have possibly done to warrant-I mean-you know how I was when I came here-even Brian would never..."


"You didn't throw a dildo at Brian's head. You were too terrified to remotely defy him. That's the difference."


Mina muffled a laugh and slipped past them and up the stairs. From the top she said, "You can use cell A. It's unlocked."


"Thanks."


"And Gabe?" she called down.


"Yeah?"


"Go easy on her. Different people react in different ways to trauma. You might not like the behavior, but do you really want to kill that fire?"


Julie didn't exactly love the two of them discussing her like she wasn't there, but at the moment she preferred Gabe forget she was there. And she'd take anything that might help smooth over the situation she'd gotten herself into.


"Mina, stay out of it. She will get the punishment that is warranted, and if she's smart she won't ever do it again."


"Hey, I don't care what you do. I just don't want you to fuck this up. For your sake." Then she was gone. 


Gabe led Julie through the door marked A and locked it behind them. Inside the room were a couple of large boxes with mystery contents—but Julie had at least some idea by now. There was bondage furniture all throughout the room as well as a few large poles that went from ceiling to floor and had some sort of metal attachments on them.


Now that they were down here, scared didn't begin to cover what was going through her head. Where was that stupid anger from before? As terrified as she'd been at Dmitri's house, it was nothing compared to right now. As bad as all that had been, she'd learned pretty early on that nobody was going to beat her, and if she didn't try to escape they wouldn't kill her. 


And as horrible as what she had to do was, she could play mental games in her head to make it sort of okay. Sometimes. And there were the other girls with her. But right now she didn't know what Gabe was going to do to her-what he was capable of. And with the surroundings in this room, things didn't look hopeful.


She took several steps back until she ran out of space. Oh good. Smart. Let's stand in a corner like a dumbass where there's nowhere left to run. Not that there was anywhere for her to run anyway. The door locked with a key, and that key was in Gabe's pocket. And otherwise, besides the bondage equipment and big boxes of nightmare fuel, there were just four solid stone walls.


"Gabe, please. Be reasonable. Please don't hurt me. I swear I'll be good. I won't do anything like that again, I promise. Please."


He crossed the room to her, and now there really was nowhere to go. He pressed his thumbs gently against her face and wiped the tears away. "Breathe. I'm not going to do anything to you that you can't take. I'm not going to do anything sexual to you so you can stop worrying about that. But there are consequences to behaviors in this house."


"C-can't I have a warning? Just this once? I swear I will never do anything like that again."


"Arguing about your punishment will make it worse. You don't have to accept my collar or sleep with me or anybody else in this house. You don't have to call me master or submit to any kinky whims I have...unless, of course...you accept my collar. But there are rules, and you will be punished if you break them. The rules are: no physically or verbally abusive behavior toward me or anybody else in this house. And no disrespecting me."


"What does no disrespecting you mean?"


"It means be polite. If you have a problem with me, keep it private between us. Don't make our business other people's business and don't start fights or arguments in public. I might not have Brian's reputation in this house, but I do have at least some reputation. You can't undermine me in front of the other girls. You are being punished not just for what you did, but also for doing it in front of someone else. Our business is our business. It's not a show for the other people in this house. Understand?"


"Yes."


"Good."


She half expected him to make her call him sir or something like that other girl had. But he made no comment on lack of address. She already knew what word he wanted her to use, and he could keep on dreaming. As if anything he did in this room was going to endear her to him. 


"Gabe, I-I know you have the power here and can do what you want, but if you want me to do anything with you willingly ever, then you won't do what you're planning because I promise you I will never willingly do anything you want if you do this."


He laughed. "I see we've moved to the bargaining phase. I'll take that as a challenge. Let me warn you now that negotiation is over. It's time for acceptance." 


She'd started crying again as he pulled her away from the wall and led her to one of the poles. And now she was shaking again.


"Are you cold or scared?"


"You know the answer to that."


"I'm just checking. You're about to be naked."


"What?" By this point, Julie was sure this was all a bad dream. Maybe it was the tea. Could peppermint tea cause strange dreams? She was sure she was still upstairs napping and only thought she'd woken up. Maybe this was all part of the dream.


"Raise your arms."


The stupid part of her brain that couldn't ignore his demands caused her to raise her arms over her head. Gabe peeled the white T-shirt off, and she shivered.


"It is a little cold down here." Gabe stepped over to the wall and raised the thermostat a couple of degrees. "Let me know if it gets too hot and I'll turn it down."


Why did he care about the temperature? He was about to hit her. What the fuck was wrong with this guy? 


He opened one of the boxes and pulled out a long strip of black cloth. Julie flinched and took a step back but he caught her by the wrist and pulled her back to him. Then he used the cloth to blindfold her. He pushed the shorts down over her hips and removed her bra and panties. She just stood there. It was like that first night in the house with Dmitri when he'd wanted to ensure she hadn't marked herself up with tattoos and piercings.


She remembered how she'd closed her eyes, as if it could shield her from his gaze. Was Gabe giving her space with the blindfold? No. She couldn't let herself ascribe kind motives to him. Gabe wasn't kind. He was no better than Dmitri. And possibly far worse. And to think she'd spent months praying and imagining Gabe somehow finding and rescuing her. Him finding her was the last thing she should have wished for.


He put soft leather cuffs around her wrists and ankles and then attached her to the pole.


"I wish I didn't have to do this to you," Gabe said. "Especially so early."


"Nobody's making you," she said, not sure if that would rile him up more.


He sighed. "If you really knew and understood me you would know I can't let something like this go. You don't have to be my slave, but you have to show basic respect, and these kinds of power struggles are not okay with me."


She could feel him getting inside her head. As if this was normal and okay. As if she somehow deserved what he was about to do. He'd started this shit. He'd spied on her. He could lie all he wanted, but he had plans for her, plans she'd told him repeatedly she wasn't interested in participating in. And she was the bad one in need of punishment? He was in need of a jail cell, like all the men back at Dmitri's house.


She jumped when Gabe's large
warm hand pressed gently against her back. 


"This is going to hurt. There will be welts, but I won't break your skin. And you will only get ten lashes. Count them. Let's get this over with so we can enjoy the rest of our evening."


She thought about arguing with him or saying something snide, but his tone was so utterly serious and-different-that all she could bring herself to say was, "Okay."


There was nothing she could do to get out of this. All she could do was hope that he kept these promises. If he didn't-what then? And if he did-what then? He said he liked to whip women, so if he liked it, why did he act like this pained him somehow? 


A solid strip of leather snapped hard against her back, taking her breath away for a second.


"Count, Julie. Or I have to start over."


Sure he did.


"O-one."


"Good girl."


Despite the shock and indignity of the pain he'd just caused, when he said good girl, something weird happened in her stomach. It was like a small glowing warmth-this weird sort of-pleasure. What the fuck? No! No. This was not who she was. She had managed to get through everything at Dmitri's house. She hadn't liked any of it and that was the part that somehow allowed her to keep herself together. She didn't like this either, obviously, but why did hearing him call her a good girl cause that reaction?


She should hate him. She should murder him in his sleep, assuming he didn't lock his door at night.


The second lash seemed to come out of nowhere. She was so lost in thought trying to process everything that she'd forgotten more were coming.


"T-two," she stammered out.


Each time the whip came down, it seemed to sting a tiny bit more than the time before. She was sure he was going to break her skin. Or that he'd keep going. Or that he'd fuck her against his promise or do something else awful.


"Julie, I feel like you aren't with me here. Does this need to be harder? I'm going easy on you for
your first punishment."


This was going easy? "N-no."


"Number?"


"Seven."


Her arms burned hanging as they were in the leather cuffs. She'd somehow lost track of her nudity. Officially, she was mortified, but-there were bigger issues.


The eighth lash came down much harder than the others. It pulled her out of her endless tangle of thoughts. Her mind went utterly and completely silent. There was nothing now but the sharp bright burn against her flesh, the sound of the heat purring gently through the vent, and Gabe's unflinching presence that seemed to suck up all the air. It wasn't that she heard him-she felt him, this energy that emanated from him and rolled out over her, covering her like a blanket.


"Julie!"


"Y-yes?" Tears had started to move down her cheeks again, but they weren't the softly rolling tears of before. They'd morphed into pathetic convulsive sobs.


"What number?"


"E-eight." I hate him.


"Good girl."


And then that stupid horrible fucking flutter again, that glowing warmth in her stomach. It made her feel as though she'd become invisibly attached to him. 


The last two lashes were slightly more tolerable. He'd gotten what he'd wanted from her. The tears. That little break in something that she couldn't quite find and didn't know how to patch up. At Dmitri's all the other broken places she'd found a mental game or rationalization or just a way to cope. But this-there was no way to cope with that-that flutter. She hadn't begged him to stop once he'd gotten started. What was wrong with her?


Gabe undid the blindfold and returned it and the whip to the box he'd gotten it from. Then he took something else from a second box. A black silk robe. He returned to her without a word and undid the cuffs around her ankles and wrists. She collapsed against him and he gently set her down on the ground while he put everything else back up. 


He pulled her to her feet and helped her stand. He helped her into the robe, then he picked her up and carried her out of the room. He was careful not to press against the welts he'd left on her back. She laid her head on his shoulder as he carried her, up the stairs, down the narrow dark hallway, through the foyer. Julie was dimly aware of the milling about and whispering but she didn't raise her head up off Gabe's shoulder.


He carried her up the next flight of stairs and to her bedroom, then he locked the door, took her over to the bed, and laid her down. 


"Take the robe off and lie down on your stomach. I'll be right back."


Again, that weird urge to do what he said had her obeying him. She wanted to say it was fear or survival, self-preservation, but she'd responded this way to him from the moment she'd met him. So fear alone couldn't explain it. When she took the robe off the cool air pressed against the warmth of her back.


Gabe returned and sat on the edge of the bed. She flinched when something cold touched her skin.


"Relax. It's a salve to soothe the welts."


He spent the next several minutes rubbing the cool cream gently into her back. "The welts will fade in a few days," he said. "You might not want to wear a bra until they do."


"Okay."


"Are you ever going to do anything like what you did this afternoon again?" he asked.


"No." Mainly because she was too confused by how she was feeling. What had happened in the dungeon had been painful, but it had been more like a controlled demolition than anything else. He hadn't lost control, or been angry. Once he'd started, she wasn't scared. How was she not scared? 


Back at Dmitri's she'd been convinced that somehow if she ever escaped she would be okay. The core of who she was would still be there. But she couldn't believe that anymore. How could she? Something inside her must have broken beyond any ability to repair it. Why hadn't she tried to fight Gabe? Why hadn't she screamed or begged once he'd started?


It wouldn't have done any good of course. Maybe it would have made things worse. She wanted more than anything to believe she'd just been too afraid. But she knew that was a lie. She'd been less scared once he'd started than she was on their first date when he'd pressed her against the wall to kiss her a little too aggressively. There was some impossible thing inside her that trusted him. Even with the surveillance and bringing her to the house. It wasn't anything logical that she could lay out on a pro/con list. It was-this feeling.


Gabe finally got up and went to the drawer to get her some panties, shorts, and a T-shirt. He remained silent as he helped her get dressed, then  went back into the bathroom for a moment. When he came back out, he had a hairbrush. She actually cringed, like he was going to hit her with it or something, but he sat down behind her and started brushing her hair.


What the fuck was he doing? Rubbing cream on her back. Brushing her hair? This was so weird. She felt like this was some weird brainwashing technique. What was that thing she'd learned about in college-the Patty Hearst thing-some syndrome-Stock... something. Anyway, that had to be what he was doing. 


As if reading her mind, Gabe said, "Typically, when people do this in a more consensual situation, this is called aftercare. This happens after heavy play, but I do it after punishment also to make sure you're okay and that you feel safe. I know this is all very strange to you."


"You punished me. Like you had the right to..."


"If you hadn't thrown something at me, it wouldn't have happened. Did I harm or damage you?"


"No, but it's not right. It's-weird and gross and-wrong."


"If you say so." He set the brush down on the night table. "We're going to have dinner in about an hour out here on the balcony. I'll bring it up. Go find Annette and borrow a nice dress from her for dinner. Something backless."


"I..." She wasn't calling him master and he wasn't fucking her-yet-or doing other weird kinky things to her. And yes, she had thrown something at him, so maybe she had instigated what happened in the dungeon. Maybe. But it still felt wrong. It felt like he was trying to slowly ease her into being his slave...and she'd already said...


"Did you not agree to have dinner with me? Did you change your mind?"


"I-no, dinner is fine."


"Good, go get dressed. Annette will help you get ready."


She stood and went to the door. Gabe's voice stopped her.


"Julie, you will be mine. I'm more sure of it now than I've been since I met you. You didn't have the experience to know what you wanted. And you still don't have it. But I've seen enough women come through these doors to know a sub when she comes apart under my whip. You will beg to wear my collar."


She didn't turn around or argue with him; she just left because there was a small part of her that was scared he might be right.





Chapter Seven


Gabe pressed the number three on the intercom and ordered up a special dinner from Phyllis. He wanted to take Julie out someplace nice. Like Sakura. Maybe it would be good for her. But he didn't quite trust yet that she wouldn't call attention and try to get help. Besides, at the moment he also still worried about running into someone from Dmitri's house. Brian and Mina needed to dismantle their operation and all the people inside his organization. Then Gabe might feel safe to take Julie out into the real world again.


Of course, if they killed everyone in Dmitri's organization, what further noble excuse would he have to keep Julie prisoner? For the moment, he could still see it as some kind of twisted protective custody. Maybe after Dmitri and his guys were gone, Gabe could convince himself he was keeping her because she was a threat to his house and would put them all in danger. But he wasn't sure he believed that. Yes, he worried she might still seek help if given an opportunity, but if he let her go—once Dmitri was taken care of—Gabe didn't really believe she'd go to the police.


Even after one day here, he knew she wouldn't betray him. She already felt the pull to him. Maybe it was a stupid thing to worry about. The way she was going, she'd be in his collar well before the hit on Dmitri's house went down. Then there would be nothing to consider.


Now more than ever he regretted not sticking around. He could have dated her. He could have given her a chance. She'd been so innocent. Of course she didn't know what she wanted. But he'd been afraid he was only seeing what he wanted to see because he wanted her so much. Not every woman was like this. Plenty fantasized occasionally but most didn't actually want this life.


And those who did tended to have some fucked-up fantasies from a pretty early age. The fact that she'd seemed so innocent made it seem impossible she would want this, that she could want it. But he hadn't been mistaken in the dungeon. Something had happened down there. And now he was convinced.


If she wasn't like him, she would have begged and screamed once he got started. Or she would have frozen up in fear. But she wouldn't have fallen under that almost hypnotic wave. She wouldn't have surrendered pieces of herself to him. She wouldn't have trusted him. She shouldn't have anyway. Kinky or not, after the stuff with Dmitri, Gabe couldn't imagine how she'd found a space to trust him. But he was grateful for it.


He'd mentally berated himself the entire way down to the dungeons, and Mina's speech hadn't helped. He felt like a monster punishing this girl one day after she got here, when he'd told her he'd protect her and keep her safe, but he couldn't let her get away with things like that.


Gabe crossed to a mirror on the wall and lifted the sleeve of his shirt. A bruise was already forming. The girl could throw. On some level, he had to admit it was pretty funny, even if he was the one who'd gotten hit with it. Mina was right about that much. He didn't want to kill the thing inside Julie that gave her that kind of bravery. He just didn't want her using it against him and undermining him in the house.


***


Gabe sat out on the balcony. The table had been set: a nice white linen tablecloth with a thin white-on-white pinstripe, candles, flowers, Italian food. He stood when Julie stepped outside in a backless black dress like he'd requested. He wanted to see the marks he'd left on her. He'd wanted everyone in the house to see them as well. It was part of why he'd wanted Annette to help her get ready—so she'd have to walk through the house with those marks on display.


She might not be wearing his collar yet, but she was wearing something of his at least.


Gabe pulled her chair out and she sat. 


"Gabe?"


"Hmmm?"


"I-is this a date?"


"Yes, this is a date. I asked you to dinner. You said yes. Did you think it was just a friends thing?"


"N-no. But I didn't know it was a-date."


"Does that bother you?"


She shrugged. "I already told you-I-I can't be who you want me to be. I'm not-"


"You're not what?"


"I can't happily fall down at your feet and be your slave. Don't you get that?"


Gabe poured her some wine and pulled the silver lids off the food. "Eat. Before it gets cold."


She took several bites, as did he, and he started the second interview. "Why can't you be my slave?"


Julie looked up, startled. "What do you mean why? Do you want the list?"


"Yes. Give me the list. Don't leave anything out."


"There's what happened at Dmitri's for starters. I don't know if I can ever get past that and I'm afraid any kind of sexual relationship with a man will be tainted by what happened to me. And that's not even getting into all the weird shit you're into."


Gabe nearly choked on his food and took a sip of wine. It wasn't that he wasn't glad she felt so free to be that honest, he was just surprised.


"Are you okay?" she asked.


He smiled. "Fine. Continue your list."


"Well, I mean-and you don't like to share, well I don't like to share either. If I was with you, I don't know if I could watch you be with other women. Though maybe I could because it might mean less weird stuff for me. I-I can't wrap my mind around this stuff and don't think I could..."


Gabe put his fork down and interrupted while she floundered adorably for more words. "Every time I tell you to do something, you do it. It's like you can't help yourself. You like obeying me."


Her face blanched. Maybe a little too much too soon. But it was true. She had to know she was doing it.


"I don't think-no-I-I don't know why I do that. I-I'm not usually like that with people."


Gabe nodded. "And then down in the dungeon. That reaction is not the reaction of a truly vanilla soul, you know."


She started to cry. Oh shit. He hadn't meant to make her cry. He'd just wanted her to see that yes, this could work. They could be happy, if she'd give it half a chance and stop second guessing and judging herself.


"I know. Something's wrong with me. From Dmitri's. I don't know what. I don't-I don't know why I reacted that way, but it's got to be something wrong with me. It's not-it's not normal. And I don't think I ever would have-if-"


"You're not broken. You reacted to me before Dmitri."


"I know-but not-to-you didn't hit me!"


"You make it sound like I punched you or threw a dildo at your head."


Julie laughed. "Sorry. I'm still upset about the cameras. I'm still changing in the bathroom. I don't want you to-even though you saw in the dungeon..."


Gabe held up a hand to stop her before she tripped all over herself again. "I know. Julie, listen. I never expected something like this to happen. I didn't think I needed or wanted anything deeper with anyone than what I already had with the girls at the house. Then I met you and I thought I'd do normal with you, and kinky with them. But after months of trying to convince myself otherwise and trying to forget you, I found that was impossible. I can't lie to myself anymore. I want it all with you. I always thought that if I did have something like that, there would be no question that the woman I was with was a hundred percent into it as well. I didn't imagine I would pretty much buy someone or that I would rescue-kidnap them. I didn't think it would be someone who didn't even know if she was kinky. I want you. I know you wanted me. I think you still want me. And I think you're far kinkier than you think you are. I'm not sure how to navigate what you've gone through, but I can't pretend that I'm not going to keep trying to win you over to my side."


"But what if I never come to your side?"


Gabe sighed. Yeah, that was a good question. What if she was too stubborn? What if she resisted and never came around? What if she wouldn't let herself have this thing with him because, God only knew what, was rattling around in her head trying to convince her she couldn't have it, shouldn't have it, that it was too dangerous. That it was wrong.


"Gabe?" she prodded.


"I said I wasn't going to hurt you. I don't know what the fuck I'm going to do if you don't come around. Let's date like a couple of normal people with none of the weird stuff as you call it. And let's just see what happens. I promise you I won't do anything kinky or strange or overly controlling until you agree and are in my collar. Okay?"


Julie looked back at her plate, unsure. "O-okay, but what about what happened in the dungeon?"


"What about it? I told you the rules. As long as you behave like a civilized and moderately respectful human being, that won't happen again. Though, if you want to know the truth, I think you want it to."


Her face flamed at that. He was right. He knew he was fucking right. It took every ounce of self-control to not slap a collar on her and force her to be what he wanted her to be. More than anything now because he knew it was who she was already. But it would break her and he would never have her trust. And he wasn't Brian. Even Brian
had behaved more civilized when it came to the woman he'd wanted in his collar.


After several minutes of silence Julie finally said, "Okay, we can date. Like normal people. But-even without the kink, I'm not sure about..."


Gabe knew where she was going with this. She wasn't sure about sex. If she could handle normal sex after Dmitri's house. That was always going to be there, lurking in the shadows. Gabe swallowed the bite of food he'd been chewing and held up a hand to stop her again, no sense in letting her torture and contort herself this way trying to make him understand something he already understood perfectly well. He wasn't a fool.


"Julie, listen. I don't mean sex. I mean getting to know each other. Having dinner together. Spending time together. Maybe affection, but I'm not asking for sex. I don't want that in a vanilla context anyway. If we go to that place, it will be only if you're in my collar and we're doing all the other stuff as well."


She finally relaxed a fraction. "Okay. I can do that."


Gabe put down his fork, got up from the table, went to the far end of the balcony, and looked out over the property. He was so glad they were outdoors. He didn't think he could deal with this conversation inside. It would be too stifling. 


"Gabe? Is...did I say something wrong?"


He turned back toward her. She looked so lost. If only she could trust him. For a week. If she'd give him a week of total trust and submission, she would see this was right for her, for them. 


"Look, I don't want this to be something you have to force yourself to do. Are you not attracted anymore? You wanted me for months. Even after our first date where I scared you, you still begged me not to leave you and to take things slowly. I'm offering that and you act as though this is some sort of sentence. If your feelings have somehow changed..."


"No! T-they haven't changed."


"Come here."


Julie scooted her chair back and crossed the balcony to him.


"Turn," he said when she reached him. He couldn't resist giving commands. It was too much who he was, but she didn't seem to mind it.


She turned and he ran his fingertips over the barely raised welts on her back. 


"People in the house saw them," she said.


"I know."


He turned her to face him and leaned in and pressed a soft kiss on her lips. It was clear from the way she pressed against him, and how her hands moved around the back of his neck, that she wanted him to go further. But there was only so far things would go without a collar. He pulled back and searched her eyes. 
 

If only he hadn't been such a stupid bastard. Everything that had happened to her was his fault. She'd practically been gift wrapped for him, and he'd tossed her aside. Why? Because she had needed more time? Oh, the horrors! He'd been an impatient bastard, and it had cost them both. Her far more than him. So he could be as patient as he needed to be now.


He pressed a kiss against her forehead. "I'm so sorry I left you that night. If I could go back and do it over-I would have listened to you and taken things slowly like you asked me."


"It's okay. You couldn't have known."


"Do you need to talk to someone?" Gabe asked.


"Talk to someone?"


"Like a therapist. We have someone here in the house. He could talk to you." Gabe inwardly cringed as he made the offer. Lindsay had never caused Gabe any personal problems, but he'd witnessed how the shrink had tried to interfere with Mina and Brian. And Gabe had to admit that he didn't like the idea of Lindsay insinuating himself inside his and Julie's relationship anymore than Brian had wanted the doctor mixed up in his and Mina's. At the same time, Gabe couldn't have a therapist here on site and not make the offer to her.


Julie shook her head. "No, I-I wouldn't feel comfortable talking to a man about this stuff."


"You could always talk to Annette or Mina. Mina might be your best option. She doesn't have the same history as you, but she had her own demons to fight past. You might find you have more in common with her than you think. I want you to talk to someone at least. Even if it can't be me or Lindsay. Just-don't keep things bottled."


"I promise," she said.


"Do you need anything else? Drugs, I mean? Lindsay can get you Xanax or another anti-anxiety drug if you need it. Anti-depressants. Sleep aides? Are you sleeping? Whatever you need."


She seemed uncertain at first as if weighing the options, but then she shook her head vehemently. "No, I don't want anything. I do have some trouble sleeping but I don't want to need a pill to sleep. Plus I read a long time ago that it messes with your sleep and doesn't give you proper rest anyway. So what's the point? And yes, I get anxious and sad, but aren't those normal feelings to have under the circumstances?"


"They are."


"Then I don't want to medicate my emotions. If you can really promise me safety, I think someday things will be better. But what good would drugs do? Really? It would only delay things. It doesn't magically erase my memories. If you have a drug that does that, I'll take it."


He chuckled.


Gabe was somewhat relieved she felt that way. He'd seen people get hooked on things. His family hadn't just been a bunch of violent alcoholics. Several of them had been hooked on painkillers and a few sundry other pharmaceuticals. He'd never thought medicating one's feelings was the answer, but it was the standard treatment these days. He didn't want to deny Julie something she might need, at least temporarily, but he'd seen first hand how such things could steal little pieces of your humanity, turn people into deadened zombies, set the stage for addiction and dependence. What started out as a temporary solution often became necessary indefinitely, all usually based on temporary situations that occurred in one's life—situations most people could have otherwise worked through with proper support.


"If you change your mind..."


"I'll let you know."




Chapter Eight


Many weeks of this strange, casual dating passed and Julie found something inside her opening up to Gabe. With each dinner and long quiet talk and each innocent kiss that passed between them, she found herself letting go bit by bit of some of the Dmitri stuff. It wasn't as though she could ever erase it or like she didn't still bolt awake in the middle of the night afraid she was still back there about to be passed to one of his clients. You couldn't erase that stuff, but she was beginning to believe it could be possible that she could trust someone. Even a male someone.


Gabe had allowed her to get used to the house for a few days, then he'd taken her to a medical room where he drew blood and did some other gynecological medical stuff. He said the therapist, Lindsay, had access to a lab so they could test for STDs as well as pregnancy. It had been a subconscious background worry she hadn't wanted to think or talk about. What if one of those slimy men had given her something awful or gotten her pregnant? 


She was glad Gabe seemed to know how to do all the stuff that needed to be done to test everything so that she wouldn't have to be naked in front of someone else. He'd chatted with her while he collected samples and explained that when girls came to the house they were tested and quarantined from training until everything came back clear to keep all the girls in the house safe. 


Julie was grateful when two weeks later all her tests came back clean and no pregnancy. Though she'd thought she might want kids someday and knew it wouldn't happen with Gabe, she didn't want a child this way—a product of her enslavement at Dmitri's house.


Everything here with Gabe was such a contrast from the life she'd known at Dmitri's. Aside from that one day in the dungeon, Gabe had been nothing but kind and patient and caring with her. She wanted to be with him more than anything, and every time he kissed her she wanted things to go further. But there was always a block, a wall she bumped up against. She'd thought about and dissected that day in the dungeon hundreds of times now. She'd thought about how she couldn't seem to resist doing what he told her to do.


He was constantly giving orders that weren't dirty or kinky, but still, it felt as though he were taking ownership of her in segments. Bits of her will she wouldn't notice missing. He'd bought her gifts. He'd watched movies with her like some normal boyfriend. He'd gone swimming with her at midnight when all the other girls were in bed. And a part of her desperately wanted to truly be his. But still, the idea of what he wanted from her was too much. How could she call him master? How could she go along with any kind of depraved thing he wanted from her? 


But would his personality really change? If she were his? Wouldn't he still be Gabe? Wouldn't he still care for her?


She had gone as far as she could on her own and now she stood at the edge of a great cliff. Maybe a mile off in the distance was the other side where Gabe stood waiting for her. But there was no bridge or magic wings or any special ability that could get her from the edge she perched upon to where Gabe stood waiting for her.


Every day that passed she feared he would lose patience and either force the decision from her or push her away. She couldn't stand either thought. He was at least discreet with the other girls. She knew he was training them, but he kept it out of her line of sight. As the weeks wore on, the idea of him with others bothered her less than she'd thought it would. Maybe it was because she knew he needed these things and she wasn't prepared to give them. She thought though, that she might feel differently about it if she gave in to his demands.


As he'd suggested, she'd spoken with Mina. Julie was surprised to learn the abuse she'd suffered at the hands of her previous boyfriends in supposedly consensual situations. In a way, Jason, the last one, had prostituted her out, not completely unlike Dmitri. He'd shared her at least. And she hadn't seemed that into it.


Seeing how together Mina seemed now, and hearing about how broken she'd been when she'd arrived at the house seemed to lend some credence to the idea that it wasn't crazy to think that she could be okay in a relationship like this with Gabe. After all, look at Mina. Nevertheless, Mina had known she was kinky and had sought such relationships out. This wasn't the same thing at all. When she'd tried explaining that to Mina, the other woman didn't seem to get it. So they stopped talking about it.


One afternoon, Julie found Gabe waiting for her in the large foyer, standing in front of a shiny black baby grand piano with a red bow on it.


"Are you kidding?" she asked when she saw it.


"Why would I be kidding? This was the only place there was room for it where it wouldn't be in the way, but it's yours."


She'd mentioned playing the piano on their first date. She couldn't believe he'd remembered. Or that he'd bought her one. She'd gotten used to gifts like jewelry and clothing, but this was on a whole other scale.


"Thank you. I don't know what to say."


He pressed a kiss against her forehead. "You don't have to say anything, sweetheart. I've got to leave for a little while. Some business for the house."


Immediately, Julie's mind went to Dmitri. Nothing more had been said of killing him and the other men at the house, but she was sure Gabe hadn't forgotten it or changed his mind. "Don't do it," she said.


His brow furrowed. "Don't do what?"


"Dmitri. Don't go kill them. What if you get hurt or worse?" She couldn't believe she was saying it. If they killed Dmitri and his guys then the other girls at the house could be freed. For weeks Julie had been safe and protected and pampered and they were all still living in hell. And here she was worried Gabe could get hurt going back in there. She'd barely thought about the other girls lately. She was a horrible person.


"It's already been taken care of. Everyone that was a threat inside Dmitri's house is dead, including Dmitri. Brian handled it."


Julie let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. Relief, and the weight of guilt lifting off her. She wanted to ask when it had been done, but she couldn't bring herself to. Just how long had they been trapped in the house while she'd had no larger issues to worry about than whether or not she could bring herself to call the man who saved her life, master?


Her brain chose to fixate on the Brian part of "Brian handled it."


Julie had been given a crash course on Brian. It wasn't just the first time she'd run into him or the vague ways others spoke about him, or the general danger he exuded that made him terrifying. Julie had seen him taking girls from the house down to the dungeon. When they came back, they seemed broken. And Brian got off on it. There was something very wrong with that man, and yet, for this one moment she could feel only gratitude that he'd killed the people who hurt her. Maybe as a favor to Gabe or maybe because he liked to kill, but either way the end result was the same.


"W-what about my friends?"


"They were left unharmed. Mina called in an anonymous tip to the police and hung back in the woods to wait for them to be rescued. The authorities would know how to help them."


Julie nodded. She felt an unexpected sadness, not because the others had been finally rescued from their servitude at Dmitri's house but because a small part of her had been in denial that she'd never see them again, and now it was final.


"What about me?" she asked, already knowing the answer.


"What about you?"


"If Dmitri and his people are gone, you can release me. I'm safe now, right?"


She watched as Gabe's jaw clenched.


"Do you really want to leave? What would you do? Where would you live? You want to be out looking over your shoulder every time the sun goes down worrying about shady characters? You going to go back to work in that seedy bar? Over my fucking dead body. Gonna get a new roommate? Go back to school? Pretend you don't want to be with me because you don't like the package it's all wrapped up in?"


She didn't want to leave. Most of her life, all she'd really wanted was to find the right man and settle down. She didn't want the stress and competition of the world outside. In some twisted way, this house was everything. She was provided for and taken care of. The only real question was why she couldn't bring herself to truly be his-why she couldn't trust him and-try.


"So no, then?" he asked when she didn't answer him. "You don't want to leave?"


"No, I don't want to leave."


"Okay, then."


"But if I did want to be free, you wouldn't release me, would you?"


"No. You are mine." Gabe turned to leave, considering the discussion over.


"Wait. If you aren't going to Dmitri's house, where are you going?"


"That's none of your concern." Off her hurt expression, he softened. "It's business. I won't be gone long."


He pulled her into his arms and held her for several minutes. She wanted to resent him or hate him or pull away. She wanted to scream at him for keeping her prisoner, but she couldn't because she wanted to be with him. The past weeks of casual innocent dating had made her want more with him. She couldn't imagine being free now.
 

She didn't want to struggle to make ends meet and be alone out in the world away from him. And yet, the idea that he was holding her prisoner and wouldn't apologize for it or pretend to feel guilty made her blood boil.
 

Finally, he pulled away and left. She leaned against the piano and watched the door close behind him.


Julie turned to find the other girls furtively whispering. They couldn't be subtle about it? She knew they talked about her. They knew she wasn't Gabe's in the sense that they all thought she should be. She could feel the judgment that came from them because she wasn't wearing his collar. This was compounded by the fact that they all loved him, and most would have given anything to be in her position.


Mina wandered up then. She and Annette had become something like friends to Julie


"Hey, he'll be fine," Mina said. "He's handling a problem with one of the buyers. Brian doesn't have time for it. So he's letting Gabe do it."


Over the weeks Julie had paid enough attention to know that Brian and Mina were the house enforcers. They enforced the contracts, and that generally meant killing people. Mina seemed to read much of this fear off her face.


"Don't worry. It's just a reconnaissance mission. He'll be fine."


"Yeah, sure."


That night, when the house was quiet, Julie crept downstairs. She couldn't sleep. It wasn't as though Gabe shared a room or bed with her, but she felt uneasy with him out of the house. She went down to the foyer where the piano sat gleaming. She hadn't played it yet. The big red bow was still on it. She took the bow off and sat down at the bench.


If she played now, would she wake someone? Would she get in trouble? What would happen with Gabe gone? Could anything happen? The trainers had all kept a polite distance from her. No one had tried to harm her in any way or touch her or punish her for anything. Even without Gabe's collar around her throat it was pretty much understood in the house that she was his.


All the rooms were pretty far off from this area, she reasoned. Most of what was on the front end of the house was the gym and the cafeteria. There was the long hallway that led down to the dungeons nearby, but she was pretty sure as late as it was that everyone was far enough away that a piano wouldn't wake them as long as she didn't bang on it.


She ran her fingers lightly over the keys and tested a few of them. Gabe at least had had it tuned before giving it to her. She hadn't played in so long. Years really. She only knew a few songs by heart, and none of them were particularly exciting. And if she woke someone up playing Chopsticks, they would definitely be annoyed. Most people were annoyed by Chopsticks even if they weren't being woken from a dead sleep by it.


She stood and stepped back from the bench and looked at the piano for a few minutes. Then she realized the bench had a hinge and a lid. She opened it and inside were books and books of sheet music. She rifled through several until she found a collection of Chopin's nocturnes.


These were some of her favorites to play. She'd learned on these. Particularly nocturne number 2. It was just hard enough to be a challenge but easy enough to be enjoyable. Or it had been when she'd been really into playing. She wasn't sure what it would be like now. She flattened the book out on the shelf above the piano and sat down to play. Here went nothing.


She'd only been playing for a few minutes when she sensed she wasn't alone. She turned to find Brian standing behind her with an expression on his face she couldn't quite discern. He seemed momentarily vulnerable.


"Why did you stop?" he asked.


"I-I'm sorry I woke you." She'd stayed away from Brian and hadn't spoken to him since Gabe had rescued her from him. Except now Gabe wasn't here to rescue her.


"I don't sleep well. I was coming up for a run in the gym. You didn't wake me." Brian crossed to the piano and leaned against it. "We need to talk."


"A-about what?" Julie couldn't begin to imagine what she and Brian had to discuss.


"Gabe. Why aren't you wearing his collar?" Brian asked abruptly.


Julie felt her face heat. She knew everyone was talking about it, but for him to come right out and ask her. No one else had been so blunt. And given what it meant, he might as well have asked, 'Why aren't you fucking and servicing my friend?'


"I-I don't know how it's any business of yours what my relationship is or isn't with Gabe," she said.


"He's my friend and he's unhappy. That's why. He's given you everything. He's been very patient, far more patient than I would have been. Even with Mina's past, I bought her, she was mine. And she was going to obey me. As far as I can see, Gabe bought you, he owns you. Why exactly do you think you have the right to refuse him?"
 

In all the mental arguments she'd had with herself, she'd never fully admitted the issue. This. This was the issue. The idea that she was some piece of property that Gabe could do whatever he wanted with. It's what she had been at Dmitri's, and no matter how nice her room or how kind the master, she didn't want to be owned by another person again. That fucking entitlement. Brian spelled it out for her more clearly than any of those long mental debates had. As attracted as she was and as much as she liked Gabe and wanted to be with him-not like this.


It wasn't the kink. It was the fact that it wasn't a game and she didn't want to be another man's property again.


Before she could express this to Brian—and she couldn't believe she actually had the nerve to express this to Brian—the front door opened and Gabe stepped in, dropping his bags by the front door. He immediately spotted her at the piano and Brian hovering over her.


"I can't leave for a single day?" Gabe asked, his bitter remark aimed at Brian.


"I thought you wouldn't be back until tomorrow."


"Clearly. I got done early and didn't feel like spending the night in a hotel. I drove straight through." He crossed the foyer and handed a manila envelope to Brian. "Here's all the information you requested. You're right, he's breaking the contract and needs to be dealt with."


"You could have dealt with him if you were so sure," Brian said.


"Not my monkeys, not my circus."


Brian rolled his eyes. "Fine. I need a good kill anyway. I'll go take care of this tomorrow." He took the envelope and disappeared down the long dark hallway.


When he was gone, Gabe turned his attention to Julie. "Was he bothering you?"


"No, not really."


"What did he say?"


"Not much. He was upset that I'm not wearing your collar."


The tension radiated off of Gabe. Gabe was also upset she wasn't in his collar. He probably hadn't thought it would take this long. He'd probably thought she would gratefully do anything he wanted as some sort of payment for rescuing her from Dmitri. And there was a strong argument there to be sure. She could see how another woman might rationalize such a choice. Many women would. After all, Gabe was beautiful and kind and-


But if he was really giving her a choice... If it wasn't a formality to make him feel better about what he was doing-


"Julie?"


"Yes?"


"Why aren't you wearing my collar?"


The lump formed in the back of her throat so quickly and so solidly that she wasn't sure she could breathe around it, let alone talk.


"Gabe, I can't."


He sighed. "I can give you more time."


"Time isn't the problem."


"I thought you were attracted-I thought you just needed to see you could trust me. Can't you see
that?"


Julie stared down at the bright white piano keys. "I am attracted. I think I can
trust you. I'm not sure how it would feel to be in a sexual relationship after what happened at Dmitri's, but I think it would be different enough with you that I could probably handle it."


"So-what's the problem then?"


"I don't want to handle it. I don't want to make compromises and bargains
for what I can handle."


"But you're like me. I'm sure you are. The way you reacted to-you are kinky. This
is in your nature."


"It doesn't matter if it's in my nature. This isn't a game. You want me to be your property for real. And it doesn't matter how kind you are, or how many nice things you give me. At the end of the day, I have gone from being Dmitri's property to share and abuse, to your property. And it doesn't matter if you treat me nicer. I'm not a fucking house cat! I don't want to be owned. Not by you or anybody else. And I don't give a shit if I'm kinky! What difference does that fucking make? Do you think that means I want no rights!?! Do you think that means I want to be at your sexual beck and call from now until my lady parts fall out? Really Gabe? Why the fuck do you think this should appeal to me!?!"


He leaned forward over the piano, suddenly far more menacing than Brian had been. "You're already mine. I bought you. I own you," he practically growled.


"Then do whatever you're going to fucking do. But you don't get to bully me and guilt me and pretend like this is my happy little choice to make yourself feel better about your actions because it's not. I told you from the very beginning, but you wouldn't listen to me!"


He started to pace, growing more and more agitated. "I get to do whatever the hell I want. Do you think you're ever leaving this house? You're my prisoner whether we fuck or not. Or whether you wear a collar or not. Maybe I should remove my protection and let anybody in this house do whatever with you."


Julie glared at him. "Then you're the exact same kind of monster as Dmitri and you never loved me or cared about me. You just cared about what you wanted to get from me."


Gabe seemed to snap out of whatever kind of psychotic zone he'd fallen into and scrubbed a hand through that blond surfer-appropriate hair. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that. I'll leave you alone. But you're switching rooms with me. I'm not giving you my room for the rest of time if I don't ever get to return to it."


"Great. I'm happy to move. I never asked for the fucking room! Hell, put me at the other end of the house as far from you as humanly possible and forget I exist."


"Fine," he snarled.





Chapter Nine


Gabe moved her to another room at the other end of the hallway. She learned his routine so she could avoid bumping into him. Weeks passed like this and a chill seemed to form in the house around both her and Gabe. When she would catch a glimpse of him, it was as if there were an icy wall that had grown around him. Everyone else in the house seemed to sense it as well.


He was no longer everybody's favorite trainer. Now most considered him nearly as dangerous as Brian. Julie didn't care. Fuck him. If that was all it took for the mask to come off and the monster to come out, better that she know it now than after she'd agreed to some insane arrangement with him.


A part of her brain said that if he really were that evil he'd put her in a collar and do what he wanted, or follow through on his threat and throw her to the wolves. But neither thing happened. He stayed away from her and she stayed away from him and she remained untouched and unmolested by any of the men in the house. Including Gabe. Including Brian.


But Gabe wasn't the only one who had grown cold. Julie had as well. The other girls hated her now. They blamed her, maybe rightly, for the change that had taken place in their favorite trainer. Annette and Mina were more distant with her these days. She'd hoped she would at least have them as friends but both of them were in the happy slave fog and they loved Gabe. Gabe was just so wonderful. Why couldn't Julie be a good little victim and give him whatever he wanted?


Sometimes, even knowing the bracelet around her wrist made it impossible, she fantasized about escaping. She wasn't sure if she would report Gabe to the police. She still wasn't sure she could do that to him. No matter what other ideas and desires he'd had toward her, objectively he'd rescued her from Dmitri's house. He at least got a few points, however grudging, for that. Despite the current situation, it was a really big deal.


It was well past sun down. Julie had finished a late dinner and was thinking about going to the foyer to play the piano. Even though it made her think of Gabe. Everything in the house made her think of him for better or worse, so she may as well derive some sort of enjoyment from the situation she was in.


The cafeteria and most of the main house had cleared out. A lot of girls were at the pool now for a late evening swim. It was still warm enough out for that, and the pool was heated. A few were at the gym. A few were with various trainers. Julie thought she'd glimpsed one of the girls go to one of the training rooms with Gabe. She'd caught the brief play of light against sun-kissed blond hair and felt the chill in the air from his presence.


Otherwise things were pretty deserted. Julie was about to sit down at the piano when a hand clamped over her mouth, and she was dragged down the narrow dark hallway and down to the dungeons. 


It had happened so fast. Within minutes, Julie found herself strapped down to a metal chair in one of the dungeons, Brian grinning down at her.


"I've waited so long for this," he murmured against her hair. "Since you rebuffed our boy, Gabe, I've been waiting for the right moment to-fix you." He'd rolled a chair up to her side and now leaned back, taking in his prize. 


Beside her was a metal tray table that she kept trying not to look at. He'd laid out some kind of white paper that looked like something you'd see in a dentist's office. And on top of it lay his "tools". It looked like every torture scene in every movie she'd ever watched through the spaces of her fingers.


He rested a hand gently on her knee. "You're trembling, Julie," he said, clearly satisfied by this reaction.


Was she? She barely felt real. How had this happened? She'd been so careful to avoid him. Every time she passed him in a hallway, every time their eyes locked, she knew he was waiting to hurt her. By now, she knew that look in a man's eyes.


Mina was away from the house on some kind of business Brian had sent her on. He'd never pull this shit with Mina here. At the same time, whatever happened, when Mina found out about it, Julie knew she'd side with Brian. She had to. He was her first loyalty, and she would never betray him. 


She might act to divert Brian's attention and stop him from hurting people, but she wouldn't get in his direct way or argue with him over what he'd already done. The two of them were an unbreakable pair, even if Julie would never understand how Mina could love and submit to such a monster. Whatever was between them ran so deep, whatever he'd done for her-the way he treated her-that no one else could ever hope to come between it.


Finally, Julie found her voice. "Please... don't do this... you can't. G-Gabe is my master." She couldn't believe those words were coming out of her mouth, but what else could possibly stop Brian but a former claim by another trainer in the house? Even if they both knew it was a lie. Everybody in the house knew it was a lie.


Brian laughed, a crazy maniacal sound that filled up the space of the cell. The laugh bounced off the walls in a chaotic rip of noise that felt as though it could tear her head off if it were to make direct contact with her. 


"Oh, that's rich. Gabe is your master. I've seen no indication of that. You two don't even talk anymore. But clearly you know that's the only real protection from me. A collar around that pretty little throat that doesn't have my name on it. It's really the only deterrent I'll listen to. But you knew that. That's why you avoid me and try to stay in groups. It was a hell of a thing finding you alone with no witnesses around." He smiled. "Gabe is your master. That's adorable."


He picked up a gleaming metal clamp and slowly, calmly, started to unbutton her blouse. Somewhere in her head, she'd thought simply saying Gabe was her master would work like a magic incantation, that it would stun him so she could escape. Despite how obviously untrue it was.
 

Anyone in the house could see they were avoiding each other. Gabe probably hated her by now. Every indication she could see said as much. She used every ounce of energy to stop her endlessly swirling thoughts. She had to focus and find a way out of this. 
 

She couldn't let Brian drag her back into mental hell. This couldn't become Dmitri's house Part Two. She'd heard too much about what went on down here. Whatever it took, she had to stop this from happening. Julie struggled and pulled at the bonds, panic rising higher, threatening to choke her. She'd made so much progress. She'd started to feel at least a little safe. She couldn't lose that now. 


"Please! Please! Gabe is my master. I swear it." Her voice came out shrill as the tears began to slide down her cheeks.


Brian still looked amused, but he put down the clamp. "All right. Let's find out. You better pray he confirms your side of things. If he doesn't, nothing will stop me from the sadistic nightmare I will rain down upon you. And it will only be worse for this lie insulting my intelligence. Given these facts, do you want to alter your story?" He said all this in a normal tone with a smile on his face as if he were ordering a burger and fries at the drive thru.


Julie shook her head. Staying down here with Brian for a supposedly lesser form of horror wasn't an option. Gabe had to get her out of this. He would, right?


Brian pulled a phone from his pocket and dialed a number from the contact list. "Gabe!" he said, "It's your friendly resident psychopath."


Julie couldn't hear what was said on the other end, but whatever it was made Brian laugh. "Tell me, is Julie yours?"


More speech she couldn't hear. Though she took Brian's advice. She was praying, praying that Gabe didn't contradict her story, praying that he'd go along with it this one time. Even if he hated her now, he couldn't hate her this much could he? If any part of him had ever cared a tiny bit about her, he had to just confirm the story. If he got her out of this chair, she would be even more careful to avoid Brian from now on.


"You know what I mean," Brian said. "Is she your slave? She tells me you're her master. She's begging and pleading and swearing to it so I won't hurt her. And I wanted to know if... okay, very well." 


Brian clicked the phone off and set it on the metal table before sitting back in his own chair and pinning her with a glare. "He's coming down."


Julie let out a long, slow, shuddering breath. She wasn't out of the woods yet. Not by a long shot, but he was coming at least. She had a chance. Surely he would stop this. She'd come to believe he cared about her, so he couldn't possibly let this go on. If he'd pay half a million dollars to Dmitri to rescue her, and he'd punched Anton that first night for calling her a whore, surely it would be nothing to him to stop Brian now, even with the current stalemate between them.


Less than five minutes later, Gabe's large, intimidating presence filled the doorway. He wasn't fucking crazy like Brian. Or if he was, it was a different brand of crazy. But he still scared the shit out of her sometimes. 
 

His arms were crossed over his chest, a hard look in his eyes. But that look was directed at her, not Brian. Oh shit. Could he be the kind of man who would let someone like Brian hurt her simply for saying no? If he would, he was as big a monster as any she'd encountered at Dmitri's house, and everything he'd tried to portray to her about himself was nothing more than a carefully crafted lie. Of course she'd already hurled that insult his way, so it might not hit its mark if she attempted it a second time.


The tears started to flow down her cheeks in earnest now because this betrayal hurt more than anything else. She'd really believed she could trust him, so why the fuck was he mad at her? What happened to that conversation the first night in the car when he'd told her he would never force himself on her and that she had a choice? Obviously he only cared about the imaginary movie playing in his mind where he got to pick her reactions to everything, instead of her. She was just supposed to follow his script. At the moment, seeing the other alternative-Brian-she was willing to follow that script to get away. However much she might later resent Gabe, he was—as always—the lesser evil.


"Well, Gabe? Is she yours?" Brian asked, growing ever more amused by the scene in front of him. Brian knew. He knew this wasn't true. He knew it was a desperate ploy. He was playing with her. Would he let her go if Gabe confirmed the story? Wouldn't he have to? Would Gabe be willing to fight him to protect her? He'd saved her from Brian before. Couldn't he do it one more time?


She tried not to think about all the money he'd spent to free her from Dmitri. The debt that loomed over her every time she looked into his eyes, every time she avoided giving him all the things he wanted from her. It didn't matter how much he'd denied she owed him a debt. She did owe him a debt, and the only way she could process payment was with her body. It was the only currency she had, and she knew it was the only one he wanted. But how could she? Wouldn't it be moving backward? What if she gave him what he wanted and lost herself completely in the process?


Gabe didn't break eye contact with her to spare Brian a glance. But the expression in his eyes changed. It went from a hard inscrutable stare to... a question? An expectation? Waiting.


"Okay, well, until somebody learns how to use their words, I'm going to play," Brian said.


Her shirt had been half unbuttoned, but now he unbuttoned it the rest of the way. He took a small knife from the table. It gleamed off the lights recessed in the ceiling, and she started to panic and struggle again. Oh god, what was he going to do with that knife?


"Please," Julie whimpered. But her plea was directed at Gabe, not Brian.


But Brian didn't cut her. He instead used the knife to cut open the front of her bra. He put the instrument back on the table and picked up the clamp again. "Do you know how I know you aren't really his? I've known Gabe for a while now. If you were his, he never would have allowed you underwear."


Gabe looked at her for another second, and then turned away. He was leaving her? How could he leave her? If he walked out that door, Brian was going to hurt her, badly.


"Master, please don't leave me with him!"


He stopped in the doorway, the muscles of his back rigid, straining so hard, she thought he might burst apart from the tension. Or she would. 


He turned slowly back around. "Brian, release my property."


Brian put the clamp back down on the table and sighed. "If she's your property, where's her collar? How am I to know who is protected if they don't have a collar?"


"It's being made."


"If it's not around her throat by the end of the week she's fair game."


"It will be."


"If she's your slave, why doesn't she act like it? Why don't I see any signs of it?"


"It's new."


Yeah, five seconds new. Julie shivered from the heated possessive look he gave her. She was no longer sure this could qualify as rescue.


Brian began to unbuckle the straps attaching her to the chair. "Hmmm, I'm still not convinced. Julie..."


She tore her eyes from Gabe.
"Y-yes?"


"If you're really his slave and he's really your master, crawl over to him, kiss his boots like a proper slave, and thank him for his mercy."


Julie had no doubt that if she didn't obey Brian's directive that Gabe would turn around and leave her again. So as soon as Brian finished unbuckling the straps, she knelt on the cold hard floor and crawled to Gabe. She should hate him for making her do this. But all she could think was that she was mere feet away from safety.


She wouldn't think about what might come next if Gabe held her to her words down here. She just had to get out of Brian's dungeon, her body and mind still intact.


When she reached him, she pressed her lips against the leather of his boot and said, "Thank you, Master."


"Stand up," Gabe said.


She stood and he took her blouse the rest of the way off. For a moment, she panicked, afraid he was going to take her right here right now in some savage display, like the spoils of war. Maybe he was intent on proving himself to Brian.


She willed herself not to cry or beg. If Gabe got fed up with her, he might throw her right back to Brian, and the one thing she was sure of: anything Gabe did to her would be a thousand times more kind and merciful than anything Brian might do. She hadn't realized how sure she'd been of that until this moment.


Gabe removed the bra and flung it on the ground, then to her great relief, he helped her back into the blouse and buttoned it up, the destroyed bra abandoned on the floor. Her nipples hardened and pushed against the fabric. She may as well not wear a top at all.


He looked down at her, a slight smirk curving that beautiful mouth as he took her in. "Brian is right about one thing. No underwear. Do you understand?"
 

"Y-yes, Master." She wasn't sure if this was real or if Gabe was just helping her get out of Brian's clutches. She didn't know if he would hold her to all of this, but every time the word master came out of her mouth in relation to him, it felt more and more... right? Every time she said it, something low inside her gut clenched up, not in panic or fear, but... expectation. That couldn't be right? Could it?


"Let's go." His hand settled on her lower back as he guided her from the room.


"Oh Gabe?" Brian called after them.


"What is it?" Gabe said, now past the point of irritation.


"You owe me a drink."


"For what?"


"I think you know for what."


Gabe didn't reply. And he didn't speak again until he'd led her through the house and back to his room. She jumped when the door shut harder than necessary. "Sit."


Julie sat on the edge of his bed and looked down at the floor.


"Well?" he said.


"Well, what?"


"That little performance back there. Was any of it real or was it all just to save your skin?"


"I don't know."


He sighed. "Brian is not bluffing. If my collar is not around your throat by the end of the week, he will come for you, and what he does with you will be much worse for having been dragged through this charade. I can't babysit you every second of every day."


"You mean you actually would if you could?" Him being about to leave her down in the dungeon with Brian hadn't exactly built much confidence in his intentions.


"I don't want you like this-forced. But I don't want him to hurt you, either. And I might not always be around to stop him."


She felt the tears slipping down her cheeks again, threatening to turn into uncontrollable sobs.


Gabe knelt on the floor in front of her and took her hands in his. "I won't share you with anyone else. I won't punish or humiliate you in public. I won't damage you. I won't break your skin. I will not be easy. I will not compromise, and I'm a demanding bastard, but I take care of what's mine. I won't play a game with you. I won't pretend to be your master even to protect you from Brian. And I won't be managed by you, but if you give it a chance, I will awaken something inside you that you never dreamed was possible. I will make your body and soul sing for me. I will wrap you up in the kind of warmth and security you thought only happened in fairy tales. So, Julie, are you mine?"


Her breath caught in her throat. The tears seemed to have stopped mid-descent down her cheeks. She so desperately wanted to believe him. She didn't know if she was the kind of girl who could ever truly like the brand of sex and dominance he offered her, but she'd watched Annette, and even inexplicably Mina. She'd seen the deep peace that settled over their features whenever their masters were near. And she wanted that. So badly. She wanted to be happy instead of just existing. She wanted to feel like she belonged here. She wanted to feel like she belonged to Gabe.


She'd screamed that she wasn't his house cat, but being in the house without a relationship with him had made her feel more like an ignored pet. If he wasn't letting her go, wouldn't it be better to be with him than alone surrounded by people? And even if he let her go-she would never feel safe again because now she'd seen the ugly underbelly of the world. She knew what was out there. And if it wasn't Dmitri and his gang, it might be someone else.


Finally, she said, "Yes, Master."


"Good girl." But the expression of happiness on his face went light years beyond those words.


"If I hadn't called you master... if I hadn't begged you, would you have left me with Brian?"


Gabe didn't say anything for a long time. She thought he wasn't going to answer her at all when finally he said, "I don't know. I want to say no. I want to believe I'm not that big of a bastard. But I'm not the storybook hero I thought I was. I'm human like everybody else, maybe not as good as I thought. I'd lost all patience waiting
for you to come to me."


"But...how could you reasonably think...?"


"I know. I know. I shouldn't expect you to fall at my feet in gratitude. While I'm absolutely certain you're wired like me, you haven't had a chance to explore it in a safe environment. And I know it's selfish as hell to want it given all you've suffered. But that's me. I want what I want. I want who I want. And one way or another, I always get it. It's late, you should get some rest."


Gabe got up off the floor and Julie stood and started for the door.


"Where do you think you're going?"


"I-I'm going to my room."


Gabe shook his head sharply. "No. From now on you sleep in my bed with me."


She couldn't stop the fine tremble that moved through her, or the tears that slowly rolled down her cheeks again as she undressed and got into his bed, old monsters haunting her again, niggling fears nipping at her heels like small dogs. 


Gabe undressed as well and got in on his side. He pulled her close, and she stiffened. She'd actually wanted him. And as much as she should hate him for the past weeks of cold distant anger, she didn't. It was pretty impossible to hate him after he'd gotten her out of Brian's dungeon. Thinking of how much worse things could be, not just in Brian's dungeon, but if Gabe had never shown up at Dmitri's house did engender a sense of gratitude. 


Why couldn't she give him this? She wasn't sure she'd ever be able to have sex like a normal person because she had no awareness of what it was supposed to be like. And she feared that every nerve ending in her body had been wired to expect some sort of assault when a man touched her. What if she couldn't experience anything intimate without reliving the things that had happened? It was one thing to be totally free from the expectation and to go through her life without cringing and cowering all the time, but would it be possible to have a sexual relationship? Even if it were what Gabe called vanilla? She was afraid this would only open up a gaping wound that she'd tried so hard to ignore—hoping it would miraculously heal itself and go away in time. Maybe she should have talked to the therapist after all.
 

Gabe pressed closer against her. She could feel his heartbeat and the warmth of his skin against her back. His heart pounded through her, causing her blood to awaken and stir. She, still wanted him. She just wasn't sure if she could let herself...
 

"Relax," He whispered in her ear. "We're just sleeping tonight. And I will go very slowly with you. I want you to trust me and feel safe with me and want everything that happens between us. I'm not Dmitri."


"I know."


"Maybe your mind knows. Your body doesn't yet. But it will." He ran his fingertips lightly back and forth along the curve of her hip for several long minutes until she drifted off to sleep.


When she woke the next morning, it took a while to remember what had happened.


"Julie." Gabe sat in a chair near the bed, dressed for the day in his standard jeans and white T-shirt, watching her.


"Y-yes, Master?" She wouldn't be stupid with him. She knew what he wanted her to call him. If she'd called him Gabe, or sir like the other girls, she was sure she wouldn't like his response. She wanted to at least try to make this work. If she couldn't clamp down her stupid, irrational attraction to him, she could at least-try.


"Sit up," he said.


She scooted up in the bed and he rose from the chair and joined her. He pulled a fabric tape measure from his pocket and wrapped it around her throat. He wrote the measurement down on piece of paper and slipped it into his pocket. "I'm going to order your collar today. After breakfast, your training starts."


The tears were warm and wet against her cheeks. She was so tired of crying. She'd gone weeks without crying like this. Now that she'd given herself to him, the low-level constant anxiety that she'd mostly gotten away from had returned.
 

"Enough," he said. "I'm not hurting you. You have no idea what will or won't happen between us. I have wanted you since the moment I saw you at the bar. I've thought about you from that moment to this one with no interruptions. You've wanted me. At least until you were taken."


"I-I still wanted you after that."


"What?" 


The shock on his face and in his tone was enough to give her the courage to tell him the rest.


"When I was with Dmitri, every night I would imagine that you would come for me and take me out of there. It was the only way I could sleep at night, playing that rescue story over and over in my head." She couldn't decipher the expression on Gabe's face now. It had morphed into something like wonder.


"Then why did you try to run that night? Why didn't you trust me when I said I could help you?"


"Because it was a fantasy. I wasn't stupid enough to believe in those by that point. And you were definitely working with those guys. All the girls there knew it. Dmitri made a really big deal about your arrival with big threats if one of us displeased you. And I was afraid of you. I'm still afraid of you."


Gabe took her hands in his. "I will not make you suffer. I care for you. I care about how you feel. I don't want to harm you or share you. Asking you to trust me is impossible, and I should have known that from the beginning. So I'm going to ask you to stop fucking crying. Take a wait-and-see approach. Cry when it's really too much and things are really terrible and not a moment before. Do you understand me?"


Julie wiped her eyes. "Yes, Master." 


"Good. Get ready and go down and have some breakfast. I'll meet you back here in one hour. Don't be late. I don't like to be kept waiting."


There was an insane alternate reality in which the order not to cry coming from Gabe somehow made
it possible not to.


***


Gabe watched her walk away. She seemed so fragile. He had never been more aware of how breakable another person could be. Why was he so goddamned selfish? As he got into the shower all he could think about was how fucking goddamned selfish he was. He should leave her the fuck alone. But even if he did, Brian wouldn't. 


Maybe he should let her wear the collar to protect her, but otherwise stay away from her. It would be the right thing to do. The noble thing. The gallant thing. It would confirm who he had believed he was when he rescued her that night at Dmitri's. 


These days he felt he was more like Brian than whatever imaginary hero he'd thought himself to be. He took a quick shower, shut the water off, and dripped halfway across the bathroom in search of a towel. He put on some jeans and a white T-shirt and a black sport watch. He glanced down at it. Still forty-five minutes until he had to figure out a way to train her without destroying her. Or himself. Because if he broke this woman-if he damaged her in any way all because of the stupid shit he wanted-he would never forgive himself.


This wasn't just some girl to be fucked and trained. He loved this one. But if that were true, wouldn't he leave her alone? And how would that go? He was convinced this course of action would result in her happiness as well as his. Why should they both be miserable? If she gave him a week-hell, a few days, she'd learn to trust him.
She'd fall under his spell for good.


Gabe shook his head as he left the room and headed down the hall and down the stairs to the main level. They could be happy together. He just had to find the right way to handle it.


He spotted her sitting in a far corner, her back to the main part of the room. Mina and Annette were sitting with her. It seemed like she was telling them and they were trying to reassure her. Mina looked up and spotted him and he shook his head to keep her from drawing attention. She went back to the conversation with Julie and ignored him.


Gabe went through the line and got some bacon and eggs and black coffee. Nothing heavy or crazy, just something to keep his stomach from churning. He took the plate and cup outside to sit beside the pool. This time of the morning, the pool was empty. It was quiet and peaceful out here.


He ate his breakfast and then pulled out the slip of paper he'd written Julie's collar measurement on. What would she like? This had to feel like an engagement ring, the kind of jewelry a woman would be thrilled to receive. It couldn't feel like a symbol of enslavement. Despite his certainty that she was more like him than she thought, a collar still wouldn't yet mean the same things to her that it would mean to someone like Mina and Annette who had embraced who they were.


He left his breakfast dishes on the table by the pool and went back upstairs. Julie sat on the edge of the bed waiting for him.


"Are you ready?"


"Y-yes, Master."


At least she kept getting the title right. She might not be sure about it, but she at least wasn't backtracking into the polite vanilla lie.


He sat down in the chair across the room, which he'd been in earlier. He'd let her have a little distance for a while. He needed to ask some questions first to assess things. Despite all the conversations they'd had during their dating period, he had kept it non-sexual and innocent because he hadn't wanted to make her uncomfortable or anxious. 


"Have you ever had an orgasm?"


Julie seemed taken aback by the question, which was reasonable. Sometimes it was harder to talk about sex than it was to do it, but he needed some basic information. This wasn't meant to humiliate her.
 

"I-I think," she said,
finally.


Gabe chuckled. "It's not the
sort of thing you're uncertain about. At least not if the job gets done right.
With someone else or by yourself?"


"By myself."


She looked sort of haunted when she said it and they both knew what she was thinking—that of course there had been no pleasure from the men Dmitri had sold her to. Gabe didn't want to cause her pain, but he wanted to know what he was working with. At least pleasure hadn't been tainted by the men she'd been passed around to. That was something at least.


"Toys or manual?"


She turned a deep shade of crimson and looked up at him startled. "Um, what?"


"You heard me. You're mine now, sweetheart. You've got no secrets anymore. Compared to the things you will do with me, this conversation is nothing."


"M-manual."


"You've never tried vibrators? No dildos or other penetrating toys?"


"N-no."


"And Dmitri's people-they didn't..."


"No."


Such a strange sense of innocence still clung to her, despite what she'd been through. And she thought she'd had an orgasm but wasn't sure. It must have been very weak pleasure if she'd managed it. An orgasm too weak to know for sure if it was an orgasm didn't qualify in his book. When she finally came at his hands she would motherfucking know it.


"How often did you masturbate?"


She bit the edge of her lip and looked away. "M-master, I can't do this..."


Gabe got up and crossed the room to her. She shrank from him as if afraid he was going to hit her. He hated that. He sat next to her and brushed the hair out of her face with one hand while the other lingered on her cheek.


"I'm not trying to embarrass you. I need to know some things so I know how to proceed. I know this is awkward and uncomfortable. But I need us to talk openly and honestly. Okay?"


She nodded and looked down at her hands.


"So, how often?"


"I don't know. Not often. Only a few times really. I did it a few times when I was a teenager. It wasn't very satisfying, and I didn't know what I was trying to do so I stopped. And then..."


There was a long pause, as if she thought he would let her trail off and never pick up the thought again. 


"Julie?"


She looked up. "I really...can't."


Gabe took a deep breath. He had to be patient with her. He'd always known even if this happened that it would be hard in the beginning. He couldn't magically erase the things that had happened to her. "Which would be easier? A peaceful conversation now, or a trip to the dungeon and then a conversation?"


The terror that came over her face made him regret saying that. But surely sharing a few embarrassing masturbatory details would seem like child's play next to a trip to the dungeon. He was trying to make it easier. But the look on her face, and the way every muscle in her body went rigid and seemed to freeze, made him realize that no matter how he'd imagined all this playing out in his mind, this was not the same thing as the other women he'd trained. They hadn't come to him so broken and afraid. 


And Julie was right. It didn't matter what she was theoretically into if he couldn't get her through this initial terrifying beginning.


Before he could decide what to do next, or if he was actually going to follow through on his threat because she wouldn't answer a question, she started talking.


"The other times were at Dmitri's," she whispered.


A tight hard lump formed in the back of Gabe's throat at that, but he pressed on. "Were you by yourself or was it something someone made you do?"


"Well, I-I was never really by myself. But nobody made me-it was at night sometimes-when we were all supposed to be sleeping."


So it was for some sense of comfort.


"Did you ever have orgasms then?"


"No."


"Did you fantasize?"


Her face went dark red again and he remembered her earlier admission that she'd had fantasies of him rescuing her. Probably not sexual fantasies, but if she wasn't specifically masturbating for pleasure, the combination made sense.


"You don't have to answer that," he said. Gabe couldn't stand to be the cause of that look on her face.


Today will be the hardest, he told himself.


He had a long list of questions. He wanted to know all her sexual history. Any fantasies she might have had. Things she'd been forced to do at Dmitri's. But this question and answer session was clearly torture for her. He was going to end up traumatizing her worse. He needed to do this a different way.


"What if I gave you a long questionnaire and you wrote your answers out? Would that be easier?"
 

Hope lit her features. "Yes, Master."


Great, because watching her squirm like this was about to kill him. He certainly wanted to watch her squirm, but not like this.


Gabe pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and dialed the in-house spa. Shannon answered on the second ring.


"Hey, Shannon, are you busy right now?"


"No, sir. It's pretty slow."


"I'm going to send my girl to you for waxing."


"Just a Brazilian?"


"And anything else she needs or wants. I don't know her personal grooming routine."


"You got it. Send her down any time."


"Thanks."


Gabe disconnected the call and turned back to Julie. "Have you met Shannon?"


"T-that girl at the spa with the scars?"


Brian had left those scars. Shannon had once been at the house for the same reason most of the girls were there. She was to be trained and sold. But Brian had taken a punishment too far, and her life plan had been altered.


"Yes, the girl at the spa."


"I met her briefly when I was touring the place, but I haven't really been to the spa except for the quick look around."


"And why is that? You've been here for nearly three months. I told you the house is at your disposal."


She shrugged. "I don't know. I just haven't."


Gabe didn't press for more, though he wondered if it had anything to do with her time at Dmitri's. Surely it would be good for her to experience touch, like a massage, in a safe environment. But then, maybe she'd been afraid of that, too.


"You should go. Shannon has a whole range of services. Waxing, facials, massages, mud masks, scrubs. She also does hair. The other girls can't go to the spa whenever they want, but you, Mina, and Annette can. You should take advantage of it."


"Okay."


"She's ready for you now for a wax. When you get back, I'll have questions ready for you."


Julie nodded and left to go to the spa. Finally, something that didn't make him feel like he was traumatizing her and shattering her entire world.


She returned an hour later and handed a small tube to Gabe.


"What's this?"


"Coconut oil. Shannon said to use it to help the skin heal...from the Brazilian. She said to give it to you."


Gabe smirked. Of course Shannon said that. "We'll take care of that in a little while." He handed her a detailed questionnaire, which was several pages long, attached to a clipboard and a pen and directed her out onto the balcony where she could have some privacy and space to think.


When she'd started working on them, Gabe went down to the cafeteria. "Hey Phyllis, can I get a glass of lemonade?"


She pointed to the end table with the drinks. "It's out."


"Thanks." 


Gabe poured a glass from the pitcher on the drink counter and took the lemonade back upstairs and out to the balcony and set it down beside Julie.


She looked deep in thought and seemed to be making some actual progress on the questions—far more than the extremely uncomfortable verbal exchange had produced.


"Thanks," she said, when she looked up and saw the drink.


"I'm going to go pay a visit to the collar guy. I'll be back in a bit." He pressed a kiss against her forehead and left her to her thoughts and his questions.




Chapter Ten


Julie watched him leave. She stared at the golden skin of his arms, made darker by the bright white T-shirts he always wore. And that sun-kissed hair that she still somehow wanted to run her fingers through. He was absolutely beautiful in every conceivable way. Her stomach, despite all odds, still did that little flip-and-clench that made her think of a gymnast on a dismount.


The collar guy. They had a guy for that? Julie supposed it made sense. After all, Mina and Annette had very nice collars that looked like they had to have been custom made by someone. She tried to imagine a piece of jewelry like that around her neck and what it would look like. The thought of a collar like that around her throat, signaling to everyone in the house that she belonged to Gabe-well the idea didn't bother her like she expected it to. Maybe it was the relief she felt knowing that once it was around her neck, Brian would never bother her again. She would be as safe from Brian as Annette was.


Julie wished she could shake her fears and get over the things that had happened to her at Dmitri's. She wanted nothing more than to be able to have a relationship with Gabe that felt normal. Though the dungeon scared her, the way her body had reacted to the whole thing was definitely odd. And the way she always felt weirdly compelled to obey Gabe whenever he gave out an order-that was also disconcerting.


There were definitely things that made her question if he might be right about her somehow. When she got to the fantasy part of the questionnaire she was grateful she could write it out and not say it out loud. It sounded so silly and embarrassing and stupid and childish writing it out. She couldn't remember having specific sexual fantasies. Ever, really. And maybe that was repression from being raised in such a religious environment. But the fantasies she did have—though not specifically sexual—did seem to weirdly and frequently revolve around things like kidnapping and pirates and rogue powerful men and other similar themes.


The mental stories themselves were innocent and tame but they always featured a strong and somewhat dangerous man... and her. She was always vulnerable and frightened, but the man always took care of and protected her. It was a weird theme to repeat over and over with no change except for the scenery. She had been raised in total safety. Sheltered. Why would she need to have fantasies like that? Unless the extreme repression of her childhood had pushed down the side of the fantasies that might have come out in her mind in a more open environment where such thoughts weren't evil and some sign that she was bad.


She added these personal thoughts to her answer. For some reason she wanted Gabe to know this, and for once she didn't feel embarrassed sharing something so deeply personal with him. Given his proclivities, it felt as though nothing would shock him, and he'd never acted judgmental toward her before now—not when he'd first met her and learned how innocent she was and not after that innocence had been stripped away. 


The fantasies had started years and years before Dmitri's house had ever haunted the hallways of her psyche. The guy that starred in the story was always extremely good looking, and strong, and if she was honest with herself, sort of resembled Gabe—as if she'd been fantasizing about this one specific man years before she would ever meet him. Maybe that was what had caused her to be so immediately taken with him when he'd walked into Dani's bar for the first time. It was as if he'd stepped right out of her mind and into real life. And she'd wanted him to take care of her.


She tried to remember if the fantasies had ever gotten even subtly sexual. She didn't think they had. It was all sort of-vague. But in those fantasies she belonged to the mystery guy, that much she knew. She'd been so sheltered up until college that it wasn't surprising she hadn't known enough about the mechanics to have specifics. Maybe Gabe was right about what all this meant. It was hard to know what was normal.


Not only did Gabe look like the man from those fantasies, but he acted that way, too. It was just that the fantasy had never gone as far as real life was about to go. 


When she forced herself to think about it and not run away from the thought, she did trust him. Once he'd reassured her the previous night that they were just sleeping, she'd found her body molding softly against the hard planes of his. And moments ago when he'd kissed her on the forehead, it had felt domestic and normal and safe.


Her minor rebellions against the inevitability of being in his collar faded away as if they were nothing—surface ego protection and fear. Somehow, the time spent alone reflecting and answering Gabe's questions made her feel strangely secure in the direction of her life even as she still felt jittery and nervous about the unknown exact details.


But she'd felt jittery and nervous before their first date, too. Wasn't some level of that normal? She hated that she had to constantly ask herself if this was normal or if that was normal. And what would things be like, how would they be different if she'd been raised more normally or if Dmitri's house hadn't shattered everything her family had sheltered her from.


It took nearly two hours to finish the questions. Gabe still wasn't back yet. She wasn't sure what she was supposed to do now, but she was hungry. She'd barely eaten breakfast due to anxiety. Now her appetite came roaring back. She took the questionnaire inside and laid it on the bed, then went down to the cafeteria for some lunch.


It was meatloaf today, along with an assortment of vegetable choices and of course some fruit and dessert at the end near the drinks. Phyllis fixed her a plate and she retreated to a far corner table near a window that looked out on the pool.
 

She was halfway through her meal when Annette joined her with a tray. "Hey, you seem different."


Julie doubted there was some sign flashing over her now announcing to the world that she'd accepted her new role with Gabe. No doubt rumors had gotten around the house by now and Annette had heard them.


It was easier to play along and give her the information she wanted. If the girls hadn't talked, maybe Shannon had. After all, if she'd been here for weeks and was just now getting waxed, of course it was for Gabe's benefit. She'd gotten used to waxing at Dmitri's, so although it brought back unpleasant thoughts of the house, since it was something the girls had done on their own, it didn't carry the same trauma as other memories.
 

"What do you know?" Julie asked. She wasn't in the mood for a round of he said/she said.


"I heard Brian took you to his dungeon and Gabe got you out of there and then you two have been very sort of-private and ensconced since then."


No doubt Annette thought Julie and Gabe had been having nonstop kinky sex since that moment since she couldn't seem to grasp the gravity of Julie's life before this place.


"He went to the collar guy," Julie said, still feeling weird about this conversation.


Annette's eyes seemed to grow to the size of saucers as she leaned forward in her seat. Annette was a bit older than Julie but there was something almost childlike about her that Julie hadn't noticed before. She acted like they were in a sorority and the head of the frat had just proposed. Though Julie had more or less accepted belonging to Gabe, it seemed odd that anybody should jump up and down about it.


Sensing the chill, Annette sank back in her chair. "So, what? He twisted your arm? He forced you? You're not happy with Gabe!?!"


Of course she resented Julie. Because everybody loved Gabe. Julie had practically been Enemy Number One at the house for weeks now for denying him.


"I'm scared. This is not how I imagined my life would go." Though when she tried to stop and think about how exactly she had imagined her life would go, she drew a blank there as well.


"Everything will be okay, you'll see," Annette said.


Julie looked up to find Gabe striding toward them and was surprised by how relieved she was to see him.


"I finished the questions. You were gone a long time, and I didn't know what to do."


Couldn't Annette go away? 


As if Gabe had read Julie's mind, he said, "Annette, would you give us a few moments?"


"Oh, yes, sir, of course." Annette picked up her tray and headed to another part of the cafeteria with it. She had the good grace to move out of earshot, but Julie wasn't convinced she couldn't read lips.


Gabe sat in the chair she'd vacated and took and ate a strawberry off Julie's tray.


"Hey!" Without thinking, Julie smacked his hand. She froze immediately after. This wasn't Gabe, the guy from the bar that she was on a date with. This was...


Before she could complete the thought, Gabe took her hand in his. "Hey, what was that?"


"I-I'm sorry, I would never..."


"Shhh. No, I don't mean the smack. I mean the terror. Why were you so afraid after you did it?"


"You know why. I-I don't want to go to the dungeon."


"You think that's who I am? You think I'm such an epic control freak that you can't playfully smack my hand for stealing food off your tray?"


She looked up to find his startling green eyes were more intense and inscrutable than usual.


"You are not a thing to me. I love you. I want something real with you, and if that means sometimes you playfully smack my hand when I steal a strawberry, I think that's healthy don't you?"


She nodded, relaxing again. 


"Are you ready to begin your training?"


The nerves came back all of a sudden. "Aren't you-don't you want to have lunch?" Delay. Stall. Delay. She'd noticed that morning when he'd gone through the breakfast line that he hadn't gotten very much food, so surely he could stand to eat something.


He chuckled. "I grabbed a quick bite while I was out."


"Oh."


He leaned down and whispered in her ear. "Come on. You know you want me."


She laughed in spite of herself because this was the guy she'd been so smitten with back at Dani's bar. This was the man she'd wanted to know in every way possible. Julie took his hand, and he led her back up to their room.





Chapter Eleven


She still couldn't believe this was happening, that she had given in to Gabe's crazy demands. Her mind went back to Brian's dungeon and how very close she had been to losing her protection in the house. Once she'd finally agreed to the arrangement with Gabe the previous night, she had been sure that he would start-what? Raping her? 


A tear slipped down her cheek. No, he wasn't like that. That wasn't what this was. He said he would go slow—and she did want him. God help her but she did.


When they reached the room, Gabe's rumbling voice was low in her ear, "Please relax. I know you're scared. I won't hurt you. This won't be like what happened to you before at Dmitri's."


She nodded, not trusting her voice, and allowed him to guide her into the bedroom. He shut and locked the door behind them, which caused her anxiety to skyrocket again.


"So we won't be disturbed. You want us to have privacy, right?"


"Y-yes, Master," she whispered. It was true, she didn't want Phyllis or Anton or worse, Brian to walk in on them. She was sure she was about to be naked.


"G-Gabe?" She was afraid he would be mad at her for saying his name, but she needed to feel like he was still him. 


He pulled her into his arms and gently stroked her back. "Yes, sweetheart?"


Good, he wasn't mad about the slip. It gave her the courage to continue. "I-I do want you. I don't know if I want this thing we're going to do. I think it's possible I might. I thought a lot about what happened in the dungeon, and you're right, it was a weird reaction. Please-be patient with me. I'm so scared that it will feel like..."


Like forced prostitution.


He pressed a kiss against her forehead. "Shhh. I know. And I can't promise you won't have feelings like that. The question is, are you willing to work through them to find peace and happiness on the other side?"


"I-I think so."


"Do you think I can make you happy? If you can get past your fears?" he asked quietly.


"Yes." Julie was surprised by how sure she was of this. She'd spent so much time scared of what things might feel like and if she would have flashbacks and how bad the trauma would be. She'd been trying to figure out how she would cope with Gabe's touch.


She hadn't stopped to consider that the issue wasn't Gabe. It would be like this with anyone, in the most normal relationship. At Dmitri's she'd spent most of her time trying to block what was happening to her and the fear that she could be killed at any moment if she displeased a client enough. They'd already been practically starving her.


Somehow, being at Gabe's house had only heightened her anxiety because she had time to think about it. Her life wasn't in immediate danger. She didn't have to constantly try to cope with and survive the next thing, and that had only made it feel like her emotional world would fall apart at any moment. It wasn't that she didn't want Gabe to touch her. It was that she was afraid Dmitri's house would taint that touch.


But if it did, he wasn't going to throw her away or hurt her or kill her. He would help her work through it.


Gabe had been holding her quietly, brushing his fingers through her hair. Finally he broke the silence. "Are you ready?"


She was never going to be ready, but it was clear that the longer she waited to try, the more she would build things up in her mind. And she loved the way his body and arms seemed to close around her. It didn't feel suffocating or dangerous. It felt safe. Like sleep last night had.


"Gabe? Can you do something for me?" How many times would he let her get away with that? She wasn't trying to disrespect his rules. She needed to feel normal for a few more minutes.
 

"Almost anything," he said.


She smiled against his shoulder. "Can you push me over the cliff?"


He chuckled. "Now, that sounds mean. Not like something I would do at all."


"You know what I mean. I-I agreed and gave myself to you last night. The truth is, we both know you can do whatever you want. I'm pretty much at your mercy here."


He laughed again. "Yes, you are. Glad you could join me in reality."


"W-what I mean is...I can't do this if you ask if I'm okay every second or if this is okay or that is okay. I'm willing to surrender to you, b-but I need you t-to train me like you would anybody else. Anyone you didn't care about and who didn't have my history. The more you treat me like glass, the more I feel like I'm going to break."


His grip on her tightened. "Are you sure that's what you want?"


"I'm not going to be able to do this any other way."


Gabe sighed. "I was going to do things differently with you, but maybe my standard protocol is best. Oh, and since we're doing this my way, if you call me Gabe again, there will be punishment."


Julie took a deep breath and looked up at him. "E-ever? I can never call you by your name again... ever?" She wasn't sure if she could be with someone who wanted that kind of cold distance between them, assuming she still had any kind of choice in the matter.


"Not when I'm training you or when we're in this type of mental space, and never in public. If we are alone together, like in bed before you drift off, you can say my name, but otherwise, no. I want you to fully internalize our relationship."


"Okay."


"Okay, what?"


"Okay, Master."


"Good girl."


That flutter again that made her want to crawl inside him and rest forever. She felt a little better that she wouldn't have to consent to each step of her destruction. Part of what had made the situation at Dmitri's survivable was the fact that she knew she didn't have choices. She had to do what was expected of her or they would take her outside and kill her. There had never been a question.


She knew Gabe wasn't going to kill her and seriously doubted he would ever intentionally harm her, but she couldn't consent to each step of what he wanted from her. She needed to know that the power was with Gabe alone, then maybe she could begin to learn to trust him.


"You should know my rules for training," Gabe said. "You obey me the first time, every time. You do not get to negotiate or question me. Your only job is to give in to me. If you don't obey me, or you try to argue with me, we will go to the dungeon for punishment. And then you will obey me. Understand?"


"Y-yes, Master." There had been a tiny knot in her low back, a place which she held all her tension. Once he said these words and once she acknowledged them, she felt that little knot begin to loosen.


The short, shallow breaths she'd been taking started to elongate. Her heart rate began to smooth out into a peaceful pitter-patter, lightly thumping in her chest. Even without them doing anything yet, this absolute power he took with her, calmed her instead of scaring her, because she did trust him.


If he betrayed that trust and everything went to hell, she'd have to deal with that when the time came, but for now, if he wasn't going to ask her opinion and enthusiastic engagement in everything, if he was instead going to simply demand and take, there was suddenly a space opening up for her to accept things.


"Lift your arms," he said.


Julie lifted her arms and Gabe pulled the T-shirt over her head and flung it onto the floor. "Why are you wearing underwear?"


She looked up into stern glittering green eyes. "I'm sorry, Master. I-I forgot." She'd been so nervous this morning, knowing it was starting today.


"That was your one and only warning, since we are just getting started. But never again, or there will be punishment."


Julie nodded.


Gabe knelt and removed her shoes and socks and then pushed the shorts over her hips and down to the floor. "Step out."


She did. She stood waiting in white panties, her arms crossed over her chest as he took a step back and looked at her. He'd seen her naked before. In the dungeon. But she'd had a blindfold on then. She hadn't been able to watch as he assessed her. She felt unbearably self-conscious. The only thing that kept her from fleeing was the knowledge that he'd take her down to the dungeon.


"I'm glad to see you've put the weight back on. You look healthy."


She felt the color rise to her cheeks. "Thank you, Master."


He moved closer and moved her arms away from her breasts. "Don't cover yourself. I get to look at what's mine whenever I want." He pressed a hand against her cheek and then allowed it to trail down the side of her throat and then down still further to stroke and cup her breast. 


He bent and dragged his tongue over one nipple and a small gasp escaped her.


"Can I ask you something?" Julie said.


"You just did. But I'll give you a bonus question."


"At Dmitri's house, t-they didn't like me that much. I-what happens if-if you don't like me?" She'd be lying if she said all her fears were wrapped up in reliving trauma. One of her biggest fears was that Gabe would finally get what he wanted, decide he didn't want it after all, and then get rid of her.


"That won't happen."


"How do you know?"


"Because you're Julie. And because I'm training you to my absolute and exacting specifications. As long as you can obey simple orders, I'll like you just fine."


He walked her backward until the backs of her knees hit the bed, then he pressed her shoulders down gently until she sat.


Gabe took a couple of steps back. "Lie back and pull your panties down."


Her hands trembled as she did as he demanded. If not for the threat of the dungeon and the growing certainty he would take her there, she would have already crumbled into sobs and begging or tried to flee.


He sat beside her, his hand resting lightly on her belly. Then he began to stroke the skin there. "I'm happy that you've got some healthy weight back, but you will stay at this weight. I want you in the gym every day working out with Brian. I like my girls very fit."


Her eyes widened. "But-" How could he ask her to be in the same room with that guy?


"But nothing. You will go. Brian and I have an understanding. He only did what he did to try to push you into my arms. He won't interfere with us. I don't want you to be skulking around the house trying to avoid him. He's not going to hurt you. And while you don't want to be in his dungeon, he's a great personal trainer in the gym. This is your home, and I want you to feel like it is. Spending some time around Brian in a gym environment will be good for you."


She was about to argue, but the steely glint in Gabe's eyes stopped her. "Yes, Master."


"Good girl." 


At least now she could spend all her time worrying about being in the gym with Brian. Maybe it would make her worry less about what Gabe was going to do.


He took the tube of coconut oil out of his pocket and unscrewed the cap. This time he didn't order her to do anything, he just positioned her legs the way he wanted them, spread wide so that her feet could reach the edges, then he sat in the open space between them.


"Close your eyes and relax," he said.


Moments later, she felt something cold and soothing between her legs. She was still very tender and red from the waxing. The oil was in a solid form and melted as he massaged it into her skin. Julie was grateful he'd allowed her to close her eyes. She didn't think she could bear to look at him when he was touching her so blatantly and intimately.


No man had ever touched her this way before. At Dmitri's it was blow jobs and standard fucking. Nobody bothered to really look at her—not like this. No one had ever tried to touch her in this almost disturbingly intimate way.
 

A desperate little moan left her throat before she could quiet it as her hips arched off the bed, seeking more. She wasn't sure what she'd expected from Gabe, but it hadn't been this. She could lie there forever and let him stroke her pussy this way. His fingers dipped inside her and she jerked off the bed toward him. Then he pulled back and caressed her some more on the outside.


"Please," she whimpered, a little breathless.


Gabe chuckled. "Oh, no, sweetheart. You won't be having an orgasm for a while. You have to surrender completely to me first. And I will know when you have. It will be weeks of training before I can allow it."


He pulled his hand away and she had to fight back more begging. Had it been ridiculous to fear and resist him? He said he wasn't going to let her have an orgasm for a while, and she knew for certain now that she'd never had one because the most she'd ever achieved was the same as the comforting pleasure he'd just delivered. It made her a little afraid, both of how intense it might be and also what if she...couldn't? Would he be mad? Would he throw her away then?
 

"Those men were absolute idiots," he said, his voice angry. "Of course they didn't like you. You were inexperienced and none of them ever learned anything more than how to masturbate inside a woman."


Julie opened her eyes, horrified he would mention any of that when everything had been so nice for a moment.


Gabe's gaze met hers. "I'm sorry. You didn't need to hear that. It might have been worse for you in some ways if they'd known what they were doing." He stood and peeled off his T-shirt and jeans.


She tried not to look at his erection, but she couldn't help it. To say it was impressive and terrifying was an understatement. She'd unfortunately seen a lot of erections over the past year, but none of them were quite as intimidating as what she found herself faced with now. Instinctively, she closed her legs.


Gabe noticed. "Don't worry, sweetheart. I'm not doing that today. I told you I would go slow. Come with me." He held out a hand and helped her out of the bed. He took her to the bathroom and started the shower.


When the temperature was right, he guided her inside and joined her under the spray.


"Lather your hands up, and touch me."


Julie took the bar of soap off the tray and did as he asked. She was tentative at first, afraid she was about to prove to him why he'd gotten a bad deal. No matter what he said, she couldn't stop thinking in those terms. She kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe it was the real reason she had pushed away his advances. Not just the fear of relieving Dmitri's, but the fear of him finding out how much money he'd wasted. And then what?


"Harder, sweetheart. I'm tougher than I look."


Julie laughed because that seemed impossible to her. And standing in the shower with the water rolling over those hard, tanned muscles, she knew he was playing with her. The fact that he seemed intent on continuing to joke with her, even with the change in their relationship relaxed her a bit.


She gripped him harder and started to move her hand back and forth.


"Yes," he groaned. "Just like that." He gripped the metal bar attached to the shower wall so hard she thought he might break it off.


Gaining confidence, she worked faster. Within a couple of minutes, he came. He pressed his hands against the wall on either side of her and took several slow breaths. Then when he seemed to have recovered his senses, his gaze shifted to her. He pulled her flush against him and captured her mouth in a kiss.


It was so much like the intensity and dominance of his kiss on that first night in her apartment. And though she was trapped in a small space with him with nowhere to run, instead of feeling afraid as she had that first night, she knew she was safe in this moment inside the water with him. He was as overwhelming as ever, and she felt consumed. With each devouring kiss, she felt as if she blinked out of existence for a fraction of a second only to come roaring back brighter and more real than she'd been the moment before. 


He moved to her throat then, leaving bites much like that first night, only this time she knew that when the marks faded, he would still be there. He held her against the wall, his large hand pressed against her ribcage just under her breast. His other hand moved between her legs, and she pressed herself into his hand for more contact.


She felt almost as if she'd left her body. How could this be happening? She responded to him so easily. She wanted to beg him to fuck her, but he'd just come, and he'd already said he wouldn't today.


After a few minutes, she felt as though something was building both between her legs and low in her belly. Gabe seemed to come to himself and pulled back. He shut off the water and stared at her hard.


"Oh no. I said you weren't coming for a while and I meant it."


Was that what was building? Whatever it was, it felt as though it would grow and grow and then explode into a million warm tiny lights around her.


He pressed another kiss, this one much softer, against her lips and helped her out of the shower. He wrapped a towel around his waist and then one around her. His phone rang in the other room, and he sprinted to get it.


Julie followed him back into the bedroom as he answered.


"Yes, this is Gabe. Already? That was fast. I should have stayed and waited. I can be there in fifteen minutes. Yeah, thanks." 


He disconnected and turned back to her. His smile was dazzling. "Your collar's ready."


She felt blank for a moment, unsure of how she should feel. Should she be repulsed? Excited? Resigned? Could she just not have an opinion at all and take the whole thing as it came? 


Gabe got dressed and turned back to her. "Drop the towel and come here."


She let the towel go and crossed the room to him. He guided her back a few feet as if he needed her to be in one very specific spot. Then he crossed to the nightstand and pulled a remote out of the drawer. He aimed it at the ceiling and pushed a button.
 

A panel slid back and chains dropped down into the room.


"On your knees," he said.


Julie's trepidation rose as she dropped to her knees on the spot he indicated.


"Good girl, now spread your legs."


Her heart beat harder as she spread her legs. He raised her arms over her head and fastened her wrists into soft cuffs. Then he went back to the drawer and pulled out another remote-like object with a black button on it. He positioned the remote beside her knee where she could easily roll onto it.


"That's a panic button. I want you to stay like this for me until I get back, but if you absolutely can't handle it or have some sort of emergency, press it, and someone will come release you." 


He went to a dresser and took a scrap of black silk from the top drawer and blindfolded her. Then he pressed a kiss to her forehead. "That's my good girl. I want you like this when I return, if you can stand it. I will be quick."


***


Gabe was a bundle of electricity. It still felt like a dream. Finally. Finally she was his to train and do whatever he wanted with. Every time the word master fell from her lips it sounded sweeter. Already he could feel her will melting and merging with his own. There was no question that very soon her desire would be only to please him. 


He'd seen the fight within her, but they both knew it was manufactured and artificial, created in Dmitri's house. Without that unfortunate detour in her life, Gabe imagined she'd already be completely surrendered to him. But this morning was a good start.


He'd gone with a simple collar. A sold gold band with a few carved flourishes that made it seem to glitter and sparkle when the light hit it. It looked like a very nice wedding band, except much larger. Gabe had wanted something that would make her feel as though this were a marriage. Perhaps she could begin to see things his way if she could frame the relationship that way.


Perhaps not the average modern marriage, but a much more traditional one from a time very far in the past. After all, wasn't there a time where a woman didn't pick her husband? A time where he took what was his and yet provided food and clothing and shelter and protection. And didn't love often grow and follow from that?


In the end, except for the kink side of things, her life was not so very different than had once been quite normal. Perhaps the level of comfort and luxury was a bit more.
 

Gabe hadn't wasted time chatting with the collar guy, because he didn't want to leave her for very long. That kind of bondage could be intense for someone not used to it. The real question was would she still be in the chains when he got back?


There was some small deterrent in her nudity. The compromising position she found herself in. The vulnerability of the blindfold. She might not want to call any random person into the room to see her that way.


Either way, whether she was still in the chains or freed, no doubt a strong point about her situation would be driven home.


When Gabe got to the house, he took the stairs two at a time to get back to her. But at the end of the hallway, he stalled, unsure of what he wanted to find behind the door: perfect submission, or a freed but embarrassed captive. Finally, he opened the door.


Julie was still exactly as he'd left her, naked on her knees, legs spread, blindfolded, arms stretched and chained above her head. As soon as he saw it, he realized he'd expected to see her quietly waiting on the bed for him, someone having released her. He'd been gone a good thirty minutes. This would be intense for anyone new to this. He hadn't really expected she'd still be there.


Tears were streaming down her face, no doubt from pain and perhaps some anxiety.


"M-master," she whispered.


The way her voice quivered when she said it nearly broke him. He couldn't believe he'd doubted for one second that this was in her.


"Yes, it's me."


She let out a shuddering breath. Relief. The tension that had strung her body tight from the moment he'd opened the door wasn't from the chains, but maybe the fear of being discovered by someone else this way.


Gabe put the box with the collar in it down on the dresser and went to her. He unbuckled the cuffs around her wrists and took the blindfold off. Then he rubbed her hands and arms.


"How is your circulation?"


"I-it's fine. It just hurt."


He crossed to the bathroom and started to run a hot bath. He poured soothing bath salts and lavender oil in and then went back to help her up off the ground. Julie didn't say anything as he guided her back to the bathroom. He shut off the water, tested the temperature, and then helped her into the tub.


"Relax, I'll be right back."


Gabe went to the other room and brought a chair in and placed it at the end of the tub where Julie's head rested. All the tension and anxiety drained out of her as he massaged her arms and shoulders.


"I didn't expect you to still be there when I got back," he said.


"Why not?"


"I assumed it would be too much for you and you'd push the button. Why didn't you? Were you too
embarrassed?"


"I didn't want to disappoint you."


Would he have been disappointed? He'd known when he chained her up that this was a lot to ask of a brand new, totally untrained slave. But, yes. Even knowing how unreasonable his demand was, he would have been disappointed. He would have gotten over it, and he certainly wouldn't have punished her for it, but he would have wished for a different outcome. Though he'd tried to convince himself it wasn't, it had been a test—one she had exceeded all expectations on.


"I'm sorry you were in pain, but I'm very pleased with you."


She seemed to relax another fraction. Whether it was from his words, the warmth of the bath loosening tight muscles, or his hands kneading out the knots he couldn't be sure.


"I-is it going to be like this all the time?" she asked.


"Like what?"


"Painful."


He chuckled. "No. Most of the time it won't be. Even when I play with you with things that you think should be painful, it won't be like you think. I promise."


They sat in silence for several minutes. The only sound disturbing the silence was Julie's fingertips trailing back and forth through the water.


When the water had cooled, Gabe pulled the plug on the drain and helped her out of the tub. He dried her and led her back into the bedroom and guided her to sit on the edge of the bed.


He crossed to the dresser and retrieved the black velvet box that contained the gold collar and returned to sit beside her. She seemed to barely breathe as she stared at the box. Her hand crept out to stroke the velvet on top, then she looked up at him, unsure.
 

"My collar?"


"Yes. And it never comes off."


Gabe opened the box.


Julie stared at it for a long time, finally running her finger along the smooth parts of the gold. "It looks like a wedding ring for a giant," she said.


At least the intent had been clear.


"In a lot of ways it is. I know this is still scary for you, and you don't know what's going to happen next or how you'll feel about it, but this is a commitment to you. This doesn't just mark you as being my property. It says I'm taking responsibility for you. Forever. It means more to me than a wedding ring means to most people. I hope you can find a way to understand that. So I don't want to hear any talk about me getting rid of you. That won't happen. Once this collar is around your throat, that's it. Everyone in this house takes a collar like this deadly serious, including me. If you displease me, the answer to that is training, not abandoning or throwing you away, do you understand?"


"Yes, Master."


Gabe took a small black velvet pouch out of his pocket and pulled out a golden key that matched the collar. He removed the collar from it's cushioning, unlocked it with the key, and put it around Julie's throat. Then he put the key back in the velvet pouch and went to the far end of the room. There he took a modern art painting of bright geometric shapes off the wall to reveal a small wall safe. He punched in a code and put the pouch with the key inside, then he shut the safe and replaced the picture.


In this time, Julie had gone to stand in front of the mirror over the dresser. She stared at the collar and touched the edge of it.


Gabe moved behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders as their eyes met in the mirror. "Is it too heavy or uncomfortable?"


"N-no, Master."


She continued to stare at it.


"Do you like it?"


She took a long time to answer as if weighing all the ways he could mean that question. Finally she said, "It's beautiful."




Chapter Twelve


A couple of days passed and Julie began to relax into a routine with Gabe. Every morning, they took a shower together. He loved bathing her and making her bathe him. In only a few days it had become a ritual in which she found an odd sort of comfort. 


So far, nothing more dramatic or intense than the first day had happened, and definitely nothing as bad as the chains. She'd believed it was okay to push the button if she needed to, but she didn't want to need to. She was grateful he returned when he did because she'd been about to lose the will to keep going.


Even as things had remained tame, Gabe had been clear about why. It wasn't just that he was going slow with her. He was waiting for her skin to fully heal from the waxing. This morning he'd decided she was fully healed. There was no tenderness or redness left, so today he said things would intensify.


What that meant, Julie couldn't be sure, but she was afraid. Despite her fears, everything so far with Gabe had felt so dramatically different from what had happened at Dmitri's house that she hadn't had any flashbacks. In fact, sleeping in Gabe's arms each night had kept the nightmares at bay. But he hadn't fucked her yet. That was coming, and she still feared that when it did, the world around her would come crashing down, maybe for good this time.


For the moment, she was in the gym training with Brian. This was her second day in the gym with him, and remarkably they'd actually developed a rapport. Gabe was right that Brian was a great trainer in the gym. Though she might only think that because Brian wasn't allowed to actually hurt her.


She was grateful Gabe had set the bracelet that first night so only he could control it. She'd come to discover the bracelets could be controlled via a remote which could send a shock of electricity to the wearer.


But even without such unconventional strategies, Brian was already pushing her in the gym. He'd commented that she was a little flabby the first day. Before she could get too hurt or offended, he clarified that he meant she could be a lot more lean and strong and that Gabe would like her that way.


She couldn't be completely sure, but it seemed to her Gabe might have met with Brian to specify how he wanted her to look. She wondered if they'd discussed specific workout plans, if he'd been picky about how toned he wanted her and in what areas. This thought unexpectedly sent a jolt of excitement between her legs as she ran on the treadmill.


"Something wrong?" Brian asked.


"Nothing, sir." Julie felt her face and neck flush bright red and was glad no one could read her thoughts.


"Good. You've got five more minutes here, and then we're going to hit the weights and work on that ass."


She couldn't do a lot of talking at the moment. She was too winded from the treadmill. But she could think. And at the moment, her thoughts were running around like a spazzy toddler on a sugar high.


What kind of sick weirdo was she to suddenly feel turned on by the idea of Gabe ordering his own Sculpted Julie doll? It was just-in the strangest way, the more control Gabe took, the safer she felt. Already her thoughts had begun to drift more and more to would this make Gabe happy?


If she was honest with herself—except for the literal slavery—it wasn't that far off from how she'd imagined things would be some day when she married—assuming she were able to find a man who made enough money to let her stay home and just worry about his needs. Maybe this thing with Gabe wasn't that big of a bridge to cross, all things considered.


Brian pushed some buttons on the treadmill, slowing her down a bit, and finally let the machine grind to a halt. She was about to step off the machine and head to the weight area when she looked up to find Gabe leaning casually in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest. How long had he been standing there watching? Had he seen her blush a few minutes ago?


"I'm ready for her," Gabe said.


Brian shrugged. "If you plan to interrupt her training every day, you're not going to get the results you want."


Gabe's intense gaze remained trained on Julie. "I have other results I want more at the moment."


Brian chuckled. "Fair enough."


"Julie, come with me," Gabe said.


She walked past a few other girls who had been working out with their trainers, avoiding eye contact with any of them. She followed Gabe quietly through the main hall, up the stairs, and down the hallway to his bedroom. He shut the door softly behind them.


"I want you to shower and then put on the clothes I've laid out for you on the bed, then meet me on the dungeon level in cell C."


Her lip started to quiver. "Master, did I do something wrong?" If he was taking her to the dungeon, that meant punishment right? But she couldn't think of anything she'd done that deserved punishment. Since he'd put the collar around her throat she'd done everything he'd asked of her. She was following his rules.


"You didn't do anything wrong. You aren't being punished. I told you I was upping the intensity of your training now that you're healed. It's time to fully explore what's mine. Twenty minutes. Don't be late." He didn't wait for her to form a reply.


Julie stood frozen in place, her heart hammering so loudly in her chest for a moment she thought the sound was coming from outside herself. All through her shower she had to remind herself this was the supposed training protocol he used normally with the other girls.


And they all survived it. 


She had to remind herself Gabe had been everybody's favorite trainer. There had to be a reason for that. 
 

The clothes he'd left for her out on the bed consisted of a black leather mini skirt and a sheer black crop top, along with black leather thigh-high boots. He really wanted her to walk downstairs past other people wearing this? She'd worn worse for strangers.


***


Gabe sat in a metal chair in a corner of cell C. This was one of the cells outfitted for both punishment and play. There were plenty of toys and furniture available for his use in this room, and they were less likely to be disturbed down here. On the ground beside his chair was a square black box and a book. 


He couldn't stop looking at his watch. The seconds and minutes crawled by. Twice already he'd been sure it must have stopped, yet every time he held it up to his ear, the ticking reassured him. But why was time moving so goddamn slow?
 

He'd spent the days since Julie's training had begun impatiently waiting to intensify their play...and to fuck her. But he didn't want to hurt her or the sensitive flesh she'd had waxed for him. He'd carefully rubbed coconut oil into her skin each day as the redness faded bit by bit. Each day she seemed a bit less tender and a bit more ready for further exploration.


Next time, she was only getting 24 hours. He knew from experience with training many girls over the years that it took a little time for skin—particularly in such delicate areas—to get used to waxing. Once it did, there was much less down time. But it was still difficult having the patience this first time, especially after weeks of having her in the house but not taking what he knew was his.


He knew it. She knew it. If it had been any other woman, if it had been someone he didn't care for, he would have taken her the first night and done whatever the fuck he wanted with her. But he couldn't risk destroying her. He wanted her to trust him. And he couldn't bring himself to betray that trust.


A part of him felt guilty for not allowing her to come yet. She'd whimpered and begged a little for it already, but this was his normal training protocol. He'd learned early on that if he took a girl and kept her from coming for the first few weeks, forcing her to focus only on his pleasure and absolute obedience, that a deeper surrender and loyalty took hold inside her.


Gabe didn't like to brag, but the buyers always seemed to like girls who'd been shaped mostly by his training the best. The other trainers were too soft. Brian wasn't, but he was there to punish and enforce. He didn't do much regular training of the girls except for sculpting them in the gym.


The door creaked open and Gabe's head jerked toward the sound. She was breathtaking. The gold collar that marked her as his glittered under the dome light. Her lightly tanned stomach was bared by the sheer black crop top. Her breasts were fully visible, her nipples poking through the fabric. He wondered if her arousal was from sexual excitement or fear. Maybe a little of both. Good. 


"Turn," he said.


She turned around and he could see that the mini skirt was so delightfully short that it allowed the slightest curve of her ass to show when she moved.


"Are you wearing panties?" He knew the answer already but he wanted to hear her say it.


"No, Master."


"Turn back around."


She turned. He could tell her nerves were starting to get to her. No matter. Soon even her soul would belong to him. There would be no place she could run even inside her own mind, because she wouldn't want to be anywhere but at his feet.


He pointed to a chair near the door. "Sit and spread your legs. I want to see that you've obeyed the no panties rule."


She blushed. Still so adorably innocent somehow though there was no reason in the world she should be.


Julie crossed to the chair, sat, and spread her legs wide. The skirt inched up against her hips, and he got a clear, clean view of that lovely bare pussy all ripe and ready for his invasion.


"Good, now be a sweet girl and crawl over here to me."


She took a sharp intake of breath as if steeling herself against what was coming and then crawled over to him, settling between his legs. Her gaze landed briefly on the bulge in his jeans, but then she bent and pressed her lips to his boots and waited quietly for further instruction.


On her first night as his official slave, after the collar was around her throat, he'd given her the basic training manual that all the girls were given upon arrival. It contained various rules and protocols for successful interaction in the house. It saved a lot of explanation and helped them acclimate more quickly.


For the past couple of days he'd only demanded hand jobs. Today would be different. Gabe rose from the chair and scooted it out of the way. He walked slowly around her, assessing her, letting her tension build until he could practically taste her anxiety on the air.


He didn't like that her anxiety was mixed with real trauma from a past maybe too recent for this type of play, but he was carefully monitoring her fear. So far, she was well within the bounds of what was normal for his girls. 
 

He stopped behind her and bent to trail his fingertips along her collar. He leaned closer and whispered in her ear, "Who do you belong to?"
 

"You, Master."


"I've been very pleased with you the past few days. Are you ready to go to the next level with me?"


"How many are there?"


He laughed. "Not that many. I promise you'll survive it." He appreciated these small expressions of personality. It let him know she was still with him. She hadn't burrowed somewhere deep within herself that he couldn't touch. 


In his experience, it took a few weeks for a girl—almost any girl—to surrender completely. And that was with a solid training protocol. There were deviations. Some fell more quickly, some more slowly. Despite his expectations that she might be slower, Julie was right about on schedule, but it still might be too soon to tell.
 

"Julie, do you trust me?"


"Yes, Master."


He studied her for changes in her facial expression, tension changes in her face or body, changes in breathing-but everything remained the same.


"Master, do you love me?"


"Of course. You know I do."


"Still?" she asked.


"Why would that change?"


She shrugged. "I don't know."


An answer like that was generally unacceptable to him, but Gabe could tell she wasn't sure why she felt so insecure all of a sudden. He had his suspicions. Sexual activity hadn't exactly been previously linked with safety and love for her.


Gabe took her hand and pulled her up off the ground. He led her to a padded red leather chair that sat in the middle of the room under the dome light. There were cuffs attached in various places to the chair, but he wouldn't use them.


"Sit and spread your legs for me again. Do not close them until I tell you, no matter how you feel. Rest your hands flat on your thighs and do not move them either."


She did as he asked, but her breaths came more shallow.


He whispered in her ear, "Breathe, slow deep breaths. You can handle this. I promise."


Her breath deepened almost like in sleep. He took a tube from his pocket. It looked similar to the tube that had contained the coconut oil, but this tube contained something else—an arousal cream. It would cause her clit to swell and engorge, triggering an excited throbbing which would lead to increased wetness between her legs, and finally the desperate need to be brought to orgasm at any cost.


The effects would last about an hour.


Gabe knelt between her legs and squeezed cream out of the tube and applied it to her clit and labia, making sure to cover the entire area. Admittedly, this was a form of torture. She would definitely survive it, but in its way it might be considered as bad as sleep deprivation or isolation or any of a million other things sick bastards did to get people to confess their secrets.


But Gabe didn't want confession. He wanted complete and utter submission. She surely thought she'd surrendered to him already by calling him master and accepting his collar and being so sweetly obedient the past few days, but she had no idea.


He looked at his watch. Timing was everything.


"Remember, don't move your hands or close your legs," Gabe said.


It took a few minutes for the cream to fully take effect, but when it did, the truth of her situation landed heavily on Julie. Her fingers unconsciously seemed to twitch in the direction of her pussy. It was both surprising and amusing, that the cream should have such a strong effect on her that she would almost unconsciously masturbate for him in order to make the need go away.


"You'd better not. This can be a training session or a punishment session. Your call."


She squeezed her eyes shut as if she could will it away. "Please..."


Gabe chuckled. "But I'm not even touching you. Please what? What exactly are you begging for?"


Her face flamed a brilliant shade of pink. "I don't know. I need you to touch me."


He moved so he was eye level with her. "Open your eyes." She did and he met her with the full force of his stare. "I am very flattered that you need me to touch you so badly, but never beg me again until I give you permission to beg. Is that understood?"
 

"Y-yes, Master."


"Good girl."


He stood and moved slowly around her, watching her suffer from his denial. He'd trained all kinds of girls. Willful girls. Meek girls. And everything in between. He'd had girls he had to punish on the first day because they thought they could masturbate for him and he would be so undone by the display and the wetness of their cunt that they wouldn't get in trouble. They were always wrong about that. But Julie was the most self-disciplined girl he'd ever come into contact with, despite the fact that the cream seemed to have an especially potent effect on her.
 

Gabe moved behind her and began to stroke her hair, then her cheek. His fingertips slowly moved down to the hem of the crop top. "Raise your arms."


She did, and he pulled the sheer scrap of fabric off. He didn't have to tell her to put her hands back on her thighs. He ran his hands slowly over every exposed part of her body except for the part she most wanted him to touch. He massaged her breasts and tweaked her nipples and then ran his hands slowly over her belly. 
 

From there he removed her boots and gently caressed the inner curve of each foot, and up her legs, all the way to mere centimeters from the spot where the cream continued to work its evil magic. She squirmed and whimpered but didn't beg again. Oh, she pleaded with her eyes, but Gabe would let that slide. Her facial expression quite possibly was no longer under her full control.


When he was finished teasing and tormenting her for the moment, he crossed the room and sat in the chair he'd been in when she first arrived. He picked up the book and pretended to read, while glancing over the pages at Julie every few moments to be sure she wasn't cheating.


She continued to obey him, but silent tears worked their way down her cheeks. The poor little lamb.


He looked down at his watch again. It was time. 


"Julie. Crawl to me."


She got out of the chair, a little shaky and crawled across the floor to him. Her long wavy auburn hair fell forward as she moved.


She pressed her lips against his boots and waited quietly.


God, this girl. She was absolutely perfect.


Gabe unbuttoned his pants and let his cock spring free. "Look at it."


Julie looked up, her expression somewhat fearful, but there was also an unmistakable look of lust in her eyes.


"I want you to use your mouth this time."


"I'm not sure that's possible," she said.


He laughed. "Flattery will get you everywhere, sweetheart. Just do your best."


Tentatively she moved closer. He shuddered as she took him into her warm hand. Then she moved in and started to take him into her mouth.


"No. Stop. Wait," he said. Of course she didn't know what she was doing. No one had taught her. And even if they had, she wouldn't have liked their instruction given the circumstances.


"I'm sorry, I..."


"Don't go for it all at once. Use your tongue. Lick. Kiss. Take your time with it. Then suck. And you only have to take a little more than the head at first. You'll learn to deep throat over time. You don't have to do that now."


She went in for her second attempt. He gripped the edges of the chair as her hot wet tongue swirled around his cock. She moaned against his skin, and he knew it wasn't an act she was putting on. It was the arousal cream making her so enthusiastic. Right now she was so turned on that he could get her to do anything, and she wouldn't balk at the suggestion.


"You can use your hand too. Hand and mouth," he managed to get out.


At times she was clumsy, but she was so sweet and determined. And it didn't matter. He'd waited so long to have her hot little mouth on his cock, that it only took a couple of minutes of beginner sucking for him to come apart like a fucking schoolboy.


"Swallow."


He massaged her throat with one hand, helping her. Afterward she pulled away and stayed quiet on her knees, waiting. Gabe took several long slow breaths to gain control of himself. They had a long evening ahead of them, and he was far from done with her.


***


As Julie waited on her knees between Gabe's legs she realized suddenly that the overpowering arousal had stopped. The clawing, screaming need to be touched between her legs had faded. What she felt now was absolute relief.


It was as though pleasing him and swallowing his cum had given her her own release at least from the unyielding need. She wasn't stupid. She knew it didn't really work that way. He obviously knew how long that evil cream he'd put on her lasted and had timed things so that she would have the illusion of relief and release from pleasing him. 


Gabe zipped his pants. "Stand up and come with me," he said.


Julie struggled to her feet and followed him across the room. When he stopped in front of a pole very similar to the one she'd been whipped on before, she took several steps back. "N-no. No."


He turned toward her, an eyebrow raised. "No? Does my pet say no to me?"


She wanted to run, but she was half naked and there was nowhere she could go, so instead she dropped to her knees. "Please, please-don't." Had she displeased him? "I-I warned you. I told you that I wasn't a favorite with the others and that you would be disappointed..."


It had only been a matter of time before he figured out what a foolish waste of money she was.


She knew he'd told her not to beg, but she was pretty sure that was about orgasms—an inconsequential thing at the moment. And how could she not beg when she was so scared? Yes, she'd had a strange reaction to the last punishment, but it still hurt, and she was still scared. The last time he'd said he was going easy on her. He might not go easy this time.


She flinched when he touched her shoulder then pulled her up to stand.


"Julie. This isn't punishment. This is play. You will like it. Just trust me."


He pulled her into his arms for a moment, stroking her hair and back. She melted against him, her face pressed against his neck. He held her like that for several minutes. She was sure he could feel her heart pounding against him. Finally, when it slowed, he turned her to face the pole and fastened her wrists over her head into the cuffs.


Gabe unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the ground. "Step out."


She stepped out, now fully bared to his gaze, each article of clothing having been taken from her a bit at a time. She shivered.


"Cold or fear?"


"Fear."


He turned her toward him and kissed her forehead. "You are my prized possession, you never ever have to fear me. I'm not going to hurt you. I would do anything to protect you and keep you safe."


She wanted to believe him. Wasn't it something, at least, that nothing that had happened between them had triggered any remembrance of the Dmitri nightmare? 


Gabe crossed the room and dug around in a large wooden box on the ground. He came back with something that looked like a whip, but it had a lot of different strips of leather. She cringed away as he got closer with it.


He didn't offer any further reassurance, and he didn't tell her how many lashes she would have to endure.
 

"This is a flogger," is all he said. 


When the first strike landed, all the anxiety that had been balled up inside her unfurled in a wave of relief. There was a slight sting, but he was right, it didn't really hurt. 


"I want you to cry for me."


With that pronouncement, the strikes got harder, but it still wasn't outside of what she could tolerate. It wasn't horrifying. It wasn't a pain she pulled away from. It was the kind of pain she found herself pressing into, and each time the leather bit into her flesh, she became more sure that Gabe had been right about her from the beginning. 


There was nothing that had happened at Dmitri's that should make her crave...this.


"Good girl," Gabe said.


Julie hadn't realized she'd started crying. It was as if some unconscious part of her had the drive to obey him no matter what the request was. But crying was an easy thing. There was so much pent up anxiety that all she had to do was let go and allow it to flow out of her. It was too exhausting to hold all this inside her.


On the outside, she was doing everything he asked of her, but on the inside, she still allowed her fears to gain control of her, even when they didn't materialize into anything but phantoms. Even when Gabe was nothing like those other men-even when she believed Gabe loved her despite the difficulty fully understanding how what he wanted from her and love could co-exist. Wasn't love about equality?


And yet, when he stopped and began to kiss the side of her neck, she could feel his emotions pushing their way inside her. And she opened and let him inside.


He stroked her back and peppered kisses over the skin warmed from the flogger. After a few minutes of this, he returned the flogger to the box. He came back with a long thin bamboo cane.


"Now this...will hurt."


The tears came harder now. Just when she was starting to really trust him, he was going to beat her with this?


"Shhh. Only two. I want to lay a couple of welts on your thighs. I need to lay a couple of welts on your thighs. Take a deep breath. It will be over in a couple of seconds."


Julie took a deep breath and then shrieked when the first lash came down. She barely had a moment to catch her breath when the second came and was over. It was a bright, sharp spot of pain, but it was so fast that she hadn't had much time to fear or anticipate it, and the pain was gone moments later.


But her body had reacted almost instantly, as she felt a trickle of wetness slip down her inner thigh. 
 

Gabe ran his fingertips over the welts he'd left. "God, these are beautiful." He admired his handiwork for a full minute, then returned the cane and uncuffed her.


She assumed they were done for now, but Gabe had other ideas. He led her over to a spanking horse.


"Lie on your stomach and straddle it."


When she did, he put her wrists and ankles in new cuffs attached to the furniture. What could he possibly be about to do with her now?


She jerked in her bonds when his hand moved between her legs. 


"So, so wet," he said. "Your sweet little cunt needs to be fucked now, doesn't it, sweetheart?"


"Y-yes, Master." Oh. That was what he could do with her now.


Somehow it had slipped her awareness that in the days he'd been looking at her and touching her and ordering her to touch him, that he hadn't fucked her yet. For the briefest glimmer of a moment she worried it would somehow remind her of Dmitri's house. And what if it did? Wouldn't it still be Gabe inside her and not some other man?


He leaned over her, so that his chest pressed against her back. His lips brushed her ear. "Do not come. If you think you're about to come, you tell me immediately. If you come, I will punish you."


"How will I know?"


"You'll know."


He rose off her and she heard the zipper again. Then in another moment he'd pushed himself inside her. She'd been afraid of his size, but he filled her in ways she hadn't been aware were possible until this moment. And then he moved. It was an achingly slow tease as he drove in and out of her. His fingers interlaced with hers and then their breath began to move in concert.


His thrusts became harder and faster. The sounds emitting from his mouth became more guttural, as if he were in the process of a transformation from man to beast. Julie felt the seed of something growing inside her, a pressure that wanted to explode out of her. But she willed herself not to chase it. She wanted real release with him, but she didn't want it as much as she wanted to please him.


Gabe gripped the back of her neck, pressing her down against the spanking horse as he came inside her. 
 

Afterward, he uncuffed her and helped her to sit up. Something had shifted in the past few moments. Julie felt somehow more vulnerable than she'd ever felt with him before. She needed some reassurance from him, but she didn't know how to ask for it. He'd said that he loved her, but what could that possibly mean to a man like Gabe? And wouldn't he get bored with her?


Now that he'd had his conquest would things change? Would he grow cold? Would he move on to someone else, leaving her shattered forever?


He went around the cell, gathering up the bits of clothing and the boots that had been abandoned at various points. He brought them back to her and quietly helped her get dressed. He didn't say anything, so she didn't say anything, though she wanted to.


When she was dressed again, he went to the chair he'd been sitting in earlier and brought back a black box that had been sitting on the floor beside him. Inside the box was a long, thick gold chain. He attached it to her collar and started to lead her from the room.


"Where are we going?"


"Back upstairs to our room."


She became suddenly self-conscious of the welts on her thighs that she knew could be seen with the super short mini skirt. Not that being paraded around on a gold leash wasn't bad enough.


"But you said you wouldn't humiliate me in public."


"Trust me, being led on my leash is not humiliation. Every girl in this house wants to be you."


Julie tried to avoid looking at the other girls as he led her through the foyer to the stairs that led up to the second floor, but she managed to catch one girl's gaze. Gabe was right. That girl wanted to be her.


The moment of exposure passed quickly, and soon they were on the second level away from prying eyes. Gabe led her to their bedroom and took the leash off.
 

"I'll be right back. You can take the boots off and change into something comfortable."


She didn't know where he was going or how long he would be gone. She felt a little abandoned. He'd just fucked her and now what? He was leaving? She took off the boots and changed into some bright blue shorts and a white T-shirt and sprawled on the bed.


A few minutes later, Gabe returned with a tray of food. It was well past dinnertime. So much had gone on that she'd forgotten to be hungry, but now she found she was ravenous. He put the tray between them on the bed and they ate. It was turkey and dressing, potatoes and gravy, green beans, and rolls tonight. And pumpkin pie.


It was nowhere close to November, but sometimes Phyllis got in a mood, and when she did, they all had an impromptu Thanksgiving. After they ate, he took the tray down. When he came back, he rubbed salve onto the welts on her thighs. They watched a movie together, and he held her.


When bedtime came, Gabe undressed her and helped her into bed, then he took out the tube of arousal cream. She inched away from his hand as he moved in to apply it.


Gabe's expression was stern. "Open your legs and submit to me."


Her legs fell open and he applied the cream. It seemed to start working faster this time, but that might have been because she knew what was coming. For one rebellious moment she thought perhaps she could find a way to covertly touch herself while Gabe was sleeping, but he had already anticipated her plan.


He went to the room next door for a moment and returned with a chastity belt. Attached on the inside was a large metal dildo. She lay utterly still as he put it on her, seating the metal protrusion deep inside her. By the time he'd locked it on, the arousal cream had fully activated.


Gabe turned out the light, got undressed, and got into bed beside her, pulling her into his arms. She squirmed and whimpered as her pussy throbbed and pulsed against the dildo that did nothing but fill her and increase her desperation for pleasure.


He held her firm against him. "Settle down. Accept this."


She remained still, but the cream and the dildo drove her mad for nearly an hour. By the time the torment had finally subsided, she'd drifted into a strange sleep with vivid hypersexual dreams that seemed like a mere extension of the day.





Chapter Thirteen


Three weeks of this torture went by. Every day Brian worked her hard in the gym, and then Gabe would come for her. They would shower together and then he'd take her to the dungeon or a play room. Though she dreaded the arousal cream each day, she began to crave Gabe's cock filling her mouth and throat because she knew by the time he came, the effects of the cream would wear off. 


As the days had bled into weeks, she'd become increasingly enthusiastic about sucking him off, the feelings produced by the cream drove her on until she could no longer separate out in her head whether she was genuinely turned on by servicing him, or if it was the cream. She had a feeling her response by now would be Pavlovian.


Soon her technique improved and the need for tutoring diminished. Eventually she was taking him all the way, relaxing her throat as he'd trained her. With repeated exposure, she grew to feel deliriously happy pleasuring him, each time trying to make him come just a little harder.


Each day he used various whipping implements on her and slowly trained her to accept nipple clamps and an array of bondage setups. Each day he fucked her in a rotating variety of positions, and each time she felt that if she let go a tiny bit more she could come, but he'd ordered her not to, and she didn't want to displease him. Each night, he tortured her once more with the arousal cream and the chastity belt with the metal attachment that filled her almost as fully as he did, but which couldn't offer her anything but frustration. And each night she finally managed to find sleep in a porn-slathered fever dream.


She was in the gym working out with Brian, and she felt him. She knew by now when Gabe was near. She could feel him looking at her, looking into her. She glanced up to find him leaning against the door frame, as he always did.


"I'm ready for her," he said.


"It's not your turn. She's got twenty more minutes of gym time," Brian groused.


"I need her. Now," he practically growled.


"Fine."


Julie's stomach clenched tight from the way he was looking at her, and even without the cream she could already feel the maddening arousal beginning. He held out a hand, and she crossed the room to him and took it.


After their shower, he led her to a playroom on the main floor and locked the door. It was one of the rooms that looked like a porn set.


Gabe turned on the lights and the camera. "I'm going to film you," he said.


Julie tensed. By now, trusted him implicitly, but sometimes when something new was introduced, she couldn't stop the brief anxiety. "What will you do with the film?"


"I'll keep it safe. No one else will see it."


She wondered if he would put it in the wall safe with the golden key for her collar.


"Are you going to be a good girl and let me film you?" he asked.


"Yes, Master."


"Good. Undress and go lie down on the bed."


In the middle of the room was a circular bed with a thick red duvet on top, and lots of pillows.


"Has anyone ever filmed you before?"


"No, Master."


"Good."


Julie peeled off her shorts and T-shirt and sprawled on the bed while Gabe adjusted the camera and moved it in closer to her.


"Spread your legs wide for me."


She did, and Gabe finished setting up the camera. Then he joined her on the bed and pulled out a tube of the dreaded cream. 


"I-is what we have special?" Julie asked. She couldn't help herself. The thought had been rattling around in her brain almost since the moment she'd accepted his collar. He never flaunted the girls he trained in front of her, and he'd no doubt ordered them never to say a word to her about being with him, likely on pain of a dungeon session with Brian, but he was still with all those other women.


"Julie. I don't love those girls. Sure, I enjoy training them. I like the physical sensations that come with it, but it doesn't mean anything. It's not you. They get trained, and they go."


"Do you get attached to them?"


"No. But if I did it would make no difference. You are mine and you will always be mine."


As long as what they had was special, the other girls didn't matter.


"Now I have a question for you. What if I never allow you to have an orgasm? What if I torment you with the possibility every day for the rest of your life and never let you come?"


It hadn't fully occurred to her that might happen, partly because she had grown to believe he cared for her, so of course he wouldn't do something to her that would harm her over the long term. But as much as she wanted to find the completion at the end of arousal, she hardly knew what she was missing since it had never happened to her before.


Finally she said, "Then that would be your right and your decision."


Gabe smiled, a deeply satisfied and almost smug smile. "Good."


He opened the tube and massaged the arousal cream into her clit and around her labia. She felt the effects within minutes. Each time it was as if she had a temporary amnesia and forgot how intense her need was. Fuck what she'd just said. If he didn't let her come, she was going to die.


Gabe went to a refrigerator across the room and opened the freezer. He took out a piece of ice that had been frozen into a phallic shape and had a stick attached at the end to hold onto. He returned and sat next to her while she whimpered and writhed.


He slid the ice inside her, slowly pumping in and out. She was so hot inside that it started melting on contact. She couldn't be bothered by how freezing cold it was, because it was penetration and contact, and though she wasn't going to come like this, it was almost as though it could scratch the smallest amount of the urgent itch.


He withdrew the ice and disposed of it across the room. When he returned this time, he had a thin metal dildo and lube. He didn't need lube. She was dripping wet and needy. Anything would slide in and out of that hole with ease.


But then she realized it wasn't meant for that hole. If she wasn't half-mad from arousal, she might have tried to squirm away or plead with him. She might have been more scared. But in this heightened state, it sounded exciting.


"The one virgin hole," he said with a nearly demonic glee. "Get on your hands and knees and offer that stunning ass to me."


Julie scrambled onto her hands and knees while Gabe coated the anal toy with lube. 


"Relax," he said. Then he inched the toy inside her ass. 


Julie found herself pushing against it, seeking deeper penetration. She quickly discovered that the effects of the cream made any touch or penetration in that general area feel like a welcome balm to soothe the ache the smallest amount.


He started to slowly fuck her with the toy, and she moved with it. 


"Good girl. Remember you're on camera. Perform for me. Moan. Really sell it."


She'd forgotten for a moment about the camera. Gabe was sitting slightly to the side of her, giving the camera a clear unobstructed view of her ass and pussy.


He moved his other hand between her legs and dipped a finger inside her. "You love having your ass fucked. I've never seen you this wet."


All she could do was moan as the toy slid in deeper. Finally he stopped and the distraction was gone. The only thing left was the throbbing need between her legs.


"All right," he said. "You have my permission to beg."


"Really?" She was so grateful she didn't have the chance to consider that maybe he wanted her to beg but might leave her unfulfilled still. And yet, every time his cock was inside her mouth or her cunt, she felt fulfilled. Every time she knelt at his feet in anticipation of the next thing she felt fulfilled. Every time the flogger came down. Every toy that penetrated her. Every thing he did. Every look. Every caress. Every shower together. All of it was fulfilling.


And yet.


"Well? I'm waiting." Gabe sat in a nearby chair, his legs open, inviting her to kneel between them. 
 

She climbed off the bed and crawled to him. She rubbed her cheek against the bulge in his jeans like a cat begging affection. "Please, Master, please let me come."


He reached down and squeezed her nipple painfully hard. "Cry for me and beg again."


The tears came easily. "Please let me come, please, I beg you."


He chuckled. "Good girl."


Gabe led her to the back of the room. There was a bondage bed back there, basically a high flat table of sorts that was black leather padded and had various metal attachment rings all around the perimeter.


There was a spot in the middle of the table that had a raised platform with a large attached metal dildo.


"I think you know where I want you," Gabe said. He went to get the camera and set it up again to capture the new location.


Julie got up on the bondage bed and straddled the artificial cock. She sank down on it while Gabe went to take a toy out of one of the large boxes in the room. He pressed a button on the side of the bed and the dildo started to fuck her. She dug her fingers into the leather of the bondage bed, bracing herself against the onslaught. The longer the fucking went on, the more insanely wet she became. 


And though she was sure that the cream should be wearing off by now, the effects only seemed to get stronger. Gabe got on the bed behind her and pushed a button on the side of the toy he'd brought with him. It was a small round thing with a handle, and it was vibrating.


Gabe pressed the hard vibrating ball against her clit and massaged it around in a circular motion. It felt slippery from her arousal. 


"Now let yourself go, and come for your master."


All at once that thing that kept building inside her started to race to a crescendo. The pressure built and built until she thought it was going to kill her, and then it burst and exploded into the most intense pleasure she'd ever felt. It went on and on in wave after wave as she gripped the leather harder. A scream tore from her and then morphed into a deep, guttural moan. But Gabe still moved the small vibrating ball around her clit, and the attachment on the bed still fucked her.
 

Finally, her arms wouldn't hold her anymore, and she fell forward. Gabe turned the toy off and pressed the button on the bed to make it stop, then he gathered her up in his arms and held her. He pressed kisses along her neck and face and then whispered in her ear, "You should have been grateful for the way things were. By the time I'm finished with you, you'll be begging me not to make you come anymore."


But she knew she would only beg if he gave her permission.
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