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   Chapter 1
 
   Butterflies fluttered in Mallory’s stomach as she slowed her car to a stop in front of the huge, intricately crafted wrought iron gates.  She jumped slightly at a tapping on her window.  A kindly-looking man in a security uniform motioned for her to roll it down.
 
   “ID?”  He asked in a routine manner.
 
   “Um, yeah,” Mallory fished her driver’s license out of her purse and handed it to the man.  “I’m with the catering company,” she explained, somewhat unnecessarily; she was wearing a white button-down shirt with the Carly’s Catering logo on it.  The real guests at this party would be decked out in ball gowns and tuxes.
 
   The guard checked her name off a list and handed back her ID.  “Okay, Miss Williams, you can go on in,” he gestured with a smile.  The gates before her slowly eased open, admitting her to the exclusive estate.  Even in the dimness of twilight, the grounds were impressive.  The drive up to the old plantation house was lined with huge Live Oaks, hundreds of years old.  Gray, lacy Spanish Moss dripped down from the elegantly curved branches that reached out over the road, creating a canopy of lush greenery that was illuminated by her headlights.  Manicured lawns stretched out to either side, the gardens disappearing into the darkness.
 
   Mallory wondered for a moment what it would be like to live here, to have a life like Jake Cleary’s, heir to the Cleary fortune: beautiful homes all over the world; a multi-billion dollar company handed to you by your father; and more money than God.  Hell, the guy probably hadn’t worked a day in his life until his father died last year.  And even now he probably just sat back and let the board of directors handle everything, throwing fancy parties at his leisure while other people looked after his fortune.  He sure as hell had never had to steam lattes for pretentious assholes to help pay his way through college like Mallory had.
 
   I bet he’s an entitled douchebag, she thought, assuring herself that a hard work ethic and gritty, real world experiences had gained her more character than he would ever have.  Then she rounded a corner, and the Cleary mansion came into view, illuminated by warm yellow lights.  A douchebag with a nice house, she admitted grudgingly.
 
   The old plantation house was enormous, a sprawling white antebellum manor with dark blue shutters and a jutting, semi-circular porch supported by towering columns.  Mallory had visited several plantations on the South Carolina coast, but this one surpassed them all.
 
   She could see two men in white-tie finery, waiting to open the double doors for the first guests.  But it was too early for that; no one would arrive for at least another hour.  Only the servers would be here now, setting up.  With a sigh, Mallory pulled her car around the back of the house, where the catering staff was supposed to enter through the back door.
 
   More like the servant’s entrance, she thought with asperity.
 
   Mallory had been working in the service industry since she was sixteen, saving up money for college.  She had nothing but respect for the people who worked hard to earn a living, but this was not what she wanted to do with her life.  She had just graduated from the College of Charleston, with honors no less, but she had not been able to find employment in her dream field: Mallory wanted to teach.  Thanks to government cut-backs, there weren’t many positions to go around, so even though she had studied hard and ticked all the necessary boxes, she had found herself unemployed four months after graduation.  Despite her years of careful scrimping and saving, money was running out, and rejection after rejection for employment was disheartening her.
 
   So when her best friend Sally had cajoled her boss into offering Mallory a job with the catering company that she worked for, Mallory had jumped at the opportunity.  Although she had never catered a private party, she had worked plenty of waitressing jobs; How different could this possibly be?  Still, she couldn’t help feeling a little nervous her first day on the job.
 
   Swallowing back the butterflies, she turned the engraved brass doorknob on the back door and entered the mansion.  She followed the signs left for the service staff and quickly found the kitchen.  Although the house was at least three-hundred years old, the kitchen was sleek and modern.  Dozens of people bustled around, calling orders to one another, their number filling the large space and making it feel cramped despite its size.  
 
   Mallory quickly pulled her long, straight brown hair back into a tight ponytail, tying it with a silky black ribbon, her one personal, feminine accent that she was allowed.  Then she waded into the chaos, tying a crisp white apron over her black pencil skirt before entering the fray.
 
   The next hour passed by in a haze of polishing, plating, and pouring.  Mallory adroitly zipped around the kitchen, dodging and weaving as she completed her assigned tasks.  Before she knew it, a tray of champagne flutes was being thrust into her hands as she was pushed out into the hall.
 
   Mallory walked carefully down the corridor, anxious not to spill a drop of the precious fizzy liquid.  As she progressed, she couldn’t help admiring the family portraits that lined the walls, starting with the Cleary patriarch, dead for two generations now, and ending with none other than Jake Cleary, the current holder of the family fortune.  Mallory paused at his portrait, undeniably taken in by Jake’s good looks.  He had his mother’s deep blue eyes, a shade darker than Mallory’s own, and he had inherited his father’s strong, masculine jaw and midnight-black hair.  The man could have made a personal fortune being a male model if he wanted to.
 
   Mallory shook herself.  Of course the painting was flattering; the artist had been paid to make the family look good.  I bet in real life he has a lazy eye or something.  No one should have good enough karma to be that attractive and that rich.
 
   She continued her progress to the ballroom.  When she arrived, there was a man in butler’s livery waiting to open the door for her.  As she stepped through the doorway and into the cheerily-lit room, she had to stop her jaw from dropping.  She stood dumbly for a moment, overwhelmed.  The room was massive, with a floor and walls of the same light-hued, polished wood.  The wood panels on the walls were exquisitely carved with geometric patterns, the grooves creating bold shadows that stood in contrast to the smooth plains.  Light from three crystal chandeliers reflected off the wood and filled the room with a warm, yellow light.  Classical music swelled from the corner where the instrumental band was set up, and couples were waltzing elegantly in time on the dance floor.  
 
   The ballroom exuded opulence and refinement, as did the people that filled it.  Men were dressed in sharply tailored tuxedoes, while the women were clad in gorgeous gowns, many of them slinky and jewel-toned, creating a riot of color that contrasted with the men’s black-and-white garb.
 
   Forcing her parted lips to close, Mallory approached the couple closest to her, discretely murmuring “Champagne?” as she neared them.  They each took a glass without so much as a “thank-you” or even a glance in her direction.  But Mallory was used to being an invisible, inconsequential cog in the service industry machine, so the behavior didn’t bother her.  Much.
 
   She continued to make her way through the crowd, her tray rapidly emptying as she wound her way around the edges of the dance floor.  Having made it halfway around the circuit, she was down to two glasses of champagne.  She turned, deciding to head back to the kitchen for more.  Only as she swung around, her tray came into contact with a very hard something.  She watched in horror as it tilted, champagne flying out of the glasses before they tumbled to the floor, shattering on impact.
 
   The tinkling sound seemed to echo throughout the room, drowning out the music.  She could feel dozens of reproving gazes on her, making her cheeks flame red.  Unable to look at anything but the floor in embarrassment, she dropped to her knees to gather up the shards of glass, reaching out with a thick cloth napkin to sweep it into a small, manageable pile.
 
   But before her fingers brushed the floor, a strong, warm hand encircled her wrist, stopping her short.  She looked up to find the last person in the world that she wanted to see crouching over her: Jake Cleary.  The wind was knocked right out of her.  He really was as handsome as his portrait made him out to be.  Perhaps even more so.  He had the same stunningly masculine features, but there was something about the energy around him that made him even more impressive.  He seemed to radiate power, and Mallory found herself overwhelmed by it, caught in the intensity of his blue eyes.  They were twinkling slyly, and his full lips were quirked up at the corners as though in amusement.  Mallory would have been angered by his mocking expression, but she was too mortified to be affected by it.
 
   “We don’t want you cutting yourself, now do we?”  He asked, a hint of a chuckle in his deep, rumbling voice.  He straightened, standing, and his grip on her wrist pulled her up as well.  Then she took in the full height of him; he must have been over six feet tall, dwarfing Mallory’s five-foot-five-inch frame.  As her eyes roved down his body, she saw that the front of his crisp white shirt was sopping wet.
 
   The champagne!  She had bumped into one of the richest men in the world and spilled his own champagne all over his fancy tux.
 
   “Oh my god, I’m so sorry!”  She squeaked, hastily pressing the linen napkin against his chest, trying vainly to absorb the liquid.  As she did so, she couldn’t help admiring the harness of his muscles, her touch inexorably lingering around the curves of his defined abs.  Despite her situation, she licked her lips unconsciously as heat shot to her sex.  She imagined what he looked like out of that tux...
 
   His grip on her free hand brought her back to reality, and she blinked up at him in surprise.  Her gaze locking with his, he stilled her efforts to dry his shirt.  He was looking down at her, still smiling.  But now there was something hard about his expression, a merciless glint in his eye.  Mallory suppressed a shiver at the intensity of his demeanor, completely overwhelmed by him.
 
   “That’s quite enough of that,” he said softly.  Mallory’s cheeks heated impossibly more, and she wrenched her hands free of his grip.  He raised a long-fingered hand and snapped twice.  A waiter appeared out of nowhere and immediately knelt to sweep up the shattered glass.  Jake never even looked at him, instead keeping his eyes on Mallory.  She had to stop herself from physically squirming under his scrutiny.
 
   Imperious asshole, she thought in some indignant corner of her mind.  But mostly she was embarrassed, and undeniably turned on by her proximity to the sexy billionaire.
 
   “Jake, what happened?”  Came an angry female voice, jerking Mallory’s attention back to the world around her.  People were staring, many of them disapprovingly.  But none so reproachfully as the woman who had wound her arm through Jake’s.  She was blond and pale-skinned, with striking green eyes and a statuesque figure.  And she was glaring at Mallory as though she had intentionally thrown the champagne in her host’s face.
 
   Despite her predicament, Mallory couldn’t help returning the snooty woman’s glare.  She might have just fucked up big time, but she wasn’t some sort of servant to be admonished by the high and mighty; this was the twenty-first century.
 
   “It’s fine, Celeste,” Jake answered the blond coolly, never taking his eyes off Mallory.  But the woman’s arrival had broken whatever spell he had worked over Mallory, and she no longer felt trapped by his power.  She just wanted to get out of there.  Now.
 
   Seizing the opportunity to flee, she mumbled a quick “sorry,” in Jake’s general direction and darted for the door.
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Tears were pricking at the corners of Mallory’s eyes.  I will not cry, I will not cry, she repeated the mantra in her head over and over again as her new boss- soon to be her old boss- yelled at her.  She was being fired for the first time in her life, and it sucked.  Mallory was not a confrontational person, and she had no tolerance for shouting.  She would stand up for herself if someone was picking on her, but in this case she knew that she deserved the dressing-down she was getting.  What kind of inexperienced idiot spilled drinks all over the host of the party that they were catering?  Now the Clearys would probably never hire Carly’s Catering again, and landing this job had been the best thing that had ever happened to the company.
 
   Mallory felt like shit.  Mumbling her earnest apologies, she agreed to help in the kitchen for free for the rest of the night and then return her uniform in the morning.  She went about her tasks mechanically, putting herself on dish-washing duty as extra penance for her blundering.  After several grueling hours of avoiding the staff’s glares, the party was finally wrapping up, and Mallory prepared to leave.
 
   She untied her apron, heading for the door, but she was stopped short by a tapping on her shoulder.  Turning, she saw a man in butler’s livery trying to catch her attention.
 
   “Are you Mallory Williams?”  He asked.
 
   Mallory had a sinking feeling in her stomach as she nodded.  “Mr. Cleary would like to speak with you,” he said.  Mallory’s stomach outright dropped, like the ground had fallen away beneath her.  She swallowed and forced a small, genial smile.
 
   “Okay,” she lied.  “I just need to straighten up a few more things.”  She returned to the kitchen, fussing over drying a few dishes until the man left the room.  Then she darted for the door.  No way could she bring herself to face Jake Cleary.  She had been yelled at enough for one evening, thank you very much; she didn’t think she could take any more.  Especially not from him.  She thought of his powerful, intimidating demeanor and suppressed a shiver.  No way was she going to face him.
 
   Coward, she accused herself.  But she didn’t care.  She had already been fired, so she didn’t have to worry about making Carly look bad by not following her client’s request.  And she was definitely never going to see Jake Cleary again, so what did it matter if he got peeved that she slipped out?
 
   It doesn’t matter, she assured herself.  Just get home and try to forget that this night ever happened.  She climbed into her beaten-up old Carolla and shoved down the urge to tear out of the driveway, instead forcing her foot to only gently press the gas and drive at an appropriately slow speed.  Within minutes, she had passed through the tunnel of Oak trees, and her headlights once again illuminated the closed wrought iron gates.
 
   What?  She thought.  They screen people before they go out, too?  What was this guy, some sort of paranoid control freak?
 
   The security guard was at her window again, and she rolled it down with a sigh.
 
   “Miss Williams?”  He asked.
 
   “Yes,” she answered, surprised that he remembered her.
 
   “Wait just a moment please, ma’am.”
 
   Mallory’s brow furrowed, puzzled as the man pulled a walkie-talkie from his belt clip.
 
   “Miss Williams is at the gate,” he said into it.
 
   There was a moment of static, then: “Tell her I want to speak to her.”  Even through the distortion of the radio, Mallory recognized the voice: Jake Cleary.  She again felt that sinking feeling in her stomach.
 
   The guard turned his attention back to Mallory.  “Mr. Cleary would like to speak with you,” he told her.
 
   “Yes, I heard,” she said, somewhat snappily.  So what, he wasn’t going to let her leave his property without him admonishing her for the stupid mistake she had made?  I knew he was an asshole.  She was fuming.
 
   The security guard was staring at her expectantly.  “Fine!”  She exclaimed, throwing up her hands in exasperated defeat.
 
   “She’s on her way, sir,” she heard him say into the walkie-talkie as she rolled up her window.  She made a three-point turn and drove back the way she had just come, muttering curses about elite snobs and their condescending douchebaggery.  When the house was back in view, she parked her car- in the front lot this time- and headed for the non-servant’s entrance.  Seething, she boldly knocked on the door, letting some of her anger spill out as she rapped her knuckles on the wood with a sharp, satisfying sound.
 
   She prepared a few choice words to hurl at Jake as the door opened, but she quickly swallowed them back as the butler came into view.  Jeez, how many people does this guy keep on staff?  How difficult could it possibly be to answer your own door?
 
   But Jake wasn’t the type to do anything mundane for himself, that much he had made clear.  He couldn’t even come talk to her on his own after the party; he had sent people to summon her to his presence.  He totally was living in the wrong century if he thought this sort of behavior was acceptable.  And Mallory was going to tell him just that.
 
   The butler led her through a series of corridors and up a staircase before gesturing that she should enter one of the rooms.  “In here, please, Miss Williams.”  As if she had a choice.  Jake had practically trapped her, confined her to his property so that he could scold her like some child.
 
   Bracing herself and clinging hard to her righteous anger, she stepped through the doorway and into a lavish study.  The floor was covered by a deep red and blue Oriental rug, and the walls were lined with thousands of books.  At the back of the room was a darkly polished mahogany desk, and behind it sat Jake Cleary.  She again found herself momentarily stunned by how gorgeous he was: his sharp, masculine cheekbones, his bright blue eyes, and his hard body…
 
   No!  She reprimanded herself.  He’s not hot.  Well, maybe he is physically, but his personality is a total turn-off.  And that was precisely what she was going to tell him.  He hadn’t even stood up when she entered the room.  Weren’t Southern gentlemen supposed to do that?  Instead, he sat far back in his chair, considering her.  It made Mallory’s skin crawl.  Or was that a pleasurable shiver?
 
   “Hello, Mallory,” he said softly.  Oh, so he was going to be one of those quietly angry, I’m-not-mad-I’m-just-disappointed types.  Great.  Well, Mallory would be damned if she let him get off the first shot.
 
   “Mr. Cleary,” she coated the formality in as much venom as she could.  “I am sorry for what happened earlier,” she began tersely, “but you do realize that this kind of behavior is not acceptable.  Even though I’m just a servant, I do have rights.  You can’t keep me captive on your estate for as long as you like.”
 
   His lips twisted upward in a small smile.  “Oh, can’t I?”  He asked smugly.  Mallory was enraged by his haughtiness.  Well, she told herself that she was.  But rather than tensing with anger, she felt her knees go weak as he pinned her with a knowing stare.  There was something… seductive about his arrogance, the way that he utterly commanded the space around him.  He stood and circled around the desk, slowly advancing toward her, a predatory gleam in his eye.  Mallory took an unconscious step backward, swallowing against the sudden dryness in her throat.
 
   She struggled to gather her wits about her as he approached.  “No, you can’t,” she said with less conviction than she would have liked.  Struggling for a more normal tone, she insisted, “I won’t stay here to be chastised by some entitled rich boy.”  There, she had said it.  There was no taking it back now.
 
   To her surprise, Jake just chuckled at her, his sly smile widening to show his perfect white teeth.  God, he was even more breathtaking when he smiled like that.  He was in front of her now, in her personal space.  He bent his head forward until his lips were nearly touching hers.  She couldn’t move away; she felt frozen in place, captivated by him.
 
   “Well aren’t you just full of fire?”  His voice was low and soft, his breath tickling her mouth, teasing her.  He was so close that she could smell him: wood and musk and champagne.  It was intoxicating; he was intoxicating.  All thoughts of her anger left her, pushed aside by the intense need that suddenly filled her, making her nipples harden against her bra and her pussy clench.  Unable to help herself, she tilted her head back slightly and closed her eyes, offering her lips to him.
 
   His mouth descended on hers slowly, his lips gently caressing hers.  Then his tongue was at her lips, demanding entrance.  With a small sigh, she opened for him, and his tongue delved into her mouth, taking her thoroughly.  Suddenly, he tore his lips from hers and shoved her shoulders hard.  Her body hit the wall of books behind her, knocking some of them to the floor from the impact.  And then Jake was on her, his strong body trapping hers.  Heat rushed to her sex, and Mallory moaned wantonly as he roughly took her mouth once again.
 
   No man had ever done this to her; her whole body was on fire for Jake, enflamed by his rough, passionate treatment.  His large hand snaked into her shirt, reaching into her bra and cupping her breast.  Mallory gasped at the intimate contact, her nipples pebbling to hard buds.  More.  She needed more.  Jake obliged her, his fingers closing around her nipple, pinching hard.  Mallory let out a sharp cry as the pain turned to sweetest pleasure, making her sex throb.
 
   Jake pulled away from the kiss as he continued to massage her breast.  He regarded her, a slightly cold smile on his face, his eyes triumphant, pleased by her reactions to his skillful manipulation of her body.
 
   “Man, am I glad I bumped into you,” he said with a smirk.
 
   Mallory’s cheeks flushed, remembering her earlier embarrassment.  “Sorry about that,” she said, a bit breathily from their passionate kiss.
 
   “Don’t be.”  His expression was amused now.  “It’s not like it was an accident.”
 
   Wait, what?  Was he saying what she thought he was saying?
 
   “You mean…”  She began hesitantly, not wanting to accuse him of anything.  “You knocked into me on purpose?”
 
   Jake grinned.  “Of course,” he said, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.
 
   Mallory felt like a bucket of cold water had been dumped over her head, dousing the heat that she felt for Jake.  She shoved him off of her as her anger boiled back to the fore, strong and unrelenting.  Well, she shoved at his chest, but he didn’t move an inch.  When she spoke, her voice was tight with the effort of keeping herself from shouting.  “Why?  Why on earth would you do that?”  Because he’s a rich, sadistic asshole who gets off on watching the underlings squirm, the more cynical side of her answered.
 
   “Because I wanted you,” he said simply, as though he thought it a perfectly rational explanation for his behavior.  Almost as if he thought it was a compliment.
 
   Mallory was seething, her hands clenching into fists.  “So you got me fired just so that you could bring me here after your soirée and have sex with me?!”  Her voice was shrill, incredulity coloring her tone.
 
   Jake frowned and stepped back from her, releasing her.  “I didn’t mean to get you fired,” he said.
 
   “Oh, well that makes it all better,” she snapped.  “God, do you ever think of anything but yourself?  Some of us have these things called ‘jobs,’ you know.  We kind of need them to earn a living.”  She sidestepped away from him, anxious to put as much distance between herself and the sexy snake as possible.
 
   Jake looked troubled.  “Mallory, wait,” he began, reaching out for her.  She ripped her arm away from his grasp.
 
   She eyed him levelly.  “I’m leaving now,” she said coldly.  “And if you don’t open your fancy gate for me, I will drive my car right through it.”  Without waiting for him to answer, she turned on her heel and stormed out of his gorgeous mansion.
 
   




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Mallory didn’t wake up until noon the next day to make up for her late night.  It had been almost three A.M. when she left Jake’s, and she hadn’t been able to fall asleep until the beginnings of dawn’s rays were peeking through her curtains; she had been too incensed to sleep.  She simply could not believe what Jake had done to her.  Not only had he gotten her fired, but he had tried to seduce her with only a few words, like she was some floozy who was just going to flop down on his desk and let him take her.
 
   And that was nearly what had happened, which just made her even angrier with herself.  She had never felt that sort of passionate heat with any man, and she most certainly had never had a one-night stand.  Mallory enjoyed sex, but she was far from a nymphomaniac.  There had been a couple of boyfriends in college, but none of her couplings with them even began to measure up to her few steamy minutes in Jake’s study.
 
   She couldn’t blame herself entirely; the man was so hot it was practically sinful.  And although she resented him for his high-handed treatment of her, she couldn’t deny that his confidence was a major turn-on.
 
   But now she was padding around her modest apartment glumly, automatically showering and getting ready for the day, despite having nothing on her agenda.  With no job to go to and no more teaching positions to apply for, there were few activities to fill her day.  She felt like she was stagnating, being lazy.  And she despised laziness.  She supposed she could go to the mall today and see if any of the shops were hiring.  Retail might be better than serving.
 
   Suddenly, there was an unexpected knock at her door.  Maybe it was Sally, here to collect her uniform to return to the caterers.  With a sigh, Mallory opened the door.  And then she closed it again immediately when she saw who was on the other side.  Only it wouldn’t close; the toe of an expensive leather shoe was blocking it.  She wrenched the door back open with a frustrated growl.
 
   “What do you want?”  She snapped at Jake.  “And how did you know where to find me?”
 
   Jake’s lips quirked up into a crooked smile, as though he couldn’t help finding her anger amusing.  “Well, firstly, I came here to ask you out on a date.  And secondly, I called the caterers and they gave me your home address.”
 
   Mallory gaped at him.  He thought she was going to go out with him after what he had done?  And after revealing that second little nugget of information?  “Isn’t that against the law or something for them to give out my personal details?”
 
   His smile turned sly.  “I can be very persuasive.”
 
   Mallory hated him in that moment.  He was far too conceited, too smug about his own power and charm.  “Well, there is no way I’m going out with you, so you can leave now,” she said coldly.
 
   But that charming smile stayed firmly in place, his eyes twinkling.  “Are you sure?  I know the best little authentic Italian restaurant.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re not getting here,” she snapped, exasperated.  “I said, no.  Unequivocally no.”
 
   His face fell, but there was something so dramatic about his expression that she knew he was being disingenuous.  “Well, at least let me apologize for getting you fired.  Can I come in and we can talk?”
 
   She stared at him flatly.  “No.”
 
   Then something in his eyes softened, the lines around his mouth betraying true anxiety.  It was the first trace of true vulnerability that he had exhibited.  It clearly did bother him that he had lost her her job.  “Please?”  He asked humbly.
 
   Moved by his display of contrition, she stepped aside so that he could enter.  “Okay,” she said, somewhat reluctantly.  “You can come in.”
 
   A grin lit up his face.  “Excellent.”  There was a glint in his eye as he stepped over the threshold, a glint that Mallory didn’t trust at all.  She was already beginning to regret letting him in.  Nonetheless, her parents had raised her to be a polite hostess, so she led him into her modest living room and sat down on her couch.
 
   “You can sit wherever you want,” she said, but she gestured to the armchair opposite her.
 
   Disregarding her indication, Jake sat down on the couch directly beside her, so close that she could smell his heady, masculine scent.  She had to restrain herself from leaning into him and breathing him in.  God, he really was sexy.  Now that he was so close, she could see that his eyes had taken on a greenish hue, turning them an almost aqua color.  He took both of her hands in his, and heat flared between them.  Discomfited by her intense reaction to his proximity, Mallory tried to tug her hands away, but he held them fast.  She couldn’t deny that the feeling of being captured by him was arousing; her breathing hitched and her sex throbbed.  A small, knowing smile played around Jake’s lips.  She had to restrain herself from squirming under his amused scrutiny.
 
   Mallory forced herself to gather her wits about her, struggling to put up walls against his relentless seductive onslaught.  “So,” she began, a bit shakily, “I think you were going to apologize?”
 
   “Oh yes,” he said, that same hint of anxiety returning to his expression.  “I don’t do this often, but here goes: Mallory Williams,” he speared her with his blue-green gaze, “I am truly sorry for the grief I so callously caused you.  I promise to do everything I can to make it up to you.  Will you please forgive me?”
 
   Although his apology was flowery and clearly rehearsed, it was genuine.  Mallory found that she was moved by this softer side of him, like she was seeing the man under the usually-cocky mask.
 
   “Yes,” she heard herself whisper, “I forgive you.”
 
   The lines of worry around his eyes eased, and his face fell into his relaxed, conceited smile once again.  The sincere man might have disappeared behind the arrogant mask, but it sure was a sexy mask.  Mallory couldn’t help licking her lips as she felt the power radiating off of him, enveloping her.  Jake leaned into her, and she found herself moving unconsciously to meet him.  But she stopped herself at the last minute, pulling back slightly.
 
   “What are you doing?”  She asked weakly, although she had a pretty good idea of what was going to happen.
 
   “Making it up to you,” he breathed, his voice low and seductive.  And then his lips were on hers.  There was no gentleness this time, only a rough, fierce plundering of her mouth.  Then his hands were at the hem of her dress, tugging it upwards.  Mallory compliantly lifted herself slightly off the couch so that he could pull it over her head.  He sat back for a moment, admiring her.  She shivered as he traced a gentle finger along the top edge of her lacy pink bra, and her nerve endings there jumped to life.  As though he couldn’t hold himself back any longer, he swiftly reached around behind her and snapped open the clasp on her bra in one fluid movement.  Mallory shrugged out of it, leaving herself completely bare to him except for her lacy pink panties.
 
   “God, you’re sexy, Mallory,” he said, the hint of a growl in his gravelly tone.  His strong fingers tangled in her hair at the base of her scalp, grasping a handful of it and sharply tugging her head back.  He again took her lips with his, his tongue thrusting against hers.  The sensation made her sex swell and throb, her clit aching to be touched.
 
   At the same time, she was desperate to touch him, to feel his hard muscles.  Her fingers fumbled blindly at his shirt buttons, somehow managing to get them all undone.  She pressed the fabric back off his shoulders and down his upper arms, caressing his corded muscles as she did so.  She couldn’t suppress a shiver as she felt overwhelmed by his masculinity, by his powerful physique; he could do anything he wanted to her, and there would be nothing she could do to stop it.  Taking his hands from her body, Jake finished pulling off his shirt.  Mallory took a moment to marvel at him, tracing her fingernails gently down his well-defined abs, lingering at the trail of dark hair that disappeared into his trousers.
 
   Jake hissed in a breath as she touched him, tugging at the hair there.  He unbuckled his belt and pulled it from his belt loops.  There was a soft, rustling sound as the leather brushed against the sleek material of his pants.  Mallory shivered delightedly at the sound, anticipating that he would unbutton his pants next, revealing his hard cock that she so desperately wanted.  But instead he grabbed her slender wrists in one large hand, pressing them together with her palms facing one another.  With his other hand, he looped the belt over them, pulling the tongue through the buckle until her wrists were trapped.  He then wrapped the length of it around and around, until he finally tucked the end of it into the cuff that he had created.
 
   Mallory started at her wrists, wide-eyed.  She tugged at the belt, but there was no give; she couldn’t possibly free her hands.  She had never played a game like this, but the rush of heat to her pussy told her that she liked it.  There was a niggling fear at the back of her mind as she realized her vulnerable position, but that only turned her on more.  Her panties were soaked with her wetness.
 
   Jake pressed a firm hand to her shoulder, pushing her down onto the couch.  He then pulled her legs along the length of it so that she was lying on her back.  Grabbing her bound hands, he roughly shoved them over her head and held them there, completely stretching her out before him.  His eyes roved up and down her body appreciatively until they came to rest on her face once again.  He speared her with his intense gaze, which was a deep blue now.
 
   “Keep your hands there,” he commanded her sternly.
 
   She swallowed and nodded faintly, aware that she was leaving herself completely at his mercy, but unable to deny him.
 
   Then his mouth was at her throat, his hot breath making the sensitive skin there tingle.  She could feel his firm tongue lick up the side of her neck to her ear, making her moan at the erotic tingles that it sent dancing through her body.  He paused for a moment, and then his teeth closed gently on her earlobe, tugging at it as he teased it with his tongue.  Mallory gasped at the sensation as her eyes rolled back in her head blissfully.
 
   And then he was leaving a trail of soft kisses down her neck and onto her chest.  He stopped when he reached her breasts, running gentle fingers around them, circling, making her nipples harden to stiff peaks.  Bending down, he pursed his lips and blew a stream of cool air directly onto her right breast, teasing her.
 
   “Will you go out with me, Mallory?”  He asked, holding her on the precipice.
 
   What?  He was asking her out on a date?  Now?
 
   “What?”  She asked aloud, breathless.  He just shook his head, smiling, and did the same to her left breast, making her nerve endings jump to life.  She was nearly quivering with need now.  But he did not touch her nipples as she so desperately wanted.  Instead, he touched his tongue to her sternum, trailing its warmth downward until he reached the top of her sex.  He hovered there for a moment.
 
   “Will you come out with me?”  He asked again.
 
   But Mallory was too frustrated to listen.  She tugged at her hands, trying to free them so that she could touch herself.  “Touch me, Jake,” she whined.  “Please.”  Her sex was throbbing painfully, her need more intense than it had ever been in her life.  But Jake just lowered his head further, planting soft kisses along her thighs around her pussy, never touching her where she craved.
 
   “Come out with me, Mallory,” he commanded this time, murmuring against her sensitive skin.
 
   “Yes,” she caved, giving him what he wanted.  “Please, Jake!”
 
   She saw a flash of his white teeth as he grinned, triumphant.  Then his mouth was on her clit, sucking the hard bud into his mouth, his teeth grazing against it.
 
   Mallory exploded, her pussy contracting as her orgasm rippled through her, making heat flash over her skin, her entire body quivering.
 
   As she came down off her high, Jake pushed himself up off of her, reaching for her bound hands.  He tenderly unwrapped the belt, freeing her and massaging her wrists where the leather had bitten into them as she struggled.  He pulled her up into a sitting position, resting her back against his hard chest, holding her against him with a strong arm around her waist.  Mallory relaxed into him, sighing contentedly.
 
   She reached out to touch him and could feel his impressive length though his pants, hard and ready for her.  “Is there anything I can do for you?”  She asked throatily.
 
   He hesitated for a moment.  “As much as I would like to, we don’t have time.  I’ll be sure to take you up on the offer soon though.”  She could practically hear him smirking.  “But for now, we have to get going.”
 
   She craned her head back and looked at him quizzically.  “Going?  Going where?”
 
   “On our date,” he said, matter-of-factly.
 
   “Now?”  She asked, surprised.  “What’s the rush?”
 
   He smiled at her slyly.  “It’s a bit far away, and I don’t want us to miss our reservation.”
 
   “Where are we going?”  Mallory asked, curious.
 
   “Venice,” Jake replied with a grin.  “You should probably pack a bag.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The End… For now
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   Chapter 1
 
   “Venice?”  Mallory squeaked.  “As in, the Venice?  In Italy?”
 
   Jake’s wide grin told her she was right.  “Yep,” he answered simply.  Mallory stared at him, mouth agape, for a few moments.  He made a shooing motion at her.  “Well go on.  Get packed.  We’ll be gone for three nights.”
 
   Mallory was breathing hard, her head spinning.  It was almost too much for her mind to comprehend.  Was this really happening?  Or was she dreaming?  She pinched herself.  The little ping of pain on her arm told her that this was indeed real.
 
   “I can’t,” she said finally.
 
   Jake frowned.  “And why not?”  He asked.  “You did agree to go out with me, remember?”
 
   “Yes, I agreed to dinner!  Not a three night mini-vacay with a complete stranger!  How do I know that you aren’t going to murder me or sell me into slavery or something?”  Mallory had seen the movie Taken; she knew how this would go down.
 
   Jake just laughed.  “Well, for one, I’m a pretty high-profile character; I don’t think I could murder you without anyone noticing.  And for another, I would never give you to anyone else.”  His gaze turned hungry, his eyes intense.  “I want you for myself, Mallory.”
 
   She shivered at the possessiveness in his eyes.  “But-” she began, but he cut her off.
 
   “No ‘buts’, Mallory.  You agreed to this and that’s that.  I want to take you to Venice.”  His gaze turn hard, a bit menacing.  He placed a strong finger under her chin, lifting her face so that she had no choice but to meet his eye.  “And I always get what I want.”
 
   God, he was an arrogant ass.  But she could not deny the rush of heat to her sex at his words, remembering how he had captured her, restrained her as he manipulated her body so skillfully.  She wanted more of that dark seduction, that much she knew.
 
   “Don’t you want to go to Venice, Mallory?”  He asked softly, his tone demanding a truthful answer.
 
   “Yes,” Mallory heard herself admitting, her voice a whisper.  She had always longed to go to Italy.  She wanted to teach high-school history, and she yearned to visit the ancient historical sites of Europe.
 
   Jake smiled a Cheshire-cat grin, knowing he had her trapped now.  “Well then, what’s the problem?  Come with me,” he said more earnestly, the lines of his face betraying anxiety again.  Mallory was intrigued by this softer side of him, the real man beneath the hard mask.  She wanted to know that man better, and she wanted to know the cocky Jake sexually now that he had awakened the dark carnal desires within her.  And after all, Mallory admitted to herself a touch resentfully, it wasn’t as if she had anything to do here, no responsibilities, no job to go to.
 
   “Fine,” she conceded, but she was sure to put a sharp edge to her voice, to mask the fact that she was secretly thrilled to accept his offer; she didn’t want him to get too big for his britches.  She would be sure to challenge him at every turn, to make him see that she wasn’t some push-over he could win with over with his money.  “But you have to let me call Sally to let her know where I’m going.  That way I know you can’t kill me without someone knowing your MO.”
 
   Jake chuckled at her again.  “I can assure you that I will not murder you.  You don’t have anything to fear from me.”  But his smile was sly, a dangerous twinkle in his eye.  Mallory gulped, knowing that she did have something to fear: that he would turn her to pliant jelly with his erotic ministrations.
 
   It’s just fabulous sex, she assured herself.  You want that don’t you?  Just don’t let him get the upper hand again.  Yeah, right.  That would be so easy.  “Okay,” she said, a bit acidly, “I’ll pack.”
 
   Jake grinned despite her tone.  “Excellent.”
 
   He waited in the sitting room while she darted around her bedroom, throwing her favorite dresses into her bag.  After a moment’s hesitation, she packed her sexiest lingerie as well; if she had any hope of being the seductress rather than the seductee, she would need all the weapons in her arsenal.
 
   A few minutes later, her duffel was being loaded into the trunk of a black limo by the driver.  Of course he has a driver.  And of course he has a limo.  Jake definitely liked nice things, and he definitely never did any mundane tasks for himself.
 
   Once they were in the limo, Jake seated as close to her as possible despite the ample room, she decided to goad him.  “Don’t you ever do anything for yourself?”  She asked a bit condescendingly.  The guy might be taking her to Europe, but that didn’t get the spoiled little rich boy off the hook.
 
   Jake blinked at her, taken aback by her bluntness.  He looked as though no one had ever spoken to him so frankly, and, to be honest, so rudely.  Well it’s about time he had a dose of reality, Mallory thought to herself.
 
   “What do you mean?”  He asked, puzzled.
 
   “You send your staff to fetch people, for one; you don’t answer your own door; and you don’t drive your own car.  These are basic life skills.”  She looked at him challengingly, daring him to contradict her.
 
   “Well,” he began, a bit uncomfortably, “I do drive my own car sometimes.  I love my Ferrari.”
 
   Mallory snorted derisively.  “Oh, how independent of you.”
 
   Jake looked at her earnestly, his brow furrowed.  The anxious man was back, clearly hurt by her words.  “Why do you hate me, Mallory?”  He asked.
 
   Mallory was shocked.  She didn’t hate him; she didn’t hate anybody.  So why am I being such a bitch?  Deep down, she realized that she resented him, although it rankled to admit it.  She sighed.  “I don’t hate you, Jake.  I don’t know if I like you all that much, but I don’t hate you.  It’s just…  I can’t begin to understand your lifestyle.  It’s like you’re from another planet or something.”
 
   His strained expression eased, a small smile playing around his mouth.  “Well, I’m sure we can manage to cross the cultural divide.  I assure you that I’m not an alien.  At least, I don’t think I am.  Maybe I should check my family tree.  My uncle Albert sure looks alien enough, poor fellow.”
 
   Mallory couldn’t suppress a smile.  So apparently Jake did have a lighter side behind the serious, dominant façade.
 
   “And so far as you not liking me goes,” he continued, “I’m sure we can remedy that as well.”  His grin turned wicked, and his hand moved to brush her upper thigh.  Her pussy clenched just from his light touch.  His hand eased upwards, nearing her sex.
 
   “Spread your legs for me, Mallory,” he commanded.
 
   She hesitated, torn between satiating the need that had arisen in her and her pride.  Bolstering her will, pride won out.
 
   “No,” she said breathily.
 
   Jake abruptly withdrew his hand.  “Suit yourself,” he said with a shrug.  But Mallory was still burning with need, as if Jake had lit a fire within her that would not go out.  His indifference toward her reaction, his coolness, only turned her on more.
 
   I will not cave, I will not cave, she repeated to herself over and over again.  He raised an imperious eyebrow at her.
 
   “Anything you want to say?”  He asked.
 
   Yes!  Touch me!  She was just about to give in when the limo came to a stop.
 
   “Too bad.”  Jake looked like he was suppressing a laugh, entertained by her discomfort.  “We’re here.”
 
   Mallory’s attention was pulled away from the throbbing in her loins when the driver opened the door for her.  Well, it lessened a bit at least.  She blushed, sure that he could smell her wetness.
 
   Don’t be ridiculous, she admonished herself, walking as confidently as she could out onto the tarmac.  Jake’s arm was suddenly linked through hers, guiding her towards the private jet that was waiting for them.
 
   Limos, Ferraris, private jets; Is there any luxury item that he doesn’t own?  So long as she didn’t allow him to own her she would be just fine, she assured herself.
 
   Jake took her hand, leading her carefully up the steps leading up to the jet.  When they got inside, Mallory suppressed the urge to give a low whistle.  There were no rows of seats in the jet, but four captain’s chairs set alongside the divide between the cabin and the cockpit and two long, padded bench seats lining either side of the plane.  There were two pretty hostesses there to greet them.  Well, they were more than just pretty.
 
   Of course he only employs hot women.  Mallory wondered if he had had sex with either of them, and was surprised to feel jealousy shoot through her gut.  She chose to ignore the sensation, telling herself that it was just a physical reaction to her nervousness; she had never flown anywhere before.
 
   Jake seemed to notice her discomfort as he guided her to one of the bench seats before sitting down beside her.  “Are you alright, Mallory?”  He asked, genuinely concerned.
 
   She took a deep breath.  “Yeah,” she said a bit shakily.  “It’s just… I’ve never flown before.”  She felt like such a peasant admitting it.  Jake had probably been flying on private jets since before he could walk.
 
   Jake touched a tender hand to her face, stroking his index finger down her cheek and the line of her jaw.  Mallory felt the tension leave her as the heat between her legs returned.
 
   Jake smiled.  “I’m sure we can find a way to distract you,” he said, his voice low and seductive.  As he spoke, he reached around either side of her, grasping her seat belt.  As he drew it around her hips, he allowed his fingers to linger against her, sending tingles across her skin.  When he finally clicked the buckle together, he pulled the tongue of the belt until it was almost uncomfortably tight, pressing her into the seat, trapping her there.
 
   “Still nervous?”  He asked, kindness bleeding into his seductive tone.
 
   “Yes,” she admitted.  “But not about flying.”
 
   Jake chuckled, low and rumbling.  And sexy as hell.  He fastened his own seat belt, his face turning more serious.  He gently grasped both of her slightly shaking hands in his.  “We’re going to take off now.  You have nothing to be afraid of, Mallory.”
 
   She swallowed and nodded, reassured by his touch and his soothing tone.  This was the Jake that she actually liked, the one that she wanted to get to know better; she was still on the fence about the cocky asshole side of him.
 
   As the plane thundered down the runway, Mallory squeezed her eyes shut, and Jake tenderly stroked the insides of her wrists with his thumbs.  The intimate contact distracted her from her fear, making it less terrifying when her stomach dropped as the jet began its ascent into the heavens.
 
   Once they leveled out, the captain said over the intercom that it was safe for them to move around the cabin.
 
   “Need more distracting?”  Jake asked with a predatory smile.  Mallory’s pulse quickened under his fingers and his smile broadened.  Jake signaled to the hostesses and they disappeared into a compartment at the back of the plane.  “I know it’s a cliché, but how would you like to become a member of the Mile High Club?”
 
   “Ummm…”  Mallory began uneasily, wanting him desperately but not wanting to admit it.
 
   He placed a gentle finger to her lips, silencing her.  “Quiet,” he said sternly.  “You don’t want the staff to hear this, do you?”
 
   Mallory’s eyes widened, horrified at the thought.  She shook her head vigorously.
 
   Jake suddenly grasped the nape of her neck and pulled her towards him for a fierce kiss.  His tongue plundered her mouth, and she tried to match his intensity, to win a little bit of control in the kiss.  She twined her fingers in his hair and tugged his head back, trying to assert her dominance.  But his hand moved from the back of her neck to her throat, encircling it with his large hand.  He did not apply any pressure, but the vulnerable position she was in awoke something primal in her, submission to a being stronger than herself.  Her hand dropped from his hair immediately, and she meekly allowed him to continue fucking her mouth with his tongue.  He growled into her mouth in satisfaction, squeezing her neck slightly to reinforce who was in charge.
 
   Then she heard the click of her seatbelt being unbuckled, and she was being pulled forward by her throat, inexorably guided to the floor where Jake forced her to her knees until she was kneeling in front of him.  She looked up into his eyes, panting.  They were glinting with satisfaction.
 
   “I believe you owe me something, Mallory,” he said matter-of-factly, reminding her of her promise that she had made after he had pleasured her at her house.  She gulped, remembering the size of him that she had felt though his pants.  Could she take that?
 
   But then he was unbuckling his belt, unzipping his trousers.  His cock sprang free, long and hard.  Her mouth watered for him, wanting to please him as he had pleased her.  Without a word, she compliantly parted her lips, taking the head of him into her mouth, her tongue swirling around it.  Jake’s head tipped back and he groaned.
 
   “That’s it, girl,” he said throatily.  “Just like that.”
 
   At his praise, Mallory increased her pace, taking him deeper into her mouth, laving the length of him with her tongue in between taking him with her lips.  She felt Jake’s hand at the back of her head, pushing her down on his cock, dictating her rhythm.  The loss of control made her wet.  She moaned onto him, and his cock twitched at the vibrations.  Jake suddenly grasped her hair and roughly jerked her off of him.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you now, Mallory,” he said, his tone brooking no resistance.
 
   Not bothering to remove his clothes in his haste to have her, Jake shoved her shoulders, making her fall onto her back on the cabin floor.  She could feel the slight vibration of the jet; the sensation pervaded her pussy, making her clit throb.  She needed him desperately, and he obliged.
 
   Lowering himself over her, Jake shoved up the hem of her dress and pulled her thong aside.  He thrust into her in one fluid motion.  Mallory cried out as he fully seated his impressive length inside of her.  She had never been with anyone so well-endowed, and it took her a moment to adjust to his size.
 
   “Relax,” Jake said the command gently, stroking her hair.  He paused to give her time to adjust.  She melted at his tender touch, her pussy accommodating him.  Feeling her give way to him, Jake began thrusting in and out of her, taking her hard and fast.  The primal nature of how he fucked her increased Mallory’s need, and her sex began to contract around him as he hit her g-spot with every thrust.  Her legs began to quiver with the beginnings of her orgasm.
 
   Without warning, Jake slapped her across the face.  It wasn’t particularly hard, but it stung, focusing Mallory’s whole attention on him rather than the feelings pervading her body.  She should be furious with him at his disrespectful treatment, but looking up into his eyes, she saw no cruelty; there was nothing there but lust.  She felt a responding flare of heat deep within her.
 
   “Wait for me,” he reprimanded her.  “Don’t come until I say.”
 
   Mallory whined, desperate to finish but unable to defy him.  Jake clamped his hand over her mouth, silencing her.  “You don’t want the others to hear, do you?”
 
   She shook her head as much as she could with his hand restricting her.  But staying quiet became more and more difficult, and she found that she was grateful for his hand muffling her cries.
 
   He grunted as he thrust into her unrelentingly.  Then: “Come with me, Mallory!”
 
   With his permission, Mallory finally let herself go, her orgasm all the more intense for him making her wait.  Her pussy contracted around him over and over, milking his cock as he emptied his hot seed into her.  As the final pleasurable shiver wracked her, she came back down to earth.  She was suddenly exhausted, sighing sleepily, content.  Jake turned her onto her side and positioned himself behind her, holding her against him with a strong arm around her waist.  She felt him tenderly kiss her hair as her eyes closed.
 
   Mallory slept deeply for the rest of the flight.
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Although she was far from bored, Mallory yawned as they strolled through St. Mark’s Square.  Because of the time difference, they hadn’t gotten to their hotel until four o’clock in the morning the night before, and having slept for most of the flight, Mallory had hardly been able to sleep once she arrived in Venice; she was far too excited.
 
   Jake smiled at her, taking her arm with his.  “As cute as you are when you’re sleepy, I don’t want you passing out on me today,” he said, his tone colored with amusement.  “C’mon, sleepy head, let’s get you an espresso.”
 
   Mallory consented, having no reason to protest.  In fact, the entire day that she had spent with Jake had been wonderful; she had found no reason to shoot disparaging remarks at him.  He seemed elated at her wonder for the city as he shared it with her.  It was almost as though he himself were seeing it with new eyes as they explored the back alleys and more heavily populated tourist sites together.  Mallory couldn’t suppress a smirk as she thought of their foray into a particularly shaded alley within view of the beautiful Bridge of Sighs, where Jake had shoved her up against the ancient plaster wall and kissed her thoroughly, his fingers snaking up her skirt to tease her clit.  The thought of being discovered had been terrifying.  And thrilling.
 
   Now he was leading her to a quaint café on the edge of St. Mark’s Square, where they could watch the people staring at the gorgeous cathedral opposite.  The sandy-colored, domed church had four massive bronze horses prancing atop it.  Pigeons - which Jake called ‘vermin’ - flocked around the people, landing on them as they fed the birds bread and seed.  And best of all, the city had flooded the night before; shallow puddles lined the edges of the square, the reflection of the palisaded rectangular building that enclosed it mirrored in them.  Mallory loved it.
 
   She couldn’t help being impressed when Jake ordered for them in Italian.  “I didn’t know you could speak Italian,” she said, making small talk.
 
   “You never asked,” he replied.  “My father required that I learn several languages so that I could conduct international business.”
 
   Mallory’s interest was piqued.  “How many languages do you speak?”
 
   “Five, including English.  I know Spanish, Italian, French, and just enough Mandarin to get by.”  
 
   Her eyebrows rose, undeniably impressed.  “I’ve never much had a knack for languages,” she admitted.  “I know a bit of Spanish, but that’s it.”
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing you’re with me, then,” he said, a bit arrogantly.
 
   Mallory’s annoyance with his cockiness suddenly came back to the fore.  “Well, if I’d had any warning that I was coming to Italy, I probably would have bought a phrase book.  I can read, you know.  And besides,” she continued, “knowing five languages is all well and good but what’s the point if you never use them for anything useful?”
 
   Jake’s brow furrowed, puzzled.  “What do you mean?”  He asked.
 
    Mallory rolled her eyes.  Was he really going to make her come out and say it?  The guy was a glutton for punishment.  And we had been having such a nice day up until now, she thought a bit regretfully.  But she couldn’t stop herself.  “You said that you learned the languages for business.  But you don’t actually use them for that; you don’t work.”
 
   Jake looked shocked for a moment.  “You think that I don’t work?”  His tone turned hard.  “I’ve been working for my father since I was sixteen.  I started in the copy room and had to work my way up; he never cut me any slack.”  His face was a bit darker now, as though remembering something unpleasant.  “Never good enough,” he said under his breath, as though he didn’t mean to say it aloud.
 
   But Mallory heard, and she softened toward him instantly.  “I’m sorry, Jake.  I just assumed-”
 
   “Yes, you assumed,” he said, his voice clipped.  “Just like everyone else.”  He looked at her angrily now, but there was something more in his eyes.  Was it disappointment?  Mallory felt the need to justify her assumption.
 
   “I’m really sorry, Jake,” she said, imbuing her tone with sincerity.  “I had no idea.  It’s just… You offered to sweep me off to Venice for a few nights; that does imply that you have a lot of free time.”
 
   He looked slightly mollified, but his usual easy smile wasn’t back in place either.  Mallory found that its absence made her inordinately sad.  “I suppose that’s understandable, then,” he conceded with a sigh.  “You have to know that I never do this Mallory; I never take time off work like this.  Even if I’m not in my office, I’m constantly on call.”
 
   “Then why the exception this time?”  Mallory asked, testing him.
 
   “Because you resisted me,” he admitted after a moment.  “No woman has ever challenged me.  I’ve told you, Mallory, I always get what I want.  And I want you.”
 
   Mallory’s expression hardened even as heat pooled in her belly.  She couldn’t help being flattered that this gorgeous man, who could have anyone he wanted, had chosen to pursue her so relentlessly.  But at the same time, she was not some prize to be won.  “Don’t you think I should have some say in this?”  She asked severely.  “What about what I want?”
 
   Jake smiled, his cocky grin sliding back into place.  “But you do want me, Mallory.  I think we both know that.”
 
   She snorted and threw up her hands in exasperation.  “Fine,” she bit out, unable to contradict him.  “But this is just sex.  Nothing more.”
 
   Jake’s expression turned cool.  “Of course not.”
 
   But as he said it, Mallory felt a sinking feeling in her stomach.  Yes, the sex was amazing, and the idea of it ending bummed her out.  But she found that she was growing to like spending time with Jake.  Every new thing she learned about him flew in the face of all of the terrible things she had assumed about his character.  Yes, he was arrogant, but it was becoming clear to her that his arrogance was a defense mechanism, a means of hiding his true feelings, his vulnerability.  Mallory wondered what had made him that way.  He had muttered about his father’s disapproval.  Was that the source of his cocky persona?  She wanted to know him better, to understand the real Jake Cleary, beyond the money and the sex.
 
   But Mallory schooled her face into an unconcerned mask, unwilling to voice her feelings when Jake so obviously wanted to keep their relationship casual.
 
   After an uncomfortable minute, they eased back into small talk, discussing where Mallory had gone to school, her love of the beach, and her dream of becoming a teacher.  Jake listened attentively, seeming genuinely interested in her modest life.
 
   That night, as promised, Jake took her to an authentic Italian restaurant, where she had the best pasta she had ever eaten in her life.  After dinner, they took a stroll, pausing on Rialto Bridge to look out at the city.  It sprang up from the main canal on either side, as though the buildings were floating on the surface of the water, secured there by some ancient magic.  The warm lights coming from the houses illuminated the colorful facades.  The pastels reminded her of Rainbow Row in Charleston, her favorite landmark in her hometown.
 
   Jake’s arm slid around her waist and pulled her tightly to his side.  He bent down to murmur in her ear.  “Would you like to go back to the hotel?”  There was a sexy rumble in his tone that made Mallory shiver in delight.  She nodded as demurely as she could, trying to conceal her eagerness; after his teasing her clit as he kissed her by the Bridge of Sighs, she had been ready to jump him all day.
 
   Minutes later, they were back in Jake’s opulent suite at the Plazzina Grassi Hotel.  The exterior resembled all of the other old Venetian buildings in the city, but the interior was sleek and modern.  Their room was all white furniture and linens, with large mirrors on the walls making the room seem even more spacious than it was.  A gracefully curving black chandelier hung from the ceiling, its darkness the one elegant contrast to the almost stark white theme of the room.
 
   But Mallory didn’t have much time to admire her surroundings.  Almost as soon as the door was locked behind them, Jake was on her, tearing off her dress.  He made a sound of masculine satisfaction as he took in her sheer black lace bra and panties that she had picked out for the occasion.  Trying to gain the upper hand at his moment’s pause, Mallory lunged at him, pushing him up against the mirrored wall as she hastily unbuttoned his shirt, longing to trace his hard muscles with her fingers once again.  She felt a few seconds of triumph when she was able to actually move him by force, having taken advantage of his distraction.  He looked down at her, stunned at her gumption.
 
   In a move faster than she could see, Jake grabbed her wrist and pulled it behind her back, twisting it as he did so.  With a cry, Mallory found herself forced to turn around to alleviate the pressure on her shoulder; if she didn’t, he surely would have broken her arm.  Then his knee hit the back of her own, and he released her wrist as she tumbled down onto the plush carpet.  She tried to push herself up, but he was on her in an instant, his hand at the nape of her neck, pressing her head to the floor and holding her there.  His arm snaked under her belly, pulling her upwards until she was forced into a kneeling position.  With her head still pinned to the floor, her ass was flagrantly exposed.  
 
   She felt heat rush to her cheeks as she blushed crimson.  But that wasn’t the only part of her body that was flushed with heat.  How could she be so incredibly turned on by this treatment?  Wasn’t this misogynistic?
 
   “Let me up,” she demanded, a bit alarmed despite her arousal.  She pressed her hands to the carpet to gain some leverage, but his hand on her neck held her securely down.
 
   There was a sudden, loud smack, quickly followed by an intense stinging sensation where her ass met her upper thighs.  She gasped in shock.
 
   “Don’t move.”  His voice was dangerous, a razor’s edge.  Mallory stilled instantly.  He stroked a gentle finger down the length of her spine, and she quivered beneath him.
 
   “I told you that I always get what I want, Mallory.  And what I want is control.  I want you to submit to me.”  His voice was hard, and Mallory found herself panting at his words, her pussy clenching involuntarily at the word “submit.”
 
   “What do you know about BDSM, Mallory?”  He asked conversationally, as though she wasn’t pinned down in a humiliating position.
 
   “Not-”  She stuttered.  “Not much.”  She was familiar with the term, but she didn’t know what it actually stood for.  It had to do with whips and chains, she knew that much.  And she had never understood how being tortured could be a turn-on.
 
   “There are three parts to it,” he lectured as he traced his fingers around the underside of her ass.  She shivered at the erotic touch.  “BD: Bondage and Discipline; DS: Domination and submission; and SM: Sadism and Masochism.”  Mallory shivered at the last, getting truly scared now.
 
   “Are you going to beat me, Jake?”  She asked, her voice tremulous.
 
   “Not if you don’t want me to,” he answered.  Cutting her eyes to the side, she met his gaze, seeing nothing but earnestness there.  “But I’ve seen how you react to me, Mallory, how you react to our games, the power-play.”  He traced his finger up the crack of her ass, making her whimper at the intimate contact.  “You can’t tell me that you didn’t enjoy it,” he smiled predatorily.  
 
   She was suddenly acutely aware that Jake was almost a total stranger to her; he might be capable of anything.  “Please, Jake” she implored.  “Don’t hurt me.”  
 
   He stroked a tender hand down her back, calming her.  But he didn’t let go of her neck.  “I won’t hurt you.  I promise you that, Mallory.  BDSM play is all about trust.  Do you trust me?”
 
   “I hardly know you,” she breathed.
 
   “Then I’ll earn your trust,” he gave her a gentle smile.  “I’m going to let you up now, Mallory.  But only if you promise to stay and hear me out.”
 
   “Okay,” she said meekly, totally overwhelmed by his show of dominance.  And undeniably wet from his ministrations.
 
   Jake gently guided her up by her shoulders until she was standing on unsteady legs.  He took both of her hands in his, leading her to the couch and helping her sit.  Mallory wanted to protest that she was perfectly capable of walking by herself, but that would have been a lie.  She was so shaken, so nervous about what was about to happen to her, that her legs would barely support her.
 
   Never letting go of her hands, Jake traced the lines on her palms soothingly, quieting her quivering.  “We’re just going to talk, Mallory,” he assured her.  “Nothing else.  Not unless you say.”
 
   She nodded her understanding, finding that she trusted his word despite what she had said about hardly knowing him.
 
   “BDSM comes in many different flavors,” he began, his tone turning lecturing once again.  “We already know that you enjoy being dominated and that you are turned on by a little humiliation.”
 
   Mallory opened her mouth to protest, but Jake cut her off before she could begin.  “Don’t deny it, Mallory.  You know that what I’m saying is true; you know that you have enjoyed everything I’ve done to you.”  He reached out a hand as though he wanted to stroke her between her legs, to feel the wetness there, but Mallory balked, and he drew his hand away.
 
   “But I don’t want you to hurt me,” she said softly.  “That sadism stuff; I couldn’t bear it.”
 
   “I’m not a sadist, Mallory,” he assured her.  “As I said, kink comes in many flavors, and that isn’t one that I enjoy.”  Mallory thought that she saw something darken in his eyes, a flash of pain. But it was gone as soon as it had come, and she wasn’t sure if she had imagined it.
 
   “But,” he continued, “bondage and discipline, Domination and submission: those are definitely to my taste.  We already know that you enjoy submission, Mallory.  And you enjoy being held down, a strong indicator that you would be receptive to bondage.”
 
   “But what about the discipline part?”  She asked tremulously.  “Doesn’t that involve pain?”
 
   Jake considered for a moment before answering.  “There is a fine line between pleasure and pain, Mallory.  An experienced Dominant knows how to hold a submissive on that line, to make the pain pleasurable.”  He gave a sly smile.  “And I am an experienced Dom.”
 
   Mallory’s breathing had turned shallow, her pupils dilated.  She couldn’t deny that she was intrigued by the idea, remembering her lustful reaction when Jake had slapped her.  And when he had spanked her just now, reprimanding her for speaking out of turn...  Discipline, she thought.  She realized that the games they had been playing had all been leading up to this, to Jake revealing his true sexual preferences.  And she had loved every minute of it.  Hadn’t she just been thinking earlier that she wanted more?
 
   Jake was silent, giving her a few minutes to process her thoughts.  When he finally spoke, his voice was low, his seductive tone barely concealing his yearning.  “Are you willing to explore this with me, Mallory?”
 
   Am I?  Was she ready to give in to his world of kinky games?  She thought of the dark desires he had awoken within her.  “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Jake grinned, his eyes flashing intimidatingly.  His hand moved from her palm to her throat, tracing his index finger from her shoulder up to her earlobe.  The contact made her shiver, remembering his grasp on her neck as he had dominated her during their tryst on his jet.
 
   “Where to begin?”  He asked, his gaze thoughtful.  “Have you ever been spanked before, Mallory?”  He asked.
 
   “No, she breathed, her lips parted.  She had never had any sexual experiences that came close to what Jake wanted to do with her.  If sex had flavors, then the only one she had ever sampled was vanilla.  Heading into chocolate territory now, she thought a bit madly.  Or was it Rocky Road?
 
   Jake was suddenly grasping her hair at the scalp, tugging her inexorably forward until she was sprawled across his lap.  As he had promised, the pain of it sent tingles through her, starting at her head and spreading out through her body until they reached her sex.
 
   He shoved her legs away from the support of the couch, pulling her head downward by her hair until her toes were barely touching the ground; she was draped over his knees, her ass in the air.
 
   “Now,” he said softly.  “I believe that you have been very disobedient since we met: defying me in my office; refusing to go out with me; fighting me as I tried to take you just now.”  His voice turned hard.  “This behavior stops now.”
 
   Mallory shivered at his brash words, her pussy contracting.  She tensed, anticipating the same sting she had experienced from his earlier slap.  But she jumped as he ran a gentle hand over her right cheek, then her left, stroking her until she relaxed across his lap.
 
   “Your safe work is ’red’, Mallory.  If it all becomes too much, just say the word and it will all stop.”
 
   Mallory relaxed further, reassured now that she had an out, had regained some modicum of control in the situation.  “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   She could almost hear him grinning.  “You’re welcome, sub.”
 
   Sub.  The term should have disconcerted her, but instead warmth flooded her chest at the word.  He had branded her with the name, claiming her as his to do with as he wished.
 
   His hand left her for a moment, and then it cracked down on her ass, the sound of it seeming to resound throughout the room.  Pain bloomed on her right ass cheek, and she cried out.  But after a few moments, heat spread out from the area of impact, pervading her pussy and making her clit throb.  Mallory was shocked by her visceral reaction.
 
   She only had a second to wonder at it before his hand cracked down on her left cheek.  This time she only let out a small whine, more prepared for the impact.  His hand smacked down on her again and again, never hitting the same place twice.  Within minutes, her ass was enflamed.  But as the hits continued to rain down, she found that they hurt less and less; the stinging pain dulled to a warm glow, despite the fact that the strength of the blows had increased.  Her awareness was completely focused on the throbbing of her sex, the need that had arisen in her from this humiliating treatment, from Jake’s assertion of his dominance of her body.
 
   After an interminable length of time, she had gone completely limp.  The cracks of Jake’s hand across her ass were silenced at her submission, satisfied that his message had been received.  
 
   Then his fingers were at her inner thighs, brushing against her sensitive skin, teasing her with his feather-light touch.  Mallory let out a strangled cry that she hardly recognized as her own at the contact; it contrasted so sharply with the punishment she had just endured.
 
   “Please,” she heard herself begging.  “Please, Jake.  I need you to touch me.”
 
   He chuckled down at her softly.  “I don’t think I gave you permission to speak, sub.  But since you begged so sweetly, I can’t possibly deny you.”
 
   With that as her only warning, he drove two fingers into her pussy.  They slid in easily; she was so wet and ready for him.  He curled his fingers inside of her, pressing them against her g-spot.  She came immediately, her sex contracting around his fingers as he continued to stroke her.  Just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, he withdrew them from her.
 
   But Jake wasn’t done with her yet.  “Get on your hands and knees,” he commanded.
 
   Mallory complied with as much alacrity as she could manage, considering that her limbs felt like jelly.  When she was situated on the plush carpet, her ass offered to him, she looked back at him over her shoulder.  His eyes were filled with a hunger so intense that it made her shudder; it was as though a barely contained beast lived within him, and it was all he could do to hold it back, to keep from ravaging her.  His movements carefully controlled, he shrugged off his unbuttoned shirt and unbuckled his belt, letting his trousers fall to the floor.
 
   Mallory licked her lips as she took him in fully.  He was glorious in his nakedness: his muscles were hard and defined; his demeanor radiated power; and his cock was thick and hard for her.  Kneeling behind her, he pressed himself at her entrance.  She pushed back into him, desperate for him to fill her.  He grabbed her hips, holding her in place.  “Stay still,” he ordered.  Mallory whined but instinctively did as he bade her.
 
   “Good girl,” he praised her.
 
   Mallory couldn’t even begin to summon up any resentment at the diminutive expression.  It felt… right for him to speak to her like that.  She found herself shuddering in pleasure.
 
   He pushed into her slowly, only pressing the head of his cock into her sex, holding it there for a moment before languorously sliding into her to the hilt.  The feeling was delicious, the need in her flaring back to life, building in intensity with every inch of him.  He held himself there before grasping her waist, guiding her forward and backward, dictating her rhythm as she fucked him.
 
   She had absolutely no control.  And she loved it.
 
   He began pulling her onto him harder and faster, increasing her pace.  She could feel her orgasm building within her, his cock twitching, ready to come.  At the last moment, he reached beneath her with one hand and pinched her hardened clit.  Bright lights popped before her eyes, pleasure rushing from her pussy to her head as she came.  He emptied himself into her, branding her with his hot seed.
 
   As her head cleared and she came back down to earth, she felt herself being lifted up, Jake carrying her to the bed.  He laid her down beside him and she snuggled into his chest, breathing him in.  His masculine scent was the last thing she remembered before drifting off to sleep.
 
   Mallory awoke the next morning to find herself alone, the bed cold beside her.  She felt a pang of sadness, feeling abandoned after her intense connection with Jake the night before.
 
   So this really is just casual sex, she thought to herself, resolving not to let her emotions get involved.  But how could she keep her distance after Jake had possessed her so completely; it had been such an intimate connection, giving herself over to him.  It’s just sex, and that’s all you want from him anyway, she told herself firmly.  But if that were true, then why did she feel so sad?
 
   Forcing away her unsettling thoughts, she got up and took a shower, getting ready for the day.  She had no idea where Jake was, and she told herself she didn’t care; she was more than capable of exploring the city on her own.
 
   But just as she was finishing getting dressed, the door opened and Jake stepped inside.  He was holding a large garment bag, grinning.  “I brought you a present,” he said, evidently pleased.
 
   What is this?  Mallory thought angrily.  Payment for the great sex?  The idea of receiving gifts in exchange for her… services made her feel dirty.
 
   “Jake, you shouldn’t have.”
 
   “But I wanted to.”  He was still beaming.
 
   “No,” she said coldly.  “You really shouldn’t have.”
 
   He blinked, taken aback.  “What’s wrong?”  He asked, clearly puzzled.
 
   “What’s wrong?!”  Her voice was tight with anger.  “Do you think you can buy me?  Like some whore?”
 
   Jake took a step back, shocked.  “Whoa, Mallory,” he began, alarm coloring his tone.  “That’s not what this is.”
 
   “What else would you call it then?”  She hissed.
 
   He took a hesitant step toward her, approaching her cautiously.  “I got this for you because I wanted to.  If anything, it’s as much a gift for myself as it is for you.”
 
   The ice in Mallory’s veins melted slightly, her interest piqued.  “What do you mean?”  She asked, her tone suspicious.
 
   “Let me show you?”  It came out as a question.  His brow was furrowed, lines of apprehension around his eyes.  Mallory couldn’t stand to berate him when he showed this side of himself, reminding her of his true vulnerability.  She gave him a curt nod.
 
   Holding the clothes hanger aloft, he unzipped the garment bag and revealed what it contained: it was one of the most beautiful dresses Mallory had ever seen.  It was clearly a period costume, but made to the highest quality, as though it had been brought straight out of the sixteenth century and delivered to her.
 
   It was a gorgeous sky blue, nearly the color of her eyes.  A corseted top bloomed out into a full taffeta skirt.  There were four-inch thick straps holding up the corset, with large, oval turquoise stones set on the fabric.  Sheer white gossamer had been used to make long, floating sleeves, fitted to the upper arm before flaring out off the elbow, the bell-shaped length of them dripping gracefully to the floor.
 
   Mallory couldn’t help gasping at the beauty of it.  She wanted it dearly, but she wasn’t ready to cave just yet.
 
   “And how is this for you?”  She wanted her voice to maintain a sharp edge, but it was soft, wondering.
 
   He eyed her levelly.  “I want you to wear it for me, Mallory.  Nothing would please me more.”
 
   “Wear it?  Through the streets of Venice?  Won’t that seem a tad out of place?”
 
   Jake’s wolfish grin was back in place.  “Oh, we won’t be strolling around the city,” he said.  “We’re going to a ball tonight.”
 
   Mallory’s stomach tightened.  She had never been to a ball, unless you counted serving at Jake’s soirée.  Her throat went dry.  “A costume ball?”
 
   “No,” Jake said, pausing to draw out the anticipation.  “A fetish ball.”
 
   Mallory’s jaw dropped.
 
    
 
   The End… For now.
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   Chapter 1
 
   Mallory’s stomach was in knots as she walked tentatively through the hotel foyer, Jake leading her by the hand.  He was gripping it firmly, stilling her trembling fingers.  How could he look so calm and cool when she was a mess of nerves?  Mallory peeked up at him, taking him in.
 
   His eyes twinkled down at her, two points of blue-green light standing in contrast to the black mask that covered the upper half of his face.  Jake looked more than just cool and collected; his graceful, fluid movements coupled with his heavily muscled physique gave him an aura of power and danger.  This was only enhanced by the fact that he was dressed as a sixteenth-century Venetian nobleman.  He wore a black leather jacket with stitched vine-like patterns at the collar and cuffs over a simple white tunic.  The top of it had been left untied, and it fell open to reveal his chiseled chest with its sprinkling of dark hair.  Tight black trousers showed off his taut ass, and the tall black leather boots he was wearing clicked ominously on the tiled floor as he led her out into the terrifying night.
 
   Where Jake was a dark prince, Mallory was a decadent courtesan.  A beautiful Venetian wooden mask hid her identity, covering the top half of her face.  It had sweeping curves, and it was all white with gold and light-blue accents that brought out the sky blue of her eyes.  She was tightly cinched into her corseted gown, her breasts threatening to spill out if she so much as breathed too hard.  It was uncomfortable, but at the same time there was something erotic about how it restricted her.  Jake had insisted on lacing it up for her, and as he had done so a pleasurable and unexpected warmth had pervaded her sex.  It was as though he was giving her a constant, physical reminder of his dominance over her body, controlling her every shallow breath through constricting her in the corset.
 
   A bellhop opened the door for them with a slight bow.  It opened directly onto the canal, where a gondola was waiting for them.  Waiting to take them to a fetish ball.  Mallory could hardly believe this was happening to her, that she had actually agreed to this.  She felt detached from her body, as though she were watching someone else gripping Jake’s hand like a lifeline as she was lowered into the boat.  The salty, earthy smell of the city enveloped her as she sat down on the cushioned bench seat.  Although there was no chill in the air, Mallory was shivering.
 
   Jake gave her hand a little squeeze, looking down at her kindly.  “You’re fine, Mallory.”  His eyes turned hungry as he took her in.  “You look beautiful.”
 
   Mallory couldn’t help blushing at the compliment, distracted from her fear by his obvious lust for her.  “I’m nervous, Jake,” she confessed, a bit ashamed to admit her uneasiness.  Among her friends, she was usually the daring one when it came to sexual matters.  She had had to practically drag her best friend Sally into her first sex shop to buy a simple vibrator, and she had even been to a strip club with one of her ex-boyfriends.
 
   But the thought of going to a strip show paled in comparison with where she was going now.  The disparity between the two was almost laughable.  Well if this isn’t daring I don’t know what is.  What had she let Jake cajole her into?
 
   Jake gently rubbed the pad of his thumb over the back of her hand.  “It’s okay to be nervous,” he assured her.  “I was nervous my first time.”
 
   She blinked up at him, startled by his admission.  She couldn’t imagine a nervous Jake; he was always so confident.  “Really?”  She asked, disbelieving.
 
   Detecting her doubtful tone, he laughed softly.  “Despite what you may think, I have insecurities just like everyone else.”
 
   Mallory’s eyebrows rose.  “Yeah, that’s so obvious,” she said sarcastically.
 
   But Jake’s eyes were sincere.  The real man behind the arrogant mask had come to the fore again, but that aura of power still surrounded him.  Mallory realized in that moment that his Dominant nature was more than just a persona that he assumed to protect his vulnerability; it was an intrinsic part of him.  And rather than being irked by it as she was by his cockiness, she found it… comforting.  And arousing.
 
   He flashed her an easy smile, and the wind was knocked right out of her.  God, he was sexy when he smiled like that.  “Don’t worry, Mallory,” he soothed her.  “Nothing will happen if you don’t want it to.  We can leave at any time if you feel at all uncomfortable.  You have your safe word, remember?”
 
   Mallory let out a small sigh of relief.  Knowing that she had an out eased her nerves.  “Yes, I remember: ‘red.’”
 
   “Do you want to use it now, Mallory?”  He asked, spearing her with an earnest gaze.  “The last thing I want is to upset you.  I’m taking you to the ball because I think you will enjoy it.”  His grin turned a bit wolfish.  “And because I want to show up with the sexiest woman there.”
 
   Mallory blushed, deeply complimented but not quite believing his words.  She had always considered herself pretty, but she knew that she was far from gorgeous.  “No,” she whispered.  “I don’t want to use my safe word.”
 
   “Excellent,” he beamed.  He leaned into her slowly, and she came forward to meet him.  Heat swirled in her belly as his lips took hers gently but firmly.  As he kissed her, his powerful aura washed over her, making her feel protected, reassuring her that she could make it through this if he was by her side.
 
   After a few sweet minutes, he pulled away, leaving her wanting.  He gave her a small, knowing smile that made her sex clench.  “We’re here,” he said softly as they stopped before a door that opened directly onto the canal.  He stood and knocked sharply on the door in a peculiar pattern.
 
   Mallory’s heart suddenly leapt up into her throat, beating wildly.  She clung tightly to Jake’s hand as he pulled her to her feet, helping her step up out of the gondola and through the door that had opened to admit them.  He linked her arm through his, his stance formal and assured.  Mallory struggled to match his composure as they walked through the marble-floored entranceway.  There were two men in identical full black-and-white masks waiting to admit them to the main room.  Mallory almost wished that those double doors would never open, that she could stay suspended in this moment rather than face what was behind them.
 
   But then they parted before her, and she had to hold back as gasp at the opulence of what lay on the other side.  The walls of the spacious room had been draped with deep red velvet curtains.  Gilded, intricately-worked wood emerged from the top of them, glinting in the dull light of the enormous crystal chandelier.  The domed ceiling had been painted with a map of the known world dating to the sixteenth century, the continents delineated in golden brown hues.
 
   The luxurious room was filled with men and women in lavish costumes like Jake’s and Mallory’s.  Only some of them were already in various states of undress.  Mallory tried to force back her blush as she watched one man biting a woman’s breasts, which had spilled out of her tight golden corset.  Another man’s cock was being teased by a cruel-looking woman who was wearing men’s trousers and boots.  Mallory was overwhelmed by the sumptuous world of sex that she had just stepped into.  
 
   Then her eyes fell on a man in a black mask that covered his entire face, carved into a forbidding frown.  He wore a deep red cape and twisted devil’s horns.  She shivered as he met her gaze.
 
   “Eyes on me, Mallory,” she heard Jake’s deep voice command.  She looked up into his eyes, and he cupped her face tenderly in one large hand.  “You’re safe with me.  You know that, don’t you?”
 
   Mallory gave a jerky nod.  She did feel safe by his side, his strong arm anchoring her, his powerful demeanor calming her.
 
   His gaze became intense.  “Do you trust me, Mallory?”
 
   She felt a moment’s hesitation.  Did she trust him?  She wasn’t sure.  She knew that she wanted to, but then again she had only known the man for a few days.  But he had shown her more sexual pleasure than she had ever experienced in her life in that short time.  And although he had caused her pain, he had never truly hurt her.
 
   “Yes,” she admitted.  “I think I do.”
 
   He smiled smugly, as though he had won a prize.  It made Mallory shiver, but not entirely unpleasantly.
 
   “Come on,” he said, still smiling.  “Let’s get you some champagne, loosen you up a little.”
 
   “So what now?”  Mallory joked.  “You’re going to roofie me?”
 
   He smirked down at her.  “As if I would need to,” he said cockily.
 
   Mallory rolled her eyes at him.  But she could not deny the twinge in her sex at his haughty demeanor.  Suddenly, he gripped her upper arm and pulled her into him.  
 
   “Don’t you roll your eyes at me,” he told her reprovingly.  As he spoke, he ran his free hand softly over her breasts, tracing the curve of them where they were pushed up by the corset.  Her nipples pebbled and her breath hitched at the sensual contact.  His hand dipped into her cleavage, pushing its way under the garment until he found her hard nipple.  The pressure of his hand on her already constricted breasts was painful, a pain that was only increased when he closed his thumb and forefinger around her nipple, pinching it.  He slowly increased the pressure until Mallory was wincing, even as pleasurable tingles rushed from her breast to her pussy.
 
   “Jake, please,” she said breathily, not sure if she could handle any more.
 
   He looked down at her, his eyes hard and menacing.  “Say you’re sorry,” he ordered coldly.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said immediately.  
 
   “You will address me as ‘Sir’ tonight.  Is that clear?”
 
   Mallory balked.  What?  No way.  No-
 
   But then he was pinching impossibly tighter, grazing her delicate flesh with his manicured nails.  She could no longer bear it.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir!”  She gasped out.
 
   She sagged in relief as he released her, abruptly extricating his hand from her corset.  But her moment of relief was short-lived as she again became aware of where she was.  She suddenly felt as though dozens of eyes were on her; everyone around her had witnessed her humiliating capitulation.  To her chagrin, she could feel wetness between her thighs.  Her face went crimson.
 
   Jake’s arm was around her waist, his mouth at her ear.  “Yes, they all saw, Mallory.”  His breath was hot on her neck.  “They all saw you give in to me.”  His free hand pressed against her sex, and even through the voluminous folds of her skirt the contact made her clit harden with need.  A soft, strangled sound escaped her.  “They’re watching you, Mallory.  And you love it, don’t you?”
 
   He was trying to force her to admit it out loud when she could hardly even admit it to herself?
 
   “Jake-”  She began.
 
   But he cut her off.  “Answer my question, Mallory.”  He insisted.
 
   She tensed, resisting.
 
   “Do you need another lesson in obedience?”  There was a threatening growl in his tone.
 
   She shivered.  No, she didn’t think she could handle that.  Not again.  “No,” she said, her voice small.
 
   “Then answer me, Mallory.  You love knowing that everyone is watching you, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, her cheeks flaming.
 
   Jake gripped her sex harder, cupping it roughly through her skirt.  “Is that how you are to address me?”  His gaze was a deep blue now, hard and flinty, demanding only one response.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” she said, her voice barely audible, her eyes dropping submissively.
 
   “Good girl,” his sexy, approving rumble made her shiver delightedly.
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   “Here,” Jake said, his voice kind again.  Mallory glanced up to see that he had taken two glasses of champagne from a waiter and was proffering one to her.  She looked the liveried man in the eye and thanked him, remembering that just four days ago she had been the one serving at a fancy party.  His eyes looked surprised through his black-and-white mask.
 
   “Grazie,” he murmured before turning away from them, continuing his rounds.
 
   Jake touched his glass to hers with a small clinking sound.  “To new adventures,” he said with a smile.
 
   Mallory wanted to roll her eyes at him, but she stopped herself just in time.  Instead she settled for a slightly sharp look as she brought her glass to her lips.  Thankfully, Jake gave her a pass, seeming amused by her attitude rather than angry, as though he thought her petulance was cute.
 
   Mallory took a long drink to keep herself from saying something snappish at him; the man shouldn’t be allowed to be so damn smug.  The champagne, deliciously dry and sweet at the same time, bubbled down her throat in an effervescent stream.  It instantly sent warmth shooting from her chest to her fingertips, making her pussy tingle.  Her clit was still hard from Jake’s teasing, and the effects of the champagne were only heightening the discomfort caused by her intense need to be touched.
 
   When she finally lowered the glass from her mouth, it was nearly empty.  Jake chuckled at her.  “A bit frustrated, are we?”  He asked.
 
   “Just a bit,” she said caustically.
 
   He raised his eyebrows at her, his gaze reproving.  She sighed.  “Just a bit, Sir.”  She put as much acid into the term as she could.
 
   Jake shook his head and clucked his tongue at her.  “We clearly need to work on your manners, sub,” he said, mock-disappointedly.  “Come,” he said simply, taking her by the hand and leading her toward one of the curtained walls.  Only, when Jake pulled the curtain aside, there was an open doorway.  Mallory hesitated at the entrance, but Jake pulled her over the threshold with him.
 
   The room was hexagonal, each of the six walls separated by pink marble columns that matched the floor.  There were frescoes on the walls depicting beautiful mermaids with creamy skin and glimmering tails, strands of pearls threaded through their long hair.  Candelabras were mounted to the walls, illuminating the room with a soft glow.
 
   But Mallory’s attention was focused on a large table in the center of the room, crafted of deeply polished wood.  It was not the beautiful craftsmanship that drew her eye, though; there were iron shackles attached to chains at each of the four corners, the metal glinting dully in the candlelight.
 
   She froze where she stood, her mouth going dry.  Jake stepped in front of her, hiding the table from view.  He cupped her face with both of his hands, forcing her head up to look him in the eye.  “Don’t be afraid, Mallory,” he said.  “You are going to enjoy this.  I promise you,” his voice was low and seductive.  Mallory noticed that his eyes had once again taken on a greenish hue.  It seemed that their color changed with his mood: blue-green when he was being playfully seductive, and that hard, deep sapphire when he was asserting his dominance, bringing her under his control.
 
   He slowly lowered one hand to her nape, tracing the length of her neck as he did so.  He held her there as he bent to take her lips with his, his tongue tracing their outline, teasing.  She melted, opening for him.  He kissed her slowly, languorously massaging her tongue with his.
 
   Pulling away slightly, he whispered against her lips.  “Do you trust me, Mallory?”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” she breathed, saying the honorific without thinking.
 
   His smile was genuinely pleased, but it had a sharp edge to it, a hint of menace; he had her right where he wanted her, and there was nothing she could do to resist him.  His hand dropped from her face, moving to the small of her back.  It slipped between her skirt and corset, dipping downwards.  He brushed his fingers against the skin where her tailbone met her ass, and she gasped in pleasure as her pussy contracted in response to his touch.
 
   He suddenly grasped the laces that tightened her skirt around her waist and pulled.  The tension released, and the skirt slipped from her waist and pooled at her feet, leaving her standing before him in nothing but her corset and heels; at his request, she hadn’t worn any underwear.  She had assented, thinking it a sexy game, never realizing that he might expose her like this.
 
   Instinctively, she moved her hands to cover herself, but Jake quickly caught her wrists and drew them behind her back, holding them there in one large hand.  “No, sub,” he said in a low, gravelly tone.  “I like to look at what’s mine.”
 
   Mine.  The word made something twinge in her chest.  But she was immediately distracted by his hand between her legs, his fingers running up her inner thigh.  He paused before he touched her sex, leaving her wanting.
 
   “Do you want me to touch you, Mallory?”  He asked softly.
 
   She nodded, panting, holding herself back from begging.
 
   “If you’re good, I will.”  She looked up at him in disbelief as he withdrew his hand.  He was smiling down at her coldly, his eyes deep blue and glinting.
 
   “Lie down on the table, Mallory,” he commanded.  She hesitated, still in shock from his denial.
 
   His smile disappeared, replaced by a small frown.  “I gave you an order, sub.”
 
   Mallory warred with herself for a moment.  This imperious treatment grated on her, but at the same time, she was desperate for release.  She thought about touching herself, but one look at Jake’s hard eyes told her that that was a very bad idea indeed.
 
   He cocked an eyebrow at her, letting her know that he was not amused with her hesitation.  Quailing under his impatient gaze, Mallory stepped out of her skirt and edged around him, approaching the table.  Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she sat on the edge of it.  It was cold and unyielding beneath her heated flesh.
 
   Jake’s arm hooked under her knees, lifting her legs and swinging them up onto the wooden surface.  Then his hand was on her shoulder, firmly pushing her down onto her back.  He circled around to the head of the table and took her left arm, slowly pulling it up over her head.  There was something cold and hard encircling her wrist, and there was an audible snap as the shackle closed around it.  Mallory shivered, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the coolness of the metal or her growing fear; she had never been bound like this before.
 
   Jake did the same to her right wrist before securing her ankles.  Instinctively, she pulled at her restraints, testing them.  The unyielding metal bit into her delicate skin, a harsh reminder of her helplessness.  Mallory was feeling light-headed, overwhelmed by what was happening to her.
 
   “Breathe, Mallory,” Jake reminded her.  She gasped in a shallow breath, unable to draw in much air because of the tightness of her corset.  She heard the heels of his boots clicking on the marble floor as he walked around her.  His gaze was impassive as she watched him warily.
 
   He disappeared from her line of sight as he walked around the head of the table.  She craned her head to look back at him.
 
   “Eyes forward, sub,” he said in a clipped tone.  Her head snapped back so that she was staring at the ceiling.  The clicking of his boots seemed even louder as he walked around behind her, the sound her only means of tracking his location.
 
   Suddenly, he was looming over her, grinning.  Her breathing turned fast and hard when she saw what he was holding in his hand: one of the white tapered candles that illuminated the room.
 
   His expression softened as he noticed her alarm.  He reached out and gently traced the line of her cheekbone and jaw with his long fingers.  “I’m not going to harm you, Mallory,” he assured her.  “You trust me, don’t you?”  He asked again, reminding her that she had already admitted as much.
 
   She gave a jerky nod, not trusting herself to speak.
 
   “Now,” he said, a bit clinically, “there will be pain, Mallory, but I know you can take it.  Use your safe word if it becomes too much.”
 
   She relaxed a modicum as he reminded her of her out, that she ultimately held all the power here in that she could stop their play at any time.
 
   Then he held the candle aloft, directly over her chest.  Mallory gulped as he paused, the anticipation of pain tying her stomach in knots.  Then he tilted the taper slowly.  She could see the bead of wax dangle on the edge for a moment before dripping down, dropping faster than she could see.
 
   Mallory hissed in a breath as the hot wax left a little burning circle on the top of her right breast.  But then the heat sank into her skin, shooting down through her to warm her sex.  The intense need that she had felt when Jake had teased her a few minutes before surged back to the fore, her nipples hardening and her clit throbbing.  
 
   The burning sensation on her breast had barely receded when another hot drop landed on her chest.  She should have been ready for it, but it was just as shocking as the first time.  Her need impossibly increased.
 
   She looked up at Jake, wide-eyed.  He was studying her chest like an artist would study his painting, completely focused on what he was doing.  He tilted the candle more sharply, moving it as he did so.  Half a dozen drops fell onto her breasts in quick succession, the burning making her eyes roll back in her head as she was assailed by the pleasure that accompanied the pain.
 
   There was a pause, and then Mallory’s eyes snapped open and she cried out as heat flashed on her left thigh.  She jerked in surprise and was rewarded by her cuffs biting into her ankles.  Jake looked at her sternly.
 
   “Don’t move, or this may land somewhere very unpleasant.”
 
   Mallory gulped, thinking of the burning wax hitting her sensitive sex.  She didn’t think she could handle that.  Gathering her willpower, she forced her body to remain still as the next hot drop fell onto her right thigh.  Jake continued at a slow, torturous pace, as drip by drip he painted her with the hot wax, moving incrementally closer to her pussy with every drop.  It was everything she could do to stop from squirming.
 
   “Please, Sir,” she begged.  “Please, no more.”
 
   He smiled down at her, staring into her eyes as he tilted the candle.  Heat seared her sensitive skin just above her clit.  Mallory screamed in shock.
 
   And then his hand was at her clit, finally, finally touching her.  The relative coolness of his hand soothed away the burning of the wax, but his touch stoked the fire that had been growing within her all evening.
 
   He delved one thick finger inside of her, keeping his thumb on her clit.  Pumping in and out of her, he hit her g-spot as his thumb traced circles around her hardened bud.  The blaze inside her turned to a conflagration, utterly consuming her as she cried out her orgasm.  Jake continued to stroke her as she rode it out, her body quivering around him as she came.
 
   Finally, she went limp, her eyes closed.  She had never felt so completely sated in her life.
 
   




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Mallory opened her eyes, blinking, when she heard the clanking of the metal cuffs as Jake released her from her bonds.  She pulled her wrists down to her chest, rubbing at the red lines that the metal had left around them.  Once her ankles were free, Jake took her hands in his, pulling her to a sitting position.  He tenderly tucked back a stray lock of hair that had fallen from her elaborate up-do as she had thrashed around during her orgasm.  She was grinning up at him like a fool, still feeling high from the bliss that had soared through her.
 
   “Enjoyed that, did we?”  He was smiling back at her, equally as broadly.
 
   Mallory nodded, almost shyly.  It was a strange transition to go from being with the detached, dominant Jake to the sweet, caring one.  It put her off-balance, but she had to admit to herself that she was coming to like both sides of him.  She had been scared of the hot wax, of being restrained, but she had taken a leap of faith, putting her trust in him.  And it had been absolutely amazing.  Maybe there really was something to BDSM after all.  It was more than just being tied up and fucked; it was a power-play, a deep emotional connection as you surrendered to someone completely.  
 
   “Good,” Jake grinned.  “So did I.”  Mallory knew that Jake had felt the same connection to her as she did to him, although in a different way.  He had been so focused on her as they had played, as though nothing in the world existed but her, as though he lived for her reactions to his ministrations.  And the world had melted away for her as well, all of her senses honing in on him, on what he was doing to her.
 
   Jake released her hands from his grip, turning from her.  She felt a slight sense of loss as he bent to retrieve her skirt from the floor.  “Come on.  Let’s get you dressed,” he said.
 
   Mallory looked down at herself and saw the thick white drops of wax covering her chest, the little splashes of it dotting the bust of her corset, and the splatters of it on her upper thighs.  “How am I going to get this off?”  She asked him.  She reached up to scrape some of it off with her fingernails.
 
   “You’re not,” he said simply, gripping her wrist before she could touch the wax.
 
   “What?”  She gaped at him.
 
   He was back in her personal space, trailing his fingers over the bubbles of wax on her breasts.  “You wouldn’t ask an artist to destroy his painting, would you?”  He asked.  “I like how this looks.”  He grinned wolfishly.  “And so will everyone else.”
 
   So everyone would know what they had been doing in here?  Mallory had been glad of the privacy of the room, but now he wanted to take her in public like this?  She flushed as she realized that people in the main room had probably heard her screaming.  She glared at Jake, but his own gaze had turned stony, unyielding.
 
   Finally, Mallory capitulated with a sigh, electing to say nothing at all.  Hopping down off of the table, she stepped into her skirt and allowed Jake to help her tie it in place.
 
   She barely had time to compose herself before he was pushing the curtain aside, pulling her back into the room full of masked pervs.  Well, I’m one of them now, I guess, she thought ruefully.  She tried her best to ignore how the hardened wax pulled slightly on her skin as she moved, a physical reminder of what Jake had done to her.  Impossibly, she was feeling aroused again, but although she found the embarrassment secretly thrilling, her nerves were getting jittery again now that they were back in the crowd.
 
   “Do you want some more champagne?”  Jake asked kindly.
 
   “Yes, please,” she gratefully accepted.  But there were no longer any waiters circulating the room with drinks trays.  
 
   Jake placed a finger under her chin, lifting her face so that her eyes met his.  “I’m going to go find us some drinks.  Will you be okay here for a few minutes?”
 
   Mallory wanted to go with him, but she didn’t want to seem like some needy child who had to be monitored at all times.  So she schooled her face to an impassive expression and nodded that she would be fine.  She felt a pang of panic as he walked away, but pride made her stay put.  Hovering at the edge of the room, she tried her best for nonchalance.
 
   “So you enjoy wax play, then?”  Mallory jumped at the sudden proximity of a deep, Irish-accented voice.  She turned and found herself staring up into a pair of cold black eyes, which were peering out at her through a frowning black mask that covered the man’s entire face.  It was the horned man that she had noticed when she had first arrived.  She took a step back, unnerved by his closeness.
 
   “Um,” she began dumbly, realizing that a long moment had passed without her answering.  “It’s okay.”
 
   The cold eyes crinkled in amusement.  “I’d say you like it more than just ‘okay’ judging by your screaming.”
 
   Mallory’s face turned beet red, and this time there was no twinge in her sex accompanying her embarrassment; she just felt disconcerted.  She tried to peer around the towering man.  Where is Jake?  She wondered, anxious for him to return.  She had no idea how she was supposed to act around this man.  What were the social rules at this kind of party?
 
   The horned man took a step toward her, and she took an involuntary step back, her back bumping up against the curtained wall behind her.  “This is beautiful work,” he said admiringly, gesturing at the wax that was splattered across her breasts.  He reached out to brush his gloved hand over it.
 
   Okay, rules or no rules, in no scenario was it alright with Mallory for someone to touch her without her consent.  She slapped his hand away with her own.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said coldly, moving to step around him.
 
   Strong hands were gripping her shoulders, restraining her, pinning her to the wall.  Mallory’s eyes widened in shock.  Surely this wasn’t acceptable behavior?  This man was a complete stranger!  Just because she had come to this party as Jake’s submissive didn’t mean that just anyone could manhandle her.  His touch made her skin crawl.
 
   “Let me go,” she forced her voice to remain carefully controlled, not wanting to betray her fear.  Where was Jake?  He should be back by now.
 
   “You’re a fiery one, aren’t you lass?”  He said condescendingly.  His amused tone was much like Jake’s when he toyed with her, but there was no rush of warmth to her sex this time; the man’s words just left Mallory feeling cold.
 
   “I’ll show you fiery if you don’t let me go,” she snapped at him, her hackles rising.
 
   One of his hands left her shoulder to grip her jaw tightly, using almost bruising force.  Mallory’s eyes watered from the pain.
 
   “Don’t worry, little one,” he said silkily.  “I’ll be able to take you in hand.”
 
   Mallory was close to panicking now.  Jake didn’t seem to be coming to her rescue, and this guy was hurting her.
 
   “Take this, asshole,” she hissed as she brought up her knee as sharply as she could.  Although her skirts encumbered her, she managed to get a good shot in.  The man cursed, releasing her instantly as he dropped to his knees.  She dodged around him, but his hands grasped at her full skirt. 
 
   “You bitch,” he snarled.
 
   She lashed out, her high heel connecting with his doughy gut.  All of the wind rushed out of him as he doubled over, releasing her.  She darted away from him before he could grab her again.
 
   Her eyes quickly roved over the crowd, searching for Jake.  Her molester was cursing so loudly that he was drawing attention.  People were staring at her, judging her.  Wanting nothing more than to get out of there, Mallory began shoving her way through the crowd, heading for the exit.  Finally, she burst through the double doors and into the foyer, closing them sharply behind her and leaning on them for support.
 
   “What are you doing out here?”  Asked a hard, cold voice.
 
   Relief washed over Mallory as she looked up.  “Jake!”  She sighed in relief, moving towards him.  But he stepped back from her.  She met his eyes, and they were cold and forbidding.
 
   “Don’t try to play me, Mallory,” he said harshly.  “I saw you in there.”
 
   What?  Was he mad that she had given that asshole what he deserved?
 
   “Jake,” she began tentatively, worried that she had embarrassed him.  “I’m sorry if I-”
 
   “Sorry for what, Mallory?”  He asked acerbically, his eyes flashing with anger and something else that was harder to define.  Was it betrayal?  “For using me for my money or for being a slut?”
 
   Mallory gasped, the word hitting her like a slap to the face.  Hurt came before anger did.  “What are you talking about?”  Her voice quavered.
 
   “I saw you with him, Mallory.”  His stare was glacial, wrapping ice around her heart.  “You looked very cozy together.  So why don’t we stop this charade now before you embarrass yourself any further?”
 
   Now Mallory’s anger bubbled up at the injustice of his assumption.  “Cozy?!”  She had to stop herself from shrieking.  “Did you not see me nail the bastard in the balls for touching me?”
 
   The lines of anger on Jake’s face gave way to surprise.  “What?”  He asked faintly.
 
   Oh, now Mallory was really pissed.  “You left me alone to be molested by a random stranger, and you’re angry with me?!  I don’t know what kind of world you live in, Jake, but where I come from what he was doing is not considered consensual.”
 
   “Mallory, I-”
 
   “You what?”  She cut him off, seething.  “Are you going to call me a s-slut again?”  She stumbled over the word.  “Or accuse me of being a gold-digger?  Might I remind you that I didn’t even want to come on this trip.  And now it’s becoming pretty clear that I should have trusted my instincts.”  
 
   She was furious at how unfair he was being.  Spoiled little rich boy.  “You’re always asking me to trust you.  But you clearly don’t trust me.  Hell, you clearly don’t even respect me.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Mallory,” he began, taking a step towards her.  But she drew back from him as though he were advancing on her with a sword.
 
   “Stay away from me, Jake,” she hissed.
 
   But he didn’t stop until she was trapped between his body and the doors behind her, blocking her in just as the horned man had done.  She had had it with men pushing her around.  And she definitely wasn’t going to stand for anyone touching her without her permission again.  Riding her anger like a wave, she drew her hand back and cracked it hard against Jake’s cheek.  Her palm stung from the impact.
 
   He reeled back from her, his eyes wide with shock.  “Don’t touch me, Jake Cleary,” she said acidly.  “Ever.  Again.”
 
   Fighting back tears, she darted around him and flung open the door that opened onto the canal.  A gondola was waiting, and she jumped into it.
 
   “Mallory, wait!”  Jake was standing in the doorway, a dark, masculine silhouette lit from behind by the warm yellow light of the grand old building.  Mallory hoped that the darkness obscured the glistening of the tears on her face.
 
   “Leave me alone, Jake.  I’m going home.  Don’t call me.  I never want to see you again.”  She tried her best for a snappish tone, but even in her own ears her voice sounded miserable. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The End… For Now
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   Chapter 1
 
   It had been one week since Mallory had run away from Jake, fleeing Venice.  One miserable week.  She had returned to their hotel alone, hastily packing her bag before Jake could catch up with her and stop her.  With difficulty, she had unlaced herself from her corset and scraped the wax off her chest and thighs with her fingernails, turning her pale skin red.
 
   As she was half-running through the entranceway, the concierge had stopped her, telling her that a first class ticket back to Charleston had been reserved for her.  Part of her was pissed, not wanting to accept anything else from Jake; he had accused her of being a “gold-digger,” after all.  But she reluctantly accepted, knowing that her bank account couldn’t fund a last-minute flight.
 
   And now she was back at her humble apartment, moping.  At times she thought of their time together in Venice and wondered if it had all been a surreal dream.  And she wished it had been a dream.  Then Jake Cleary wouldn’t be real, and he wouldn’t have hurt her with his harsh words.
 
   Gold-digger.  Slut.  Mallory tried to shake off the insults that were burned into her brain.
 
   She knew that she should be happy, ecstatic even; after months of agonizing waiting, she had been offered a teaching job at a prestigious prep school just outside of Charleston.  The pay was good, and she was thrilled to have something productive to look forward to in a month’s time when term started.
 
   Only she wasn’t very thrilled.  In the free time that she had before her job started, she had had nothing to occupy her thoughts but Jake: his gorgeous, easy smile, the fabulous sex, his arrogance, and his insults.  Her emotions were tangled when it came to thinking about him.  One moment she would yearn for his company, and the next anger would boil up in her.  But the worst was when tears pricked at the corners of her eyes.  At those times, her fury would be directed at herself, angry that she was allowing him to affect her so deeply.  They had only known each other for a few days, for god’s sake.
 
   Two days after she had arrived back at home, Sally called her in a panic, worried because she hadn’t gotten in touch after the four days that she had said she would spend in Venice.  Mallory assured her that she was okay, but her voice had been hollow, dejected.  Her friend had come over to her place immediately, demanding to know what was wrong.  She pulled the truth from Mallory bit by bit, until she found herself shamefully sobbing on her friend’s shoulder, her heart twisting painfully at the loss, at Jake’s betrayal.
 
   But now she was done crying, she told herself sternly.  She had almost broken down when Jake had called her the first time.  Not recognizing his number, she had answered.  As soon as he said her name, her heart leapt, but she had hung up on him before his rich, deep voice could pull her in.  He had called her every day since then, but she refused to answer, deleting his messages immediately; she couldn’t handle hearing his voice without ripping the wound back open again.
 
   Today Sally had taken her to Marble Stone Creamery, her favorite ice cream place.  Mallory hated that she was falling back on the old cliché of eating ice cream when she was depressed over a man, but at this point she was beyond caring.  They didn’t leave until she had polished off an entire extra-large chocolate peanut butter explosion.
 
   But as she stepped outside of the creamery, she spotted a sleek black Jaguar waiting by the curb.  A sharply-dressed man was standing formally beside the back door.  Mallory’s stomach dropped as he approached her.
 
   “Miss Williams?”  He asked.
 
   “Yes?”  Her answer was questioning.
 
   “Would you come with me please.”  Although it was worded as a question, his answer was a statement.
 
   Mallory crossed her arms over her chest.  “I’d rather not.”  She knew whose car that was, and she knew where it would take her.
 
   “I would advise that you come along,” he said, more insistently.  “I’ve been instructed to tail you wherever you go until you agree to come with me.”
 
   Mallory was angry, but she couldn’t help the flutter that stirred in her loins.  Damn dominant asshole, she thought, annoyed at her reaction.  “I always get what I want, Mallory.”  Hadn’t he told her that several times?
 
   She gave an exasperated sigh.  “I guess I don’t really have much of a choice then, do I?”
 
   The man gave her a solemn look.  “No ma’am.”
 
   Mallory looked back at Sally.  “Well, apparently I’m being kidnapped.  I’ll call you later.”
 
   Sally narrowed her eyes at the man.  “You had better,” she replied, a threat in her tone.
 
   The driver opened the back door for Mallory, and she reluctantly slid onto the leather seat.  As they drove through downtown Charleston, her nerves became more and more frayed.  She didn’t know if she could handle seeing Jake again; she was worried that she would dissolve into a puddle of tears as soon as she laid eyes on him.  Taking several deep breaths, she clung tightly to her anger to hold the tears at bay.
 
   When the car stopped fifteen agonizingly long minutes later, Mallory was surprised to find that they were parked in front of a huge office building, all blocky lines and large windows that gleamed in the sun.  She had been bracing herself for the long ride to Jake’s mansion, but apparently he was at work.  Mallory felt a pang as she remembered his hurt look when she accused him of never working; it seemed he hadn’t been lying about the time he spent at the office.
 
   The driver opened her door for her and took her hand, helping her step out of the car.  As if I couldn’t manage on my own, she thought scathingly.  But refusing his hand would have been rude, so she took it, her lips pressed firmly together to hold back her retort.
 
   “This way please, Miss Williams.”  Releasing her hand, he walked toward the entrance to the building, and she followed him in when the glass doors slid open to admit them.  Moments later, she was in the elevator, where the driver had pressed the button for the top floor.
 
   The elevator finally stopped with a pinging noise, and Mallory stepped out.  There was a large, curved desk before her with a pretty redhead sitting behind it.  Another hot employee, she thought disparagingly.  The woman gave her a smile and gestured down the long hallway.
 
   “You can go right in, Miss Williams.”
 
   God, did everyone know who she was?  Had Jake circulated her picture to his staff or something?  She wouldn’t put it past him to have had people spying on her.
 
   The driver followed her down the hall, giving the impression of politely escorting her, but she thought of him as more of a guard, making sure that the prisoner didn’t escape.
 
   Mallory forced her heaving chest to still as her guard opened the door to Jake’s office.  He was sitting behind his desk, his fingers pressed together as though praying.
 
   She couldn’t help being stunned by how handsome he was; she had forgotten the effect he had on her.  But there were lines of anxiety around his mouth and dark circles under his eyes.  His usually perfect hair was a bit unkempt, as though he had been running his hands through it frequently in frustration.  Mallory couldn’t help softening towards him as she realized his obvious distress.
 
   No, she told herself firmly.  Jake Cleary is an entitled asshole who just sent a lackey to fetch you like his dry cleaning.
 
   “Hello, Mallory.”  His voice was tired, but there was a small smile playing around his mouth, and the lines of anxiety eased, as though her mere presence was melting his dark mood.
 
   Mallory felt an answering loosening of the tension within her, not even realizing that she had held it until it was released.  But she forced her voice to hone to sharpness.  “What do you want, Jake?”
 
   His face fell slightly at her tone.  “I have to talk to you, Mallory.  To explain.”
 
   “What is there to explain?”  She snapped.  “You accused me of using you for your money and called me a slut.”  She spat the last word out, flinging it at him like a dagger.
 
   He winced, and she felt a moment of triumph, knowing that she had hurt him as he had hurt her.  But the victory felt hollow, wrong somehow.
 
   “You have to let me make this right, Mallory.  Please.”  His voice was strained on the last word.  Mallory was sure that he rarely begged for anything.  It was possible that he never had.
 
   With a resigned sigh, she plopped down in the cushioned leather seat opposite from him.  “Then talk,” she said in a clipped tone.
 
   Jake closed his eyes and took a deep breath, as though bracing himself.  When he opened them, they were full of pain.  “I’ve never told anyone about this Mallory, you have to understand that.  But please, give me time and hear me out.”
 
   She nodded curtly, wanting him to get on with it and get it over with so that she could leave.
 
   “There was a woman, Jennifer, who I dated a few years ago.  She was my first and only love.  She was sweet, gentle, obedient.”  His eyes flashed to Mallory, barely concealing his longing.  “I thought she was perfect in every way.”  His face twisted into an anguished frown.
 
   “I gave her everything: money, jewels.  We travelled the world together.  I was going to ask her to marry me.
 
   “Little did I know that her… appetites were more voracious than I realized,” he continued.  “She would have dark bruises on her skin days after we had played, but she claimed that she marked up easily.  I was so blinded by my feelings for her that I believed her.”
 
   His face shifted into a mask of anger.  “But then one day I came home early from a business trip, and I found them.  They were together, in our house: Jennifer and the sadist.”
 
   He suddenly looked weary, sad, clearly still wounded by the memories.  “When I confronted her, she tried to apologize, saying that it was the first time that she had been with him.  I forgave her, and I tried to be rougher with her, to give her what she wanted.  But it went against my nature.” 
 
   His eyes were shining.  Were those tears?   Mallory had never seen him so raw.  She felt herself softening towards him as she witnessed his grief.  “But then her friend Celeste came to me,” he trudged on.  “She said that she was being crushed by the weight of her secret, and she confessed that Jennifer had been seeing the sadist since before we even started dating.  She had never broken off the relationship, but she had been using me for my money.  She had been lying to me the whole time, had played me for the fool.  I kicked her out of my life and have never been with a woman for more than one night since then.
 
   “Until I met you, Mallory,” he was looking at her with a fierce hunger in his eyes, mingled with an intense yearning.  “My harsh words weren’t meant for you; they were meant for her.”
 
   It all made sense to Mallory now: he had lashed out in Venice because seeing her with the horned man had brought his feelings of betrayal back to the fore.  His calling her a gold-digger and a slut had been a reaction to his old wound being ripped back open.  Especially since he had opened himself up to Mallory, showing her glimpses of his vulnerability.  And apparently he hadn’t allowed himself to do that in the years since Jennifer had broken his heart.
 
   Mallory felt a sudden surge of hatred toward the faceless bitch who had hurt Jake; she had scarred him so deeply that he was scared of true intimacy.
 
   Mallory met his eyes and was caught up in their multifaceted beauty, all royal blue with hints of darkest green.  “I forgive you, Jake,” she said softly.
 
   He visibly sagged in relief at her words.  Then he straightened, moving around his desk so quickly that she gasped in shock as he took her by the shoulders and lifted her up.  His arms gripped her waist tightly, clinging onto her as if she were the only real thing in the world.  He took her mouth fiercely, as though he could brand her with his kiss.
 
   When he finally pulled back from her, his eyes were shining.  “Thank you, Mallory.”  She was sure that he had never said that to a submissive in his life.
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Half an hour later, Mallory found herself riding in the back of Jake’s Jaguar again, pulling down the long drive leading to his plantation house.  He sat as closely beside her as possible, occasionally leaning in for a sweet kiss, as though he couldn’t help himself.
 
   If she had found the house stunning in the darkness of the evening, it was nothing short of breathtaking in the daylight.  There were light-pink azaleas interspersed with gardenia bushes lining the house on either side of the semi-circular porch.  Huge oak trees shaded the manor, providing relief from the South Carolina summer heat, and two massive Carolina Palmetto trees bookended either side of Jake’s sprawling home.  The entire picture was one of classic elegance.  Mallory loved it, especially considering her passion for history.
 
   She didn’t even realize that she was beaming, her earlier anger at Jake forgotten as she took in the idyllic beauty of the grounds.  He grinned back at her, and, holding her hand, he led her into the house.  They walked down a long, high-ceilinged hallway before climbing the stairs that Mallory had first tread when she had been led to Jake’s office, where they had shared their first kiss.  Her heart gave a little leap at the memory of his strong hands on her, his mouth hot and demanding; her first taste of his dominant nature.
 
   After climbing two flights of stairs, Jake paused in front of a closed door crafted of darkly polished wood.  “I have something I want to show you, Mallory.  Something that I think you’ll like, if you give it a chance,” he said in a low, gravelly tone.
 
   “What is it?”  She asked suspiciously, the beginnings of nervousness stirring in her belly.
 
   “I take it that means you want me to show you?”  He asked, grinning.
 
   She rolled her eyes at him.  “Yes, I believe that was implied by my question.”
 
   He suddenly gripped her hair at the nape of her neck, jerking her head back roughly so that she was forced to look up into his eyes.  “What have I told you about rolling your eyes at me, sub?”  His voice was dangerous, his eyes that deep blue that told her his Dominant side was taking over.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, dropping her eyes.
 
   He tugged on her hair harder, sending tingles down her spine as he brought her wide-eyed gaze back to his hard one.  “How are you to address me, sub?”
 
   “Sorry, Sir,” she whispered, overwhelmed by his dominant aura.
 
   He smiled softly, running the pad of his thumb over her lower lip, applying pressure.  She opened for him, and he slid it inside her mouth.  She sucked on it gently, swirling her tongue around it, grazing it with her teeth.  “Good girl,” he murmured, his pleasure at her response obvious.  Her pussy clenched at the diminutive phrase.
 
   After a moment, he pulled his hand away and released his grip on her hair, leaving her wanting.  Then he was opening the door, leading her by the hand into the dim room.  For a moment, she could see nothing, but then Jake flipped a switch, flooding the room with a reddish light.  Mallory couldn’t help but gasp.
 
   Grey stone walls matched the slate tiled floor, giving the room a sense of rough severity.  Strangely-shaped furniture was crafted of black-painted metal topped with red leather.  There was a huge, four-poster king-size bed with red velvet drapes pushed up along one wall and a large, black-painted wooden X in the corner beside it.  Mallory could hardly believe what she was seeing; she was standing in a dungeon.
 
   Who has one of these in their house?  She wondered, her feeling of bemusement more comfortable to contemplate than her nervousness.  Jake Cleary, Dominant sexy billionaire.  Of course he has one.  How silly of her to even be remotely surprised.
 
   Jake took her gently by the shoulders, looking down at her.  There was a furrow of concern in his brow, his eyes apprehensive.  “Are you alright, Mallory?”  He asked.  “I know this is probably all a bit overwhelming.”
 
   “Just a bit,” she said faintly.  She didn’t even know what most of the furniture in the room was meant to be used for, but she could figure out the basics based on the restraints on each piece.  Hell, even the bed had leather cuffs chained to the posts.
 
   Jake tenderly tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  “I’d like to play with you, Mallory.  If you’re willing.”  His eyes were anxious, belying his otherwise cool demeanor; her answer was clearly of the upmost importance to him.
 
   She considered for a moment.  Yes, the room was scary, but it was nothing compared to her fear of the crowds at the fetish ball in Venice.  And she couldn’t deny that the fear of the unknown was… enticing, erotic.  She shot a nervous look around the room one more time.  Swallowing against the dryness in her throat, she gathered up her courage.
 
   “Yes, Jake,” she said finally.  “I’m willing.”
 
   He gave a low, satisfied growl and instantly crushed his lips to hers, kissing her in a frenzy, as though she were a drug that he couldn’t help but consume.  Never taking his mouth from hers, he pushed her backwards until her back hit the hard stone wall.  The roughness of it grazed her skin lightly, bringing all of her nerve endings to life.  Jake shoved her dress up roughly, pulling it over her head.  She was left in nothing but her skimpy panties and her low heels, which she quickly kicked off.
 
   There was something distinctly arousing about being naked while Jake was fully clothed in his sharply cut suit.  The imbalance of his power and her vulnerability sent a pleasurable shiver down her spine.
 
   Jake’s hand was between her thighs, cupping her sex roughly, possessively.  When he pulled back from her lips he was breathing hard, his eyes boring into hers.
 
   “Tell me you need me, Mallory,” he demanded, gripping her pussy more tightly.  
 
   But his expression betrayed his anxiousness for her answer.  She thought about Venice, how he had demanded her trust but hadn’t trusted her in return.
 
   “I need to hear you say it first,” she breathed.  She met his eyes warily, worried that she had treaded into territory that he wasn’t ready for.
 
   His eyes widened, surprised at her ultimatum.  He clearly wasn’t used to a submissive challenging him.  But finally, looking more apprehensive than ever, he spoke: “I need you, Mallory.”  His voice was rough, strained.
 
   She smiled up at him, relieved to hear the words.  “I need you too, Sir,” she admitted.
 
   He looked stunned. He traced his thumb gently over her cheekbone, staring at her in wonder, as though he could hardly believe she was real.
 
   “I want to explore your pain tolerance today, Mallory,” he said softly, as though he didn’t want to spook her.  “Are you alright with that?”
 
   Mallory remembered the spanking that Jake had given her in their hotel room in Venice, her first taste of BDSM.  She licked her lips involuntarily and nodded.
 
   Jake gave her a slightly cold, hard smile, the green fading from his eyes, giving way to dark, sapphire blue.  The change brought out a visceral reaction in her.  But his hands were gentle as they closed around her wrists, leading her to the center of the room until they were standing beside one of the strange pieces of furniture.
 
   “This,” Jake explained in a detached voice, “is a spanking bench.”  He suddenly grabbed her waist and positioned her where he wanted her, lifting her up until her knees rested on two padded extensions jutting out a few feet below the larger rectangular surface.  He abruptly shoved her back between her shoulder blades, knocking her forward so that she fell onto it, the wind momentarily knocked out of her.  Taking advantage of her moment of disorientation, he grabbed her wrist and pulled it in front of her, swiftly buckling a soft leather restraint around it.
 
   “Hey!” she cried automatically in her shock.  He made a grab from her other wrist, but she pulled it out of his reach.
 
   “Mallory.”  He said sharply.  “Don’t resist me or this will go badly for you.  This can be either a reward or a punishment.  You decide.  Now.”
 
   She quelled under his hard stare, which was full of disappointment.  His disapproval swayed her more effectively than his harsh words, and she meekly held out her wrist for him.
 
   “Good girl,” he rewarded, gently stroking the inside of her wrist before buckling the cuff around it.  Reflexively, Mallory gave her arms a little tug, but they barely budged; she was effectively trapped, breasts pressed almost painfully into the padded leather and ass flagrantly exposed.  She felt her cheeks and her sex heating at the same time.
 
   Jake left her for a moment, walking behind her, out of her sight.  She heard a drawer opening and closing, and then his footsteps were approaching her once again.  He stared down into her eyes for a moment, drawing out the tension, before pulling something from behind his back, dangling it in front of her face.  Mallory’s breath hitched at the sight of it.
 
   “Do you know what this is, Mallory?”  He asked.
 
   She may never have seen one in person, but she wasn’t completely naïve.  “Flogger,” she forced out the word between rapid, shallow breaths.
 
   “Are you frightened?”  He sounded only mildly curious, as though her fear made no difference to him one way or the other; he was still going to do whatever he wanted to her.  And there was nothing that she could do to stop him.  She tugged again at her restraints, and her inability to shrink away from him only made her sex clench in need.
 
   “No,” she lied.
 
   Jake gripped her hair, pulling her head back to an almost painful degree.  “Don’t lie to me, sub.  And address me properly.  Are you frightened?”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” she gasped, her throat constricted.
 
   He released her hair immediately, and her head fell forward, her cheek coming to rest against the bench.
 
   Jake stepped out of her line of sight again, stopping to stand just behind her.  She lay there, panting for a moment, tensing as she anticipated the pain.
 
   Her only warning was a whooshing sound as the tails of the flogger sang through the air before slapping down on her upper back.  The length of them thudded on her skin before drawing backwards, leaving a stinging line on her back.  Before she could process the pain, it came back down on her, falling diagonally across where the first blow had struck, forming a wide, stinging X shape.  Mallory hissed in pain, but she tried her best to absorb it.  The thudding hits continued.  Although they increased in intensity, her skin began to become desensitized, and the blows became less painful, leaving only a glowing warmth on her back.
 
   But then Jake shifted the angle of the flogger, only allowing the tips of the tails to lash against her.  The sting doubled in intensity, bringing back the pain and making her cry out in shock.  The X pattern of hits travelled down her back, kissing the skin that hadn’t yet become desensitized.  Mallory understood then that Jake had just been warming up, allowing her to become accustomed to the lash.  But now he was testing her, seeing how much she could take.  She was determined to meet his challenge, and she gritted her teeth against the cries that threatened to escape her with every blow.
 
   Jake must have noticed her resistance, for he seemed determined to break it, to force her to yield to him.  The tips of the flogger’s tails suddenly came down on her where the curve of her ass met her thighs.  Mallory had no idea how sensitive her skin was there until the first hit landed.  Her cry was so loud it was nearly a scream.  She heard Jake chuckle in satisfaction at her capitulation.  He gave her one more there, reinforcing his dominance over her body and mind.  She let out an involuntary sob, and she considered using her safe word.
 
   But Jake was totally attuned to her reactions, and he immediately gave her a reprieve, moving the flogger back to her ass cheeks rather than her tender thighs.  The hits continued in a steady rhythm now, lulling her with their hypnotic consistency.  The pain was fading, giving way to pleasure as each blow sent a rush of heat shooting to her pussy.  Her eyes rolled back in her head in bliss, riding the high as the pleasure spread from her sex to her mind, causing her thoughts to disappear, all contemplation of resistance leaving her.  There was only Jake and the erotic sensations pervading her body.
 
   Her cries had ceased and her breathing had turned deep and even.  Mallory was so caught up in her world of bliss that she barely noticed when the blows stopped.  She felt her panties being pulled down her thighs, fully exposing her sex.
 
   Jake grunted, and she was suddenly speared by his cock.  Her eyes popped open in surprise at the intrusion, but her shock quickly faded as she was drowned in bliss when he hit her g-spot.  Her orgasm rocked through her, the pleasure that had been building in her exploding outward.  
 
   Jake leaned forward and grabbed her hair, twisting the length of it around his hand, pulling her head back roughly as he rode her.  His hand cracked down on her ass as he took her hard and fast.  His pace increased as his cock fully hardened within her.  It twitched as he spilled his seed into her with a howl of pleasure.
 
   “Mallory!”  He groaned her name as he came.  He collapsed atop her, breathing hard and stroking her hair.
 
   “Good girl,” he breathed out as he gasped to catch his breath.
 
   Mallory glowed at the words, not at all demeaned by them.
 
   




 
   Chapter 3
 
   The rest of Mallory’s week passed by in a haze of bliss.  She was coming to love Jake’s kinky dungeon, where they had played every night after he finished work.  He wanted to spend every minute of the day with her, but Mallory insisted that he attend to his work.  As she got to know him better, she realized that he loved what he did.  Cleary Corporation dominated the oil market, and at first Mallory imagined Jake to be an evil tycoon for being in the oil business.  But apparently a large sector of their business funded research for clean energy, trying to be the cutting edge leader in the new industry when oil inevitably fell into disuse.  Furthermore, Jake was personally responsible for several philanthropic projects around the world.  Mallory was thrilled to learn that a large part of these charitable funds went towards building schools in third world countries, something that she cared about deeply.  When her keen interest became apparent, Jake promised to take her to Haiti to visit the schools there.  He was obviously pleased at her excitement, as well as surprised that she didn’t insist on going somewhere lavish like Paris instead.
 
   The more time that they spent together, the more Mallory saw the real Jake, and the less often his cocky mask appeared.  She hoped that the memories of his ex, Jennifer, were fading as he got to know her.  Although they had only known each other for a short time, when she looked into his eyes it was clear that he cared about her as deeply as she cared for him.  She realized that her initial assessment of him as an entitled douchebag couldn’t be further from the truth; he was sweet, caring, and charitable.  And dominant in the bedroom.
 
   Mallory’s nipples hardened just thinking about their sexual encounters.  As much as she tried to challenge him at every turn, she found herself giving way to his every command as he skillfully manipulated her body, perfectly in tune with her needs.
 
   But then Friday morning came, and Jake said something that filled her with terror unlike any fear she ever experienced in his dungeon: “We’re hosting a ball tonight,” he said casually over breakfast.  “I want you to be my date.”
 
   Mallory almost choked on her eggs.  “What kind of ball?”  She asked warily after she finished coughing.  She knew that she wasn’t ready to handle another fetish ball, not after what had happened in Venice.  A shudder ran through her as she remembered the horned man trapping her, making her skin crawl.  And Jake’s anger, his betrayal.  She so wasn’t ready to go through anything like that again.  Especially not when everything was going so perfectly between them now.
 
   Jake took her hand in his reassuringly, tracing little circular patterns on her palm, calming her.  “It’s a benefit ball, to raise money for new textbooks in the schools we’ve built in Africa.  I arranged it because I thought it would make you happy.”
 
   Mallory’s jaw dropped.  He had put together a swanky ball just to please her?  Some men gave you flowers; Jake Cleary gave you your dreams.
 
   But her stomach was still twisting uncomfortably.  The last time she had been to a ball at Jake’s house, she had been serving champagne to the elegant guests.  She had been nervous enough then; she could hardly imagine how uncomfortable she would be at such a glitzy function.  Her parents had taught her good manners, but she was sure she would stick out like a sore thumb amongst the refined elite at the soirée.  
 
   Jake was looking at her anxiously, clearly disconcerted by her pause.  “Mallory?  Are you okay?”  He asked, his brow furrowed.  “I can call it off if you don’t want it.”
 
   “No!”  Mallory assured him quickly.  “No, I don’t want you to do that.  It’s just… I’m nervous, Jake,” she admitted, her cheeks coloring.
 
   He gave her hand a little squeeze.  “There’s no need to be nervous, Mallory,” he told her earnestly.  “Everyone will love you.  Who could help it?”
 
   Mallory had to stifle a little gasp.  Had he just insinuated what she thought he had?  Was he falling for her as hard as she was falling for him?  She almost didn’t dare think it.  Whoa, girl, you’re getting way ahead of yourself.  What, would she be planning their wedding next?  Only crazy girls planned their weddings after knowing a guy for a week.  And I’m not crazy, she assured herself.
 
   “Of course I’ll come,” she said after a pregnant pause.
 
   Jake grinned.  “Excellent.  My mother will be thrilled to meet you.”
 
   Mallory’s stomach dropped.
 
   That evening, Mallory was in Jake’s lavish bedroom, and he was watching her put on her makeup in the mirror.
 
   “You don’t need that, you know,” he told her earnestly from where he sat on his enormous bed.
 
   Mallory rolled her eyes at him before she could stop herself.
 
   “Don’t think I didn’t see that, sub,” he warned.  “And don’t think that I’ll forget about it, either.  You’ll pay later.”  He looked far too pleased at the prospect.
 
   “Oh, darn,” she said sarcastically, rolling her eyes again, goading him.  To be honest, she looked forward to a good beating now.
 
   Jake just gave her a sly smile.  “Oh, little sub, you are playing with fire.  You haven’t had a real punishment yet.  I enjoy discipline, but I don’t think you will like it all that much; if you enjoy it, then I’m not doing it right.”
 
   Mallory swallowed at his predatory gaze, and she dropped her own eyes.  “Sorry, Sir,” she mumbled.
 
   Jake was suddenly behind her where she sat in a chair before the vanity.  He placed both hands on either side of her jaw, forcing her head up so that she met his eye in the mirror.  “You’re forgiven,” he said.  “But don’t think that half-assed apology gets you off the hook.  I’m going to thoroughly enjoy this evening.”  His grin was wolfish, and she shivered.
 
   His thumbs gently brushed her cheeks, his expression softening.  “I got you something to wear tonight.”
 
   Mallory stiffened.  “You already bought me this dress, Jake.  I really can’t accept any other gifts.”  The dress truly was beautiful, a slinky silk number the deep blue color of Jake’s eyes, with a plunging neckline.  It was draped gracefully in the back, revealing her entire upper back.
 
   Jake just clucked his tongue at her.  “And what makes you think that your acceptance is up for debate?  I want you to wear this, Mallory, and I won’t permit your refusal; if I have to tie you down and force it upon you, I will.”
 
   She shuddered pleasurably at the thought, but if he followed through on his threat her elaborate up-do would be ruined.  Trying for petulance, she sighed.  “Fine,” she said resignedly.
 
   “Good girl,” he grinned.  At first, Mallory hadn’t been sure about their D/s relationship bleeding over into their lives outside the bedroom.  But she supposed they were in the bedroom right now, so it was okay.  So long as he didn’t call her “sub” in front of his mother, she would be alright.
 
   At the thought of his mother, butterflies beat against her ribcage.  
 
   But her nervousness was completely blown away by shock when Jake revealed his gift.  It was a platinum necklace, meant to sit high up around her neck.  It was covered in diamonds interspersed with sapphires, and it dripped down elegantly to come to a point in the hollow between her collarbones, where a final large diamond was set into the precious metal.
 
   “Jake,” she breathed.  “This is too much.  I can’t accept it.”
 
   “You can and you will,” he said firmly as he clipped the clasp together at her nape.  He touched his fingers to the front of her neck, running them down from beneath her chin to the top of the necklace.  When his eyes met hers in the mirror, they were a deep, dominant blue.  “Until we get you a real collar,” he said, an edge of longing in his hard voice.
 
   Mallory shivered.  A collar?  She was so not ready for that.  She wasn’t sure that she would ever be ready for that.  But she didn’t want to hurt Jake by refusing, so she kept silent.  Instead, she said, “thank you,” in a small voice.  “It’s beautiful.”
 
   Jake beamed at her acceptance.  “You’re welcome, Mallory.”
 
   She was relieved that he had said her name rather than “sub.”  She wasn’t ready for taking that step; she wasn’t sure that she would ever be comfortable with the idea of being owned by someone else, even if it was Jake.
 
   Shaking off her disconcerting thoughts, she painted on a smile as Jake took her arm, ready to lead her downstairs, where she could already hear music playing.  She tried to force the knots in her stomach to loosen, but it seemed she was fighting a losing battle.
 
   Her nervousness only ratcheted up a few notches when they entered the ballroom, where they were immediately greeted by an elegantly dressed, older woman.  Her silver hair was cut in a simple bob, and her bone structure was refined.  Her brown eyes were warm as she held out her arms to greet Mallory.
 
   “Mallory, this is my mother,” Jake introduced.  “Mother, this is Mallory Williams.”
 
   Mallory awkwardly leaned in as his mother kissed her on both cheeks.  “It’s wonderful to meet you, Miss Williams,” she said.  And it sounded as though she really meant it.
 
   “Please, call me Mallory, Mrs. Cleary,” she said, feeling more at ease.
 
   “And you must call me Susan, dear.”
 
   Mallory smiled, warming to the older woman already.
 
   “Jake tells me that you’re going to start teaching History this Fall,” she said, clearly interested rather than just making small talk.  “I’ve always loved the subject myself.  It was what drew me to this old plantation.  It took some doing, but I finally convinced Jake’s father to move South with me.”
 
   Mallory beamed, recognizing a kindred spirit.  “I’m glad you like it down here,” she said.  “My family has been here forever.  I absolutely adore Charleston.”
 
   Just then, a man and woman approached them.  He was young and handsome, his blonde hair carefully coifed, as impeccable as his tailored tux.  Mallory recognized the woman beside him.  It was the bitchy platinum blonde who had been so rude to her when she had spilled champagne all over Jake at their first fateful meeting.  She clearly recognized Mallory as well, and she was looking at her as though she was something unpleasant stuck to the bottom of her shoe.
 
   Jake seemed completely oblivious to the glacial stare that the bitch was shooting her way, proceeding with introductions.  “Mallory, this is John DuPree and his sister, Celeste.”
 
   Mallory’s eyes widened slightly.  Was this the same Celeste who had been Jennifer’s friend, who had told Jake of his love’s betrayal?  It wasn’t exactly a common name; it had to be the same woman.
 
   Finally releasing Mallory from her disdainful stare, Celeste beamed at Jake, all sugar sweet and innocent.
 
   Conniving bitch.
 
   “Jake, I hate to pull you away,” John said, “but I don’t want to bore the ladies with business talk.”  He shot a questioning look at Mallory and Susan.  “Do you mind if I steal him for a moment?”  He asked politely.
 
   Mrs. Cleary waved him away.  “Of course not, dear.”
 
   Jake gave Mallory an apologetic look as he followed John out of the ballroom for a private conversation.
 
   Susan turned back to Mallory.  “Jake speaks very highly of you,” she said.
 
   Mallory felt her cheeks go pink even as she saw Celeste shoot her a strangely smug look out of the corner of her eye.  “Thank you,” she murmured, her eyes dropping in embarrassment.
 
   Susan leaned into Mallory confidentially.  “I’m glad he has someone like you around, dear.  This benefit was an absolutely wonderful idea.”
 
   “Oh,” Mallory began, not wanting to take credit for Jake throwing an expensive party.  “This was all Jake’s idea.”
 
   Susan patted her arm.  “But he did it because of you, honey.  I think you’ll be a good influence on him.”
 
   Then she withdrew from her suddenly, her eyes focusing on something beyond Mallory.  She gave a little wave.  “Oh,” she said, “there are the Madisons.  I should go greet them.”  She focused on Mallory again.  “I hope to see a lot more of you, dear.”  And then she was off, clearly quite the social butterfly.  Mallory decided that she liked her vivaciousness, even though she had just left her alone with Celeste.
 
   She looked back at the woman and was surprised to find her smiling sweetly.
 
   “Would you mind if we talk?”  She asked.  “Just us girls?”
 
   Mallory eyed her suspiciously, but she knew it would be rude to decline.  And she didn’t want to embarrass Jake by insulting one of his guests.  “Sure,” she said, allowing Celeste to guide her to a quiet corner.
 
   As soon as they were isolated from the rest of the party, the bitch was back, an evil smile playing around her full red lips.
 
   “I have something that you might be very interested in,” she said imperiously.
 
   Mallory eyed her warily, not sure what her game was.  “Oh?” She asked simply.
 
   Celeste was outright grinning now.  “I have in my possession a rather, ah, compromising little video of you and Jake.”
 
   All of the wind was knocked out of Mallory.  “What?”  She asked faintly.
 
   “It would be very embarrassing for him if it were to come out.  Imagine the scandal.  What would his mother say?”  Celeste continued, tutting.  “And what would your little prep school say when they find out what innocent Miss Williams gets up to in her spare time?”  Her smile was predatory, knowing that she had Mallory cornered.  “I don’t think that people would trust their children with a sexual deviant.”
 
   Mallory was feeling sick.  How had Celeste possibly gotten a tape like that?  Maybe she was lying…  But no, “sexual deviant,” she had said.  She must know.  But Celeste couldn’t be doing this just out of spite, could she?  What was her endgame?
 
   “What do you want, Celeste?”  Mallory asked, her voice hollow.
 
   Celeste’s smile turned saccharine.  “For you to break up with Jake Cleary, of course.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End… For Now
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   Chapter 1
 
   Mallory tried to swallow down the panic that was rising in her throat.  How could Celeste possibly have a tape of Jake a Mallory together?  Had someone been spying on them in Venice?  Celeste was still grinning at her, a sharp edge to her sweet smile.
 
    “Of course I know about Jake’s tendencies,” she gloated.  “I do have first-hand experience.”
 
   Jake slept with this bitch?  Mallory was outraged.  And hurt.
 
   Celeste looked at her appraisingly, disdainfully.  “Although I have no idea what appeal you hold for him.  How did you convince him to take you to Venice?  For three nights, no less; he hasn’t been with any of the others for more than one night since my dear friend Jennifer got dumped.”  Her face twisted into a frown, as though she had something sour in her mouth.  “Maybe he likes the whole hired help thing, like the French maid fetish.  That would certainly make sense, seeing as he loves making you serve him.”  She shot Mallory a contemptuous look.
 
   Her cheeks flamed red.  Maybe Celeste was lying about the tape.  After all, she said she knew about Jake’s kinks.  Maybe she was inventing it.  Mallory had a nasty taste in her mouth just thinking about them together.
 
   “And how do I know that you’re telling the truth?”  She asked challengingly, clinging to mad hope.
 
   Celeste’s eyes glinted.  “‘I need you, Sir.’ ”  She said in a mocking tone.  “God, what a cold bitch you are, you gold-digging whore.  How dare you manipulate him like that?”
 
   Mallory was appalled.  And furious.  She wanted to vindicate herself, to rail at Celeste that she wasn’t a gold-digger and that her feelings for Jake were real.  But she knew that her arguments would be falling on deaf ears.  Instead, she narrowed her eyes at the leering blonde.  “If you think that intimidating me will get Jake to fall for you, you’re mistaken, bitch.  I’m not going anywhere.  When I tell him about this, you are going to be in deep shit.”
 
   Celeste’s smile never wavered.  “But you’re not going to tell him.  If you do, I’ll release the tape so fast you won’t even see your world crumbling down around you until it’s in ashes.”  Her eyes flashed menacingly.  “And believe me, I’ll know if you tell him.”
 
   Mallory felt as though Celeste had wrapped her well-manicured claws around her throat, squeezing, cutting off her air.  How could she possibly know?  But she knew the intimate details of her couplings with Jake.  If she knew that, surely she would be privy to anything that Mallory said to him.
 
   Celeste leaned in as though to kiss her on the cheek.  “Leave now,” she whispered, her voice a purr, “and save him and yourself.  If you don’t, I will ruin you both.”  
 
   And with that, she turned from Mallory, sauntering back into the crowd with a smirk on her face.
 
   Mallory stood there for a moment, frozen in horror.  Pull it together, she ordered herself.  Get out now.  As much as she hated herself for doing it, she knew that she had to do what Celeste had ordered.  Her dreams of being a teacher could be crushed for good if that tape came out.  Not to mention the shame it would bring on Jake.  Mallory thought of his mother, who had been so kind to her.  In her mind, Susan’s easy smile turned to a furious scowl, hatred and contempt for Mallory etched into the lines of her face.
 
   Bile was rising in Mallory’s throat, but she forced her feet to move, her knees to bend.  Scanning the ballroom, she saw that Jake was deep in conversation with an elegantly dressed couple in the far corner of the room.  If she could just get out without him seeing her…
 
   She walked to the exit as though in a drunken haze, the edges of her vision blurring as she fought back tears.  Her fingers were trembling in shock and rage.
 
   She paused in the corridor that would lead her out of the house and away from Jake.  But she couldn’t just leave him without saying anything.  Gathering up her resolve, she turned to the stairs that lead up to Jake’s office, treading up them as quickly as she could; she had to get this over with as soon as possible before Jake found her and confronted her.  She knew that she couldn’t bear to see him without breaking down.
 
   When she entered his office, memories assailed her; memories that had once been pleasant but now they caused her nothing but pain.  She couldn’t help pausing to run her fingers over the spines of the books that lined the walls, the ones that had been knocked to the floor when Jake had first thrown her up against them, pulling her in with his demanding kiss.  Swiping angrily at the tears streaming down her face, she turned sharply towards the enormous desk in the corner.
 
   With shaking fingers, she undid the clasp of the gorgeous necklace that Jake had given her.  There was no way that she could keep it given what she was about to do; keeping his gift would make it seem like she still cared.
 
   After carefully laying the necklace on the desk, she began ripping open drawers, searching frantically for pen and paper.  When she had what she needed, she sank down in Jake’s chair in order to write her goodbye.  As she did so, his masculine scent mingled with that of the leather, inundating her mind with memories of their time in his dungeon, when the same smells pervaded the room, blending with her own musky arousal.
 
   Shaking herself, she forced pen to paper.  Her usually neat handwriting was an untidy scrawl; she could hardly see what she was writing through her tears.
 
   Jake,
 
   I can’t do this anymore.  We don’t belong to the same world.  Please forgive me.
 
   She could think of nothing else to say, and she had to get going.  Not knowing what formality to end with - “sincerely” was too cold, but “love” would never do – she simply signed her name and then bolted from the room before she could tear the note to pieces.
 
   She fled down the stairs and darted down the corridor leading out of the house.  She was almost at the door when a strong hand on her upper arm stopped her short.
 
   “Mallory.”  She heard his voice and couldn’t hold back a sob.  There was no way she could handle this.  Without looking his way, she tugged at her arm, trying to jerk it out of his grip.  But he held her firmly, his fingers tightening to an almost bruising force.
 
   “Mallory?”  His tone was colored with alarm.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Let me go, Jake,” she gasped, desperate to escape.
 
   His voice turned hard, determined.  “No.  Look at me, Mallory.”  His tone brooked no argument, and she found her eyes inexorably rising to meet his.  His gaze was dark blue, flinty.  Mallory sobbed as she realized what she was going to have to do: she was going to have to hurt him.  He would never let her go otherwise.
 
   “Tell me what’s wrong, Mallory,” he commanded.
 
   “Nothing,” she answered automatically, stupidly, delaying the moment she would have to rip his heart out.
 
   His brows came together, his expression hard.  “What have I told you about lying to me, sub?”  He asked softly, dangerously.
 
   “I’m not your submissive,” she forced out.  “I’m not yours.”  She wanted her voice to sound harsh, cruel, but she just sounded desolate.
 
   He gripped her arm tighter, his expression growing angry now.  “What’s happened to you, Mallory?  Tell me the truth.  Now.”
 
   “I can’t do this, Jake,” she heaved out, close to hyperventilating.  “Don’t make me.  Please, just let me go.”  Her voice was soft at the last, pleading.
 
   “I’m not going to do that, Mallory.  I’m not going to let you go.”  His voice softened, turning gentle.  “I need you, Mallory.”
 
   Bracing herself, she hurled out the words: “Well, I don’t need you!”  She would have to become what Celeste had accused her of being if she had any hope of escaping him.
 
   Jake’s grip on her arm slackened, and he looked as though she had slapped him across the face again.  But he did not release her.  “I don’t believe that,” he said, his voice rough.
 
   “I’ve been using you, Jake!”  She insisted.  “I’m exactly what you said: a gold-digger and a s-slut.”  But now she was crying harder than ever.
 
   Jake grasped her by her shoulders, shaking her.  “Why are you saying this, Mallory?”  He demanded.  “Why?  I know this isn’t you.”
 
   “I...”  She hesitated, unable to bring herself to say the lie that she knew she would have to tell.  “I don’t want to be your submissive.  It makes me feel degraded; it’s disgusting.”
 
   Jake shook her again.  “Why are you lying to me?”  Frustration made his voice almost a growl.
 
   “Fine!”  She exclaimed, hating him for making her do this to him.  Why couldn’t he just let her go?  Clinging to that anger, she stilled her heaving chest and said her next words as clearly and as coldly as she could manage.  “I’m seeing someone else.  I love him.  I’ve only been with you because of your money.”
 
   Jake’s mouth parted, shock etched in every line of his face.  He looked as though he had seen a ghost, as though Mallory were morphing into Jennifer and he was experiencing her betrayal all over again.  His hands dropped from Mallory’s shoulders, hanging limply at his sides.
 
   She couldn’t bear seeing him like this; it cut her to the core to see what she had done to him.  “Jake…”  She said hesitantly, unable to stop herself from reaching out for him.
 
   He flinched away from her.  “Get out,” he said softly.  “Get out of my house.  Now.”
 
   Seizing the opportunity to flee, Mallory immediately followed his command.  She turned on her heel, sobbing as she ran out the door.  She flung herself into her car and tore down his long driveway.  When she reached the highway, she had to pull over, too blinded by her tears to drive.
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Mallory didn’t sleep that night.  She cried for hours until her tears ran try.  Jake’s anguished look flashed before her eyes over and over again.  She closed her eyes as if she could block the image out, but then the whole scene would just play out behind her eyelids.
 
   “I need you, Mallory,” he had said.  And she had thrown it in his face.  It didn’t matter that everything she had said was a lie; she had still wounded him deeply.  And she would never be able to forgive herself for that.  Her blood boiled as she thought of Celeste.  She would never forgive that bitch, either.  Mallory wasn’t used to backing down when she was challenged, but Celeste was playing in a whole different league than she ever had.
 
   Did I do the right thing?  She had asked herself so many times.  But of course she had; there was no other way open to her.  Maybe she could have let herself be ruined if it would have saved Jake, but she couldn’t bear the thought of bringing shame down on him, of destroying his entire world.  He had worked so hard to earn respect in his company, had worked his way up from nothing at his father’s insistence.  If that tape came out, he would lose everything.
 
   Dawn came, and still Mallory had not slept.  Her eyes were puffy from crying, her throat raw from her sobs.  The sun was halfway to its zenith when she was jerked from her brooding thoughts by a knock at her door.
 
   Must be Sally, coming to gush about the splendid ball, she thought morosely.  She wasn’t sure if she could handle seeing her friend right now.  Or anyone for that matter.  But if she ignored Sally she would only badger Mallory with phone calls until she came to answer the door.
 
   Resignedly, Mallory rolled out of bed with a groan.  “Coming!”  She called, her voice raspy from crying.  She wrapped her bathrobe around herself and went to open the door.
 
   When she did, she froze when she saw who was on the other side.  Jake was standing there, looking lost.  His eyes were as red-rimmed as her own, and his hair was a tousled mess.  He extended his hand, and Mallory’s eyes widened when she saw what he was holding out to her: it was the beautiful diamond and sapphire necklace that he had gifted her the night before.
 
   “What?”  She said breathlessly.  “Jake…”  Just saying his name aloud sent a pang through her heart.  But she pressed on.  “I can’t accept-”
 
   “You’re lying to me, Mallory,” he cut her off, his voice gruff.  “I know you’re lying to me.  What I want to know is: Why?”
 
   Because Celeste is a conniving bitch!  She wanted to shout it out, to erase the hurt on Jake’s face.  But she couldn’t; they would both be ruined if she did that.  “I’m not ly-”
 
   “God damn it, Mallory!”  He half-shouted, his fist tightening around the necklace.  “Stop lying to me!  I don’t know why you’re doing this, but I’m not leaving until you explain.”  He was fuming, his nostrils flaring.  Mallory wanted to cower in the wake of his rage.
 
   Gulping down the lump in her throat, Mallory forced herself to repeat the lie.  “I’m with someone else, Jake.  I was just using you for-”
 
   “If you were just using me, then why would you tell me?  Why are you so upset about leaving me?  It’s because you have feelings for me.  I know you do.”  His face turned anxious, pleading.  “I know you do,” he murmured.
 
   “No, Jake,” she gasped out.  “I don’t.  I don’t!”  Her voice was high and panicky.  There was only so much longer she could keep up this charade without breaking.  Jake seemed to sense that he was gaining ground, and he pressed on relentlessly.
 
   He held out the necklace, shaking it.  “And what kind of gold-digger leaves one-hundred-thousand dollars in jewels behind?”
 
   “Jake, I…”  Mallory was at a loss for words.  What could she say to that?
 
   “Let me in, Mallory,” Jake growled.  “Now.”
 
   Reflexively obeying his domineering command, Mallory stepped back.  Jake shoved his way through the small opening that she had made, pushing her aside so that he could enter.  When he had, he slammed the door behind him and locked it, trapping her.
 
   He advanced on her, his powerful aura seeming to intensify around him like a palpable thing.  She backed away, raising her hands as though to defend herself.  But he didn’t stop until her back was against the wall, his strong arms on either side of her, pinning her in.  Just his proximity made her sex throb, despite her distress.  God, how could she resist him?
 
   His dark blue eyes bored into hers, merciless.  “Why did you lie to me, Mallory?  If you do not answer truthfully things will go very badly for you,” he threatened.
 
   “I can’t tell you!”  She cried, shaking her head vigorously.  “I can’t.”  Her voice broke on the last words.  “Please, Jake…”
 
   “What do you mean, you can’t?”  He seized on her words, and she knew that he would cling to them tenaciously, never allowing her an out.  “What happened, Mallory?  Who has done this to you?”
 
   Mallory’s mouth opened before she could stop herself; she couldn’t bear this any longer.  “Celeste,” she whispered.
 
   Jake’s brows drew down in a frown.  “What about her?”  He asked harshly.
 
   “She…”  Mallory hesitated.  But now that she had started, there was no point in stopping; she had already betrayed both of them by even speaking the bitch’s name.  “She’s blackmailing me, Jake.”
 
   His expression turned livid.  “What?!”  He demanded furiously.  “Explain.  Now.”  His tone was clipped as he made an obvious effort to reign in his anger.  But his hands on either side of her had balled into fists.
 
   “She has a tape of us, Jake.  A… a sex tape.”  She forced herself to continue as Jake’s face darkened even further, livid.  “She said she would go public with it if I didn’t break up with you.  And now she will anyway because I’ve told you.”  Her voice turned to an anguished whisper.  “I’m so sorry, Jake.”  If she had had any tears left, she would have been sobbing.  Now she had betrayed him twice.
 
   She peeked up at him, but his hard eyes had turned soft, the lines of his face easing.  He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in for a tight hug.  The feeling of his strong arms around her was undeniably comforting, and she breathed in his masculine scent with a small sigh of pleasure.  It felt so right to be held by him.  He stroked his hand up and down her back tenderly, soothing her.
 
   “It’s alright, Mallory.”  His voice was a deep rumble, the warmth of it enveloping her.  “We can get through this.  Celeste won’t get away with this; I’ll press charges.”
 
   “But the tape,” Mallory insisted, pulling back from him.  “She’ll release it as soon as she finds out that I’ve told you.”
 
   Jake frowned.  “But how will she know?”
 
   “I have no idea, but she said she would.  And I believe her, Jake.  She had video footage of us together in your house.  Who knows where else she might have eyes and ears.”  She suddenly looked around herself, getting the creeping feeling that someone was watching her.  Was she even safe in her own apartment?
 
   Jake’s face turned thunderous.  “If she has surveillance inside my house, then I’ll find out who put it there.  It must have been one of the staff.”  His expression suddenly cleared as a plan formed in his mind.  “I’m going home, but you have to stay here.  I’ll call the staff together and get answers, even if I have to take them to the police to be interrogated.  That way they won’t know that we’re back together until I’ve already found them out.”
 
   “But what if whoever it is manages to get in touch with Celeste?  What if she finds out regardless?”
 
   Jake took her by the hands.  “Then she’ll still go to jail, Mallory.  And I’ll stand by you, no matter what happens.”
 
   “Jake,” she said softly.  “I can’t let this happen to you.  Please…”
 
   He held a finger to her lips.  “It’s too late for that Mallory.”  His gaze turned intense.  “And I would gladly sacrifice my reputation if that’s what it took to have you.”
 
   Her lips parted and her heart skipped a beat.
 
   That evening Mallory found herself sitting in the backseat of Jake’s Jaguar, his driver taking her to his plantation house.  He had sounded cruelly satisfied over the phone when he told her that someone was coming to pick her up.  Mallory tried to muster up some of her usual resentment for being fetched and brought to Jake, but she was coming to realize that she didn’t really mind it all that much.  Her impatience with his high-handed ways seemed unfair when she thought of what Jake had said to her before leaving her apartment; if he was willing to sacrifice everything he had ever worked for in order to have her, then she sure as hell could forgive him for sending a fancy car to pick her up.
 
   Jake was waiting at the front door for her when she arrived, beaming triumphantly.  Mallory was buoyed by this, but she didn’t dare hope that everything had turned out okay.  Especially since Jake had made clear his lack of concern for the outcome of the situation.  
 
   As soon as Mallory was out of the car, he was on her, literally sweeping her off her feet as he dipped her back for a classic Hollywood kiss.  When he finally pulled back from her and helped her stand upright, she was dizzy.
 
   “What was that for?”  She asked, breathless but grinning like a fool.
 
   He held her by the shoulders and smiled back at her.  “Everything is perfect, Mallory,” he beamed.  “We’re going to be fine.”
 
   “How?”  Mallory gasped.  “What happened?”
 
   “I found the hidden camera in the dungeon, so I rounded up my staff and showed it to them, demanding answers.”  His face darkened slightly.  “It was Charlie, one of the butlers.  He cracked pretty quickly.”
 
   Mallory had no trouble understanding how Jake had intimidated the man into talking with no more than a glare and a few hard words.  She had been on the receiving end of it many times herself.
 
   “Apparently Celeste has seduced him; poor fool thinks that she loves him.”  His expression was a bit pitying.  Mallory knew that he understood misguided love.  “He’s in jail now.  I’ve pressed charges for blackmail.”
 
   “But what about Celeste?”  Mallory asked.  “Has she released the tape?”
 
   Jake smile broadly.  “Nope.  Turns out Charlie had the only copy.  Celeste didn’t want to be able to get caught with it red-handed.  Apparently she let him do all the dirty work.”
 
   Anger bloomed within Mallory’s chest.  “What a bitch,” she said under her breath.
 
   Jake chuckled at her.  “Indeed.”
 
   “So where is she?  In jail?”  Mallory couldn’t help being a bit vindictive.  “I bet orange is so not her color.”
 
   He laughed again.  “Yes, they arrested her a few hours ago.  She’ll probably get out on bail, but she will definitely pay for what she’s done to you.”  His face turned fierce.  “I won’t ever let anyone hurt you, Mallory.”
 
   Looking up into his eyes, Mallory saw the truth of his words; he really would protect her no matter what.  “I know,” she whispered.
 
   He gave her a reprimanding look.  “No more lying, then?”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   Jake beamed.
 
   




 
   Chapter 3
 
   “I want to show you something, Mallory,” Jake told her as he took her by the hand.
 
   She smirked.  “The last time you said that you were about to take me into a terrifying, kinky dungeon.  What could it possibly be this time?”  She asked, mock-contemplative.  “An orgy in the attic?”
 
   Jake laughed, a deep, rich sound that sent tingles from her fingers to her toes.  “Not quite,” he grinned roguishly.  “But you’re on the right track.”
 
   Mallory paused, suddenly nervous, but Jake didn’t stop with her.  “You’re not getting out of this one so easily, Mallory.”  She was pulled along by his grip on her hand as he continued steadily forward, insisting that she follow.
 
   They walked around the back of the house and into the gardens behind it, which Mallory had never seen before.  They were absolutely breathtaking.  There were well-manicured camellia bushes lining a long walkway that stretched from the back door of the house all the way out to the distant bay, where there was a large dock.  From this distance, she could just make out a small yacht moored to it.  Halfway to the bay, the garden ended at a beautiful wrought iron gate that separated it from an open pasture where half a dozen horses were grazing.
 
   Mallory wanted to stop and drink it all in, but Jake kept up his pace, not allowing her to linger.  “You can look later,” he said with a small smile.  “But right now you’re coming with me.”
 
   “Where are we going?”  She asked, curious.
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   Damn cryptic Dom, Mallory thought wryly.
 
   But she found out where he was taking her soon enough.  They veered off the garden path and walked through a stand of Oak trees into a more shaded area.  When they emerged from the trees, they were standing in a hollow with verdant green grass and a small fish pond.  Beside it was a huge, ancient Willow tree.  Jake led her towards it and parted the branches, pulling her under the leafy canopy with him.  The pliant branches fell back into place behind them, hiding them from the outside world like a glowing green curtain.
 
   Jake circled behind her, as though allowing her a moment to marvel at the beauty of where he had brought her.  Suddenly, he jerked her arm back, putting her off-balance.  At the same time he knocked his knee into the back of hers.  Before she knew what was happening, she was tumbling to the ground, the wind whooshing out of her as she hit the soft earth.
 
   “Hey!”  She cried, but Jake was already on top of her, his lips on hers, silencing her protests.  His kiss was soft and sweet, contrasting with his ferocity as he tore open her blouse, popping the buttons off in his haste to remove it.  As he was unzipping her jeans, her own hands were fumbling at his shirt buttons, blindly unfastening them as she increased the intensity of the kiss.  With a growl, Jake pulled away from her, denying her control.  He yanked her jeans down her legs, leaving her in her bra and panties.
 
   He was on his knees, looming over her where she lay on her back.  They stared into one another’s eyes for a moment; Jake’s were completely open to her, exposing his soul, leaving him vulnerable.  “Mallory,” he said her name like a caress.  “You told me last night that you didn’t want to be my submissive.  That you were disgusted by it.  I know that the last part is a lie.”  He smiled down at her knowingly.  “But I need to know if the first part is true.”  
 
   His expression sobered quickly.  “Will you be my submissive, Mallory?”
 
   Heat flooded Mallory’s cheeks as she remembered how she had wounded Jake with her words.  Of course she wasn’t disgusted by what they did together!  She had never been more blissful in her life.  “Yes, Jake,” she breathed.  “I will.”
 
   His grin was so wide it was almost boyish, like a kid on Christmas morning.  “Excellent,” he beamed.
 
   Without another word, he bent down and hooked one arm behind her back and the other under her knees.  She squealed in delight as he lifted her up swiftly, cradling her to his chest and leaning in for a sweet kiss.  Never letting go of her lips, he stood and began walking towards the trunk of the Willow tree.
 
   He set her down gently on her feet and pressed her back against the tree, the soft bark lightly scratching her naked flesh.  Keeping pressure on her shoulders for a moment, he looked down into her sky blue eyes with his sapphire ones.  “Don’t move,” he ordered.
 
   Mallory swallowed and went still as a statue.  Jake circled around behind the tree, and she heard a slight rustling sound as he retrieved something that he had hidden there.
 
   Then one of his strong hands was gripping her wrist, pulling it behind her so that it wrapped around the Willow.  She felt a rough cord being looped over her wrist before it pulled tight.  Jake bound her other wrist with the cord before tying them together.  She tried pulling at the restraints, testing them, but she was trapped, pressed closely to the tree.
 
   Jake was walking towards her again, meeting her eye as he crossed back into her line of sight.  He was naked now, and he was holding a coil of rope in his hands.  It was clearly connected to her restrained wrists.  Spearing her with his intense gaze, he pulled the rope around her neck, pressing it lightly on her throat, restricting her airflow.  The utter dominance of it, her complete vulnerability to him, made her knees go weak.  She could feel herself growing wet as she became lightheaded.  She was floating, high on his control.
 
   When he released the pressure, Mallory gulped in air, and the rush of oxygen back to her brain sent her soaring even higher.  As she gasped, Jake left her again, seemingly indifferent to her reactions.  The rope remained against her throat, but it was held there loosely now.  
 
   When Jake was standing before her once again, she tried to nod her head forward, only to find herself stopped short by a tightening of the rope around her neck; he must have tied it off around the tree trunk.  As Mallory realized her predicament, her pussy swelled and her nipples hardened.  Jake was smiling at her, a slightly cruel glint in his pleased gaze.
 
   “Do you trust me, sub?”  He asked.
 
   Without hesitation, Mallory nodded, enjoying the way the roughness of the rope made her nerve endings jump to life as it grazed over her skin.  
 
   Then Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of large silver scissors.  Mallory balked, feeling a moment of panic.  Was he going to cut her?
 
   He cupped her face with his free hand.  “I’m not going to hurt you, sub.  Trust me.”
 
   Although she was trembling, Mallory swallowed and nodded again.  She did trust him.  Unequivocally.
 
   Jake brought the scissors up slowly, gently pressing the dull length of them to her skin.  She shivered at the contact with the cool, smooth metal.  He pulled it across her chest, starting at one collarbone and drawing it towards the other.  Mallory let out a little whine, and she wasn’t sure if it was from fear or from the growing need inside her.  When he reached her shoulder, the blades eased open, closing around her bra strap.  With a definitive snipping sound, Jake cut through the elasticated fabric.  It parted easily and fell forward, partially revealing her left breast.  But Jake wasn’t distracted.  The scissors were at the other strap, cutting it quickly.  Her bra was only held on by the clasps at the back now.  But her back was pressed against the tree; Jake wouldn’t be able to unsnap it.  She watched, barely breathing, as he snipped the small bit of fabric that connected the cups of her bra together.  With a little tug to pull it out from where her back pinned it to the tree, he pulled her ruined bra free, leaving her exposed.
 
   Her nipples were hard buds, begging to be touched.  But Jake ignored them, drawing the cold, flat blade of the scissors down her sternum and over her belly.  When he reached the top of her panties, he changed his grip so that the point of the blades scraped gently across her sensitive flesh as he moved the scissors to her hip.  She shivered at the sensation.  She was completely at Jake’s mercy, and her pussy was throbbing at the thought.
 
   With a suddenness that shocked her, Jake cut away her panties, snipping either side.  He grasped the front of them and pulled them forward roughly.  The feeling of the lace rubbing over her hardened clit as he did so made her cry out in longing.  She needed Jake to touch her, to be inside her.
 
   “Please, Sir,” she whispered desperately.
 
   With a growl, he was on her, lifting her legs up and wrapping them around his waist as he entered her.  Mallory gasped as her back scraped against the tree bark when he pushed into her, the two rough sensations making her eyes roll back in her head as she was overwhelmed.
 
   Jake thrust up into her, jarring her against the tree deliciously each time.  She wrapped her legs more tightly around him, needing him closer.  His strong arms held her up as he fucked her hard, making her feel helpless against his onslaught, his power.  She could feel him hardening inside her, close to coming.  She was on the precipice as well, and he pushed her over it.  He grasped the rope on one side of her throat and pulled, restricting her air.  Bliss soared through her again as her primal reaction to submit was brought to the fore; she completely surrendered to Jake in that moment, giving him everything.  She exploded around him, letting out a strangled cry.  He grunted as he came with her, calling her name as he finished.
 
   As they both came down from their high, Jake released the tension of the rope against Mallory’s throat.  He carefully unwrapped her legs from around him and helped her stand.  Although they could barely support her, she somehow managed. 
 
   Rather than taking the time to untie the ropes, Jake retrieved the scissors from the ground and cut through them.  As soon as she was free, Mallory sank to her knees as they gave out beneath her.  Jake was at her side immediately, easing her onto her back so that she lay on the cushion of the springy grass beneath them.  He sat behind her and rested her head in his lap, stroking her hair back from her forehead as she continued to enjoy the floaty feeling in her head.
 
   He was looking down at her intensely.  “Mallory,” he said her name after a long moment.
 
   “Hmmm?”  She answered vaguely.
 
   His eyes were suddenly vulnerable again.  “Would you let me collar you?”
 
   “What?”  She asked faintly.
 
   “It’s not meant to be demeaning,” he said quickly.  “It’s a symbol of our commitment.  It means that you’re mine.”  His words were laced with longing.
 
   Mallory wanted so badly to say yes, to ease his worry.  Mine.  The word sounded nice; it thrilled her that Jake thought of her in that way.  But this was all moving very quickly, wasn’t it?
 
   In the wake of her pause, Jake rushed to explain himself.  “It’s just… After almost losing you…  I can’t…”  His usual composure was crumbling.  Mallory couldn’t bear to see him falling apart like this.
 
   “Jake,” she said softly, gently cutting him off.  “I don’t want to lose you either.”  She took a deep breath, knowing that she was about to hurt him but having no other answer.  “But I don’t think I’m ready for that.  Not yet,”  she added, hoping to soften the blow.  But inside she still didn’t think that she would ever be okay with the idea of someone owning her.
 
   “Oh,” he said simply.  Then his walls were coming back up, the cocky mask slipping back into place for the first time since they had left Venice.  Mallory hated seeing it again, but she understood.  It was his defense mechanism, and he needed it right now.  Still, knowing that didn’t stop the pain she felt at hurting him.
 
   “Well, then,” the cocky Jake gave an easy smile.  “Let me show you more of my fabulous home.”  
 
   Mallory looked around at her ruined clothes that were strewn around them.  “But what am I going to wear?”  She asked.
 
   His grin was wolfish.  “If you’re good, I might give you a change of clothes.”
 
   Mallory couldn’t help scowling up at him.
 
   Stop moping!  Mallory ordered herself as she moped around her apartment.  It had only been two days since Jake left on his business trip, but it felt more like a week.  And she wasn’t comfortable with how they had parted.  Jake was clearly still shaken by her refusal of his offer to collar her.  But Mallory couldn’t commit to something like that when she wasn’t sure; it wasn’t fair to either of them.
 
   He had called her twice since he had been gone, but their conversations had been mundane and brief.  Mallory was terrified that she had driven a permanent wedge between them by turning him down.  Could they ever move past this?  She decided that she was going to talk it out with him, to explain her feelings.  He was coming back into town tonight, and she wanted to have the conversation in person.  It might be a bit difficult, but she couldn’t bear the disconnect that she felt between them now.
 
   Her heart leapt as her phone rang, and she quickly fished it out of her purse, anxious to hear Jake’s voice.  But when she saw the caller ID, she frowned.  “Blocked number.”  She decided to let it go to voicemail.  It was probably a solicitation call.
 
   The call ended, but then the phone started ringing again immediately.  “Blocked number.”  Maybe it was just acting weird because Jake was calling from an international number?  But no, he was supposed to be arriving back in Charleston in a few hours; he had to be in the air right now.  Did he have a phone on his jet?
 
   Mallory rolled her eyes at herself.  Of course he has a phone on his jet.  What doesn’t he have?
 
   She answered quickly before the call could end.  “Hello?”
 
   “Is this Mallory Williams?”  The voice was deep and distorted, like in movies when bad guys used voice modifiers to disguise themselves.
 
   “Who is this?”  She asked, her voice suddenly high and nervous.  This had to be a prank or something.  But how did they know her name?
 
   The voice didn’t answer her question.  “Bring me five-hundred-thousand dollars, or Jake Cleary dies.”
 
   Mallory’s hands went numb, and the phone almost slipped from her fingers.  “What?”  She asked faintly.
 
   “Bring me the money, or I’ll kill him,” the voice said simply.
 
   Mallory was trembling.  This couldn’t be real, couldn’t be happening.  “How do I know you’re for real?”  She asked, trying to make her tone hard, but it was still high-pitched, terrified.
 
   Then she heard Jake’s voice in the background, and her blood went cold.  “Mallory,” he groaned her name.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End… For Now
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   Chapter 1
 
   Mallory’s blood turned to ice at the sound of Jake’s voice calling out her name.  Her legs no longer able to support her, she sank down onto her couch.
 
   “Miss Williams?”  The unnaturally deep, distorted voice harshly called her back to attention.  “Do you understand?  I will not hesitate to kill him if you don’t bring me the money within the next hour.”
 
   “Please,” Mallory’s voice was strained.  “I don’t have that kind of money.”  What was she going to do?
 
   “Then you’ll have to figure something out,” the voice said pitilessly.  “I’m texting you directions to his location.  Come alone, or we kill him anyway.”
 
   “Please,” Mallory forced out, her tone strangled.  “I’ll get you whatever you want.  Just don’t hurt him.”
 
   “That is entirely up to you, Miss Williams.”  The phone went dead.  Mallory was shaking so hard that the phone slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor.  It beeped three times, letting her know that she had a text.  She reached down with trembling fingers and scooped it up.  As promised, the kidnappers had sent her directions to where she was supposed to go.
 
   Her first instinct was to get help, to call the police.  But no, they had told her to come alone.  She swallowed down the fear rising in her throat.  She couldn’t risk Jake.
 
   It wouldn’t take more than twenty minutes to reach his location.  That gave her just under forty minutes to come up with five-hundred thousand dollars.  A mad giggle escaped her.  It might as well have been five-hundred million; she had just over one thousand dollars in her bank account.  She raked her fingers through her hair in frustration.
 
   What am I going to do?  She wondered frantically, wracking her brain for a solution.
 
   Then it came to her: the diamond and sapphire necklace that Jake had given her.  He had said it was worth one-hundred thousand dollars.  It was only a fifth of what the kidnappers asked.  Could she bluff her way through it?  How would they know its actual value?  Mallory had never been a good liar, but she didn’t have a choice.  It was her best chance.
 
   But the necklace was at Jake’s house, and that was twenty minutes away.  She didn’t have much time.  Pull it together!  Mallory commanded herself sternly.  She willed her legs to cease their trembling and forced herself to her feet.  Adrenaline was pumping through her veins now, giving her strength.  She had to move faster.  Grabbing her keys from the hook at her front door, she dashed out of her house and flung herself into her old Corolla.  She pushed it to its limits as she sped towards Jake’s house, praying that she didn’t get stopped for speeding.  By some miracle, she found herself tearing down his driveway fifteen minutes later.
 
   But she couldn’t allow the staff to see her upset; they would know that something was up.  She forced herself to ease her foot back off the gas pedal, nearing the manor at a more normal pace.  Breathing deeply through her nose, she struggled to slow her shallow, panicked breaths.  Still, she couldn’t help half-jogging to the front door.
 
   The wait between her ringing the bell and the butler arriving at the door seemed to take a lifetime.  When he finally opened it for her, she tried her best to seem casual.
 
   “Won’t Jake be home soon?”  She asked.
 
   “Yes,” the liveried man answered.  “He should be back in an hour or so.  You’re more than welcome to wait for him.”  Thank god her presence didn’t raise any suspicion; she had spent enough time here that it didn’t seem odd for her to be at the house when Jake was out.
 
   She stepped over the threshold when the man opened the door and quickly made her way to Jake’s bedroom, hoping that he had stored the necklace there.  Flinging the door open, she began unceremoniously ripping open drawers, throwing out their contents as the frantically searched.
 
   Frustrated tears welled in her eyes as she realized she had torn through every drawer in the room to no avail.  Jerking her fingers through her hair, she looked around wildly.  Then she spotted it: a large, lidded box crafted of cherry wood sitting atop Jake’s chest of drawers.  Her heart sank when she saw that there was a lock on it.  She vainly tried to pry it open, breaking her nails as she scrabbled at the tiny crack between the base and the lid.  Finally, with a sob of frustration, she flung the box at the wall.  It dented the wooden panels on impact, but there was a crunching sound that accompanied the loud bang when it hit the wall.  Mallory dropped to her knees and let out a sob of relief when she saw something glinting brightly; the box had broken open.  Picking it up, she threw it down to smash it against the floor, and it broke open.
 
   She scooped up the sparkling necklace and shoved it into her purse.  Then she fled the room, taking the stairs two at a time as she headed for the corridor that would lead her out of the house.  She checked her watch; she only had twenty-five minutes to get to Jake.  Struggling to still her heaving chest, she headed for the door as slowly as she could force herself to.
 
   The butler looked at her quizzically as she neared the exit.  “Miss Williams?”  He asked.
 
   Mallory turned, not knowing what to say. “Um…”  She began.  “I forgot something at my house.”  She didn’t have time for this conversation!  Her car would barely make it to Jake in time.
 
   An idea sprang to mind.  “Do you think I could borrow the Jaguar?”  She asked quickly.
 
   The butler’s eyebrows rose.  “I can get Thomas to drive-”  He began, but Mallory cut him off.
 
   “I’d really like to take it out myself.  I’m sure Jake wouldn’t mind.”  She had no idea if Jake would mind under normal circumstances, but considering their predicament, she was sure that he wouldn’t be too mad.
 
   The man seemed torn, not wanting to deny her, but clearly worried that he would get in trouble for it.  Finally, he sighed.  “I’ll get you the keys.”
 
   Relief washed over Mallory, and she found herself impatiently bouncing in on the balls of her feet once he left to get the keys for her.  As soon as they were in her hands, she said a quick, “thank you,” and was out the door.  She half-ran to the old carriage house that served as Jake’s garage.  When she was finally in the driver’s seat, she cranked the ignition, the car letting out a satisfying roar as it came to life.
 
   And then she was tearing down the drive again, headed for the highway.  She tried her best to swallow her panic down as she raced towards Jake, slowing only when she glanced at the directions that the kidnappers had sent her.  
 
   I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happens to him, she thought desperately.  I can’t let anything happen to him.
 
   In that moment, she realized the depth of her feelings for Jake.  I love him, she thought in wonder.  She had never really been in love before him.  He had opened a whole new world to her, and her life was better for having him in it; she couldn’t imagine her life without him now.  She was wracked by guilt as she thought of how she had hurt him the last time she had seen him, refusing his offer to collar her.  But now she would do anything to erase what she had done.  She hadn’t wanted to be owned, but now she saw that Jake already possessed her heart.
 
   And why was she realizing this just now, when it might be too late?  What if the kidnappers had already killed him?  What if they realized that the necklace wasn’t worth what she claimed it was?  But there was nothing else she could do; she couldn’t abandon Jake.  She knew that a part of her would die along with him.
 
   Following the directions that had been texted to her, Mallory pulled off of the highway onto an old dirt road that was barely discernible.  She plowed ahead regardless.  Someone had clearly already driven through here, breaking through the brush that would have otherwise destroyed the Jag.
 
   A few miles later, she arrived at an old shack, a moonshine distillery that had clearly been abandoned for some time.  The sun-bleached grey wood was rotted, and the tin roof was rusted a reddish-brown color.  Mallory shivered as it reminded her of dried blood.  Dark was falling now, and she had to pick her way carefully through the brush that had grown up around the building.
 
   Suddenly, a strong arm snaked around her waist, pulling her back up against a hard torso.  Mallory’s scream cut through the silence of the wood.  There was something cold and sharp at her throat.
 
   “No one can hear you, bitch,” said a soft, cold voice in her ear.
 
   Her heart was in her throat, beating wildly.  “Please,” she whispered.  “I have your money.  Please let Jake go.”
 
   But the man just chuckled, his breath hot on her neck.  The knife moved away from her vulnerable throat.  But Mallory didn’t have time to breathe a sigh of relief; it had only been moved to press against her ribs.  She was trembling now.
 
   “Move,” the voice commanded, increasing the pressure of the knife.  An involuntary whine escaped Mallory as terror washed over her.  She did as he bade her, moving slowly as the man kept a grip on her shoulder while he prodded her forward, his restraining hand keeping her from running.
 
   When they reached the door to the shack, he called out: “I’ve got her.  Open up.”
 
   The door creaked open, and Mallory gasped when she saw who was standing in the threshold.
 
   “Got you, bitch,” Celeste smiled triumphantly.
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Mallory was shocked, dumbstruck.  Celeste stepped out of the way, and the man prodded her forward into the shack, the tip of the knife pressing through her thin dress, cutting shallowly into her skin.  She hissed in pain and quickly walked through the door.  He guided her to a rusty metal chair in the center of the otherwise empty room and shoved her roughly down onto it.  She heaved a sigh of relief as the knife was drawn away from her, but the man had only released her momentarily.  His hands were around her arms, jerking them behind her and securing her wrists together with a cable tie.  He pulled it so tightly that the hard plastic bit into her skin.  She winced, but didn’t allow herself to make any other show of discomfort; she wouldn’t give Celeste the satisfaction.
 
   The bitch was looking down at her now, her face twisted into a leer.
 
   “Where’s Jake?”  Mallory asked, suddenly panicking as she realized that he was nowhere in sight.  “What have you done to him?”  She felt sick as a series of gruesome images flashed before her eyes, images of Jake, broken and dead.  No, they couldn’t have killed him; she had brought them the ransom within the timeframe that they had demanded.
 
   “I brought you what you asked for,” she said desperately.  “Please.  Wherever he is, let him go.”
 
   Celeste laughed, a cold, cutting sound.  “You really aren’t the sharpest tool in the shed, are you?  Honestly, I don’t know what he sees in you.”
 
   “Where is he?”  Mallory demanded, trying to match Celeste’s cold tone.
 
   “He’s probably just landing at Charleston airport,” she answered coolly.
 
   “You’re lying to me,” Mallory insisted.  “I heard him.”
 
   Celeste’s smile widened.  “Did you now?  Did it sound something like this?”  She pulled something small and black from her jeans pocket and pressed a button on the side.
 
   “Mallory!”  Jake’s voice groaned.
 
   “It’s from the tape, you stupid bitch,” Celeste explained, gloating.  “Of course I had a backup.  Did you really believe that I would have given the only copy to Charlie here?”
 
   Mallory was stunned, at a loss for words.  God, she really was an idiot.  She had walked right into Celeste’s clawed clutches.  Her cheeks heated in shame and anger, and she pulled at her restraints.  She was only rewarded by the bite of the plastic as it tore her delicate skin.
 
   “So what is it that you want, Celeste?”  She spat out.  “Do you think that getting rid of me would possibly make Jake fall for you?  I know you want him, you gold-digging whore.”
 
   Celeste moved so quickly that her arm was a blur.  Her hand cracked across Mallory’s face, her long nails raking across her skin.  She felt the skin tear on the inside of her cheek and tasted blood.  Her head spun so hard that she felt sick for a moment.
 
   “How dare you?!”  Celeste asked angrily.  “We both know that you’re the money-grubbing slut here, waitress!”  She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes, making a visible effort to calm herself.  When she opened them again, she was glaring at Mallory.  “But now thanks to you I’ll never have him.  So I’ll have to settle for his money.  I’m going to get rich and then get so far away from here that they’ll never find me.  No way am I going to jail.”
 
   Mallory breathed a small sigh of relief.  Maybe Celeste would just take the necklace and let her go.  “I brought your money, if that’s what it you want.  It’s in my purse.”
 
   Celeste raised an eyebrow.  “And where did you come up with five-hundred thousand dollars?”  She asked even as she rummaged through Mallory’s purse, which was still strapped over her shoulder.  Mallory wanted to reach out and slap her across the face, to wipe that smug smile away, but her restraints stopped her short.  Her hands curled to fists, her nails digging into her palms.
 
   Celeste’s eyes widened when she pulled the necklace out of the bag, and she lifted it up to the light of the spare bulb hanging from the ceiling.  She eyed it covetously as it sparkled, throwing back little stars onto her face where the diamonds reflected the light.
 
   “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” she breathed.  She looked up at Charlie, who was staring at her illuminated visage like she was the most beautiful thing in the world.  “Help me put it on, dear?”  She asked, her tone sweet but her eyes cold.  He rushed to comply, his fingers lingering at her neck as he clasped it at her nape.  Mallory’s blood boiled at the sight of it on Celeste; she wanted to strangle the bitch with it.  
 
   “Until we get you a real collar,” Jake had said.  It was more than just a pretty piece of jewelry; it was a symbol of his affection for her.  Mallory yearned to have it back.  But she bit her tongue and schooled her features to an unconcerned mask.  No way was she going to give Celeste the pleasure of seeing her upset.
 
   The blonde ran her long-nailed fingers over the jewels.  “Thanks,” she gloated.  “But I want a tad bit more than this prize.”  She turned her attention back to Charlie.  “He should be back by now.  I think it’s time to call Jake.”
 
   Smiling, she advanced on Mallory.  When she had reached her, she gripped her hair at her scalp and wrenched her head back.  “I think we need to add a touch of drama to this.  He may care for you, but how much are you worth to him, waitress?  You’re going to beg for him to save you,” she whispered evilly.
 
   No way.  Mallory refused to give this bitch anything she wanted.  She pinned Celeste with a stony stare, but said nothing.  The blonde looked into her eyes and saw the resistance there.  Never letting go of Mallory, she reached her hand out to Charlie.
 
   “The knife, please,” she said crisply.
 
   Mallory felt a flutter of fear as she eyed the glinting blade in Celeste’s pale hand.  But she wasn’t going to give in to threats.
 
   “Make the call,” Celeste ordered in a clipped tone.
 
   Charlie fished Mallory’s phone out of her purse and then straightened.  It took him a moment to scroll through her contacts, and then he dialed.  Mallory could hear the phone ringing; he had left it on speakerphone.
 
   It rang once.
 
   “Mallory,” Jake’s voice was warm, clearly pleased that she had called so soon after he arrived home.
 
   Charlie held the voice distorter up to his lips.  “Jake Cleary?”  He asked.
 
   There was a moment of shocked silence.  Then: “Yes?”  His tone was apprehensive.
 
   “I want one-hundred million dollars, or I will kill Mallory Williams.”
 
   Mallory’s eyes bulged.  One-hundred million?!  God, what a fool she had been for thinking that they would be satisfied with five-hundred thousand.
 
   “What?”  Jake’s voice was quiet, strained.
 
   “You heard me, Cleary.  Transfer one-hundred million to my offshore account within the next hour or I’ll kill her.  Slowly.”
 
   “That’s your cue,” Celeste hissed at her, giving a sharp tug on her hair.  Mallory just glared at her, refusing to play her game.
 
   The bitch smiled.  She placed the point of the knife on Mallory’s upper arm.  “Beg,” she whispered.
 
   No.  She had to be bluffing.  She had to-
 
   Mallory’s scream echoed around the small shack as cutting pain ripped through her.  Celeste had plunged the blade an inch into her arm.
 
   “Mallory!”  She heard Jake shout her name.
 
   “Beg,” Celeste hissed, wiggling the blade, tearing at Mallory’s muscle.
 
   She couldn’t take it.  “Jake!”  She screamed as Celeste jerked the blade out, further slicing her skin.
 
   She heard him shout her name again, but it sounded as though it was coming to her through a long tunnel.  Her eyes honed in on the warm, red blood oozing from the deep cut on her arm.  She was starting to feel light-headed; she was going into shock.  She was vaguely aware of Charlie giving the details of the money transfer, of Jake hastily agreeing to the terms.  But they wouldn’t divulge their location until they had gotten the money and gotten as far away from Mallory’s location as possible.
 
   Mallory had no idea how much time had passed; she was lost in a world of pain.  And self-loathing.  She couldn’t believe that she had been so stupid.  She had just walked right into Celeste’s trap, driven there by blind panic for Jake’s safety.  If she had stopped to think for even one minute, it would have been obvious that it was a ruse.
 
   She was jolted out of her reverie by Celeste’s voice.  “What was that?  Did you hear that?”  Her tone was high and nervous.  “Get her up,” she gestured at Charlie.  “We might need to run.”
 
   The tie binding Mallory’s wrists together was suddenly severed, freeing her arms.  But the coolness of the blade was back at her throat once again as she was wrenched to her feet, Charlie’s strong hand gripping her injured upper arm, holding her against him.  Mallory gave a small cry as his palm pressed harshly against her wound.
 
   Then she jumped at a sudden bang as the door was kicked in.  Jake was illuminated by the dim light of the room, his harsh expression made even more fearsome by the shadows that fell under his brows, hooding his eyes.  He was glorious in his rage.  And he was pointing a gun directly at Celeste’s icy heart.
 
   




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Jake’s brows rose in slight surprise as he recognized Mallory’s kidnapper.  “Celeste,” his tone was clipped.  “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   “Lower your gun, or he’ll slit her throat,” Celeste’s voice was a hiss, but it was colored with alarm.  Her eyes were locked on Jake’s gun.  Charlie’s grip on Mallory’s injured arm increased, and she gave an involuntary whine of pain.
 
   Jake took a step forward, his expression enraged.  He didn’t lower the gun.  “Let her go, Celeste.”
 
   “No!”  Her voice was high and panicked now.  “We’re going to leave here now, Jake.  You’re going to give me my money, and then you’ll get her back.  But if you don’t play by my rules, Charlie will kill her.”
 
   Jake hesitated, unmoving.  “I’ll give you five minutes to leave Mallory and walk out of here, Celeste.”  His voice was cold and merciless.  “The police are on their way.  You had better run, or you’ll be going to jail for a very long time.  I promise you that.”
 
   “You’re bluffing,” Charlie snarled as he pressed the knife into Mallory’s throat, breaking the skin.  She stilled, hardly daring to breathe.
 
   Jake growled and cocked the gun.  Celeste shot him a cold smile.
 
   “You won’t do it, Jake,” she said assuredly.  “You care more about her than you do about getting revenge on me.  You’re going to let us leave now.  And she’s coming with us.  I won’t let her go until I get my money.  I’m not going to jail, Jake.  I won’t.”
 
   Celeste and Charlie began slowly backing towards the back door, dragging Mallory along with them.  She wanted to struggle, to fight her way free, but she didn’t dare try anything while the blade was pressed to her throat.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Jake,” she whispered, hating herself for being so stupid and putting him in this position.
 
   His expression was anguished.  “I won’t let them hurt you, Mallory,” he promised.
 
   “I won’t hurt her if you let us get out of here.  Don’t follow us,” Celeste commanded.  “We’ll be in touch when you’re allowed to come get her.  And I’ll be long gone by then.”  She smiled triumphantly.
 
   Charlie shot her a quizzical look.  “You mean ‘we,’ don’t you, my love?”  He asked, anxious.
 
   “Of course, dear,” she answered absently.  Mallory felt Charlie heave a sigh of relief, but she could tell from Celeste’s contemptuous expression that she planned to leave him behind, to leave him holding the bag for her crimes.
 
   “She’s lying,” Mallory gasped out.  “Listen to me, Charlie,” she said desperately.  “She’s going to leave you.”
 
    “Shut up, bitch,” Charlie ordered, pressing his thumb into her wound.  Mallory couldn’t hold back a small scream.  As angry as she was at herself, it was nothing compared to her hatred for Charlie and Celeste.
 
   “Don’t hurt her!”  Jake barked, furious, but desperation laced his tone.
 
   Celeste was smiling at him icily, her hand on the doorknob now.  “Oh I won’t.  Much.  But the longer you wait to give me what I want, the worse things will go for her.  I don’t think you’ll like her so much if I mess up her pretty face.”  She blew him a little kiss.  “Goodbye, Jake.”
 
   But then Mallory heard one of the sweetest sounds she had ever heard in her life: police sirens in the distance, growing louder with every second.  Jake smiled cruelly back at Celeste.  “Did you really think I was bluffing?  I gave you your chance, Celeste.  Now you’re going to pay.”
 
   “Celeste!”  Charlie cried in a panic.  “We have to run!”
 
   In his hurry to get away, the knife eased away from Mallory’s throat with his distraction.  Seizing her opportunity, she brought her elbow back hard, driving it into his stomach.  Although he was fairly fit, he hadn’t tensed his abs to protect himself.  She heard all of the wind rush out of him as he doubled over, releasing her as he clutched at his stomach.
 
   Mallory tried to dart away from him, but he was on her in an instant, knocking her to the floor with a snarl.  He turned her over roughly, and she watched as he raised the knife high, ready to plunge it into her heart.  She felt strangely detached as she watched it descend, as though this were happening to someone else.
 
   There was a sudden howl of rage, and Charlie’s weight was lifted from her as Jake’s body collided with his.  She watched in horror for a moment as the men grappled, the knife flashing silver between them.  But she breathed a sigh of relief as Jake squeezed Charlie’s wrist hard, and the blade clattered to the floor as he cried out in pain.  Jake was holding his gun to Charlie’s head, and the man stilled beneath him.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Mallory saw a streak of platinum blonde hair swinging out of sight as Celeste darted out the back door.  Jake could clearly handle himself without her help, and there was no way that she was going to let the bitch get away.  The police might have arrived, but it wouldn’t be difficult for Celeste to lose herself in the vast wood.
 
   The sirens had almost reached them as Mallory ran out into the night, momentarily blind as her eyes adjusted to the blackness.  But she could hear Celeste crashing through the underbrush, and she followed the sound.  The forest began to materialize around her as the world turned from black to darkest blue, the tress dark shadows around her.  She could see a bright point of light ahead of her where the moonlight shone down to illuminate Celeste’s blonde hair.
 
   “Got you, bitch,” she whispered as she raced toward her.
 
   Celeste suddenly stumbled and fell to the ground, crying out as fallen tree limbs broke her fall, scraping against her pale skin.
 
   You think that hurts, bitch?  Mallory thought savagely.  I’ll show you pain.
 
   Adrenaline coursed through her, giving her the speed and agility she needed to catch up to Celeste before she could pick herself up again.  When she reached her, Mallory flung herself atop the blonde, her knees on either side of her bony hips, trapping her beneath her.  Mallory could see the whites of her widened eyes.
 
   “Don’t hurt me!”  Celeste’s voice was high and tight with fear.
 
   Mallory smiled evilly down at her.  “Beg, bitch,” she ordered in a mocking tone.
 
   “Please,” Celeste said in a strangled whisper.  “Let me go!”  The last was a broken sob.
 
   Mallory cocked her head at her, as though considering.  “No,” she said softly, pitilessly.  “I don’t think I will.”  She grinned madly, vengeance filling her heart.  “How about we mess up that pretty face of yours?”
 
   Celeste whimpered beneath her.  “Please!  I’ll give you anything you want!”
 
   “I want you to hurt,” Mallory replied viciously.  Then she drew her fist back before swinging it down to connect with Celeste’s perfectly aquiline nose.  There was a sickening crunching sound as it broke under her knuckles, but all Mallory felt was a surge of vindictive pleasure.  This woman had tried to ruin her life, had threatened to kill her.  She deserved to pay.
 
   Mallory drew her fist back again, ignoring the pain in her hand.  But a strong hand was around her wrist, restraining her.  She jerked her arm, barely aware of the wrenching pain as she pulled at her wound.
 
   “That’s enough, Mallory,” Jake’s voice ordered softly.  Mallory wanted to continue, but she couldn’t resist Jake’s command.  The tension left her muscles, and she felt him grip her waist, lifting her up so that she was standing.  Celeste stayed down, groaning.
 
   Spinning her around, he pulled her into a tight embrace.
 
   “But she deserves it,” Mallory whispered.  “She threatened to kill you.  And she hurt me.”
 
   “I know she deserves it,” Jake’s voice was hard, his anger barely contained.  “But I don’t want you charged with assault.”
 
   Mallory clung to him, suddenly overwhelmed by everything that had happened.  The adrenaline had run its course, and her legs suddenly felt like jelly.  Jake lifted her up in his arms as her legs gave out beneath her.  As he did so, he bumped up against her wounded arm, and she let out a small whimper.  He growled in fury as he felt the wetness of her blood against him.
 
   “On second thought,” he said, his voice tight.  “Maybe I should have let you strangle the bitch.”  He took a deep breath, visibly calming himself.  “Come on, let’s get you patched up.”
 
   The sounds of several people crunching through dried leaves filled the silence around them.  “She’s over here,” Jake called out to the police.
 
   An officer with a flashlight was at their side within a minute.  He looked down at Celeste where she was moaning on the forest floor.  “What happened to her?”  He asked suspiciously.
 
   “She fell,” Jake said harshly, his tone brooking no argument.
 
   The officer met his hard eyes.  “Right,” he said after a moment.  He eyed Mallory.  “Is she alright?”
 
   “No,” Jake said, anger leaking into his tone.  “She needs to see a doctor.”
 
   The policeman gestured towards the cabin.  “There’s an ambulance waiting over there.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jake said simply before turning and heading quickly back towards the shack.
 
   “How did you find me?”  Mallory asked in a small voice.
 
   “The Jag has GPS.”  He gave her a small smile.  “Thank god you took it.”
 
   Mallory blushed slightly.  “Sorry about that,” she said, feeling guilty.
 
   “Not at all,” he replied, amused.  “Please feel free to steal my cars anytime.”
 
   




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Mallory was feeling a little fuzzy as Jake tucked her into his enormous bed.  The doctors had stitched up her arm and then had given her the most fabulous painkillers before letting her leave the hospital.  She could hardly feel any discomfort at all anymore, just a dull, gently throbbing ache in her torn muscles.  She had light scratches down her cheek from Celeste’s claws and a small cut at her throat where Charlie’s knife had bitten into her skin.  But those would heal within a week or so.  Her arm would take considerably longer to knit back together.  Hence she had been sent home with a large bottle of these lovely pills.
 
   Well, she wasn’t actually at her apartment; she was at Jake’s house.  But she found that she felt at home with him.  She gave a little contented sigh, feeling like she was floating on Jake’s soft mattress.  He settled down beside her and shaped his hard body around hers, as though he couldn’t get close enough to her.  Mallory breathed in his masculine scent and closed her eyes in rapture.
 
   “Jake,” she mumbled his name sleepily.  Shoving back the fog in her brain, she tried for a more normal tone.  “I’ve been thinking.”
 
   He tenderly stroked her hair back from her face.  “Shhh,” he said.  “You just go to sleep, Mallory,” he ordered gently.
 
   “No,” she said as staunchly as she could manage.  She wouldn’t give into his commands this time; this was too important, and she felt that she needed to say it now, to let him know how she felt.
 
   “I want you to collar me.”  Her voice was clear and she looked him directly in the eye.
 
   Jake’s brows rose in surprise.  “Mallory,” he said gently.  “We should talk about this later.”  But she could see the yearning in his eyes.
 
   “No,” she said again.  “Jake, they only caught me because I went there to save you.  I thought that they were going to kill you.”  She gave a little shudder.  “I couldn’t bear the thought of my life without you in it, and if you need to collar me to have that, then that’s what I want to do.”
 
   “Mallory,” he said a bit harshly.  “I don’t want to collar you because you feel manipulated into it.”
 
   “But I don’t,” she insisted.  “I want to be yours.”  Then her voice went quiet.  “And I want you to be mine.”
 
   Jake looked dumbstruck, as though he could hardly believe what was happening.  But his expression quickly became closed.  “We’ll talk about this later, Mallory,” he said again.
 
   She wanted to protest, but the drugs were swirling in her brain.  She had fought it for as long as she could, but now she was being pulled under.
 
   “I love you, Jake,” she mumbled, hardly conscious of what she was saying.
 
   The last thing she heard before she fell asleep was his sharp intake of breath.
 
   It had been three weeks since Mallory had been kidnapped.  Thankfully, her arm was well on its way to being mended, and as she healed the nightmares became fewer and farther between.  She had awoken in a cold sweat more times than she could recall, panicking that she was still trapped in the dilapidated shack, afraid for her life.  But most often she revisited her fear for Jake when she had thought his life was in danger.  Her heart would twist painfully for the moments that it took him to calm her, holding her and murmuring soft reassurances as he stroked her hair.  She clung to him tightly, making sure he was real, until she finally fell back into sleep.
 
   In her waking hours, she often felt a surge of vindictive pleasure at the thought of Celeste wearing a heinous orange jumpsuit in jail.  Mallory had managed to break her nose, and there weren’t any plastic surgeons in prison.  And Celeste wasn’t about to get out on bail after the stunt that she had pulled.
 
   As much as Mallory was thrilled to find herself happily safe and sound with Jake, she was troubled.  She had been hazy when she had first been released from the hospital, but she could still recall her insisting that Jake collar her.  And that she had confessed that she loved him.  He had said nothing about it since, and she was beginning to think that he might never say anything.  Did he not want her in that way anymore?  He had hardly touched her in the past weeks.  He claimed that it was because he was waiting for her to heal, but what if he was just keeping her around out of guilt for what had happened to her?
 
   And so today a mixture of apprehension and excitement filled her as she found herself being led into Jake’s dungeon for the first time since her kidnapping.  Would this be their last session together before he let her go?
 
   As Jake led her through the door by both hands, he gently rubbed the palms of her hands with his thumbs.  His brow was furrowed with concern.
 
   “What’s wrong, Mallory?”  He asked earnestly, anxiously, as he sat down beside her on the huge iron bed.
 
   “Nothing,” she said as dismissively as she could, not willing to confess her concerns.  She couldn’t bear it if she laid bare her soul just to have him callously ignore her words again.
 
   His eyes turned a hard, sapphire blue.  He roughly grasped her hair at her nape and sharply jerked her head back, forcing her to meet his gaze.  “What have I told you about lying to me, sub?”  His voice was soft and dangerous.
 
   Mallory swallowed against the sudden dryness in her throat.  She couldn’t deny him, not when he used that dominant tone; the submissive in her instinctively complied.  “You… You haven’t mentioned collaring me again,” she began hesitantly.  Her voice turned strangled as she fought back tears.  “You’ve been so distant since…  I’m worried that you don’t want me anymore,” she finally confessed in a whisper.
 
   Jake let out a low growl, his grip on her hair turning almost painfully tight as he shook her slightly.  “Do you know how hard it’s been for me to resist you these past weeks?”  He demanded, an angry edge to his voice.  “I didn’t want to hurt you, Mallory.  Did you think I was lying?”
 
   “Um,” she practically squeaked under his scrutiny.  “Yes.”
 
   Mercifully, his hard expression softened.  “I won’t ever lie to you, Mallory; a good Dom doesn’t lie to his sub.”  His gaze turned a bit reproving.  “And a good sub doesn’t lie to her Master.”
 
   Mallory’s jaw dropped slightly at the term “Master.”  Did he truly still want to possess her?  A pang shot through her heart as she realized anew how badly she wanted to be his.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir,” she said quickly, dropping her eyes as guilt shot through her.  She found in that moment that she was truly bothered by his disapproval at her disobedience.  Wonder at the change in her since she met him skittered across her mind; her pride never would have tolerated such demands by any other man.  But she found that she didn’t care.  Indeed, the idea of obeying Jake lit a warm glow in her, making her pussy throb.  She blushed slightly at her reaction, keeping her eyes downcast.
 
   Jake released her hair, but then his strong fingers were firmly gripping her chin, bringing her gaze back to his.  Looking deeply into her eyes, lines of worry etched his face.
 
   “Mallory,” he said her name solemnly, his voice laced with apprehension.  “You told me that you wanted me to collar you.  Did you really mean it?”
 
   Her eyes widened and she took in a sharp breath.  “Yes,” she answered, sincere.
 
   Jake breathed deeply before speaking.  “You have no idea how I have longed to hear you say that,” he said softly, wonderingly.  “But before you can accept, you need to know what it involves.”
 
   His tone turned a bit brusque, business-like.  “A collar is a serious commitment, a symbol that you belong to me.  I will demand your complete obedience, and you will be punished if you defy me.  Do you understand that, Mallory?”
 
   “Yes…” she said, a bit hesitantly.  “But only in the bedroom,” she said staunchly.  Then her eyes sparkled playfully.  “Or in the dungeon.”
 
   He grinned roguishly.  “Or wherever I want to take you.”  His voice turned more serious.  “But I would never expect you to be my submissive outside of our sexual relationship.”  He tenderly cupped her face.  “I want you to challenge me, Mallory.  I love your spirit and your fire.  I would never make any demands of you that you weren’t comfortable with.  Do you trust me?”
 
   She thought of how he had so skillfully seduced her, never pushing her further than she could handle.  “Yes,” she breathed.  “Unequivocally.”
 
   He ran a gentle thumb over her cheekbone.  “I need one final test before I can collar you,” he said softly.  “Do you remember your safe words?”
 
   A tremor ran through Mallory.  What did he have planned?  Not trusting her voice, she simply gave him a shaky nod.  The corners of his lips quirked up in a pleased smile, but there was a hint of cruelty to the twist of it.  Mallory shuddered, but she wasn’t sure if it was from fear or pleasurable anticipation.
 
   Standing abruptly, Jake took her by the hand and yanked her up with him, all gentleness gone.  He grabbed the hem of her dress and roughly pulled it up over her head before reaching around her to swiftly unclasp her bra.  Her nipples pebbled in the suddenly cool air, and her cheeks heated as he exposed her so efficiently, almost impersonally.  He pulled her panties down, and she compliantly stepped out of them, kicking off her sandals at the same time.  
 
   Then Jake strode across the room at a quick pace.  His strong fingers were curled around her forearm, and he half-dragged her to the corner of the room.  A pair of leather cuffs dangled from a chain directly above her head.  Mallory tried to swallow back her rising fear as he jerked her arms straight up over her head until they were fully extended.
 
   “Don’t move.”  His voice was harsh, commanding.  Mallory stood still as a statue, her muscles tensed.  He grabbed her wrist, his towering height making it easy for him to reach the cuffs.  He swiftly encircled one wrist in a cuff and then the other, bucking them tightly.  A pleasurable shudder rippled through her at the feeling of being restrained, of being completely bared for him, at his mercy.  And she prayed that he would be merciful; she had no idea what he had planned.
 
   There was a clanking sound behind her, and she felt herself being inexorably pulled upward, her body being stretched taut as she was forced onto her tiptoes.  The pulling on her wrists was a bit uncomfortable, but the cuffs were lined with soft cloth, so the feeling wasn’t unbearable.  So long as she didn’t drop back on her heels.
 
   She jerked at the sudden contact of Jake’s gentle hand stroking down her spine.  His breath was hot on her neck as he whispered in her ear.  “I need you to prove that you trust me, and that I can trust you.  Remember your safe words, Mallory.”
 
   Why did he keep repeating that?
 
   There was a coolness on her skin as his warmth left her, and she shivered.  For a moment, there was nothing.  Then, a whooshing sound cut through the air.  It seemed to last an eternity before the single-tail whip flicked across her ass.  The sound of it hitting her was barely perceptible, but she hissed in a sharp breath at the sting, more intense than any spanking or even the flogger; the zap was concentrated, a small but powerful lick of pain.  Before she could fully process it, the whip whispered through the air again, and she couldn’t hold back an answering cry of pain as it made contact with her right leg.  If the pain on her ass had been intense, it was magnified threefold when it hit the sensitive skin of her upper thigh.  Despite her cries, the tail of the whip continued to relentlessly lick at her legs in an unpredictable rhythm, never falling into a discernible pattern.  Every hit was a small line of fire.
 
   Tears began to roll down her cheeks.  Why didn’t he stop?  He had always been so in tune with her needs before.  Couldn’t he see that she had reached her limit?
 
   “Remember your safe words, Mallory.”
 
   She understood: he needed her to communicate with him, to tell him that she couldn’t take any more.  He had to trust her to use her safe words, and she had to trust him to stop.
 
   “Red!”  She cried out in her moment of realization.
 
   The hits stopped immediately, and she let out a sob of relief.  She heard the whip clatter to the floor behind her, and Jake was instantly in front of her, his arms encircling her.  He ran a gentle hand down her back.
 
   “Good girl,” he murmured, over and over again until her sniffling ceased.
 
   He pulled back from her after a moment, tenderly wiping the tears from her cheeks.  “Do you understand now, Mallory?”  He asked softly.  “I own your body, but you ultimately hold all of the power.”
 
   The idea warmed her; she had never thought of it that way.  But now it was so obvious.  She nodded firmly, no longer trembling.
 
   He smiled approvingly and then ran his hands slowly up her arms.  When they reached her wrists, he released her from her cuffs.  She stumbled a bit as she fell back onto her heels, and he caught her in his strong arms.  But rather than helping her stand upright, he gently lowered her to the floor, until she was on her knees.  He released her and stood, looking down at her with warm approval.  And she gazed up at him, totally lost in the moment; it felt so right to be at his feet, demonstrating her full submission.
 
   Jake reached into his pocket, and her eyes locked on the object in his hand: her collar.  It was black, a thin band of leather that dipped down to a graceful point where it would rest at the hollow of her throat.  A small silver ring hung from the center.  It jangled melodically as Jake held the collar out to her, allowing her to examine it.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she breathed as she ran tentative fingers over the sleek leather.
 
   Jake grinned.  “Then it suits you perfectly.”
 
   She flushed in pleasure at the compliment.
 
   His expression turned serious, his dark blue eyes locking her in place.  “Do you agree to be my submissive, Mallory?  To obey me completely?  And to accept any pleasure or pain that I choose to give you?”
 
   She wanted to belong to him more fiercely that she had ever wanted anything.  And now she knew that in being his collared submissive, he would belong to her as well.  “Yes,” she breathed, caught up in his intense gaze.
 
   “Lift up your hair,” he ordered.
 
   She gathered up her thick locks, twisting them into a ponytail and then holding her hair to the back of her head with both hands, exposing her neck.  He reached forward slowly, both of them savoring the moment as the cool leather encircled her neck.  He secured it by pushing a metal hook through a hole at the back of the collar.  Then he reached into his pocked again and pulled out something small and silver: a tiny, delicate padlock.  She was mesmerized by it, licking her lips unconsciously as it glinted in the dim light of the room.  His hands were at her nape, and there was a small, satisfying snick as the padlock locked around the metal hook, ensuring that the collar was securely fastened around her neck.  A shiver ran through her at the sound, her nipples hardening and her clit throbbing.
 
   Jake traced the line of the collar with gentle fingers, sending pleasure rippling across her skin at the contact.  He pulled his hands back from her slowly, reluctantly, before turning sharply away from her.
 
   “Come,” he ordered simply, taking a step towards the bed.
 
   With difficulty, Mallory scrambled to her feet.  Jake glanced back at her, his hard gaze freezing her in place.  “I didn’t say you could stand,” he reprimanded her.  “Crawl.”
 
   Mallory’s mouth opened and closed a few times, but her flare of pride was quelled by his reproving stare, one eyebrow quirked expectantly.  Swallowing, she dropped to her hands and knees.  He turned away from her again and continued his progress across the room, expecting her to follow.  Despite the fact that this humiliating situation grated on her, she couldn’t deny the growing wetness between her legs as she crawled after him.
 
   When she finally reached the edge of the bed, Jake roughly grabbed her by her hips and threw her onto the mattress.  She lay on her back, panting in need as she looked up at him.  Hastily, as though he couldn’t do it fast enough, Jake began unbuttoning his collared shirt, roughly pulling it off before unzipping his slacks.  Mallory licked her lips as she took in his glorious physique: his corded arms, the hard planes of his chest, and the dusky trail of hair leading down to his impressive cock.  When she finally met his gaze, she was startled to see that he studied her hungrily; there was a need in his eyes that answered her own. 
 
   Despite the heat that she saw there, when he spoke, his voice was cold.  “On your hands and knees, sub,” he ordered.
 
   She obeyed with alacrity, arching her back and offering herself to him.  Without any warning or preparation, he drove into her, his thick cock sliding easily into her wet pussy.  She cried out in shock and pleasure at the sudden intrusion.  But he gave her no time to adjust, to prepare herself.  His hand came down sharply on her ass as he thrust into her, and her sex answered by contracting around him.  She let out a small whimper in reaction, completely overwhelmed by his rough handling of her body.
 
   Never slowing his hard, fast rhythm, Jake bent forward over her and slid his fingers under her collar at her nape, pulling it back slightly in time with his thrusts.  The sudden tightness of the collar restricted her breathing, and she soon became light-headed from more than just the pleasure pervading her body.
 
   Then his free hand was at her dark hole, his large index finger pressing against it.  Slowly increasing the pressure, he worked his finger inside, pumping in and out shallowly at first, but inexorably going deeper and deeper.  Mallory mewled at the intrusion.  The sensations in her ass were undeniably pleasurable, but it was the penetration of both of her holes that made her pussy clench in delight as Jake physically declared his ownership of all of her body.
 
   Her orgasm was swiftly building within her, and Jake’s hand firmly grasped the back of her collar, his fist tightening as he neared his own release.
 
   “Wait, sub,” he ordered through gritted teeth.  “Wait…”  He slammed his cock and his finger into her at the same time.  “Now!”  He groaned.  Mallory exploded around him, milking his cock as he emptied his hot seed into her.  He released her collar at the same time, and the rush of oxygen back to her head made her eyes roll back in bliss as she rode the high, her entire body trembling, tingling as she floated into blackness.
 
   She didn’t know how much time passed until she came back to reality.  She could feel his hard body pressed against her breasts, their legs intertwined.  Her eyes fluttered open, and her vision was filled with Jake’s smiling visage.
 
   “Welcome back, sub,” he said, clearly pleased with her visceral reaction to his thorough fucking.  Her entire body felt light, and she was more content than she could ever remember being in her life. 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” she said, the term coming to her lips naturally.
 
   Jake’s smile widened to a grin, his eyes glowing.  “I love you, Mallory Williams,” he said earnestly.
 
   Joy bloomed within her as an answering grin spread across her face.  Then she said something that she never would have imagined herself saying as she had first driven up to his plantation on that fateful first evening: “I love you too, Jake Cleary.”
 
   He hooked his index finger through the ring at the front of her collar, pulling her sharply towards him so that he could crush his lips to hers.  She sighed into him as he kissed her fiercely, branding her as his for forever.
 
    
 
   The End
 
   I would like to thank all of you, lovely readers, for your enthusiastic support of this series!  I hope you have enjoyed the kinky ride as much as I have!  If you ever want to get in touch, you can find me at juliasykes.blogspot.co.uk or email me directly at juliasykes193@gmail.com .
 
    
 
   Check out my Dark Submission series!
 
   Switched (#0.5)
Dangerous Desires (#1)
Bratting (#1.5)
Secret Submissive (#2) (coming soon!)
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