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Аннотация
A common enemy. A secret untold. One dark and handsome man determined to despise. One inexperienced, innocent, shy woman swept into a life she cannot control. Both pawns in a torturous game that will bind them together or tear them apart . . . forever.
When Ashton is left orphaned after her parents are murdered, her life becomes a hell she could never have imagined. Left to fend for herself, and responsible for a debt she doesn�t owe, she is swept into a life as a gentleman�s escort at a private men�s gaming hall. Her new manager makes it abundantly clear he doesn�t appreciate her inexperience, innocence, and shyness. On the contrary, he despises everything about her.
Derek can be �difficult,� she�s been told. And however dark and handsome he may be, he terrifies her in a way that chills her to the bone, but leaves her begging to understand him. As they are pulled along together, more secrets and threats than either one could ever conceive are revealed, and a common enemy emerges. This enemy will stop at nothing to bring Derek to his knees while using Ashton as the greatest pawn in his torturous game.
Will Derek be able to let down his shield of cold, harsh emotion before it�s too late? Will he be able to sacrifice himself to save Ashton, or will they both be destroyed by the secrets of their pasts?


The Devil�s Pawn
Elizabeth Finn


Dedication

To Georgia, thank you for being my very first fan and taking a gamble on this story. LSB has been a joy to work with. What an awesome experience.

Chapter 1

The dark-eyed man looks me over slowly from top to toe. I�m too terrified to look at him, but as he finishes his tour of my naked body, I can feel his eyes penetrating mine. His gaze is unrelenting, and as the other two men who just entered the room with him look me over and then ignore me, he continues to keep his eyes trained on me. My own, however, are glued to his shoulder, where I can see him watching me, but safely avoid the hatred that seethes from his face.
Mr. Grayson, the man who brought me to this interview room ten minutes ago before ordering me to strip, then follows the three men in and closes the door behind them. He finally asks me to sit. I turn to find my seat, and my head moves back around to the waiting group as I lower myself to the chair. I make the mistake of meeting the dark-eyed man�s gaze. As my eyes lock on his, it is the last semblance of control I have over them for the entirety of our meeting. I�m caught in his view, unable to look away but not wanting to hold his eyes. He�s terrifyingly beautiful, but harsh. His eyes are dark and piercing. His expression is hateful. He does not like me, and he is making it well understood he is no friend of mine.
When he breaks my gaze, it is only long enough to glare at Mr. Grayson, but I take the opportunity to suck in a deep breath of relaxing air, hoping desperately to regain my bearings. The other men are blessedly ignoring me. Why on earth will he not do the same? I pray quickly that I won�t end up working for this man. The fear would be paralyzing. Why should I assume so much about this man that I don�t even know? The expression in his eyes is harsh and demanding. He doesn�t like me, of that I�m certain, and as his eyes return to mine, I realize quickly my assumptions were correct.
�This must be a fucking joke.� His eyes hold mine as he insults me to my face with no regard for my dignity whatsoever.
Mr. Grayson laughs easily before he responds, �On the contrary. It is no joke. She is our newest employee, and one of you will need to make room for her on your floor.�
Dark-eyed man snorts derisively as my gaze flits away from his quickly, managing to find a moment�s reprieve from his glare.
But Mr. Grayson isn�t done speaking. �Oh� and another treat.� He�s being sarcastic. �She�s a virgin.� His smile says, �eat shit,� to the dark-eyed man.
I can see Mr. Grayson is enjoying dark-eyed man�s resentment at my presence. And while I can�t possibly understand the dynamic of this group, it would seem Mr. Grayson�s taunting hatred is being saved solely for the dark-eyed man. The other two men are calm and, for all intents and purposes, bored.
Mr. Grayson continues with a glint in his eye directed toward dark-eyed man. �So what do you say? Who wants her?�
Mr. Grayson eyes the dark-eyed man, challenging him to respond, and dark-eyed man wastes no time. �Not a chance. I�m not interested in raping virgins.�
�No one forced her to be here.� Then, turning his eyes to me, Mr. Grayson asks, �Are you here of your own accord, dear?�
I nod, letting my eyes drop to my lap quickly. The dark-eyed man snorts, and as my eyes dart to him, I regret it instantly as he pins me to my chair with his searing stare once again.
For the first time, the dark-eyed man speaks directly to me, and I instantly wish I could disappear. �You�re here to pay a debt, I assume?� I nod, and he continues. �Is this debt your own?� I shake my head, and he continues again. �Whose debt do you carry?�
�My father�s,� I whisper at a nearly inaudible level, but the men sitting in front of me hear me just fine.
They all continue to look at me steadily while the dark-eyed man holds my eyes, refusing to let go of my gaze. �And your dear father, where is he now? Prison, abandoned you perhaps?�
I continue to look into the bottomless pits of his eyes, powerless to look away, but my voice is stuck in my throat, refusing to come out. This man is dangerously close to my secret, and I�m not sure I could deny him the truth if he asked for it.
After long seconds of waiting for my response, he snaps, and I jump. �Speak!�
�Dead�� My eyes finally drop from his, unable to hold his stare any longer.
But I can feel his eyes still on me as I gulp deep breaths of air, begging my body not to turn into a quivering leaf in front of these men. My skin prickles in goose bumps at his intrusive stare, but I�m frozen in place, unable to move, much less look at him. Mr. Grayson offers a less than sincere apology as I nod imperceptibly.
The dark-eyed man finally pulls his eyes from me and speaks to Mr. Grayson, blessedly leaving me alone for the time being. �No one is here of their own choosing, least of all her. And in case you haven�t noticed, she doesn�t belong here.�
My eyes flit up to him before I can stop them, just to see that he�s returned his gaze to me and has abandoned his comment to Mr. Grayson.
But Mr. Grayson hasn�t given up the conversation, and his next statement stops any further argument on the matter. �Well, Derek, I�m so sorry you feel that way.� The feigned sympathy is an obvious insult without a shred of authenticity. �I don�t really feel like juggling women around between the floors, and as the only man here with an opening on his floor, she�s going to be your responsibility whether you like it or not. Do us all a favor and try not to take your disappointment at my decision out on the poor girl.�
Mr. Grayson eyes the dark-eyed man, Derek, coolly; he�s enjoying his torment. As I watch the dark-eyed Derek return a glare filled with hatred and loathing of this man, it becomes quite obvious these two men are not friends. Derek continues to eye Mr. Grayson with a venomous glare for many long and uncomfortable moments, saying nothing at all.
Finally, Mr. Grayson gives one final order. �You�ll have six weeks to get her ready for the floor, and I expect you to do just that. Fuck her, train her, break her in. I expect her working and making money in a month and a half.�
Dark-eyed Derek will indeed be my boss; my worst nightmare has just come true. The other men return their eyes to Derek, who is now seething with hatred not only for me, but Mr. Grayson as well. I stare at his shoulder, unable to look up at his eyes, which have now returned to me.
Mr. Grayson stands and approaches me, leaning down to my ear, and as he turns his head to meet Derek�s eyes, he speaks in my ear. �Now let�s see that pretty little pussy of yours. Scoot your bottom to the edge of the seat and lean back in the chair.�
Terror sets in as I slowly fight my willpower and force my body into position. I have no idea what Mr. Grayson has in mind, but I�m already utterly naked and exposed, and I can�t imagine how much more terrifying this situation can get. I find out soon enough it can get a whole lot worse.
As Derek continues to glare, Mr. Grayson continues speaking in my ear, �Now open your legs wide and spread your cunt lips for Derek. Let him see what he�ll be working with.�
I hesitate. Of course I hesitate! This is what I signed up for, but I can barely breathe, let alone touch myself the way he�s asking. Derek continues to stare at me with not so much as an inkling of interest in my body, but a small universe of hatred boiling behind his eyes. When I fail to heed Mr. Grayson�s request, Derek snorts a derisive snort at him before continuing to hate me with his eyes.
Mr. Grayson leans back down to my ear and speaks once more. �If I have to spread those lips myself, I will, and if I touch your cunt, there�s no guarantee I�ll stop there. Derek may own you now, but I own Derek, and you�ll do best to remember that. There is nothing to stop me from indulging in you, and unless you want me to do Derek�s job for him and take your virginity in front of these good gentlemen, which I�m more than happy to do, I suggest you do what I tell you.�
I don�t like Mr. Grayson. His words send a shiver through my body, and there is a cruelty to his behavior that is insidious and cold. Derek regards him with a tightly set jaw while the other men look on, waiting for me to respond. And I do. Perhaps Derek was right after all. This feels far less like a choice, and far more like forced humiliation.
I reach down with one hand, and using my middle and index fingers, I gently pull the skin surrounding my sex apart. Mr. Grayson whispers �good girl� in my ear before standing and moving away from me. Derek glances briefly at my exposed vagina before returning his eyes to mine with a now bored look on his face. He�s obviously not impressed. The two other men in the room have been sitting idly by watching the events unfold, but with little interest. It�s a glaring reminder that these types of interviews likely occur often here, and while this might be the most terrifying day of my life, it is just another bland day in their world.
Mr. Grayson looks at one of the men, a staunch and thick looking man, and speaks. �Aaron, why don�t you check her over for us, will you?�
Aaron stands and approaches me. He�s not at all handsome, and he�s terrifyingly big. He�s more ogre than man, and as he leans over me from the side of the chair, my heart hammers in my chest. He reaches a large, thick hand out to my waiting body. I inadvertently recoil for a moment before I remember I won�t win any points for being frigid. I need this job whether I want it or not. I force myself to hold still as Derek continues to watch me, and as the ugly man touches my exposed vagina, I freeze in fear and swallow hard over the lump in my throat.
He presses one very fat finger into my vagina as I gasp at the intrusion. My expression, if my emotions are reaching my face at all, must look absolutely disgusted. His finger fills my entry and distends the skin of my hole. It�s uncomfortable, and the sight of his finger in my body makes me want to vomit. He slides his finger in and out of my entry as the men regard the sight of me being finger-fucked by him, and as I look up, I catch Derek�s tongue pass quickly over his bottom lip as he focuses on my penetration. But whatever thought passed through his mind is gone in an instant as he catches me watching him, and the look of abject hatred firmly returns to his face.
The ugly man finally finishes with my body and thankfully moves away from me as I breathe a desperate sigh of relief. He looks at Derek and comments, �She�s tight as hell. Not sure what�s not to like about that cunt.�
Derek returns the comment, not taking his eyes off mine. �How about the fact that that cunt has never been fucked? I don�t have any interest in virgins, least of all those with small tits that look more like a boy than a woman.�
He watches me as humiliation floods my body. I can feel my cheeks flush, and the first twitches of impending tears hit my eyes as I try very hard to restrain the emotion that threatens to boil over and leave me sobbing in front of these men. I cannot allow that to happen.
Mr. Grayson dismisses Derek�s comments as he stands to leave, and as he reaches the door of the room, he turns back to me once more, still sitting with my legs spread wide and my fingers on my vagina. �It was good to meet you, Ashton Monroe. Can�t wait to get into that tight little pussy of yours. Once Derek�s broken you in, I think I�ll make him watch as I fuck you.� And with an evil wink, he exits the room.
The moment he�s gone from the room, I right my body, close my legs, and clasp my hands in my lap in a pathetic attempt at modesty. With Mr. Grayson gone, ugly Aaron speaks to Derek first. �Don�t know why you�re pushing back so hard on this one. She�s gonna feel like a fucking vise grip when you fuck her.�
Derek returns the comment with his irritation and anger still showing. �Like I said, she doesn�t belong here. She�s a fucking virgin.�
�Well, if you do your damn job, by tomorrow, she won�t be, and not all men prefer experienced, voluptuous, loud sluts. Some of them actually like a docile whore.�
Derek bites back at that comment. �Yeah, the type of men who like to dominate women.�
Now it�s Aaron�s turn to retort. �Like you? Like every other man who walks through our doors. Is there suddenly something wrong with dominant men around here?�
In a voice just a bit too loud for the room, Derek responds, �The type of men that will be attracted to her are not the type of clients that we want. She�s too small, and she�s not the least bit feminine. She�s shy, she�s quiet � hell, she practically looks like a child. She will attract men that want to victimize and humiliate her. Our other women are bold, brazen, and slutty as hell. They are the very definition of a whore, and they can take care of themselves.� Nodding a disgruntled head in my direction, he adds in an even louder voice that borders on yelling, �She can�t!�
�Well then, I guess you�ll just have to do your job and look out for her.� This comes from the quiet man who hasn�t spoken a word yet and has been sitting benignly by watching the events unfold.
�I have better things to do with my time than babysit a child.� He gives me one more disgusted look and a shake of the head before leaving without another comment.
I�m left sitting naked in the room with ugly Aaron and quiet man. Ugly Aaron gives me one final appraising look before exiting the room. Quiet man decides now is the time to make his introduction. He is brown-haired, tall, and easy to look at. His eyes are soft and gentle, and his voice is calm and pleasant. The look in his eyes reassures me that he means me no harm. He hands me my folded clothing, asking me to dress.
As I take the clothes and start pulling them back on, so thankful for the security they bring, the man speaks. �My name is Frederick. Welcome to Trimbles, Ashton. I�d tell you Derek will warm up to you, but he doesn�t really do warm. But regardless of how he behaved today, you should breathe easy for the time being.� I watch and listen to Frederick as I hastily dress. �As you may have noticed, Derek and Grayson have a past � they don�t particularly like one another. In fact, it�s probably more than fair to say they despise one another. The reason behind that is of little consequence to you, and as you may have also gathered, Mr. Grayson absolutely used you to get at Derek. Derek wants nothing to do with you, and I�m sorry for that. He can be � difficult; but, for all of Mr. Grayson�s scheming, he failed to realize that he put you in exactly the place you need to be. You�re in good hands with Derek, even if that may be difficult to see. He�s fair, and he�ll look after you � whether he wants to or not.� He gives me one final nod before standing to exit. As he reaches the door, he turns to me once more. �You know, Derek�s right. You�ll attract attention. Whether it ends up being the right kind of attention remains to be seen. He might have been harsh in making that clear to you, but it�s a fact you need to understand.� And with that, he�s out the door.
* * *
As I sit in the room alone waiting for whatever will happen next, I replay the events of the last week. Tumultuous and terrifying ordeals are not new to me at this point. When the men, thugs for all intents and purposes, caught up to me at the waitressing gig I had just landed a mere two weeks prior, I bolted out the back door. Don�t get me wrong, waitressing was not my forte, and within the first week alone, I�d managed to spill a drink in a man�s lap, forgot to turn in a customer�s order, and served countless people countless wrong meals. It was not my calling. So, perhaps I should have been happy to see the men, the mysterious strangers who always seem to catch me off guard when I least expect it. But I�m never happy to see them. They come with heavy fists and threats, and they are never a welcome sight.
Granted, being a lousy waitress wasn�t making me any decent money whatsoever. So, they were no doubt unhappy I couldn�t make the payments they so undeservedly expected me to pay for my father�s debt�as though it�s my fault my father gambled away every last cent he ever earned before becoming indebted to the tune of five million dollars plus. When our little meeting turned into a business proposition, I will admit I was shocked. Usually, our �meetings� turned into me being used as a punching bag for ten minutes or so, followed by me promising to try harder to make my payments, yada, yada, yada. Oddly though, this meeting was actually just that, and while it started with me kicking and screaming and them cramming me in the back of a car with overly darkened windows, it ended in a decidedly different manner�and I without a bruise on me. Well, that was a first.
The proposition was simple enough. I would become a gentlemen�s escort. I almost laughed at the idea, but fortunately managed to rein in my tongue, which does manage to get away from me at times. They were dead serious, and I was equally shocked. I�m not escort material. I�m five feet two when I�m not slouching, I�m pale, and I burn rather than tan, and while my skin is even and flawless, it looks childish and immature given my lack of cosmetic know-how. My best feature is my hair, and while other women look at it enviously, they have no idea what a nightmare natural ringlets can be. I keep my hair long, if for no other reason than it allows me to pull it back easily. My locks are auburn, and I ignore them as much as possible. We don�t get along, and when I pay too much attention to my oh-so-enviable curls, they tend to rebel, and I end up looking like a scarecrow. The rest of me is easy to miss. I have a slight build, which I think means not the least bit womanly whatsoever�at least according to my new boss. It shows in my small boobs�an A cup when I stick my chest out�my small hips, and the fact that I weigh barely over one hundred pounds after a big meal.
So, when Derek insulted me by telling me that I looked like a boy, he really was just telling me the same thing I�ve always known, and, quite frankly, have heard before in my long and depressing twenty-two years on this earth�I�m not beautiful enough for any man to desire. I get it, loud and clear, thank you, mean man with dark eyes, who hates my guts and will now be forced to have sex with me! But it doesn�t stop me from feeling a certain degree of relief anyway.
When the men approached me with the business proposition, I might have nearly laughed at them, but I have to admit, I was intrigued. The women work three to four evenings a week for five to six hours at most, and they make ridiculously good money. So good in fact, that, if I could pull it off, I could be free of the thugs in five years� time. There was also the fact that they live in luxurious apartments at Trimbles, the gentlemen�s gaming hall on the Upper East Side of Manhattan where the women work as escorts. How this translates to me: no more sleeping in dirty old hotels or, worse, on the streets when I can�t afford a roof over my head. The past five years have been filled with nothing but my constant search for food, money, clothing, shelter, and security. And Trimbles provides all of that on top of a handsome salary. I just have to sleep with men for a living. How hard can that be? It can�t possibly be more difficult than sleeping on the streets, can it?
It�s not as if my life has always been so disastrous. Five years ago, I had parents, a home, an education, clothes, even friends, but that was all lost in an instant. While the secret of how it was all lost will die with me to protect my own well-being, I will also fight tooth and nail to free myself from the proverbial ties that bind me to my well-kept secret. I�ve been left with an exorbitant debt, not my own, payable to ruthless animals who would see me dead before they see me fail them. But it is these very thugs who have recommended Trimbles as a way out for me. They see money, but I see security, safety, a warm, dry bed, and, perhaps at long last, freedom.
I was granted an interview, to my great surprise, and arrived only an hour ago to the impressive twenty-five-story building that houses Trimbles. When I met Mr. Grayson, I hated him instantly. Mid-fifties, if I�m guessing, tall, handsome, but ruthless. There was a glint in his eyes that told me he is not to be trusted, and he is the first inkling I had that, while this life may offer a warm place to sleep and a good paycheck, it will not offer even a shred of humanity. When he told me to strip as he left me in the room I�m now waiting in, I panicked for the first time. How can I do this? I�m a virgin, and up to this point, I assumed that I�d remain one until the thugs decided beating me to a pulp had lost its appeal and fucking me might get their point across more effectively. I suppose I should be grateful I�ll lose that part of myself here, rather than in some dirty old run-down house that they seemed so intent on dragging me to for our little �meetings.�
But when dark-eyed Derek entered the room along with ugly Aaron and kind Frederick, I almost bolted naked through the door. Now, here I am, apparently hired�for some unknown reason�and given to a man that terrifies me more than any other I�ve ever met, and who, let�s face it, hates me despicably. But he�s quite beautiful, mid-thirties, tall and lean, no doubt strong and fit. His features are exceptional. His hair is as dark as his eyes, thick and perfectly disheveled. He�s beautiful, but intimidating. He looks like a model, quite frankly, just a very, very scary one. It�s the intimidation oozing from him that terrifies me most. Were I not so afraid of him, I�m sure I�d find him incredibly appealing, but he�s just so damn terrifying, and regardless of what Frederick has told me of him, I don�t sense at all I�m in good hands. Then again, the last five years of my life have been as much hell as I hope to experience in this lifetime. Surely I can handle a bit of sex for money. This must be better than starving on the streets, waiting to die at the hands of criminals. But even as I do my best to convince myself I can handle this, my resolve waivers. I�m scared, really scared.

Chapter 2

�I�m sooooooo sorry you�ve been waiting! I can�t believe Mr. Pennington didn�t tell me to come get you! Thank God I ran into Frederick in the hall, otherwise you�d have been here all night! When I mentioned it to Mr. Pennington, he just shrugged and � well, he can be a jerk. Frederick said you�ve been waiting for nearly two hours, but I�m here now!� The beautiful blonde now standing in front of me took less than a millisecond to enter the room and say all of that. What an incredible talent she has!
The woman pulls me into an instant hug. She�s the epitome of what Derek was referring to when he spoke of the �whores� who work at Trimbles. She is extremely blonde, extremely voluptuous, and extremely beautiful. She�s far taller than I, her makeup is done perfectly, and the dress she wears hugs her curves like a glove. She walks with confidence and exudes feminine charm. I am nothing like this woman, but she doesn�t seem to care in the least that I�m completely out of place here in my jeans and flat shoes. Instead, she instantly accepts me and is ready to be my very best friend. She introduces herself as Liz as she walks me from the room. She talks animatedly about how happy she is to have a new face in the house, and she starts speed talking as we walk to the elevator, overwhelming me with every last detail of information she thinks I will need to know.
Apparently, the men of the houses are addressed as sir or mister, and our particular mister is a �Pennington � Derek Pennington.� Good to know. Apparently the man of a floor has complete control of the women in his charge. He decides everything from the clothes that are appropriate for her to wear, to the men she will sleep with. The man of a given floor has every right to use his women as he sees fit. They do so regularly, and are, in fact, expected to�quality control of a sort. The only exception is when a woman is working. A house manager is not to have sex with his women twelve hours before or after she has been with a client. A house manager from another floor may choose to use a woman not under his charge, but it is ultimately up to her own house manager whether the other house manager will be allowed to use her. I shudder to think of ugly Aaron touching me again, and I pray silently I won�t ever be handed over to him.
Trimbles occupies the top five floors of the twenty-five-story building, and our particular floor is the very top level. As we exit the elevator, we enter a long corridor with very high ceilings. It looks like a five-star hotel, except there are only perhaps five doors on each side of the corridor in a space that would likely contain twice as many rooms were it a hotel. Liz walks me to the far end of the hall, and we enter a large expansive area through a set of French doors. The room beyond is open with the same tall ceilings. It is a living room of sorts. Furniture is arranged in a central area and faces an expansive entertainment center with the very latest high-tech gadgetry. There are two sectional sofas that create a sort of horseshoe design meant to accommodate a group comfortably.
Off to the side of the living area is a pool table and sound system. Behind that space is a large dining room with an oversized dining room table that can fit twelve comfortably. Beside the dining area is an expansive kitchen, open to the rest of the great room. It is, like everything else in the room, designed with the highest-end appliances and cabinetry. On the other side of the kitchen is a media space with more seating. This corner of the great room sits on the outside corner of the building, and the two expansive walls of the building meet here, but the expansive walls are actually walls of windows offering an incredibly amazing view of the city. The room in its entirety is larger than most houses I�ve been in, and is appointed far more impressively than any home I�ve ever seen. My world consists of dark, cheap hotel rooms that smell, a different room every night as I move around constantly. This home will be mine, and whatever nightmares I endure here, I will at least have a warm, clean, and dry place to sleep.
Liz explains this is our common living space. The individual rooms assigned to the women are large bedrooms with their own bathrooms, but the living space is shared. Mr. Pennington�s space is on the opposite end of the long corridor and is a full apartment with a living space and kitchen of its own. After showing me around the kitchen and touring the great room, she escorts me along the corridor to what will be my room. It is directly opposite Mr. Pennington�s apartment and is the last room available on the floor. That leaves eight women living on this floor. There are six rooms along one side of the corridor, mine included, and on the opposite side of the corridor is Mr. Pennington�s apartment, and then the short side corridor that houses the elevators, and then two more rooms and the great room.
As we enter my room, I see that my bags have already been brought up and placed at the foot of the bed. The room is impressive. Again, the outside wall is one expansive window from the floor to the high ceiling. There are drapes that can be closed, but I can�t imagine what would ever make me want to block out that view. The bed is a massive king-sized contemporary platform bed that sits with its head against the window wall. It has no headboard, and the platform is designed with simple straight lines. The furniture is equally simple, but beautiful. There is a dresser, a chaise lounge and a TV mounted to the wall. The bathroom sits off the side of the room and has a double sink, large soaker tub, and separate shower. The toilet is in a small, separate private room. The expansive walk-in closet is also accessed from within the bathroom.
As we return to the bedroom, Liz sits in the chaise, and I sit on the bed nearby. It�s time to review the rules and expectations, and I wonder oddly if there is anything other than fucking me, and begrudgingly at that, that Derek will do. But Liz explains her role further when she advises me that she�s the floor�s senior escort, and it is her responsibility to help me acclimate to our house. As she reviews the rules, my heart lurches with each passing statement. She speaks as if she is speaking to anyone anywhere while reviewing the ins and outs of being an escort, and I have to remind myself that speaking about sex so overtly is quite a normal thing here, and of course, it would be.
First and foremost, we�re expected to accommodate the wishes of our clients to the extent that we can safely do so. We�re expected to have sex, vaginal and oral, at any time our client might request it during our time with them. We are also expected to have anal sex, but are only required to agree to this once every two weeks, though you can agree more often if you choose because it does pay better, and as such, women often choose to engage in this act more often than they are required. Other women, who find the act distasteful and uncomfortable, appreciate the small measure of control it affords them. I have a feeling I will fall into the latter of these categories. I�m terrified enough about having sex. Anal sex is a whole other monster for me to fear.
Women are not to orgasm unless asked to by their clients. Some like for women to orgasm, others prefer they not. Clients are required to use a condom when engaged in vaginal and anal sex. They are not to come inside a woman�s mouth. House managers are exempt from the safety precautions, as their sexual health is as managed as the escorts�. We are expected to be well groomed, and it will be up to Derek whether I keep my pubic hair or lose it altogether. The other women of the house are waxed completely, and so I should expect the same. I�m to wear dresses on the gaming room floor, when I am with Derek, and whenever I leave Trimbles. Makeup is required, but we have a spa that will handle choosing the appropriate cosmetics and hairstyle for me. I sure hope they throw in lessons as well.
We are monitored closely by cameras in our bedrooms and bathrooms, and as I follow Liz�s hand as she points up to the corner of the room, I notice, for the first time, the small, black dome mounted in the corner of the room. It is able to monitor every inch of the room. The other is mounted in the corner of the bathroom and covers all visible area in that room as well. The only areas that aren�t watched by camera are the walk-in closet and the toilet room off the bathroom.
Liz goes on to explain that Mr. Pennington has access to view the footage in real time or turn over control to the security department that monitors all working time of the women from all four houses. Mr. Pennington can�t monitor all activities of his women on any given night, and he is often in the gaming room for the better portion of the night as well, so it is the primary responsibility of the security department to monitor the activities of the women and report any problems to the appropriate house manager. It sends a chill up my spine to imagine Mr. Pennington watching my every move should he choose to do so. He could be watching my interaction with Liz at this very moment, and it is an unnerving thought I find hard to shake. However, since he seems to hate me, I�m guessing he�s doing just about anything else in the world but watching me � I hope.
Liz continues talking, moving on to Mr. Pennington and what his expectations are. It is a far less procedural and far simpler experience that she relates. There are no set rules when working with your house manager. They are all different, and so she can tell me only what she knows through her own history with him. He is cold and difficult to read. No duh� But, he isn�t violent, and he has no real interest in punishing his women. He fucks hard and always from behind, shocking given his oh-so-personable attitude. He will rarely, if ever, give his women permission to come. He also follows the house procedure to a T and uses condoms whenever he has sex with one of his women, though he�s not required to. He also refrains from coming in his women�s mouths, though as a manager, again he could choose to if he wished. But according to Liz, �his cock is impressive,� and she never leaves dissatisfied, though she always �finishes� herself off with her vibrator when she returns to her room. Again with the overt language and description. I blush furiously at her casual tone, and I haven�t the slightest idea how I�m supposed to respond. I can�t help but wonder, in my overly na�ve brain, what exactly an �impressive cock� looks like, but I terrifyingly acknowledge I�ll likely find out soon enough.
As Liz stands to leave me in my new home, I find out I�m exactly right about that fact. I�m to be in his room in an hour�

Chapter 3

As I sit in the large bathtub quickly shaving my legs�a suggestion of Liz�s�I desperately try to calm my nerves. I�ve never been a drinker, but I would do just about anything for a shot of something strong and numbing right about now. It is apparent from Liz�s approach to me that she has no idea I�m a virgin, and I decide to keep that bit of information to myself. It won�t be true come tomorrow, and I can see no point labeling myself incompetent right off the bat. I should at least be given the opportunity to earn that label, and I have no doubt whatsoever that I will. When I�m dried off and my hair is pulled back in a bun, I slip into a short white sundress, the only dress of any sort I have. Mere moments before I�m expected, I leave my room, crossing the hall to Derek�s. I knock and stand back, waiting with trembling hands and butterflies the size of birds winging violently through my stomach.
Many moments later, the door is opened, and the dark-eyed ruler of my universe stands in front of me. He is wearing the same sleek, well-tailored black dress pants he was wearing earlier in my interview, but now with no shirt, and what I�d taken to be a lean and strong body earlier in the day proves to be that and much more. His body is tight and he is well muscled. His waist is trim and flat. His chest is lightly haired in the same dark color as his head, and his pectoral muscles are highlighted perfectly by his hard nipples. He looks like a damn underwear model, and as my eyes rake his body, his eyes take in mine too. By the look on his face, he is far less impressed with my appearance than I am with his.
He stands aside, saying nothing, and allows me to enter. As I step through the door, I find I�m in another expansive room with a wall of windows along the back wall. The apartment is an open studio, but far larger and more impressive than any studio I�ve ever seen. His kitchen is open to the rest of the apartment and sits off to the left of the door. The dining room table sits in the space in front of the kitchen and opens to the living room. The wall of windows is split down the center with a wall that separates a TV-viewing area on one side from a bedroom on the other. Both are open to the rest of the apartment. Off of the bedroom is a door I can only assume is a bathroom. It�s an incredible space by any standard. The scent is clean and inviting, much more so than the look on Derek�s face.
He is glaring at me once again, and I quickly realize he still hates my guts. After looking at me for many long seconds while I stand fidgeting and biting furiously at my lip, he speaks. �Take your underwear off. Let�s get this over with.�
My mouth drops in an instant as terror seizes my body. I pause for many moments before I reach awkwardly up under the skirt of my dress and pull my underwear down my hips and to my ankles. I step out of them and hold them in my hand for lack of anything better to do with them.
He leaves for his bedroom but stops me when he realizes I�m following him. �Stay there. I don�t need you bleeding all over my sheets.�
I watch, stunned, as he moves to his bedside table, removes a tube of something, and palms a condom before walking back to where I�m waiting at his dining room table.
He looks me hard in the eyes once more. �Last chance to run.� He�s expressionless, and his words are serious.
He has no idea why or how committed I am to this decision, and in a rather characteristic slip of the tongue, I match his challenge before I can stop myself. �Don�t you want my dress off for this? It is white � wouldn�t want to get blood all over it.� Holy shit. Why can�t I ever just shut up!
And with that same expressionless glare, he responds, �I�ve seen all I care to see of your body today, and that piss-poor excuse of a dress isn�t my fucking problem.� Burn. �Now turn around and bend over the table.�
I peel my eyes from his, trying to stifle the terror that must be showing there so obviously, and I do as he tells me to. I bend over the table with my elbows on the beautiful mahogany finish, resting my palms on the cool surface. Moments later, he moves behind me. Sound and touch are the only senses I can rely on at the moment without craning my neck around, which I refuse to do, and every sound and touch I hear and feel intensifies my fear.
First, I hear his zipper lower, and my breath audibly hitches in my throat. Next, I feel his pants brush softly past my calves as the light wool fabric falls to the floor. Again, my breath falters. When the cap of the tube is popped open, I literally jump. And finally, when his hands pull my dress up the back of my thighs and his knuckles brush my skin slowly and lightly, I start to tingle all over as a recognizable warmth and wetness spreads between my legs. I can�t believe my body is responding to his lightest touch, but I have to admit, were I not terrified of this man and what was to come, I could very likely enjoy the touch of his hands, and the warmth and wetness they�ve caused.
The last touch I feel before it happens are his fingers on my virgin sex, and as they perfunctorily stroke my entry, his fingers freeze unexpectedly. He stands incredibly still, and I�m suddenly confused at the stall. With each passing second, my mind registers what has happened: he�s found my unexpected wetness, and I�m suddenly humiliated. Moments later, his fingers explore me farther, stroking lightly over my opening again before thrusting inside quickly. I gasp a shocked breath at his touch. When he withdraws from me, I can perceptibly hear his own breathing just slightly louder than before. He snaps the lid of the tube quickly back into place before setting it unused on the table next to my hand, very intentionally within my line of sight. I hear the condom packet being torn open, and then he places his hand next to mine on the table, still very intentionally within my sight, and I can see the glistening wetness left on his fingers from my body.
The blunt, and what I can only assume is �impressive,� head of his penis nudges my entry and the wetness there as my heart quickens and borders on panic, and with one last very audible exhalation of his breath, he thrusts hard into me. The pain is instantaneous and swift, and I cry out loudly and inadvertently. The pain that radiates through my insides would nearly bring me to my knees were his hips and penetration not holding me firmly in place. I can barely breathe at the feel of his body within mine. His hips are square against my bottom, and he is holding perfectly still. The invasion is complete, and as I pray for the searing pain to subside quickly, he starts to pull from me. This launches another wave of pain through my womb, and I can feel the tears start to prick at my eyes.
I will myself desperately not to cry in front of him, but I�m fighting a losing battle. As his length leaves my body, the first of my tears runs down my cheeks. But he can�t see my face, and I hope against hope I can get out of this with my dignity intact. This is not a man who will let my weakness go unnoticed, and that, above all else, is what terrifies me about him. He starts to enter me again, slowly this time, and every millimeter he moves is a piercing invasion of my tight sheath, but he is relentless and pushes to his hilt slowly and surely until he is buried completely within me again.
The next thrusts come fast and hard. He moves against me over and over, and as his movements go on ceaselessly, the pain eventually dulls to a deep ache. My tears continue to escape from my eyes, more now from the shock of the experience than anything else, and as he continues plunging and retreating over and over, my head drops between my shoulders and so, too, do my tears to the table in front of me. I�m powerless to stop them or hide them from this man, and as he sees the effect of this first, most brutal experience in the small teardrops that fall to his table, he abruptly pulls himself from my body with a growl deep in his throat. He stays panting behind me, his hand still on the table by my side before raging in my ear, �Get the fuck out!�
And I do. As he moves away from my body, I run, pulling my skirt down as I go. Once back in my room, I collapse against the door. I stay there crumpled on the floor for many minutes, but I don�t want to move. I don�t want to do anything at all except run away from this place and run away from this man. I�ve given my life over to a man who hates me, all for a five-year paycheck that will set me free from the men who will hunt me down and kill me if I fail to deliver on a debt that is not my own. My life reeks of unfairness, and I want to curse myself, curse him, and anyone else that stands in my way. But instead of yelling at Derek or myself, I slowly move to the bathroom and run a bath.
I hurt, and sitting on the side of the tub is uncomfortable, but the pain dulls my anger. It�s over. It�s done. I�ve given myself to a man who hates me. This isn�t what girls dream of when they grow up. They imagine falling in love and giving themselves to men whose love matches their own. I�ve just lost any last shred of that dream that existed in my mind, not that there was ever much chance of love for me. I am, after all, just an orphaned nobody that is destitute and desperate. But I don�t hate Mr. Pennington for what he�s done to me. I hate myself.
As I sink into the warm water, the sting of my raw skin stills me. I cry out again, unable to stifle the pain, and as I do, my eyes find the blood-streaked spot on the side of the bathtub where I was just sitting. Once settled into the water, the warmth of it starts to soothe my sensitive and painful sex. My body relaxes more and more with each passing moment, and as it does, I start to cry again. I sob endlessly, hugging my knees to my chest, and it isn�t until I�ve pitied myself for well over an hour that I finally decide to crawl from the bath.
I quickly dry off and look myself over in the mirror. My eyes are puffy and red, my face streaked by the many tears that have fallen today. I look ugly and splotchy, and as I regard myself with hatred, my anger starts to build again. I collapse against the bathroom door, sinking to the floor once more, and as my rage at the unfairness of life hits me like a ton of bricks, I curse loudly and slam my elbow against the door. The pain shoots up my arm instantly, and I cry out from it. But I welcome the pain as it pushes the anger away so effectively.
I look up to the ceiling and I see the darkened dome of the camera, remembering for the first time since Liz has left me that I�m never truly alone here. I�m sure he�s not watching. Why would he? It�s now late, and I�m just the unwanted new whore he�s been forced to take in. He can�t stand me, and in some absurd way, that is painful to bear. I could accept this pain from a man who cared about me, but this isn�t how it�s supposed to be. I make no move to cover myself as I return to the bedroom and collapse onto the bed. Before I drift off, the last thought that passes through my tired, hazy mind is, perhaps sleeping on the streets was better than this. Then I�m gone into my deeply troubled dreams.

Chapter 4

I wake to the room phone ringing, and as I reach over to answer it, I realize my elbow is more than bruised; it�s swollen. The administrative office of Trimbles is calling to let me know I�m expected in the lobby at noon to go for a fitting at the tailors, and then to the gynecologist for an exam and birth control. I wonder, not for the first time, if I will ever adjust to hearing people speak to me in such blunt terms about my body and sexual health, and I have to remind myself I�m just a commodity now. Bought, sold, gambled, traded, and God knows what else.
I�ve slept late, and it is nearly ten. While I wish for nothing more than to hide from the world, the call of caffeine pulls me out of bed. I throw the white sundress back on and head for the common room. Every step is a reminder of just how sore I am between my legs. I feel swollen and tender, and every ache I feel flashes memories, not of the pain as much as the hate-filled expression on Mr. Pennington�s face and the loathsome tone of his voice. I pause briefly outside the door to the common room to psych myself up for what lies ahead. I will myself to walk normally, act cool, and, most of all, show no fear. However, when I enter, I realize I�ve just walked into the beautiful women�s convention, and every ounce of self-determination I had built up melts in a moment.
All seven of my housemates are sitting around the dining room table, talking animatedly to one another, and as Liz looks up and sees me, she hushes the table with a quick, �Oh, here she comes!�
As I approach the table, my leeriness no doubt obvious in my expression, I�m greeted with warm smiles and the random comment or two. �Oh my, she�s so small,� spoken by a tall brunette with freckles and a cute upturned nose, followed by, �But she�s so cute, and I would kill for those curls.� This was spoken of course by an Asian woman with dark silken hair that is straight as a board. If she only knew what she was asking for�
Every woman at the table is watching me and smiling broadly at me. I�m offered a chair and coffee, and I sit, looking around the table at the warm faces of the women who smile gently back at me. Okay, I can handle this. As coffee is poured, my mood lifts instantly. There is nothing better than meeting my good friend coffee in the morning. Even I can afford coffee, and the caffeine staves off hunger when there is no food to be found. As I sit with my good friend in my hand, I try not to let anyone see the discomfort that sitting is causing me as my swollen and painful vagina aches at the hard surface of the chair.
The women watch me, instantly interested in their new neighbor, and, within moments, the questions start. Everything from �where did you come from� to �have you fucked Mr. Pennington yet?� But Liz rescues me and silences the table quickly. Instead, she introduces the women, and I try my best to remember names, though I�m certain to forget more than half. There is a Teresa, a Veronica, a Shelby, an Abigail, a Claudia and an Angela or Emily�I don�t recall which�and then, of course, Liz. She beams at me the whole time, genuinely happy to see me. They each radiate beauty and charm, and they make this life look tolerable. They seem happy and healthy and really okay with themselves, and I wonder if I will be okay someday too.
But as the memory of the night before floods back into my mind, my optimism fades quickly. The experience was painful and terrifying, and, worst of all, humiliating. And I�m already dreading the next time I see Derek.
With luck being always against me, the next time happens with that thought. He enters the room and walks casually toward the kitchen. He�s again dressed impeccably in a pair of extremely expensive looking pants and a button-down dress shirt. His collar is unbuttoned, and he makes business casual look so damn good. My body is instantly flushed from head to foot as memories flood my brain. I can so easily remember his knuckles trailing up the back of my thighs, the sound of his breathing, and his glistening fingers beside my own. And while he caused my body an incredible amount of pain that is still fresh in my mind as well, the shiver running through my body is hardly in memory of that.
As he approaches the table, Liz offers him a good morning, to which he responds in kind, glancing up to her with unfaltering impassiveness. But at seeing Liz, he catches sight of me sitting beside her and freezes mid-stride, locking his eyes on mine as his lips part slightly. Perhaps he�s surprised I�m still here and haven�t jumped ship.
I suck in a quick breath as I become powerless to look away from him. The memory of his hard arousal invading me the night before suddenly pushes out all other thoughts in my head, and as I look at him, my body tingles. He holds my eyes for too long before his jaw visibly clenches and he moves on toward the kitchen. Yep. He still hates me. He grabs a tin of tea from a cupboard before turning and leaving the common room.
I don�t breathe until he�s left, and when he�s gone from the room, the comments start.
�Well, you�ve obviously fucked him.� From Angela or Emily�to be determined.
�And you obviously made an impression.� From Claudia, the beautiful Asian woman with the shiny, jet-black hair.
�Honestly, what the hell was that? I�ve never seen Mr. Pennington speechless before. Not really in his nature.� I think � yes, that was from Teresa.
I say nothing at all, knowing they have no idea what truly lies behind this bizarre encounter, but all continue to eye me speculatively. If they only knew how truly humiliating my first experience was with Derek, they wouldn�t be nearly so intrigued. Let them be intrigued. It�s far better than the reality of the matter. When my coffee is finished, I stand to leave for my room to get ready for my noon appointment with the tailor and gynecologist. As I stand, Liz does too, and she follows me from the room. She walks me to my room and enters after me.
She asks how I am, worry crossing her face, and I assure her that I�m fine. As I start setting out jeans and a T-shirt, she stops me cold. �You can�t wear that!�
�Why? I mean I�m just going to the tailor and the gynecologist. Do I really have to wear a dress to see a vagina doctor?�
She laughs at my sarcasm before continuing. �In fact, you do. You fuck for a living, dear Ashton, so yes, you wear dresses. They keep you easily accessible��
�So I�m expected to sleep with the tailor and the gynecologist?� I blurt out incredulously.
Liz laughs again before continuing. �God no. The tailor is far too gay to care how accessible your vagina is, and the gynecologist is going to have you in a gown far more revealing than any dress we wear within minutes of you arriving. It�s just the expectation.�
My face falls at this fact, though, and I have to admit, �I don�t have any other dresses other than this one.�
The somewhat shocked look that passes over Liz�s beautiful face turns to a broad smile within only a moment as she continues. �Don�t worry. I�ll find you something that will work.�
She�s out the door without another word, and I retreat to the shower and let the warm water soothe my body. Once bathed, I walk back to the bedroom to see a black dress lying on the bed. It is short. Hooker short. I have to remind myself that I�m exactly that. I return to the bathroom to finish getting ready, not at all prepared to try on the dress yet. Again, my unruly curls go up in a bun, and I brush on some lip gloss.
When finally prepared to face the dress, I return to the bedroom once more and hurriedly work my way into it. It is a short version of a 1920s frock dress. The wide waistband hits at the hip, the neck is wide, and the dress sleeveless. The difference between Liz�s version and the 1920s version? No woman in her right mind would have been caught dead in a skirt cut this short in the 1920s; it�s mid-thigh, and I have to remind myself that I�m lucky. I�ve seen far shorter out on the street, but I�m used to 100 percent demure, or perhaps not demure, but at least asexual, so this will take some getting used to. As I look myself over in the mirror, I note the only things missing are a long strand of pearls, finger-waved hair, and a headband � and of course another foot or so of fabric. The long strand of pearls I can handle, but the finger waves and headband will have to wait for another time. I toss the pearls, fake of course, over my head and tie the strand in a loop at my chest before I exit my room.
Having gotten my coffee and a shower, I�m feeling better. On the ride down in the elevator, I�m actually somewhat optimistic about meeting with the tailor. I�m terrified that I�ll end up looking like a hooker�again I remind myself that�s exactly what I�m supposed to look like�but excited all the same. I am a girl, after all, and while not nearly as girly as the other women in this place, I am still capable of looking forward to playing dress-up for a while.
I check in with the front-desk receptionist as I reach the lobby, and she points me toward a darkened limousine sitting outside. Well, this is far different from the subway I�m used to on the odd occasion I can afford even that. I approach, and the driver hops from the front seat and, with a nod, opens the back door for me. I step into the cab, not noticing that I�m not alone until I�m fully within the cab and ready to sit back to seat myself. When I catch sight of him in the rear-facing bench seat across from me, I trip miserably on my own feet and fall to my knees in the space between us. Damn high heels. He watches me coolly, the good Mr. Pennington and his alleged �impressive� cock.
I swallow my dignity and right myself as smoothly as possible as the limo pulls from the curb. Mr. Pennington says nothing to me as his eyes move over my dress, taking in my appearance. Once finished, he looks out the window, bored. I say nothing for many seconds, trying to decide how to respond to his presence.
Finally, I speak. �I didn�t know you�d be here.�
His eyes move from gazing out the window to look at me. �It�s my job to decide what you wear. I have to be here.�
With no other explanation being offered, he looks back out the window to the passing cityscape. I resort to doing the same, suddenly a bundle of apprehension. We pull up to a small elegant shop no more than ten minutes later, and as the driver opens the door, Derek waits for me to exit before stepping out himself. What a gentleman.
We walk into the shop together and are greeted by the very gay Jacob, who is expecting us. He shows us to an expansive fitting room, leaving us to collect the few dresses he�s pulled for me. Derek takes a seat in a plush armchair as I stand awkwardly by. The room is mirrored on two sides. A small moveable platform sits in the center of the room for hemming. As I stand fidgeting with my back turned to Derek, I see him in the mirror appraising my look. As I watch, he lets his eyes move up my legs to the short skirt. He continues up my body, stopping at my bottom briefly before continuing up my back. The wide neck of the dress falls in a low scoop halfway down my back, and his eyes stall there, regarding, judging, or just plain hating the look. I can�t tell. When his eyes eventually leave my back and meet mine in the mirror, I suck in a quick breath as my face flushes. Derek, on the other hand, calmly eyes me impassively as my core trembles and my face turns redder with every passing second.
Jacob interrupts this awkward encounter only moments later when he returns to our room carrying an armful of dresses with him. I set about the task of trying on the dresses in front of two men, one of which hates me and the other of which is too gay to care I�m a woman. I realize too late that my cotton boy-cut brief underwear were perhaps not the wisest choice for the occasion. As Derek takes in my undergarments for the first time as I pull Liz�s dress off over my head, his eyebrows raise in shock at my emasculate choice.
Jacob notices as well and giggles�yes he�s that gay�in amusement while shaking his head and commenting to Derek. �You�ve obviously got yourself an interesting one here, huh?�
Derek looks to my eyes briefly before returning the comment. �You have no idea.�
As I try on dress after dress, Derek strikes down every one. The dresses are outlandishly sexual, and lewd in many cases, and I�m happy he hates them. But what the hell is he expecting? Jacob finally gives up trying and asks Derek that very question. Derek�s only response, �Demure.� Now demure, I can do.
Jacob appears stunned for a moment but exits the room, returning minutes later with evening gowns that actually look like evening gowns. I try on a number of satin and silk gowns that fall slimly against my skin and hug my slight curves. Derek appraises each, nodding his approval before Jacob starts pinning the too-large dresses onto my small frame.
Once finished with the evening dresses, Jacob starts saying his good-byes as he gathers the dresses, but Derek stops him. �She has no day clothes suitable for Trimbles. We�ll need as many casual dresses as you have in her size.� And just how the hell does he know that?
Jacob returns with an armload of day dresses a few minutes later. I like them all. They are exactly as Derek requested, demure. As I try on a light gray twill dress that drops to my knee, I look myself over, suddenly feeling a flush on my skin. I look like a girl, like a real girl, the type of girl who knows what it means to be a pretty girl. The dress is fitted and sleeveless on the top and slightly pleated on the bottom, giving me the hourglass figure I so wish I had. It has an over-wide black belt, and as I stand looking from top to bottom with a flush on my skin and an unexpected smile on my lips, I look to Derek, who is watching me intently and curiously. He looks to Jacob and nods once before looking away. But as I watch, his eyes travel back to my body and his tongue passes unconsciously over his bottom lip. I wonder, not for the first time, just what that means. I finish trying on every last dress, and most of them we take with us. The driver loads them into the trunk of the limo before we pull back into traffic.
As the blocks tick off, I notice Derek has returned to avoiding my eyes and ignoring me. But a few minutes later, he shakes his head, as though giving in to some secret battle, and I watch as his jaw clenches visibly before he raises the privacy shield between the driver and us. As I look to him in confusion, he looks calmly back at me.
Many moments later, he finally speaks. �Kneel between my legs.� His expression has returned to impassivity as he regards me, watching and waiting for me to move.
I rise slowly, moving to the floor in front of him. He looks down at me as my body bristles with electricity.
As his eyes burn holes into me, he continues. �I want you to suck my cock.�
I gasp at his instruction, suddenly terrified and entirely out of my element, but he looks back at me calmly, and I realize very quickly I want this. Sex may have terrified me, hurt me even, but this I want. I want to see him, taste him, and I�m not sure what that means. He terrifies me, but I�m also drawn to his beautiful, strong body and his dark, intimidating eyes.
With a trembling hand that does not go unnoticed, I reach up to the waist of his pants and quickly undo the button before lowering the zipper. His eyes are on me, but I can�t bring myself to meet his gaze. As the zipper lowers, I can see his black underwear beneath, and my breath catches at the sight of the bulge that distends the fabric there. Slowly, terrifyingly slow, I reach for the waist of his underwear and pull them away and down his groin. His hard and erect penis thrusts up instantly, and I realize that Liz was indeed right, �impressive.� My brain fights the idea that this fit inside my body. While I know it did, I can�t imagine that it did. No wonder I can�t sit down without nightmarish visions of Derek�s dining room table flashing in my mind. Still, however much pain it caused me last night, I want to touch it now, badly.
With another trembling hand, I reach out to him. At the touch of my fingers, his body stills and waits for more. And I give it freely. With a quick look to his eyes, I let my fingers caress the length of his shaft. I study every long inch of him, tracing my fingers over the rigid veins slowly as he continues to drill through my brain with his eyes. I�m well aware my gaze is intensely mesmerized by his body, and I�m spending an overly long time looking at him and touching, but he�s making no move to stop me. So I continue on, enjoying this exploration immensely.
His testicles are hidden beneath the fabric of his underwear and pants, and as my fingers work their way down to the juncture of his shaft and his balls, I pull gently on the waistband of his underwear to expose more of his body to me. I half expect him to stop me; but instead, he lifts his hips slightly, allowing the fabric to be shifted lower on his groin. His testicles are heavy and large and overtly masculine. The skin is taut in his arousal, and my fingers run gently over it. I keep thinking he�ll stop me at any moment, but he continues to allow my touch. It hasn�t escaped my attention that, when he said, �suck my cock,� he most likely was not referring to my spending an inordinate amount of time playing touch and feel, but he�s patiently waiting for me to finish.
My fingers move their way back up to the head of his penis, and I trace the peak of skin that runs up the underside of his foreskin before stroking the pad of my thumb down the length of the underneath side of his shaft. I know I must be wearing out my welcome, and after a small eternity of touch, I finally look up to his eyes once more. His lips are parted, and his eyes are impossible to read, but his shallow breathing tells me I must be doing something right. With a lick of my lips, I lower my mouth to the head of his cock. As my lips pass over the head of his penis, his head drops back in pleasure, and his hips thrust upward in desire. I don�t know how to do this, but I don�t care. I�m sure he�ll make me feel inept and pathetic if I do something wrong, so I decide to taste and suck him in the way I want. As I move up and down along the shaft of his cock, I suck him as hard as my mouth will allow. He�s so incredibly large and long, and I�m not sure why that�s so captivating, but it is. I pull my mouth from him and return to the side of his shaft, licking and kissing every throbbing vein as I move along the silken skin.
His breathing and the occasional flex of his hips tell me he�s enjoying my inexperienced mouth. As I reach the engorged head again and pass my lips over it, he starts thrusting his hips against my mouth while he grips and knots my hair in his hand to stay my movements. I suck deeply while he fills my mouth to overflowing with his length and breadth. My mouth can�t accommodate more, just as my tight vagina couldn�t take more the night before, but this at least doesn�t hurt. And the look in his eyes is unrestrained want and desire � for me, the woman he hates.
I suck harder as he groans audibly, glancing quickly in my eyes before his eyes flit away with an obvious refusal to give me that connection. Whether he�ll look at me or not, I can tell he�s losing control; I can feel it in his erratic and trembling movements, and whether he wants it to be because of me or not, it is. He�s waging an internal battle that is playing out in his eyes. He hates being so close to losing himself in front of me, and yet, he is panting and ready to lose himself entirely because of me and enjoying every second of it.
He holds my head steady as his hips continue to thrust, forcing his cock into my mouth, and I suck as hard as my mouth will allow, challenging him to meet my eyes. Whatever fear he instilled in me last night, I�ve set it aside for this moment, worth its weight in gold, if he�ll just look at me. And as he finally falls apart, he does. He looks to my eyes and holds them harshly in his gaze as he unleashes himself into my mouth, filling my mouth with his semen. As every last drop of his cum is emptied, he watches me swallowing his salty liquid while his brow furrows harshly.
When his body stops pulsing jets of his cum into my mouth, I slowly pull my mouth from him, watching him as his eyes take me in. He�s panting, and so am I. When he�s finally able to break my gaze, he stows his cock, fixes his clothing, and finally shifts his eyes to focus again on the view out the window. He looks confused, upset even, and as I revel in the incredible taste of him still lingering on my tongue, I note to myself that he just broke his rules. In all his control and tormenting dominance, he caved at my touch. I broke him. Even if only for a moment.

Chapter 5

The vagina doc, Dr. Michaels, is a middle-aged bland-looking man with a gentle personality. I�m at ease at once with him. Derek has blessedly decided to stay in Dr. Michaels� office during my exam, thank God for small favors. Whatever ground I gained with my mouth in the limo would be dashed in a second if I had to suffer stirrup time with Mr. Pennington watching.
As we turn to leave Derek in Dr. Michaels� office, he throws out one last comment to the doctor, while pinning me to the wall with his eyes. �Take a look at her right elbow, too, if you will. She had a bit of a temper tantrum last night.�
My eyes bulge and my cheeks flush scarlet red as Derek continues to appraise me. Apparently he was watching. As I pull my eyes from his and follow Dr. Michaels down the hallway, I concede that Mr. Pennington has indeed just taken back the reins.
Once changed in the exam room, I take my place on the table. I�m very aware I�m still incredibly sore, and this could be incredibly uncomfortable, but Dr. Michaels moves quickly. Within mere moments, my exam is done and his swabs collected. I�m given a birth control shot that will stop my monthly menstruation. It will be effective within twenty-four hours, and I�ll need only visit him every few months to be re-injected. It seems being a whore is quite the regimented, organized business.
Once Dr. Michaels is finished with me and I�m re-clothed, he walks me to his office. As we enter, Mr. Pennington looks up from the magazine he�s been reading. Dr. Michaels takes a seat at his desk while I sit in the chair next to Derek.
When the good doctor is seated, he directs his eyes to Derek and speaks. �Her elbow is fine. Bruised pretty bad, but nothing to worry about. However, I�m more concerned about the state of her vagina. Someone�s obviously worked her over.�
Derek�s eyes snap to mine in an instant, as a completely unrecognizable expression settles in on his beautiful, cold features. I think for a moment it might be pain, or guilt even, but as his jaw clenches and his darkened eyes hold mine steadily, his look becomes anything but compassionate. As his eyes return to Dr. Michaels, I wonder in curiosity why it is that the doctor didn�t simply ask me about the apparent state of my nether region. I suppose my health is now the responsibility of Mr. Pennington, and my input is no longer necessary. While Dr. Michaels holds Derek�s eyes, it becomes quite obvious. Mild mannered as Dr. Michaels may be, he knows how to hold Mr. Pennington�s feet to the fire. He�s forcing Derek to be accountable for me and for his actions, and from the look on Derek�s face, he�s well aware of this fact.
But Derek doesn�t shy away from Dr. Michaels� question and answers bluntly and truthfully. �I took her virginity last night.�
�Well, that would explain it. Since when is Trimbles hiring virgins?�
�Good question. You�d have to ask Grayson what the hell he was thinking with this one. I sure as hell don�t know�� His eyes flit coolly to mine, caring nothing at all for the embarrassment and insult he�s hurling at me.
Dr. Michaels regards us both in curiosity as Derek holds my eyes, and I hold his in obstinate anger and fury at his comment.
Eventually, Dr. Michaels responds, �She�ll be fine but give her a night to recover. Her shot�s done, and she�s ready to go. I�ll call you with the results of the swab and the blood test, but given the fact she was a virgin until last night, I hardly expect to find anything.�
Mr. Pennington stands to leave, and I follow. He doesn�t say a word to me as we exit the building, and it isn�t until we�re back in the limousine and he�s raised the privacy glass that he speaks to me. He�s upset, and it terrifies me. �Why didn�t you tell me I hurt you?� My mouth falls open as I search for the right response. Did he hurt me? I�m sure he didn�t. I�m sore. I�m not hurt.
�Derek � er � Mr. Pennington, you didn�t hurt me. I�m fine.� My cheeks are flushing as I speak, and given the look in his eyes, he doesn�t believe a word of what I�m saying.
�What if your appointment with Dr. Michaels hadn�t been until later this week? Huh? I�d have fucked you tonight without a second thought, and would you have stopped me?�
�I didn�t think I could stop you.�
�You have no business being here if you don�t understand your rights. You can quit at any time, and you can refuse me at any time as well. If you don�t have a good reason, you�ll likely lose your job, but it is your choice. You have to tell me if you are hurt. I will never set an expectation that you accept a man, myself included, if you�re hurt, but if you don�t make me aware, you can�t expect me to make the right decisions. You tie my hands if you�re dishonest or hide something from me.� He�s speaking forcefully, and the anger radiating from him is like tendrils of a fiery whip lashing out at me. I�ve upset him, and I don�t like it.
He breaks from my eyes and looks out the window, once again ignoring me. He has ended this conversation, and with each passing block, it is clear he has no further interest in speaking to me. When we pull up to Trimbles, the driver opens the door and I step out, but Derek doesn�t follow me. I�m left standing alone on the curb. The doorman collects my dresses from the trunk, and I�m escorted with my packages up to my room.
Once in my room, I strip out of Liz�s dress and soak for a long time in the bath. The pain I felt this morning is already dulling and diminishing with every passing hour, and the water feels good on my body. As I exit the bath, I hear a knock on my door, and when I pull it open, I�m happy to see Liz standing there. She bounces into the room and starts riffling through my new dresses, looking over each appraisingly. I take in her appearance, and I suddenly feel very out of place once again. I�m standing by in my old tattered jean shorts and T-shirt. At least my shirt is fitted and not one of the oversized holey ones buried in the dresser. Liz, on the other hand, is in another form-fitted dress with heels. Again her hair is impeccable, her makeup flawless. She is such a girly girl and pulls it off so incredibly.
As she continues to riffle, she comments, �Not very � garish, are they?� She cocks her head to the side, studying my favorite gray dress. �Very � pretty.�
And she�s right; it�s �pretty,� and quite frankly, I feel pretty when I see it. None of these dresses look anything like the short mini dress I was in all day today. They are exactly as Derek requested of Jacob, demure.
Liz continues appraising the dresses one at a time, seeing the pattern emerge. Once she�s through them all, she looks at me curiously before speaking. �He doesn�t want you to look like a prostitute at all, does he? Hmmm. I wonder if that�s for his benefit or yours,� she says with a sly smile creeping across her face.
With that last statement, she stands, winks at me, and leaves my room. I like Liz, and she is definitely my first friend in this place.

Chapter 6

I wake after the sun has gone down and the night sky outside my window is brilliant with the lights of the city. After hanging each and every one of my dresses up earlier in the afternoon, I�d collapsed on the bed and fallen asleep instantly. I wake slowly and relaxed, and my phone rings. It�s Mr. Pennington. He tells me to come to his room and hangs up the phone before I have a chance to respond. I rush to the restroom, taking in my curls with a grimace. They are their ever-unruly selves, and I give up trying to tame them, not wanting to keep Mr. Pennington waiting.
I consider changing into one of the new dresses, but am not sure I should take the time. Derek�s statement was to come to him �now,� and I�m guessing he expects his directions to be followed explicitly. As I rush across the hall and knock on the door of his apartment, my mind questions why he�s summoned me. It can�t be for sex, and that leaves little else that Mr. Pennington could want from me.
He opens the door and stands aside as I enter. He�s watching me and taking in my appearance, and he�s not impressed. �You know, the dresses are only useful if you actually wear them.�
I look up to see his raised eyebrows and dark eyes staring back at me. He�s as relaxed as I�ve seen him around me, and I think he might actually be more sarcastic than upset at my appearance.
I apologize nevertheless. �I�m sorry. I just woke up.�
He turns on his heel and walks away from me. �I know.� He was watching me again�
I follow him as he walks to his bed and starts removing his clothes. I watch as he unbuttons his shirt and shrugs out of it before stepping out of his pants. He stands in only his black boxer briefs that I�d met earlier today in the car, and shaking his head once more as he takes in my appearance, he demands I take my clothes off. My body is suddenly prickling with fear. Truth be told, the warmth settling between my legs is telling me it might be just a bit of desire too.
As my eyes question his, he reassures me. �Relax. I�m not going to fuck you. I know how to follow the doctor�s orders. I will, however, fuck you tomorrow night, and I expect you to show up wearing something other than � whatever the hell that is.� In exasperation, he indicates my clothing he so obviously doesn�t appreciate.
I start removing my clothes as he watches, and once I�m finally standing naked in front of him, he pulls his underwear down and steps out of them. He is now fully undressed and standing in front of me. He is beautiful. I�m again taken aback by his size, and as my eyes stall out over his groin, he continues to watch me. My body is on fire as I look him over. His chest, strong and tight. His waist, lean and narrow. His hips perfectly frame his rigid cock, which juts up between them. His legs are lean and perfectly proportioned. He turns to drop his watch on the bedside table, and I�m afforded the very best view of his bottom. The cheeks of his bottom are round and firm, and I imagine touching them, caressing them. For a man that terrifies me, I certainly do find the idea of touching him and tasting him extremely intoxicating.
He moves to the bed and lies down with his legs spread slightly apart. Then he speaks to me, and the warmth that has been building between my legs turns to a flood of wetness. �Kneel beside me and suck my cock.�
I approach the bed, kneel at his waist, and then lean toward his engorged penis. I grasp him first with my hand, raising his cock to meet my mouth, and when my lips touch him, he hisses out a restrained breath. My eyes flit to his for reassurance, and he gives it. �Don�t stop.�
As I force my distended lips past the head of his penis and down along his shaft, he reaches out and pulls my curls away from the side of my face so he can watch, and he groans quietly as I continue to pull him into my mouth, and then release him back out. I reach to his testicles, tight and taut in his arousal, and at the touch of my hand, his stomach muscles quiver and contract. He�s enjoying this, and I have no idea how I�ve managed to figure out his body so easily. He brushes the pad of his thumb down along my cheek. It is an uncharacteristic gentle and tender move on his part and is interrupted only when his groans intensify and his body�s response to my mouth becomes uncontrolled and nears his threshold. Before he comes undone completely, he reaches his hand to the inside of my thigh and swiftly pulls my hips to straddle his neck. He is now face-to-ass with the most intimate part of my body, and I freeze, letting his cock drop from my mouth.
My arousal and wetness have been building since he summoned me, and there is no hiding it from him now, but as his breath exhales deeply from his lungs, I can tell I have nothing to feel ashamed of. He�s enjoying this view nearly as much as he was enjoying my mouth, which has stopped functioning entirely in my terror. I continue to hold myself as still as a statue, and he raises his head to my pussy, inhaling the scent of me deeply. As he lets out his warm breath on my sex, it tickles and taunts my flesh, but he doesn�t stop his exploration of my body. His nose brushes lightly over the sensitized skin as he continues to inhale deeply of me while he holds my hips firmly in place with his hands.
Once he�s finally done, he speaks to me again. �Finish, Ashton.�
I take him with my mouth, once again trying to focus on his cock and not on the part of my body that is in his face, and it takes only moments longer before he is coming in my mouth, filling me with his taste. He broke the rules again. When his breathing has relaxed, he rolls me from his body, stands, and heads toward his bathroom. He dismisses me over his shoulder without a second glance.
Once I�m back within my own room, I strip out of my clothes and drop to the bed. My body is electrified and unsatisfied, and as I daydream about Derek�s body, I run my hand blindly down to my own wetness. While sex may be completely new to me, pleasuring myself is definitely not. I figured out a long time ago just how much fun I can have with my own body, but it has never been with the image of such a beautiful man in my mind. I find the tight nub of my clitoris and stroke it gently. I see his eyes looking back at me in my mind as I stroke over and over. The sound of his deep and aroused breathing floats through my head as my fingers continue to stroke my body. The memory of the touch of his fingers on my skin has my own climax building steadily toward release. I disappear into my dream world, and there I stay for long minutes as my body enjoys my touch, imagining it is his touch. I hear his voice, I feel his breath on my skin, I even imagine his length forcing its way into my body, and every image and every thought make my body quiver and seek its release.
By the time I�m panting and nearing release, my heels are dug into the sheets of the bed, and I�m writhing in pleasure. I come hard and powerfully, as I gasp out words that belong in my dream world and not the real world. �Oh God, Derek.�
And as soon as they pass my lips, I clamp my hand over my mouth in horror, my eyes darting to the camera that I�ve only just remembered. What the fuck!

Chapter 7

I don�t see Mr. Pennington the next day, though I keep expecting to catch him somewhere around the building. While I have coffee in the morning in the common room with the other girls, he stays away. Again at lunch, he makes no appearance, and as I bathe and shave that evening, expecting to be summoned to his room, I can�t help but wonder if it�s me he�s avoiding. He can�t have seen me. He must not have seen me. He was heading to his bathroom when I left� But the idea that he may have been watching sinks deeper into my mind when I�m not summoned that evening, and come nine o�clock that night, I approach his door and knock. His apartment is silent and there is no answer, but as I turn in defeat, and a bit of humiliation too, toward my own room, Liz walks up. I smile, trying to hide my emotions from her.
�Hey. He�s not here. Said he�d be gone for a few days.�
I do my best to hide my embarrassment at being caught outside his door wearing this stupid dress, my hair tamed in a long braid, and a marginal amount of makeup applied. I can feel the muscles of my face slacken and fall and my mouth twitches in a desperate attempt at a convincing smile, and it is obvious Liz isn�t buying my act.
She watches me with curiosity and concern while I struggle to find my voice. �Oh. No big deal. I thought I was expected this evening, but I must have been mistaken.�
I was expected tonight. He said as much when he spoke to me the night before. I know, though I don�t want to fully admit it, his absence is somehow related to the show he no doubt witnessed the night before.
I turn toward my room, wanting to slink away quickly. Liz makes no move to follow me, and I thank God for small favors. I strip out of the dress, leaving it crumpled on the floor. I�m confused, not solely by his absence, but as much that I care he�s absent. I should be thanking my lucky stars I�ll be given another few days away from him and his ever �impressive� cock. But I�m not, and I don�t like admitting I wanted this tonight. Pain and all, I wanted him. I didn�t expect that, and the vulnerable position it puts me in with him is a terrifying liability.
* * *
The next I see of Mr. Pennington is when I�m summoned two nights later to his room. I hadn�t even realized he�d returned to his apartment until the phone rang and he demanded that I be in his apartment in an hour. I set about readying myself for him, again shaving and showering and doing my best to control my hair in a loose braid. When I zip up my favorite gray dress, I look myself over in the mirror. I�m sure black ballet flats wouldn�t be Liz�s first choice, but they�re mine. As I approach his door, my heart is fluttering about in my chest.
When he answers, he allows me entrance but doesn�t speak. In fact, he refuses to even look at me, and my spirits fall as I follow him to his bed. He strips without saying so much as one word to me, and when he finally makes eye contact with me, it only lasts the briefest of moments while he orders me to remove my underwear. He wants me clothed, and I�m not sure why, but this hurts my feelings.
Once my underwear is removed, he demands I get on my hands and knees in the middle of the bed, and as I do, I realize my body is not the least bit ready for this. My heart is as cold as his treatment of me, and I�m frightened. The warmth I wish I felt between my legs is absent, and as he reaches to my entry, he notices the same. He stands briefly, retrieving the tube of lubricant and a condom before returning to the bed. Again I hear the tearing of the condom wrapper and the cap pop off of the lubricant, and I soon feel the cool touch of his finger as he applies a generous amount to my opening. He makes no move to enter me with his fingers, or caress me either, and whatever warm and arousing feelings he might have incited the other day have now been destroyed by his distance. He is once again the dark-eyed terrifying man I met on my first day here.
He gives me one last order when he tells me to put my chest to the bed, and before I�ve even had a chance to comply, he pounds into me swiftly and I fall clumsily to my face. I struggle to brace myself against the force of his thrusts. The pain is again severe, but it fades far quicker than the first night, and within a few short minutes of incessant penetration and withdrawal, it has faded to a deep ache inside my womb.
When my body adjusts to him, I start to think I can handle this, but then he leans over me and unleashes his pent-up rage in my ear. �You like saying my name when you come? Huh?� He�s grunting and forcing his way deep within me, and the tone of his voice is cold and harsh. �If you want to say my name when you come, then you just won�t come anymore!� More pounding thrusts. �I�m not your boyfriend, not your lover, not even your fucking friend! Don�t ever forget that.� His words are dripping with hatred, and I�m pathetically heartbroken. As he pounds his last strokes into my body, he curses an angry �fuck!� as he pulls from my body, snapping the condom off his penis and releasing himself all over the bunched-up fabric of my favorite gray dress.
He wastes no time at all moving away from me, and before I can even right myself and move off the bed, I hear the shower in his bathroom start. He�s finished with me. I�d thought losing my virginity to him was hard. Well, this was just cruel. He executed his rage at me perfectly. He hates me once again.

Chapter 8

Over the next two weeks, he continues to use my body every night, never speaking to me and never looking at me. I�m never wet and never ready for his body. The routine has become so perfunctory, he no longer calls. I simply arrive wearing one of the many dresses I have, not even bothering to wear underwear anymore. He pushes up the skirt, bends me over either the dining room table or his bed, rolls a condom over his cock, and, using lubricant every time, he enters me harshly. It is fast, furious, and cold. He doesn�t bother dismissing me at all, and I stand the second he is finished pulling the condom off his penis and ejaculating on the back of my dress. I leave without a word, thankful only to be away from his cold, harsh hatred. Following his order of not coming is easy. I have no interest in touching myself once I return to my room, and I usually strip out of my soiled dress in my walk-in closet before tossing on some ugly old T-shirt he would no doubt hate. I�ve developed a deep resentment of him, and it is this anger that keeps me moving forward.
* * *
At breakfast one morning, the others start a casual conversation about Mr. Pennington. They all confirm he hasn�t visited a one of them since my arrival, and as they look to me for explanation of his sudden lack of interest in them, I shrug. As instantly as the conversation starts, he enters. As usual, I bristle with anger and hurt when I see him now, but I swallow it down hard. The women look to me as he approaches the table on his way to the kitchen, appraising our interaction, or lack thereof, more accurately.
Claudia says, �Hi, Mr. Pennington.� He approaches the table and acknowledges her curtly.
I�m sitting right next to Claudia, but as his eyes meet hers briefly, they fail to pass to mine, and he continues on to the kitchen. The other women shrug in unison at his apparent lack of interest in me, or at least that he shows no more interest in me than anyone else.
We�re just finishing coffee, and as the group stands to leave, Mr. Pennington speaks. �Shelby, stay.�
Her eyebrows shoot up as an excited and knowing smile passes her lips. The others regard her with their own raised eyebrows, and as many eyes dart to me, it goes without saying the group has decided the spell is finally broken. My heart pricks with jealousy as I gnash my teeth together, trying to hide these unwelcome feelings, but as I turn to walk from the room, he speaks again. �Ashton.� I freeze, as does everyone in the room. The other women stare at me rooted to my spot. My back is to him, and I�m terrified to turn, but he is refusing to say anything further until I face him. Liz nudges my arm, and at her insistence, I turn slowly around. His eyes are burning with fury at my refusal to face him, and with a clenched jaw, he hisses, �Stay.�
The other women leave the room, throwing glances my way as I stay, holding Derek�s eyes. He is glaring furiously at me, and Shelby stands by, looking from one to the other of us. Once the room is empty except for the three of us, Derek�s eyes shift to Shelby, and he quickly instructs her to take me to the sofa. Derek returns to get a drink of water from the kitchen before joining us. Shelby looks excited and at ease, contrary to me. I�m instead sitting stiffly beside her, dread taking over my body. When Derek approaches, he sits in front of me on the large leather ottoman. I stare at his chest, afraid to meet his eyes, but he doesn�t let me get away with it and orders me to look at him. My eyes rise slowly to his, my terror, without a doubt, showing clearly on my face.
When he speaks again, my terror increases tenfold. �Shelby likes pussy, don�t you, Shelby?�
She smiles shyly back at him as she nods flirtatiously, but he ignores her and continues to stare at me. �Would you like to see Ashton�s pussy?� Again Shelby nods and bats her eyelashes seductively, and once again, Derek ignores her. I�ve stopped breathing entirely and am suddenly ready to bolt from the room. I�m trembling as I gasp for air. My head is shaking from side to side in dissent. At the sight of my fear and refusal, Derek mocks me. �No?� He leans close to my face before he continues to speak. His voice is calm, seductive even, were it not for the fact that his words are dripping with a veiled threat. �You know you can leave anytime you like. Pack your bags and get out while you can � I�ll even call you a cab. How about it?�
I shake my head, my brow wrinkled in pain, and as the helplessness of my life settles in, I respond, �I can�t.�
Tears prick my eyes as Derek continues to watch me intently before he speaks again. �Can�t?�
He�s eying me suspiciously, and I work quickly to rectify my slip. �Won�t. I won�t.�
He continues to eye me intently. �I see. Well then. Shelby, shall we have some fun with the new girl?�
Shelby nods excitedly beside me, and as I continue to hold Derek�s gaze, he winks tauntingly at me once before standing and moving away from me. He then instructs me to undress and lay on the ottoman. I undress slowly, resigned to whatever is to come, and I can feel his eyes move over my body from one of the side couches.
As I take my place on the ottoman, Shelby kneels on the floor between my legs, waiting for Derek�s instruction. My body trembles in fear, more fear than I�ve ever experienced. I�m ridiculously hurt by Derek�s little game, and I want to scream at him for his cruelty, but I say nothing at all. Derek stands and approaches the ottoman, sitting at my shoulder, looking down at me. He instructs me to raise my hands above my head and spread my legs. I comply while he watches, and obviously unhappy with my legs, he grabs my knees, prying them farther apart as I gasp.
He then speaks to Shelby, and I�m ignored entirely. �What do you think, Shelby?�
She peers up at him before responding. �She�s beautiful.�
�Is she?� He peers down at me, meeting my eyes before returning to Shelby. �Tits are entirely too small,� he comments blandly.
�I like her tits. They�re very pretty.�
�Are they? Would you like to taste them?�
Shelby nods, and he gives her permission to touch me. She moves up the ottoman between my legs, and my body freezes at the unwanted contact. I close my eyes as she leans toward my breast. I feel her mouth on me. Were it the right mouth, I would enjoy this thoroughly, but I don�t want this, and Derek is well aware of that fact. When she finishes with my breasts, she returns to her place between my legs.
As I open my eyes, I see that Derek is looking intently down to me. He speaks to Shelby once again. �What do you think of her pussy, Shelby?� He doesn�t take his eyes from me for even a moment.
�Incredible.�
�You think so, do you? Put your finger in her.� Shelby reaches out to me and slowly enters my body with her index finger as Derek watches. �Is she wet?�
Shelby shakes her head. I close my eyes again, doing my best to ignore what is being done to my body, but when Derek asks if she wants to taste me, my eyes bolt open, and I find his eyes watching me closely.
I don�t want this, and as desperation sets in, I start to beg. �No, please � please � please � I�m sorry � I�m sorry � please stop.� I�m whispering, looking at him imploringly, desperately. My head is shaking back and forth, and as he holds my gaze, I watch his nostrils flare and his jaw clench tight. My breath is hitching as I fight back the sobs.
Shelby is waiting for direction, and his jaw keeps clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing. He exhales a final deep breath, leans to my ear, and speaks only to me. ��Please stop� meaning you�re ready to turn in your resignation, or �please stop� meaning you�d like me to fuck you instead?�
He stays at my ear while I struggle to breathe, struggle to think, but quitting isn�t an option, and I do want him. This is more emotion than he�s shown me in weeks, and I want this emotion. �Please fuck me.�
I�m still whispering as he pulls from my ear and looks down at me harshly with his smoldering dark eyes.
�Shelby, get out,� he speaks through a clenched jaw and gritted teeth.
My eyes close in relief, and as she starts to argue with him, he stops her swiftly and barks at her to leave. Before she even manages to reach the door, he moves between my legs and drops his pants to his knees. Thinking and caring nothing at all about a condom, he lifts my hips to his and thrusts ferociously into me. His length fills me, and my head drops to the side to make sure we�re alone. I catch Shelby�s shocked expression from the door before she moves through it, leaving us alone at last.
He pounds into me over and over. His thrusts are powerful, and he doesn�t let my eyes escape his for even a moment. The ache in my womb is building with each invasion, but in the private thoughts of my mind, I acknowledge I�m satisfied at last. He continues to pull my groin to his groin roughly, and as he finally reaches his climax, he pulls himself swiftly from me and comes on my stomach. I can feel his semen running down my stomach, but my eyes are trapped by his as he glares harshly at me.
When he finally gives up my eyes, he drops my hips, and my bottom falls to the soft surface of the ottoman. As he fixes his clothes, he walks away from me to the door. I stay in place, not wanting to move, still in shock about morning coffee turning into such a train wreck. My cheek is lying against the soft cool leather of the ottoman, and I watch him walk from the room without glancing back once.
When I stand to dress, Liz enters. I dress hastily, not wanting her to see the glistening wetness on my stomach. As my shirt passes over the skin of my stomach, I can feel the stickiness of Derek�s cum on my skin when my shirt clings to it. She approaches with concern in her eyes. She feels none of the resentment the others have toward me, and it is obvious that her concern is for me.
She speaks as we start for the door. �Shelby�s not happy. Just so you know � most of us were in Teresa�s room when she came in, and she told us what happened.� I look to her eyes nervously, and she continues. �Everyone knows. I�m sorry.� I nod as we walk, too defeated to say anything, and as we approach her door, she speaks once again. �Do you want to talk about it?� I shake my head once more, and she squeezes my hand gently before leaving me in the corridor.
When I return to my room, I lie on the bed staring up at the ceiling. I don�t leave my room for the remainder of the day, and he doesn�t summon me that evening. And as I soak in the warmth of my tub, I think of him.
I don�t understand him. It is obvious he doesn�t want me here, and part of me thinks it is oddly in favor to me, but he has no idea what drives me, and so, for all his torture and cold harshness, he fails to push me away. It�s inevitable. I have to stay. He suspected it from the moment he met me. I�m not here of my own accord. If he could only see that, perhaps he�d give up trying to fight me at every turn. There are times when his dark steely stare falters, and in the depths of his eyes, I wonder what he feels. Is he acting for my benefit, or can he truly hate me as much as he appears to? Why does he stay away from the others? It can�t possibly be in preference of me. I infuriate him far more than I please him, and yet � when he watches me, it is with an intensity I don�t understand. His body is always ready for me, and for someone that despises everything about me, I find it hard to understand what drives his arousal. Perhaps this is his brand of masochism, and he gets off on fucking that which he hates the most.
As I stand pruney and wrinkled from my bath, I give up trying to figure him out for the night. Standing naked in front of the mirror, I start the task of braiding back my thick and curly locks. Once finished, I retreat to bed naked, ready to escape into sleep. The phone rings before I can slip away, and I�m advised by administration that I have a fitting appointment with Jacob the following day. I wonder, none too enthusiastically, whether Mr. Pennington will be joining me. I�m not ready to see him again, but as I drift away thinking about him, I can�t deny that while my mind bristles with the pain he�s caused me, my body prickles in desire at his image. This morning was as much emotion as he�s shown me since the masturbation mishap, and as harsh as he was with me, it felt far better than the cold distance he�s shown me over the past two weeks.

Chapter 9

The next day when I climb into the limo, I�m glad to see I�m alone, but when we don�t pull immediately from the curb, I start to worry.
When the driver sees the questioning look on my face, he confirms my fears. �We�re waiting for Mr. Pennington, miss.�
I can feel the muscles of my face slacken and fall as the driver returns my gaze curiously.
When Derek climbs in, he takes the seat across from mine as he did the last time we were together in this car. However, unlike last time, Derek doesn�t ask me to approach him, and I know that he won�t. Oral sex may well be a part of the job, but Mr. Pennington has seemed intent on touching me as little as possible the past weeks, and such things as my mouth on his cock have simply fallen by the wayside.
Once in the fitting room, Derek takes the chair again while I start to remove my clothes. I intentionally wore ugly, stretched-out, white cotton underwear that is entirely too big on me in the event he should be here. My mouth isn�t the only thing that can get me into trouble�my sarcasm knows no bounds when I�m unhappy.
As he sees the appalling excuse for an undergarment, his eyes move up to mine, narrowing darkly at my obvious defiance. I look coolly back at him before looking away dismissively. My anger and resentment of him from the humiliation he subjected me to the previous morning, not to mention his treatment of me over the past two weeks, have charged me into a bold, fiery bitch that no longer cares what retribution I might face. While my tongue usually gets me in trouble, today I decided to let my underwear do the talking.
Jacob enters with an armful of dresses for me to try on, and he cringes as he takes in my defiant granny panties, hated the world over by men, including, apparently, gay men.
He turns to Derek, and with a scrunched-up face, he worries out loud. �The dresses aren�t going to lay right over those�� He tosses a nod in my general direction.
Derek wastes no time at all reassuring Jacob and striking back at me. �No worries. Ashton was just taking them off. She won�t be wearing underwear anymore.�
I glare defiantly back at him as I drop the loose fabric to the floor. He returns the glare for a moment before letting his gaze travel down my body to my sex, and as it lands there, smoldering with heat, I turn abruptly from him, intentionally showing him my backside instead. I look to the mirror in front of me, and I catch his eyes flit away from me in annoyance. He worries his lip with his thumb and index finger as he contemplates, and the slightest of smirks crosses over his mouth. Jacob is standing by looking from one to the other of us, obviously wondering just exactly what he�s gotten himself in the middle of.
Derek finally looks back to Jacob. �Get on with it.�
I try on one after the other of the dresses. Some are perfect; Jacob pins in additional alterations in others. Derek sits by bored, only glancing up from his cell phone occasionally. One such occasion is when Jacob remarks that I�m �just not curvy enough for this one.�
Derek looks up to Jacob, but he shifts his eyes to mine before commenting, �Yes, well, if you can figure out some way of making her look female, you let me know.�
Jacob again lets his eyes pass between us, seeming to wonder all the while what he�s missing. As I hold Derek�s eyes with my own, my anger falters, and the pain that is behind my fury pushes through. I try to wrangle my tears into submission, but it�s no use. In defeat, first one, and then another spills from my eyes and slides down my cheeks. Jacob regards my state and excuses himself from the room.
I stand on the hemming block in the center of the room, refusing to look at Derek. But he�s looking at me, and as my hurt continues to work through my entire body, I let my tongue do what it does best. �Why do you hate me so much?�
He says nothing, but stands and moves to me. Reaching around behind me, he pulls the zipper of the dress down, and then, returning his hands to my shoulders, he pulls the straps down, exposing first my small breasts, and then the rest of my naked body as it falls to the floor.
He leans in to my ear and speaks. �You don�t know anything about me.� He then takes me by the hand and pulls me to stand in front of the mirror, and leaning to my ear once more as I watch him in the mirror, he speaks gently. �Lean forward and put your palms on the mirror.�
I do as I�m told, appraising my tear-streaked face with embarrassment in the mirror as I bend over. His hand trails slowly down my back and grips me at the waist as his other moves to his zipper and slowly pulls it down. My body is responding to him once again, and I like it. As much as his words stung me, I�ve missed this feeling, this unexpected desire. When his pants hit the floor, he reaches for my pussy, finding my wetness. He strokes, he caresses, and he gives me the touch I�ve wanted, all the while holding my eyes intently with his.
He leans over my body, approaching my ear once more, and he presses two long and invasive fingers deep within me before speaking. �I want you wet like this for me every time I fuck you.�
Finding one last ounce of strength, I challenge him. �No, you don�t.�
They are the only words he needs to hear to remind him that cold, perfunctory fucking is his doing, not mine. And it stops him dead in his tracks. He swallows over his Adam�s apple. He holds my eyes for a moment before his jaw clenches harshly and his brow furrows as he considers my words. His lips are close to my ear, and it�s the first time I�ve been able to study them closely. They look warm, inviting even, and I wonder what it must feel like to kiss him. Then I remember just who he is, and kissing is definitely off limits. He sees me watching his mouth greedily, and his eyes burn into mine.
He finally leans back to my ear, and I wait for whatever harsh words he�ll use to hurt me. �You. Don�t. Know. Anything. About. Me.� His words are poignant, and with each one, his fingers invade me with a swift, deep penetration.
When he�s done speaking, he pulls his fingers slowly from my body, and without another word, he forces his cock slowly into my wet, waiting pussy. Again, he has foregone the condom and his tightly managed rules. He enters me more slowly than ever before. His eyes don�t leave mine as he fills me inch by slow inch. When this long drawn-out penetration is finally complete, he fills my tight sheath with his full breadth. He pulls from me, never taking his eyes from mine, and starts plunging faster and harder into my body, but his eyes are frustrated, and within only a few minutes of fucking me, he pulls from my body and pulls me around to face him.
He faces me, looking down at me with dark, hooded eyes, and as he holds my gaze, he reaches gently to the inside of my thigh and lifts one leg to dangle from his arm before moving his other arm to the inside of my other thigh. He lifts me easily with his forearms to straddle him. He pushes me up against the mirror, pinning me there with his hips. He continues to support my body with his forearms to the inside of my thighs, and as he pulls his hips from me, it is only long enough to line his engorged cock up with my entry and impale me harshly with it. I cry out, clutching his shoulders at the intensity of this incredibly deep penetration, and as he starts pulling and thrusting, my sheath starts clenching around his shaft. His face is only inches from mine, and his eyes are watching mine with heady lust. I can�t help but look at his lips, and as I do, he licks his lower lip. I inhale a quick breath at the sight of those lips that I so desperately want to taste, but I don�t.
He continues thrusting into me over and over, and as he does, I fight my mounting orgasm. He�s forbidden it, and as much as I want it, I won�t take it, but the fight against it is hard. I�m practically mewling like a cat in heat by the time he pulls himself from me, pins me to the mirror with his hips, and explodes in orgasm between our bodies. His eyes close in relief, and he holds our bodies firm and still as I hold on to his strongly muscled shoulders.
As the seconds tick away, he sets me lightly down to the floor. He pulls his pants swiftly back up, and once he�s re-clothed, he grabs the offensive white cotton underwear and uses them to wipe his cum from my stomach. I watch him gently run the material over my tummy, cleaning away every last drop of evidence from my skin. When he�s finished, he drops them in the nearby waste can and calls Jacob in once again. Derek returns to his chair, and as Jacob enters, he looks us both over appraisingly. What he assumes happened in this room is anyone�s guess, but Derek doesn�t seem to be the least bit concerned with what Jacob thinks. Jacob continues through the dresses, and once we�re finally finished, I re-dress and we leave the shop for the waiting limousine.
Derek is silent on the ride back to Trimbles, and as we exit the elevator, he places a hand at the small of my back, ushering me out in front of him, and, unexpectedly, right into a group of my housemates. I freeze as Derek regards them dismissively, but as Derek pushes me past the group and I offer a genial greeting, they crane their heads and watch after us, no doubt seeing the touch that still lingers on my lower back. We enter the hall, and he says nothing to me as he leaves me for his apartment. My body is relieved to have some degree of his want returned to me, but I�m also starved of my own release, a release I�m not allowed to take. With nothing better to do than soak away my frustration, I strip and lie in the bathtub as the water fills around me.
I daydream as the water slowly inches up the side of my face, and the rush of water slowly turns to a muffled churn as my ears fill. I daydream of him. The look in his eyes, the touch of his skin, the way he fills my body so completely, and my thoughts do nothing to calm my appetite. I contemplate masturbating on my closet floor out of his sight, but I can�t oppose his wishes. Wishes? Who am I kidding? It was punishment pure and simple, and as much as I feel like telling his punishment to go fuck itself and pleasuring myself in full view of his blessed camera, I won�t break the rules. As I continue to dream about my own release, I open my eyes to see him smirking down at me from the side of the tub. Holy shit! How long has he been watching me?
His stare is penetrating and his smirk is confusing, and it is impossible to tell if he�s upset with me for some unknown reason. I watch him with a guarded expression no doubt obvious on my face, and I suddenly want nothing more than for him to join me. But he makes no move to. Slowly, I pull myself up to prop on my elbows, and he slowly unbuttons the wrist of his shirt and starts folding it up along his arm.
I�m watching, wondering, and as he finishes with his sleeve, he speaks for the first time. �Why didn�t you come today when I was fucking you?�
Duh, he must know why, but I answer anyway. �Because I�m not supposed to.�
He continues. �You could have asked. I�d have agreed.� He continues to watch me as I take his words in, a little curious where they might be leading, and not just a little curious about his rolled-up sleeve. Finally, he speaks again, and it becomes clear. �Ask me.�
I look hesitantly to his eyes as they look down on my wet, naked body. He sees my nervousness and doesn�t give an inch. He repeats with a cock of his head. �Ask me.�
And I do. �Can I come?�
I blush furiously as I look away, but he�s not done torturing me. �How do you intend to do that?� My mouth drops open at his words. He�s watched me before; does he really need a description? Of course he does. It�s more fun for him to see me squirm.
�Touching myself,� I whisper.
�No.� My eyes snap to his in disappointment, embarrassment, and not just a little anger, but seeing my frustration, he coaxes me further. �Why don�t you ask me to make you come?�
�Will you?� I whisper once more.
But it�s not enough, and he makes that point quite clear. �Try again. Say it, and stop being so damn shy with me.�
My eyes flit to his quickly before I exhale a deep breath and do as he asks. �Mr. Pennington, will you make me come?�
�Happily. Now get up on your knees.� I do, facing him and the front of the bathtub. He pulls my thighs farther apart as he kneels beside the tub and reaches between my legs. As his finger makes first contact with my needy and sensitive skin, I jerk, and as I adjust to his touch, he pushes first one, and then two fingers deep inside me. He uses his thumb to stroke my clit while he continues to thrust. His cheek is right next to mine, and I can feel the heat from his skin on my own.
As my panting quickens, he demands that I stand. He pulls one foot up to rest on the side of the tub as I reach for his shoulders to steady myself. He moves to sit on the side of the tub and thrusts upward into my vagina. When I�ve had about all I can take, he adds one more finger, and I moan as I�m stretched taut. It�s not nearly as much as his girth, but it�s enough to fill me. He pushes harder on my clit as he keeps thrusting faster and harder. He�s watching my face and glancing regularly to his hand that is busy with my pussy. He places his free hand on my calf that is propped on the side of the tub and grips me tightly.
When I finally come loudly and completely, my knees wobble, and he stands swiftly, using his free hand to hold my waist. His fingers are still buried deep inside me, and their thrusting has slowed, but not ceased. He watches my face closely, forcing me to hold his gaze as he removes first one finger, leaving two to thrust slowly in and out. Finally, he removes another finger, letting the last one slide gently in and out before leaving my body altogether and trailing the last finger up over my sensitized clit.
He reaches his hand to my mouth before commanding, �Open up.� As I lick my taste from his fingers, his lips part, and his own breathing becomes ragged and aroused.
Before leaving, he ends up fucking my mouth with his cock while I make myself come again, and as he empties himself into my mouth for the third time since I�ve met him, I wonder if he�ll ever keep his own rules. As he makes to leave, I stand in front of him, my wet mess of a curly mop cascading down my shoulders; he reaches inadvertently to pull a strand that is stuck to my cheek. He brushes it gently away, his thumb lingering on my jaw line. But just as quickly as he reached for my face, he recoils from my skin and shakes his head in frustration, or perhaps confusion, as he turns to leave.
I�m left naked, staring after him in my own utter confusion and intrigue. This man is an enigma, and I want to know more. I chastise myself in my head, loudly admonishing myself for my stupidity. This can only bring me pain and disappointment, but I know that I�ll walk through the pits of hell to solve this mystery. Besides, what�s a little more disappointment and pain?
* * *
The next week passes with a whole lot more of Derek. The dynamic has shifted between us, and while he is still cold and difficult to understand, he�s given up the cruelty of our first weeks together. Perhaps he�s decided he can�t drive me away, so there is no sense trying. I look forward to my evenings with him, which happen to be every evening, and true to Liz�s account, I never leave dissatisfied. However, not true to Liz�s account, he has stopped fucking me from behind or using condoms. It is far more intimate, and the closeness of it seems to make him uncomfortable at times. Fortunately, not enough for him to push me away. Also not true to Liz�s account, I come every time I�m with him. As long as I�m willing to ask, he obliges, watching my climax with interest. It almost always leads to a round two as his arousal returns quickly once he hears my moans and cries of pleasure. I have no idea why he has so clearly diverged from his normal approach to his women, but I�m thankful for it all the same.
His cold, hard exterior is still firmly in place, but what lies hidden beneath it threatens to show itself every time he touches my body. I know now that whatever he thinks of me, it is not hatred. I can�t guess how he regards me, and while I know he may not despise me, he�s still desperate to push me away. But, he doesn�t, and that is his vulnerability. I thought my own vulnerability might get the best of me here, but I can see now he�s not without his own. He refuses to lower his guard with me, but in the dark depths of his eyes, I can see an agonized man, not without feeling and emotion, desperate to get out � but he is unreachable. So, I revel in his touch instead, knowing that to whatever degree, it pleases him.
I know it will be the most difficult thing in the world for me to give myself to another man, after so completely and unwisely giving myself to him, but this is what I signed up for. I dread the day, and yet, I yearn to be done with it. At times, I thank God I�m no longer cold and hungry on the streets and that the wolves are kept at bay by my salary slowly but steadily feeding their lust for money I don�t owe them. But in the same breath, I can say, with no doubt whatsoever, that I have never felt more threatened. Emotionally, I�m walking a tightrope every day, waiting to be destroyed by the feelings I�ve allowed myself to have for him, and it is this threat, that comes only with deep commitment to another, that brings me swiftly to my knees when I�m asked out to dinner.

Chapter 10

As Derek approaches the sectional sofa in the common room where Liz and I are deep in conversation, I turn to him without hesitation. There is never a time my eyes don�t follow him when he�s in a room, and this time is no different. He has a world of worry buried within his eyes, and I watch as his eyes meet, and then pass away from mine, until reaching out to me once again. Whatever this is, it isn�t good, and dread creeps over me as I wait for him to speak.
�We have dinner plans tonight.� He looks at me intently, and it goes without saying he�s speaking only to me. Liz watches him carefully, her own worry and wonder crossing her ever-beautiful face. As Derek makes to leave, he finishes that statement. �With Mr. Grayson.�
At the sound of his name, my body chills and my pulse quickens. I don�t like Mr. Grayson. He scares me in a way even Derek never has. There is a cruelty to him, and his intense dislike of Derek makes him all the more threatening. Derek, without a doubt, has no interest in spending time with Mr. Grayson, and I can�t imagine it will be a pleasant meal. What my part in all of this is, I can�t fathom.
I set about getting ready for our evening, and my anxiety for Derek mounts. I don�t want him to endure this man anymore than I myself want to. He is no friend to either of us, and I suddenly feel an overwhelming urge to comfort Derek, to touch him gently and reassure him that I understand. But that isn�t part of our world, our relationship. He reminded me cruelly once that he�s not my boyfriend, lover, or even friend; the words haunt me to this very moment, and whatever pattern of behavior we may have settled into over the past week, nothing has changed from this dynamic. We fuck, and while I crave intimacy, I will not find it with him. It has to be enough that he enjoys me and that he allows me to enjoy him as well. While it fills, to some degree, the void in my heart, I know, too, it will eventually hurt me. But not today. Today I�m on his side. Go team Derek. We will be forced to suffer this insufferable man together.
As Derek and I meet at the elevator, he looks me over slowly. I�m wearing my favorite gray dress, and as his eyes move over my body slowly, he swallows over a lump in his throat, and his eyes flit away from me. We climb into the waiting limousine, and he takes his usual place on the rear-facing bench seat. Before long, the door opens and Mr. Grayson climbs in, ushering me to the opposite side of the backseat, catty-corner from Derek. He smiles broadly, but wickedly at Derek as Derek returns a cool gaze back to him. I say nothing as the limo pulls out into traffic.
It isn�t long before Mr. Grayson turns to me and offers me a very contrived and artificial greeting. I politely return his comments, but don�t smile or look at him for longer than a moment, and on the drive, we are silent. My tension is painful, my body held rigid and frozen in place. Derek is in his own world of pain, and as I watch him from my place, he looks slowly up to me. His eyes soften a moment before impassivity takes them over again. When we arrive at our destination, I find that we�re not at a restaurant as I had assumed we would be. Rather, we�ve pulled up to an incredible mansion overlooking the bay. Mr. Grayson turns to me and tells me this is his home, as though I should care, and as though he cares that I know.
We enter through the grand front doors, and a gentleman meets us. He advises us dinner will be ready soon on the patio. As Derek and I follow Mr. Grayson through the house to the French doors that lead out the back of the home, Derek runs his knuckles down the back of my bare arm. My skin tingles at his secret touch, and I wish more than anything we were alone together, away from this place. The patio is as amazing as the house. It is expansive limestone paving stones, and the furniture is nicer than most people can afford in the interior of their homes, let alone an outside space.
As we are seated, a server sets our drinks down for us. I�m given white wine, and the men are given something stronger in a tumbler. Derek is seated across from me, and Mr. Grayson is seated at the head of the table, appraising us both. When he speaks first, I nearly choke on my own tongue. �So, Ashton, when Mr. Pennington fucks that cute little face of yours, does he come inside your mouth?�
As my eyes fly up to Derek�s, he looks coolly back at me. I know he�s raging inside his head, but he�s putting on the performance of a lifetime. I look from one to the other of them.
Mr. Grayson reaches out his hand to cover mine in a false gesture of sensitivity, and as I look into his cruel and cold eyes, I lie. �No.�
I can�t guess what caused me to lie, or what benefit it could possibly have to either Derek or I, but my heart tells me that those memories belong to us, and certainly not Mr. Grayson. And as I look to Derek�s eyes, the slight flinch of his brow fleeting across his impressively impassive expression tells me we are on the same page with this.
Mr. Grayson repeats my answer back to me as a question, a smile crossing his lips as he speaks. �Well then, I think I�ll let Ricky here,� nodding to the server standing by, �fuck that mouth of yours and give you your first taste of cum. And when he�s done, I�m going to fuck you. I�ve gotten a number of complaints about Derek�s apparent lack of interest in his other women. So, I�m compelled to see for myself why Derek can�t seem to find time in his schedule to fuck anyone but you. Oh, and Derek will watch of course, just as I promised he would.�
Ricky is looking at me lasciviously as Mr. Grayson speaks, and my skin starts to flush and prickle in sick, terrified reaction to Mr. Grayson�s words. I don�t want this.
Derek is looking at me, his eyes dark and wide, but restrained as always. He�s composed, but I can see it is a fight. His breathing has quickened slightly, and he is inhaling deep breaths through his nose as his nostrils flare in fury.
It is many long seconds before he finds his voice through gritted teeth. �Why are you doing this to her?�
Mr. Grayson�s chilling reply comes without missing a beat. �Because I want to watch you sit by pretending you don�t care what we�re doing to her sweet, little body in front of you. You know how this game goes. It�s why you�re here after all � to amuse me.�
I don�t understand any of Mr. Grayson�s hatred toward Derek, but at the moment, I�m thinking only of my own emotions, and I�m horrified. My eyes flash with unwanted tears as my body continues to clench in terror.
When Mr. Grayson next speaks, it is as he rises and walks away from us. �I�ll give you a moment. Come, Ricky, shall we see if dinner is ready?�
As soon as they are through the doors, Derek rounds the table to me and sits next to me. He reaches into his pocket, pulling out a pill, and holds it out to me. �Take this. It will relax you.� I shake my head and tell him I don�t want it, but he takes my hand in his, places the pill in my palm, and demands I take it. �I want it. I want you relaxed.�
I raise the pill to my lips, and the first of my tears starts to fall. He watches me without touching me, his jaw set in a hard line.
Minutes later, Mr. Grayson and Ricky return, and Mr. Grayson once again takes his seat at the head of the table, but Derek remains in the seat by my side. Ricky starts serving our dinner. The food is nothing more than a sick joke, expecting me to eat, all the while knowing what is in store for me. I sit numbly picking at my food, as does Derek. Mr. Grayson is the only one at the table who seems to be thoroughly enjoying the meal.
When Mr. Grayson finally wipes his mouth with his napkin and pushes his plate away, Derek speaks. �She�s still in training. She�s not ready for this.�
�But I promised Ricky a treat�� He�s taunting Derek, but Derek is holding steady, coolly eying Mr. Grayson.
His fury is well contained, though only just hiding under the surface. They glare at one another while I watch, praying for the pill to work its magic fast. My strength and resolve are fading quickly, and all I want is to be away from this grand mansion and all its nightmarish horrors. This is most definitely not what I signed up for, but I�m here, and Derek is sitting next to me. His hand is out of sight under the table on my leg, and the warmth from his touch is slowly crawling out from his hand to the rest of my frigid body. His eyes are still fighting his war with Mr. Grayson, but his touch is completely focused on me. It is the only thing keeping me from a full-on meltdown.
After an uncomfortable span of time has passed, Mr. Grayson finally breaks the silence and gives a derisive snort. �Fine. Have it your way.� Derek�s fingers curl against my skin at his words, but he remains still. And then Mr. Grayson drops the bombshell. �You can keep her cunt to yourself for the time being, but I�m going to fuck that mouth of hers, and you�re going to watch as she swallows every last bit of me. Make one more argument, and I�ll take her away from you just as easily and quickly as I gave her to you.�
My eyes don�t move from my hands that are clasped in my lap. Every muscle of my body is slack and destroyed. As I feel Derek�s hand move over my thigh to my hand, it makes me want to cry in absolute bittersweet unfairness. I�ve wanted touch, and I�ve gotten it. I�ve wanted emotion, and here it is, but I�m fading fast. The pill is finally creeping through my system, and my sadness is slowly turning to numbness. I�m lost in my own mind, feeling every emotion, and yet every emotion is oddly dull. Even the worst of my fear and pain manages to feel strangely valid and comfortable. It�s euphoric and relaxing.
Derek helps me from my seat, and I approach Mr. Grayson. When I�m kneeling in front of him on the cold limestone ground, he exposes himself to me. He isn�t Derek. He isn�t impressive, and the sight of his body revolts me. Derek has taken his seat off to the side where he is afforded the perfect view of me. And perhaps it is the blessed pill that he gave me, or the utter despair at what I must do, but I realize that I�m not afraid of Mr. Grayson. I hate him, and he disgusts me, but I don�t care about him. So I kneel and play my part in his pathetic, grotesque game.
My mind wanders as my mouth works, and I glance sideways to see Derek�s dead and distant eyes. He�s watching, just as he has too, and as he sees my eyes, his jaw clenches tightly and his nostrils flare, but he keeps his eyes trained on mine. I return to my job, hating this man, hating his scent, hating his taste, hating him for not being Derek, but he�s panting and grunting, and he must be near his end. All I want is to give myself over completely to the numbness, but I have to finish. I have to finish for my own sake, and for Derek�s. He�s as tortured by this man as I am, and all I have to do is finish. Then we can escape.
As Mr. Grayson ejaculates in my mouth, it is with his hand pinning my head to his groin. I�m smothered and I can�t breathe. However vigorous and intense Derek can be, he knows my limits and what I can handle from him. The man in my mouth at the moment simply doesn�t care enough about my well-being to give a shit if he suffocates me or not. He leaves me on my hands and knees, gasping when his cum drips from my lips and mouth as I try to regain my breath. He�s moved to the drink cart nearby, pouring himself another strong drink. I shakily make my way up to my knees, and when I have a trembling hand on the side of the table, pushing myself up to stand, he approaches me once again.
He reaches for my chin as I recoil, and he chuckles as he gives me his parting comment. �Thanks, dear. Can�t wait till next time.�
I move as quickly as my sluggish feet will take me to my chair, and Derek returns to the chair beside me. He�s as still as a statue when he�s seated, but quickly hands me the glass of wine still sitting untouched in front me.
He leans to my ear and whispers, �Drink. You�ll be asleep soon. I promise.�
I do. I guzzle, wanting to remove the contamination from my mouth. Wanting to knock myself out completely. But rather than letting us escape, Mr. Grayson has conversation in mind. How truly cruel he is. �Did you like sucking my cock, Ashton?�
He�s watching me appraisingly as my eyes fight to focus on him, but I don�t trust him, nor do I trust my mouth or what will come out of it in my drugged and drunk state. So, I stall.
But Mr. Grayson coaxes me further. �I assure you, Ashton, I don�t care enough about your opinions or feelings to give a shit what you think of me. I want you to answer me truthfully. You won�t suffer because of it. Did you like sucking my cock?�
So I speak. �No.�
�But you like sucking Derek�s cock, don�t you?�
�Yes.�
�Do you like fucking Derek, Ashton?�
I continue to answer his questions honestly and quickly. �Yes.�
�Do you like his cock?� He�s smiling crookedly at me as Derek breathes slowly beside me.
�Yes.�
�Why?�
�He�s�� And the word comes tumbling from my mouth. �Impressive��
�Impressive even? Huh��
He rubs his chin as he appraises me, but my head is sinking and my eyes are closing no matter how hard I fight to keep them open. As my head hits my hand propped on the arm of the chair, I drift peacefully into another place. I�m almost upset when Derek demands that we leave. I�m too comfortable to stand, but Mr. Grayson isn�t finished talking yet, and as I continue to float in space, I listen. I understand nothing of what I hear, even though I know it means something important.
�How dare you.� It�s Derek. I don�t need to see him to know he�s speaking through clenched teeth, and his words are seething with fury.
�I own her, and I�ll do whatever I choose to her.� Grayson is taunting.
�Well, don�t get too comfortable. There�s nothing stopping me from releasing her from her obligations.�
�How quickly you forget your responsibility to Trimbles, Derek.� He�s still taunting, but his words make no sense to me.
�You needn�t worry about that. I�m not going anywhere, but Ashton will not be a part of this.�
�Oh, I think she will, and she�s not going anywhere unless you want to see our deal broken. It�s fine with me of course�� Threat. I don�t know what it means, but he�s threatening Derek.
�That wasn�t the deal we made.� Derek is seething again, and I�m still floating in the land of confusion.
�What can I say? I�m not an honest man.� I can almost hear the mocking shrug of his shoulders at this admission, and Derek�s deep breathing beside me as he fights to maintain control is equally obvious. With his final admission, Mr. Grayson dismisses us. �Now get that pathetic whore out of my house. I hope she fucks better than she gives head.�
With a final �fuck you� to Mr. Grayson, Derek stands and helps me to my feet. He walks us quickly to the limo while my feet stumble across the floor, but he�s holding me tightly, and I know he�ll get me there. I crawl in on the back seat, and rather than taking his normal seat across from me, he sits beside me as my head slowly sinks to his lap. I remember little of the ride home, and even less of what came after. But my dreams were incredible.
In my dreams, he reassured me with soft words I know I�ll never recall. He touched and caressed my body slowly in exactly the way I always crave from him. My hair was stroked gently and slowly, and I was surrounded by feelings of his safety and security.

Chapter 11

When I wake the next morning, I�m unclothed and comfortable in my bed. Liz is sitting in the chaise lounge waiting for me to wake. It�s late, nearly lunch time, and as she sees my eyes open, she smiles warmly and moves to my side. The concern in her eyes is palpable. When she rests a gentle hand on my arm and asks me how I am, my eyes tear. I�m safe again, but the fear and panic of the night before are so easily felt and remembered. I think of Derek. He was in hell last night, nearly as much as me, and I can�t help but worry about him. But my mind is hazy, and as I look around, I realize that I have no idea how I got here.
But Liz does. She fills in the details and then some. Derek called her when we arrived back at Trimbles. She met him as he carried me from the elevator, and helped him get me settled in bed.
My heart aches for her and her compassion as I realize she must have spent the night on the chaise waiting for me to wake, but as I thank her for staying with me, she stills me quickly. �Ash, I wanted to stay, but Derek refused. When I left, he was the one still here with you � and by the look of your bed, he didn�t leave�� I look to the other side of the bed, noticing for the first time that it is unmade, and the soft, down pillow has very obviously been slept on. But he�s not here now, and as I look to her in confusion, she speaks again. �He looked � shell shocked. Desperate� I don�t know what�s going on with you two, but I�ve never seen him as � human as he was with you last night.� She gives me a crooked smile with curiosity showing clearly in her eyes.
I look away quickly, not sure what to say, not sure, in fact, what to think. But a question lingers in my mind. It is the question that has been lodged in my brain since the first moment I watched Mr. Grayson and Derek together in my interview. It has gnawed at me slowly with every passing day, and after last night, it is in the forefront of my mind. �Why do they hate each other so much?�
I�m referring to Derek and Mr. Grayson, of course, and Liz understands my reference with no further explanation. �God, Ash. You tell me. They�ve hated one another as long as I�ve been here, which is going on five years. Truthfully, I think Mr. Grayson�s found a pawn in you that he didn�t have before.� This last statement is spoken with an exasperated and defeated shake of the head. She feels bad for Derek, and in some odd way, it warms my heart for her all the more.
I shower while Liz waits to walk me to the common room for lunch. My dreams come slowly back to me as the warm water rains down on me, but they weren�t dreams at all, were they? He was my reality last night, and I can�t remember a damn thing about it! I was touched, caressed, my hair was stroked, and he spoke to me. God, why can�t I remember what he said? Damn drugs. I wanted them so much the night before, but I�d give anything to get my memory back now. He was here with me. He didn�t leave. He touched me, but I�m certain he didn�t fuck me; he caressed me, and he spoke quiet words to me. What I thought were my dreams were filled with feelings of being cherished, cared for. But that isn�t Derek. That isn�t how he works. God, why can�t I remember? I want those memories back. I need those memories.
I eventually give up on my brain and quickly pull my hair back to join Liz for lunch. As we enter the common room, my housemates are gathered around the table watching me warily as always. But after the night before, even the distant and cold treatment of my housemates seems warm, and I want nothing but to join them. I take my place next to Liz, and, as I expected, they regard me coolly. It is the treatment I�ve gotten used to since the incident with Shelby. Since that time, it has become difficult to convince any of them that Derek doesn�t regard me in some way different from them, and doesn�t he? Mr. Grayson said as much himself, and wasn�t it the reason for his torture? It hasn�t escaped anyone�s attention that Derek has continued to spend his time with only me, and I�ve been thankful for that more than I care to admit. The idea of him touching one of the other girls is painful and sends stabs of jealousy through my body. However hazy my mind is today, I remember the feeling of his touch, the strokes, and the comfort, so completely new to me but so incredibly needed. And I�m jealously protective of this.
While I�m sitting at the dining room table having coffee with the others, the conversation turns, as it often does, to Mr. Pennington. The leading questions that always seem to move quickly to how often I see him are a daily barrage that I have to put up with if I have any hope of getting my daily caffeine intake. On this day, however, the questions take a most decadently negative turn when Veronica announces she�s spending the evening with Mr. Pennington. My breath hitches audibly and loudly, and I have to fight for my next one. All eyes suddenly snap to mine, and mine are overly wide in shock and devastation. I give a slightly awkward and completely contrived smile as I stand to leave, with Liz following close behind me.
I�m shaking as I reach my room, and she puts a gentle hand on my back as I enter my room in just enough time to collapse in hitching sobs on my bed.
She sits with me for a long time, stroking my hair and shushing me like a baby. Her concern is real, and as my crying subsides, she speaks. �It�s not a good idea to care in this place, Ash. It usually ends badly.� I nod numbly at the truth of her words before she continues. �Are you in love him?�
I shake my head in confusion, and as my face scrunches in pain, I open up to her. �No. I don�t know.�
She asks me more questions, and I talk to her. I�m not afraid in the least that anything I tell her will be used to hurt or betray me, and so when she asks about the specifics of our time together, I tell her. I tell her every last detail of the day before and every last detail of Derek�s and my time together. Her eyebrows raise on more than one occasion as I discuss the ways in which we have sex, his rule breaking, his behavior after he watched me touching myself and crying out for him, even his comforting touch at Mr. Grayson�s mansion, and the cloudy, but very real memories of his touch the night before. Every last detail is shared in the graphic way that is only appropriate in a place such as this.
I can tell by the expression on her face she�s shocked by most of what I tell her, and as I finish talking, I add one final admission. �I�m just an idiot. I don�t know what I was thinking, letting myself think he cares. He�s not allowed to care.�
My sobs are coming easily through my words, and my head is shaking in painful exasperation. I must be a truly pathetic sight, and I hate myself for my weakness.
But Liz is quick to comfort, and she talks long and forcefully while holding my hands tightly, and imploring me desperately to listen. I do listen, crying quietly. �I�ve never seen him this way with anyone, Ashton. I mean, my God, the way he is with you� That isn�t the Mr. Pennington we know, and that doesn�t make you an idiot. You�re human. You feel the way you do because of the way he is with you. He�s only doing this to protect you. You said yourself that Mr. Grayson was pissed because Mr. Pennington�s not spending time with the rest of us. That�s why he�s doing this. You know that. You don�t deserve to feel this way. You haven�t done anything wrong.� She�s speed talking, trying to get every last thought in her mind out before I fall apart.
But it�s no use. My tears are streaming down my cheeks at her so-generous words and the genuine heart behind them. Her words are validating, but they don�t make the pain disappear, and long after she�s left my room and I�ve cried my tear bank empty, I make the boldest decision of my life. My pain and sadness have morphed to rage, as they always do, and I have no intention of not confronting him. I throw on my oldest and most tattered jean shorts and T-shirt, looking every bit the disgraceful, normal woman I shouldn�t, and I march the eight feet across the hall to his apartment. I knock and wait, and a few seconds later, the door opens.
�What is it?� He�s cold, his eyes dead.
His expression takes me back to the weeks he tormented us both with his frigid attitude, and I blurt out my first thoughts before my restraints kick in. �Were you going to tell me?�
My eyes tear instantly, and he grabs me by the wrist, pulling me harshly inside his apartment. He pushes me up against the wall by the door with his hands at my waist. His face is contorted and pained. He doesn�t know what he wants to say, and he�s fighting himself incredibly while I watch.
When he speaks, it�s through gritted teeth. �I don�t owe you any explanation about who I choose to fuck. I thought I made that clear to you.�
And, oh God, how those words pierce straight through my heart. My tears boil over, and my body is wracked with a new wave of furious sobs. My face is scrunched as I fight the emotion, and I can�t escape his grasp as he glares into my face.
I want nothing else than to turn this pain to rage, but my wounded heart overwhelms me, and if my pain isn�t enough, he decides to add one further clarification for me to chew on. �You and I � we�re nothing to one another.�
And there�s my fury. My mouth scrunched up in a mad grimace, I reach up, hitting him hard across the face with my open hand. The slapping sound is loud, and instant shock registers on his face. He pauses for only a second before he grabs my wrists roughly, and swiftly plants them above my head, pinning my body to the wall with his own. He�s seething with fury as he glares down at me.
But I�m done caring what he thinks, and I unleash my accusation on him. �You�re a liar,� I snarl at his face, condemning him with my words as he glares back at me. His jaw is clenching, and his nostrils are flaring in his rage. He won�t break my stare, and he won�t release my body, but I have one last attack, and I unleash it with every last ounce of rage I can muster. �I hate you.� My lips tremble, my mouth, my face, my entire body is vibrating in anguish and fury, and as he finally releases my body, I sink against the wall.
His eyes look defeated as he staggers back from me, overwhelmed even, and were I not so filled with loathing for this man, I would pity him. He speaks one more sentence to me on a choked and ragged breath. �Yeah? I knew the second I met you that you eventually would.� And with a defeated and pained shake of his head, he turns and walks away to his bathroom, slamming the door when he disappears within. Moments later, the loud shattering sound of something hitting the wall echoes back to me, along with a ferocious �fuck!�
I return to my room, sinking to my bed. I stare at the ceiling, unable to move, unable to think. I hit him. I could be fired for hitting him, and were I thinking clearly, I�d have realized that could be the most dangerous thing in the world for me. But in the moment, I didn�t care. I wanted him to feel my pain, every last painful stab of it. To be touched so gently the day before when I needed it so much, and then tossed aside in an instant a mere day later was more than I could take.
I stare endlessly at the ceiling, not moving a muscle, and I know the time is near. She�ll be arriving soon enough, and a new wave of jealousy takes me over as I try to stifle it, but it�s hopeless. Veronica is beautiful. She is the perfect hourglass shape and has chestnut hair and freckles. She�s built the way every woman here is built, except for me. Voluptuous and flirtatious. I see him touching her skin, entering her body, thrusting into her as she moans loudly. I hate the images that play so graphically in my mind, but I can�t escape them. I cry, and I curse myself for being so stupid. As the sun falls and the night lights of the city illuminate the skyline, I slip into nightmarish dreams. My dreams are as painful as being awake. They are incessant and persistent, filled with images that make my heart scream. But they don�t last.
I�m brought out of my sleep when my phone rings. I pick it up and hear Liz on the other end. She is talking quickly and quietly. �Nothing happened. She tried to touch him, and he kicked her out before anything happened. She just left my room a few minutes ago.�
While my heart breathes an incredible sigh of relief that I can�t deny, my brain snorts and sends a comment of its own. You might as well get used to this torment, baby. I hang up, wasted and exhausted. My heart has been in knots for hours, and my brain is right. I will feel this pain again, many times over before it is through. And that stills my heart. I ache for him. I want him desperately, but he will, without a doubt, destroy me. With these most depressing thoughts in my mind, I drift off once again.
* * *
I wake up to a body crawling up to cover mine from behind. I�m asleep on my stomach, and I feel the length of this body along mine, pinning me to the bed. I know this scent and this touch. It�s him. He pushes my T-shirt up quickly, hastily pulling it over my head and leaving my outstretched arms trapped within. Once my backside is naked against the front of his naked body, he lifts my hips and pulls my knees wide apart so my ass is up, but not very far off the bed. Once I�m in position, he fucks me hard and mercilessly. His mouth is by my ear, and I can hear every ragged and tortured breath he takes. His groans are pained, and he is just as frustrated as he is aroused. He pounds vigorously into my body as he pins my hands to the bed, my fingers laced with his own.
The skyline through the window in front of us is impressive, and were I able to think about anything but him, I�m sure I would find this an amazing way to be taken by a man. I ache from his invasion. But I�m addicted to this, to him, and I can�t push him away, as much as I likely should. He quickly reaches his climax with a curse on his lips. �Goddamn it, Ashton.�
He comes deep inside my body, not even attempting to leave my tight sheath. His thrusting slows, but his mouth stays at my ear, where I listen to his ragged breathing slowly return to normal. He says nothing at all, but his hands still clutch and pin mine to the bed, and he doesn�t leave my body for many minutes. Eventually he pulls his ever-impressive cock from me, stands, and leaves me naked on the bed with my arms twisted in my shirt and his semen slowly dripping from my entry.
* * *
The next morning, as I sit at the dining room table with the others, sipping my coffee, I feel the eyes of the group watching me. I can still feel Derek�s cum seeping from my body, and it is an amazing private feeling that reminds me of him. The women aren�t being unkind, but they are leery of me, all, that is, except Liz. She is smiling warmly at me as usual. Veronica isn�t present, and it�s apparent that news has travelled fast of Derek�s rejection of her. This is naturally adding fuel to the fire and is no doubt why so many eyes are trained on me.
As Derek appears, my body stills, and the women at the table look back and forth between us both. I watch him cross the room for the kitchen, and as he approaches the table, he stops to speak with Liz. �I need to speak with you about putting Ashton into the rotation starting the day after tomorrow. Stop by my room in about fifteen minutes.�
He glances up to the likely shocked and horrified look on my face, and he can�t seem to help but hold my gaze. His eyes are gently reassuring in a way that is not very Derek at all. His face softens visibly, and he speaks directly to me. �It�s okay. You�re not working, just shadowing.� His eyes linger on mine far longer than they should. �We�ll talk about it later.�
He continues to the kitchen as every gaze at the table pins me to my chair. Liz, who is sitting beside me, reaches for my hand and squeezes it gently. She knows nothing of what happened after Veronica was sent away from him, but she sees everything worth seeing clearly enough.

Chapter 12

Once Liz has met with Derek, she comes to my room to fill me in. I�m to go to the gaming room with her the night after next. She will be working, but Derek has asked that I stay by her for as long as possible, and then I�ll be excused to my room once her time is purchased. I�m nervous just listening to her talk, but she reassures me this is nothing to be concerned about. I�ll drink some drinks, have some conversation, and generally just be seen by the men. Trimbles is an exclusive members-only club, and most of the men are very regular attendees. My presence will not go unnoticed, and there will be interest, but I�m only there to be seen and take in the atmosphere.
Liz helps me pick out a deep emerald-green satin gown for the next night. It is stunning and skims my slight curves. I love it, and were I not thinking about the terror I�ll feel when I wear it, I would be able to thoroughly enjoy this girl time. The shoes will be a challenge of course. Heels � not my strong suit, but a requirement.
When Liz starts in on my hair, she becomes exasperated when she fails at taming the curls, and with one final comment, she gives up. �Ash, I love your hair, I really do, but it has a mind of its own, and you are on your own with that mess! Regardless, you will look beautiful.�
And the sincerity in her eyes is all the reassurance I need.
* * *
That evening, Derek calls me to his room. I�ve been waiting anxiously all day for this, and I�m not disappointed. As I enter, he pushes me up against the wall in the very same spot where I�d admonished him the night before. This time is decidedly different. He pulls my dress off over my head, and after freeing his cock from his pants, he lifts me easily. He pushes my back to the wall, and after parting the lips of my vagina with his fingers that hold me up, he thrusts deep into me. The intensity of his eyes is all the reassurance I need that the night before is still just as painfully on his mind as it is mine, and his movements have never been more desperate and vigorous. He starts moving his hips against me while he holds me up against the wall. His eyes are focused on mine as my breath comes in shallow gasps. Before long, his movements are quickening, but rather than finishing with me there against the wall, he lays me gently on the floor of the entry and continues to stroke in and out of me. He holds my hands above my head, again lacing his fingers through mine, as he continues to grind his pelvis into mine. He huskily orders that I come, and I do easily. As my orgasm fades, his own takes over his body, and he comes deep inside of me again. Coming inside of me was no accident, and he watches my face intently as he continues to thrust gently through the lubrication of his own semen.
I can feel him seeping from me the instant he leaves my body, and I miss the feeling of his body the moment it leaves me. But he doesn�t leave, or rather he doesn�t ask me to leave. Instead, in a completely unexpected move, he reaches a hand down to help me from the floor, and wordlessly, he leads me to his bathroom. His seed is slowly running down the inside of my thighs as I walk with him, and I feel completely and utterly claimed by him, owned.
I�ve never actually seen the bathroom, and like all the others on our floor, it is large and lavish. He starts a bath in the tub, and stands back against the vanity, watching me as I sit nervously on the side of the tub. He eyes me up and down, and his gaze stops on my glistening thighs. He inhales deeply as his cock twitches at the sight of my legs. His arms are folded across his chest, and he strokes his lower lip with his thumb. Given the set of his jaw and the intensity in his eyes, a small war is being waged in his mind, and so I wait. I�ve no idea what I�m waiting for, but I wait. He helps me into the bath when it�s ready, and with a final moment of painful hesitation, the war is laid to rest, and he joins me.
I watch in stunned silence as he climbs in, and I sit forward, assuming, or perhaps hoping, that he�ll take his place behind me, but he moves to the opposite end of the bathtub, sitting to face me as I sit back once again, embarrassment flushing my cheeks. He watches me as I fidget nervously. His eyes are dark and penetrating, and he makes no move to glance away from me. He is so at ease watching me, pinning me to my place with his eyes, and part of me suspects he enjoys this power. He places his legs outside of mine, with his feet at my thighs. I want to reach out and touch him, but I won�t; I can�t. My legs rest against his, and that is as much touch as I can have. I start to relax under his watchful eyes, adjusting to the emotional intrusion.
After an eternity of silence, his jaw tenses yet again, and I know he�s going to speak. I watch his jaw tense and release, and I realize just how much I�ve grown to understand him. Or perhaps not him, but, at the very least, his body. His stress, his pain, his anger, his confusion even shows visibly on his face. The tension and set of his jaw, the furrow of his brow, even the slight narrowing of his eyes are all signs of the inner emotion he feels. What I at first glance thought was a cold, emotionless, bottomless pit of a soul is anything but. I don�t understand most everything about this man, but there is a man to know buried inside of his cold, harsh exterior.
But as content as this knowledge makes me, when he does decide to speak, he asks exactly the question I don�t want to answer. �How did your father die?�
My heart warms, and at the same time lurches at his interest in my past. There are so many conversations I�d love to have with this man, but this is not one of them. I hope against all hope he�s in a generous mood when I speak. �Please don�t ask me to talk about my father.�
But I should have known better. Derek gets his way. It is a simple fact of life for him. The narrowing eyes tell me instantly that joining me in the bath was perhaps generous, but letting his question go is asking too much. He continues to appraise me with his head cocked to the side, waiting.
When it is clear he�ll wait an eternity if he has to, I give in, and I open up. �He was killed.� My voice is quiet, and my face feels tight.
The memories start to hit my heart like a meteor shower raining down, and the muscles in my face start to twitch and contort. I don�t want to do this, but as he speaks, it is clear he does, and we will. �And your mother? Where is she?� The eyes are penetrating, but his voice is gentle and caring.
He knows I�m uncomfortable, but he isn�t going to back down. He wants to know my secrets, and I should be happy for the interest, but why this secret? The desperation and fear must be evident on my face as he reaches gently for my leg and caresses my ankle intimately. Derek doesn�t do caresses. He doesn�t do intimacy, and yet I�m learning very quickly he does it so perfectly. I melt at his touch as the dark warmth of his eyes meets what is likely panic in my own.
My next answer comes as a whisper. �She�s dead too.�
�How?� He watches me calmly.
His hand is still on my ankle, and I wish for his touch to leave me. I can�t deny his touch, and these memories are too painful.
�Please don�t.� I�m begging even though I know I�ll tell him everything he wants to know for this touch.
He pulls my ankle gently toward his hip as my body glides smoothly toward him. Once he�s pulled me up to straddle his hips, and my face is mere inches from his, he speaks again. �How?�
If I�d thought I�d been whispering before, my voice is barely audible when I speak next. �She was killed too.�
�Where were you?� His eyes are wide with interest and perhaps a bit of shock. His hand holds me gently at the small of my back.
�Watching.� I croak out the answer as my eyes flit away as quickly as I can move them.
His eyes widen considerably as the shock sets in, but he remains calm and quiet. He doesn�t push further. He appraises me with his ever-watchful gaze, swallowing over a lump in his throat, but he says nothing. I�m close to his body, so close, and I want nothing else but to enjoy this closeness, but I can�t. I�m frozen in my vulnerability. He�s so close to my secret, so dangerously close. With each passing second he allows me to keep my silence, I relax a bit further. His hands move to my hips, holding me firmly to his groin. I�m frozen and breathing more shallowly than I ought to, and as I continue to look at him, he runs his hands gently up my back. Another caress. Since when does he caress? Like everything, he�s exceptional at it.
His hands run up and down, always returning to my hips, and then they fall to my bottom. Clutching each cheek, he squeezes and pulls me hard to him. It�s intimate, but not overtly sexual, and I wonder again where this sudden softness has come from. I want to reach for him, but I can�t. Or maybe I won�t. Would he stop me? I want to wrap my arms around him, pull my chest to his, but can I do that?
As I continue to look at him, and he continues to gently rub my bottom, I ask. He�s asked so much of me, why can�t I ask something from him as well? �Can I touch you?� I can�t disguise the hopefulness in my voice, and I�m sure it shows clearly in my wide-open eyes as well.
He regards me intently. Again, his jaw clenches and releases in his consternation. Eventually, he nods, and as he continues to gaze at me, I run my thumb gently and slowly down his neck. When my hand reaches his chest, my other joins it, and I run them around his sides, enfolding him in my arms. As I pull myself to his chest, and my head slowly sinks to his shoulder, I continue to watch his eyes. They are watching me as well, intrigued. In the last moment I see them before my head drops to his shoulder, they flutter closed as he exhales the deep breath he�s kept captive since feeling my touch.
I�m tense and nervous against his chest, but when he doesn�t push me away and his breathing deepens and calms, I start to relax into his body. He slowly starts to caress me again, and my nervous tension releases entirely. I listen with my ear to his chest as his heart beats strongly and surely. I revel in the closeness, and in my contented state, I decide to test the waters. I usually know when I�m playing with fire, and I�m usually powerless to stop my mouth from pushing further. This time is no exception, but he�s asked me to give him so many of my own secrets. Doesn�t he owe me just one of his own?
I pull my body reluctantly from him and inhale a deep breath. �Why do you and Mr. Grayson hate one another so much?� I almost instantly regret asking the question as his face hardens. My regret at having spoken is also quite usual as well�
But, I hold his eyes steady nevertheless, and, eventually, he lets out a deep relenting breath. �A disagreement about one of the women that worked here.�
I�m suddenly hit with a pang of jealousy. �Were you attracted to her?� I�m almost afraid to hear the answer. My heart is gripped by an incredibly painful vise that threatens to break me in two. I know what this pain means, and I don�t welcome it. It means I care. Not a good idea, as Liz made clear.
His face is puzzled, amused even, as he shakes his head. �No, not in the least.�
�Well, you must have cared for her if she caused such a disagreement�� My tone is almost accusatory, and I chastise the weakness in my voice even as the words are spoken.
He smirks. �Very much, but not in the way you assume.� His smirk lasts as he slowly pulls my body back down to his. It�s the last of his secrets he�s going to give me, and he�s making this point very clear.
I�m once again planted firmly to his chest, and it isn�t until the water cools to uncomfortable and a chill takes over my body that he pulls the drain.
When we�re dried and our towels dropped to the side of the bathtub, he again takes my hand and leads me back out of the bathroom. He stops us at the bed, and my body warms with desire for him again. He runs a gentle hand down my arm as he leans down to my ear from behind me, his cock gently tickling my back.
�Do you want me again?� His voice is warm and seductive.
I nod without hesitation as I turn to him. A slight smirk, bordering on a smile, crosses his mouth, and he leaves me to crawl onto the bed. He lies in the middle of the bed looking up at me. My pathetic jealously is instantly forgotten as I kneel next to him. The look in his eyes is for me, and not for some woman that meant something to him long ago in a different time.
I�m waiting patiently for him to speak, but he doesn�t. Instead, he strokes his cock gently while I watch. After a couple of strokes, he holds himself erect by his shaft. I look to his eyes, but he still refuses to speak. So I lean my mouth down to him, but this isn�t what he wants. He stills me by a gentle hand on my shoulder and a slight shake of the head. He reaches between my legs and runs his index finger the length of my wet slit before he rubs my moisture over the engorged head of his cock, and now I understand. He wants me to fuck him.
My pulse quickens, and my pussy warms and clenches at the thought, but I don�t know how to do this. Derek is regarding me coolly. He sees my nervousness, but he doesn�t care. He expects me to comply, and he knows I will. I mount his hips as he holds his erection, waiting for me to impale myself on it. I rise up on shaky knees and align myself with him. His lips part as his body waits for my touch, and as I slowly lower my opening to his incredibly impressive cock, he holds his breath. When I make first contact, my stomach muscles twitch, and as I push down past the head of his penis, I can feel it pop past the taut skin of my hole.
I slide slowly and persistently down his length as his head falls back and a loud groan escapes his lips. His jaw tightens and his eyes smolder in heat. He moves his hands to my hips, pulling me the last couple of inches to his body. They are the most painful inches. He�s deep inside me, and when he reaches my core, it shoots pain through my body, but it is the most incredible sensation of fullness. He watches me and sees my nervousness at this new position, and the control that it puts me in. He gently rubs my hips around to my bottom, but he doesn�t ask me to move. He just watches. Waiting.
As I look down at him, he runs one hand from my hip around to my belly, studying the movement of his hand all the while. He strokes me gently with his palm flat against my stomach before it slowly works its way up to one of my breasts. His eyes are focused so intently on my body and every inch of skin that he touches. There�s an unexpected look in his eyes, intrigued, confused. He�s out of his element, and it shows, but I love this touch, and his vulnerability is intoxicating. His index finger slowly traces lightly around the areola while his eyes continue to explore my nipples. He then gently strokes the tight nub of my nipple. He continues to watch my eyes, his cock occasionally flexing within my tight sheath. When he leans up to my breast, I gasp. His mouth opens, and as I watch in stunned silence, he lightly teases the nub with his tongue. He then clamps down lightly with his front teeth, and my breath is stolen again. It is incredible. He�s touching me with his mouth. The man who doesn�t do intimacy is using his mouth to pleasure me. Me! And God what pleasure.
After he finishes with my nipple, he sits farther up to me, and with a gentle but insistent hand at the back of my neck, he pulls me down to him as his body sinks back to the mattress. Our faces are close, so intimately close it�s almost harder not to kiss him than it is to hold his gaze. For a moment, I think he might kiss me, but he doesn�t. Instead, he thrusts up into my body, demanding I push down to his. We find a new rhythm together, and it works so perfectly. He thrusts as I push down to meet him. He clutches the cheeks of my ass, pulling me harder and more vigorously as his thrusting quickens. My nipples are brushing his chest, sending radiating warmth through my chest, and every time they do, he glances down at our meeting bodies, his arousal mounting. With one final loud thrust, we find our release together, and he moves one hand from my bottom to my face, where he brushes my curls that have found their way free of my upswept hair. As our bodies slow, he pulls gently at a strand, twisting it in his fingers as he studies it. My breathing hasn�t yet slowed, and I�m still taking in every amount of air I can get.
When at long last he finishes looking at me and touching my loose curls, he rolls us to our sides, gently pulling his length from my body. A hiss escapes my mouth at his withdrawal, and his lips part marginally at my response to his loss. He continues to watch me with a look that borders on confusion. I know, though he holds so much back, that his confusion is at his response to me. Whatever little glimmer of humanity this might symbolize, I�ll take it. It�s enough. He feels. It doesn�t mean he�ll compromise; hell, it doesn�t mean he�s capable of ever fighting past his over-restrained soul tucked away and hidden from the world. What it does mean is there is a light buried somewhere deep inside, a light I desperately want to find. God, I want to know this man. But not tonight.
There is no pushing him, and I�ve suffered too much emotional anguish in the past two days not to take this small opportunity to regain my footing. So, difficult as it is, and fighting everything that my body wants to do, I pull away and sit up to the side of the bed. He watches calmly, not so much as the slightest degree of what he�s thinking flashing in his eyes now. And I speak. They aren�t the words I want to say; they are the words that I must say. �I should go.�
I want him to disagree, but I know he won�t. Instead he watches me. My every last move is captured by his eyes. As I stretch, as I stand, as I walk to the door where my dress lays in a heap, as I slowly turn it right-side out, and then pull it back over my head, he watches. And with one final look to him from the door, I bid him a quiet �good night.� He responds in kind.

Chapter 13

Life has never been easy since my parents were killed, and this place has pushed me nearly to my breaking point. But in all its cold, emotional emptiness, I don�t miss the life I came from. I have an unnerving fear that I risk losing myself, my heart, my ability to feel anything at all here, but I don�t fear starving, or going cold, or being tracked down like a dog and threatened. It�s a difficult dichotomy to grasp.
When Derek comes to speak with me in my room the next day, I�ve just gotten out of the shower. My hair is loose and crazy, and he walks into my bathroom while I�m standing naked in front of the mirror making ridiculous faces at myself in admonishment of my tangled mess of a head. He catches one such odd face, and with a raised eyebrow and a smirk, he watches me. I�ve learned his smirk is as close to a smile as I can hope to get, and my soul warms when I see it.
I feel a sudden need to cover myself, which is ridiculous considering how much of my body this man has seen. Wet, unclothed, and my hair trailing long and crazy down my back has me feeling utterly self-conscious, but as he speaks, he�s all business. �We need to talk about tomorrow night. Get dressed.�
There is little Derek tells me that Liz hasn�t already filled in, but there are a few points he�s adamant about. If I�m approached with any requests for my time, I�m to say nothing whatsoever and to send them directly to him. If any man wishes to speak with me in private, I�m not to leave the gaming room floor under any circumstances, and finally, I�m welcome to have a drink or two, but I�m not permitted in any way to over drink. Apparently he doesn�t trust me to make sensible decisions while I�m drunk, and he wants me lucid and cautious. Derek reiterates some of what Liz has already told me. Most of the men are regulars, and they�ll notice I�m a new face, but what Derek is most adamant about is that I not put myself in any compromising positions with the men. As though he need worry that I would. By the time he leaves, I�m more nervous than I�d like to be, and by the following afternoon, I�m an absolute wreck.
I spent the evening with Derek again the night before, and as he came inside me, it was with the harshest utterance of �mine� on his lips. I once again left feeling consumed and owned by him, and for the first time, I felt as though that was exactly how he wanted me to feel. His appetite for fucking is insatiable, and I love that he gives all of that desire to me. I can�t help but wonder when it will end, but I also can�t help but revel in it. It makes my life tolerable, but it is also the biggest threat to my emotional existence.
As I stand with my wet hair taunting me in the bathroom mirror a mere two hours before I�m expected to be downstairs, I�m thankful for the strong and intense feeling of ownership that his attention has given me. I feel safe even in my fear.
As I get ready for the evening ahead, I end up letting my curls dry on their own, and braiding my locks loosely down my back. The emerald gown is stunning, and when Liz arrives thirty minutes before we need to be on the gaming room floor, she appraises me excitedly. �You look amazing.�
She must be trying to make me feel better, but the honesty in her eyes is encouraging. She sets about the task of helping me with my makeup. I haven�t yet been to the spa and won�t until the week prior to my starting to work, so Derek has asked that she help me with makeup.
She sets to work on my skin and wryly comments, �I can see why Derek asked me to keep your makeup simple.� She looks to my eyes with her provocative comment, knowing I�m hanging on her every word. �You are far too pretty to need this.� She smiles and winks at me before she finishes her comment. �Besides, I think Derek�s a little worried about the attention you might get��
When I look myself over for the last time before we leave my room, I�m surprised with how content I actually am with my appearance. My auburn locks are in a loose, long braid that falls over my shoulder. My makeup is exactly as ordered: my eyes made up in natural colors that look stunning against my bright blue irises, my cheeks a soft pink, and my lips a glossy and natural hue. The slinky dress feels smooth against my bare skin. The spaghetti straps show off my shoulders and neck nicely. I�m braless and wearing no underwear, and the dress leaves no curve to the imagination. It isn�t tight, but skims my body perfectly. Jacob did an amazing job. My taut and nervous nipples show through the thin fabric, and the skirt falls to the floor. My heels are blessedly more comfortable and easy to walk in than I worried they might be. My jewelry is beautiful and borrowed from Liz. The earrings are long but not big. They hang simply down my neck. The necklace is equally exquisite and trails down between my breasts.
And as Liz stands behind me taking in my appearance, looking beyond amazing herself, she smiles gently before giving me her feedback. �You look stunning, Ash. Don�t be nervous. I�ll be there.� With that, we leave my room and make the short trip down to the twentieth floor where the gaming hall is located.
When we enter, I�m taken aback, and I�m suddenly terrified. The room is large, more than large, it�s huge�ballroom huge. The ceilings are massively high, and there are poker tables, black jack tables, and other gambling tables I don�t recognize from wall to wall. There is a large circular bar in the middle of the room that serves all sides of the room. There are servers moving through the throngs of men, taking drink orders. Everywhere I look are beautiful women. Some of them I recognize from the building, and others I�ve never seen before. They all look far more stunning than I do, and while I may have felt reasonably confident in my appearance ten minutes before, I now feel like the self-conscious child that hides inside of me, ready to come out as soon as I�m reminded just how plain and ordinary I really am.
The room isn�t crowded, but there are more men than I can count, and as we walk in, their eyes move to us, appraising us. I see Frederick a short distance away, and he approaches us quickly. �It�s good to see you, Miss Monroe. I�m glad to see you�re with Liz tonight.�
I greet him in kind, and he moves away from us. I�ve not seen Derek yet, and as Liz and I start moving through the men toward the bar, I start scanning the room looking for him. We take our seats at the bar and order a drink, and Liz starts filling me in on the ins and outs of the gaming room floor. Essentially, men gamble, and they buy women for a period of time. Often the purchased women are used as gambling stakes, subject to their house manager�s approval. House managers are in charge of arranging and approving purchases, and there is a special desk set up by the entrance that handles the actual transaction of a purchase. This desk also notifies security of the arrangements being made so that security is monitoring the appropriate rooms at the appropriate times. House managers come and go as they please and as they are able, but their function is to oversee their women and approve arrangements. They gamble, drink, and socialize with the other men, but their responsibility remains to the club.
Liz eyes me speculatively as she goes over these details and points out different activities as they are happening. At one table a woman from a different house has been put up as stake in a poker game. Her house manager, ugly Aaron�I feel sorry for her instantly�is watching nearby, with a drink in his hand, talking to another man. The woman is stunning, far more stunning than any one of the men at the table, and she watches the activity with amusement, feigned or not, I can�t tell, but she is playing her part well. I can�t help but wonder if I could ever be so comfortable in such a situation. The whole operation looks normal�the men, the women, everything looks normal. I�m not sure what I expected to see � naked women, people having sex in the middle of the room � but it is nothing like my imaginings.
Once Liz and I have been at the bar a few minutes taking in the scene, Derek approaches us. I�m glad to see him there, but he definitely doesn�t seem to feel likewise. He looks me over carefully while Liz watches him.
She smiles slightly before commenting, �Doesn�t she look lovely, Mr. Pennington?�
His eyes slowly leave my body before travelling to her. He looks at her for many seconds, castigating her with his eyes for putting him in such a position before he finally answers, �Yes, she does.�
The smirk on Liz�s face tells me she expected just such a reaction but didn�t care. She wanted to put him on the spot, and she managed it beautifully. His eyes return to me, but flit away quickly. He leaves us there to continue our drinks after lightly touching my arm and telling me that he�ll talk to me later.
As he moves away from us, Liz comments, �Sorry to put you on the spot, but I just couldn�t help taunting him a bit with you.� There is a wry smile on her face as she eyes me.
We continue our drinks as I look around taking more of the place in. The room is incredible, appointed as nicely as the rest of the building, and the activity is all equally sophisticated and regal � that is, apart from the dress of the working women. They are all dressed far more provocatively than I am, and I was feeling exposed in my evening gown! I�m suddenly thankful for my skimpy fabric. At least it isn�t skin tight and split up the side to my hip, or so low cut that my nipples sit a mere fraction of an inch beneath the line of the cleavage threatening to show themselves. I�m suddenly very grateful to Derek and his decision to keep me simple and �demure.�
My eyes find his regularly as he moves through the crowd. He is nearly always already eying me, and my skin flushes the moment our eyes meet.
Liz confirms this when she comments a bit dryly, �He just can�t stop staring at you. My God, how is he going to ever let another man fuck you?�
I�m taken aback by her comment, and just as much by the honesty of it. My time is coming up sooner than I care to acknowledge, and while I can often ignore the immediacy of it, her words just smacked me in the face with the truth of it. As the night wears on, endless men approach, asking who I am and introducing themselves to me. Every time I look to Derek, he is glaring harshly back at me. Liz always refers the men to Derek if they have any questions about my availability, but as time goes by, his reception of the men approaching him becomes more and more hostile as I watch.
Fortunately, the evening moves quickly, and the room starts to thin out, but unfortunately, near the end of the night, Liz is purchased and is whisked away by a surprisingly handsome man that treats her more like a long-known friend than a man buying her time. She kisses me quickly on the cheek before exiting, leaving me alone at the bar. I stay put, not fending off the men nearly so nicely and courteously as Liz was able to, but I�m now completely nervous, terrified even, of being on my own. My anxiety is mounting with every suitor, and I�m sure it is starting to register as a desperate look on my face.
When the fifth man approaches me in under fifteen minutes, my anxiety shows, and I uncomfortably turn from him, telling him to speak with Derek. I�m starting to fear every man that moves my way, and I feel extremely vulnerable, as though I�m at risk of being abducted at any moment. I sit, praying desperately to be left alone. When a hand lands gently on my arm, I spin toward the man, ready to bolt. But as I open my mouth to excuse myself, I look up to the most comforting eyes in the world, dark and hooded as usual, and probably anything but comforting to anyone else, but exactly what I needed to see in this moment. As I look at him, I exhale an incredibly deep breath of air and I suddenly feel safe again.
Tears of an emotional overload that I don�t quite understand prick my eyes, and as he sees them, he leans swiftly to my ear and whispers, �Hush. You�re okay. It�s almost time to go.�
He takes my hand and leads me to a table where he sits beside me. I hope desperately he won�t leave my side, but moments later, a different threat appears. Mr. Grayson approaches the table as Derek glares in his direction. When he sits, Derek�s jaw clenches tight, and he refuses to look at Mr. Grayson. My skin is suddenly crawling, and my insides feel like they are rotting in disgust. Mr. Grayson starts to shuffle the cards on the table as Derek continues to ignore him. When Mr. Grayson suggests a wager, Derek�s eyes narrow instantly. He gives the man a look of warning as my body stills and goes cold.
Mr. Grayson starts to speak. �Winner gets the girl. How about it? Huh?� Grayson�s tone is taunting.
�She�s not working yet.� Derek�s tone is a warning.
�I�m the club director, not a john, and I don�t technically need your permission.� Grayson�s tone is now threatening.
The look in Derek�s eyes is painful to see. He knows that Grayson is right and that there is little he can do to protect me from Grayson should he choose to use me against him. I can easily see the powerless emotion behind his eyes. Derek gives a terse nod, knowing that refusal will only cause Grayson to exact his cruel revenge on us both, while playing at least offers a hope of protecting me. My heart warms at his compassion, and it also chills at the threat looming over us.
Finding some measure of courage from the helplessness of the situation, I manage to open my mouth and speak. �What about me? Don�t I get to play too?� I look to them both hopefully. Derek returns my gaze with confusion and worry, while Grayson looks on, amused at the turn of events.
Mr. Grayson snorts before responding sarcastically, �Very well, whore. Have your fun. And what will be your terms? You want to fuck us both at the same time if you win?� He�s mocking me and enjoying my nervousness, but I�m not afraid of this pathetic monster.
I think long and hard as both men watch me. Of course I want Derek, but I want to give Mr. Grayson no reason to retaliate should I actually manage to win, and as his annoyance at me starts to show on his face, I respond, �Perhaps I could sleep alone.�
He chuckles. �Very well. Lady�s choice � if you can be called such.�
We divvy up the chips, Mr. Grayson deals, and we start to play. I�ve been witness to a good many poker games in my life, thanks to a father who was addicted to gambling and lost his entire fortune, as well as his life, because of it, so I�m not green. And it becomes quickly understood that I�m more of a threat than perhaps I was first perceived. A small crowd gathers quickly around us as we continue to play. It�s not often they see a woman playing, least of all with a manager and director, so the interest is immediate. An hour in, when the tables turn and I�m holding a considerable advantage, Mr. Grayson�s irritation starts to show. I let nothing of my confidence show as I take the final hand and end the game. The men in the crowd chatter excitedly at my win as they start to break apart. Derek looks desperately relieved, and I sit stoically, giving nothing away.
Mr. Grayson stands to leave the table, but leans to my ear quickly. He mutters more than loud enough for both Derek and I to hear. �Have it your way, bitch. Every time you are refused to me, you make the first time I have you just that much worse. I will fuck you very soon, mark my word. How humiliating and torturous it is, is entirely up to you � and your babysitter.�
And as he walks away, Derek hastily leans and whispers in my ear, �You should go upstairs. Now.� The quick brush of his hand on my arm tells me he�s not angry; he just wants me out of there. I�m ready to be gone too.
I quickly retreat from the room and to the elevators. First night in the gaming room, done. Relief floods my body as I enter my room, and I finally relax. It is late, and I�m exhausted, but rather than changing and going to bed, I wait quietly, listening for Derek to return to his room. And shortly thereafter, I hear his door close.

Chapter 14

�Can I change my mind?�
He says nothing as he stands in his doorway taking me in. His expression is impassive, but as he watches me for many long seconds, it becomes clear he won�t send me away. He holds the door open so I can enter. When I do, he stands back, eyeing me speculatively. He waits for me to say something, refusing to break the silence.
And on a nervous and shaky breath, I speak. �I don�t want sex.�
His eyebrows rise as he contemplates my words. He�s eyeing me coolly, and I have no way to know what he is thinking. Finally, he responds, �So what exactly is it that you want?�
�I want to kiss you.�
He inhales a deep breath through his nose as his jaw clenches and his brow furrows. He�s considering my words, and I�ve obviously asked for far more than I realized, judging by the harsh expression on his face. After many more long moments, he responds again. �So, let me get this straight. You could have anything. Sex, orgasm, pretty much anything, and you want a kiss?�
�I want as many kisses as I choose,� I correct, a slight amount of boldness kicking in.
He continues to regard me with clenched jaw and all the seriousness of the world in his eyes, but eventually, he gives me his answer. �Okay. Lady�s choice.� He turns from me and walks into his kitchen.
He pours a glass of red wine for himself and offers me one as well, which I politely refuse. If I didn�t know better, I�d say he was nervous, and as he takes a long pull from his glass, he watches me out of the corner of his eye.
He returns the glass to the counter, and then he speaks once more. �I�ll give you what you want, but only on my terms.� He watches me intently before continuing. �When you�re finished with my mouth, I�m going to fuck you, and I�m going to do it with my finger buried in that sweet, little bottom of yours. Now is it worth it to you?�
My eyes pop open wide, and it�s my turn to eye him speculatively. As I do, I consider his proposal carefully. It will happen regardless of whether I like it or not. The only question is whether it will be Derek who claims that entry first, or some random stranger. I�ll have to get used to far more than a finger, and quite frankly, Derek can fuck me in any way he chooses. He doesn�t need my permission, and yet he�s asking for it. I�d rather it be Derek than anyone else. So, is it worth a kiss? Without a doubt.
I nod slowly and note how he impressively managed to turn my win into a negotiation requiring me to once more submit to his wishes, not my own. But he�s not happy with my nodding head, and he demands more. �Say it.�
With my confidence and small measure of boldness left intact, I do. �Yes, Mr. Pennington. I�d like you to fuck me while your finger is buried in my sweet, little bottom, after I kiss your mouth.�
He smirks once before retreating to his bed with his glass of wine. He lies in the middle of the bed waiting for me to make my move, and my boldness suddenly shatters, and I�m nervous. I approach him as he watches me with hooded eyes from his place on the bed. His hands are under his head as he watches me. My emerald-green evening gown is still on, and I slip the straps from my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. I�m wearing nothing underneath, and this gets another smirk as he no doubt recalls the day in Jacob�s store when he forbade me from wearing underwear anymore. I stand naked before him, and he watches, his lips slightly parted as he takes in every visible inch of my body.
When he�s done studying me, I climb to the bed at his side, sitting back on my feet. I�m not just terrified at this point; I�m paralyzed by it. After I take a few shuddering breaths, Derek sits up beside me and turns to me. He sees the terror gripping my body and the desperate panting of my breath as I will myself to calm down. Understanding my fear, he leans to my ear with a �shhh� on his breath. I turn my eyes to his, and it is he who reaches for my cheek, pulling my mouth to his, but he stops short of kissing me. Instead, he demands it from me. I close the remaining fraction of an inch between us, and he parts his lips for me as I take his top lip between mine, and he encloses my bottom lip with his. It is gentle, sweet, and incredible, and as our lips part with a light wet smacking sound, I move in for his other lip. It is equally sweet and gentle, and it is instantly worth whatever he may choose to do to my body. We claim one another�s lips repeatedly as he continues to hold my face to his, and as the kiss intensifies, he pulls back once, taking in my eyes before claiming my mouth once again.
He tastes of the red wine and very faint mint. Soon it isn�t enough to just have his lips. With uncharacteristic boldness�it is my show after all�I slide my tongue past his lips and into his mouth. He stills for a moment before meeting my tongue with his own. He touches my tongue and runs his along mine. I explore his mouth and touch every silken smooth surface I can find. When I�m finished, he enters my mouth and works his way around the inside of my mouth as well. When no spot of our mouths has been left untouched, we return to one another�s lips. It is only after my jaw begins to ache, and I realize that I can�t do this forever, that I allow our kisses to slow. We�ve been kissing for a small eternity, and it is with incredible difficulty that I separate myself from his mouth.
When our mouths finally part, he caresses the side of my cheek, and he lets go of my face. I instantly miss the intimacy and wish it could go on forever, but there are other parts of this deal that need to be fulfilled, and kissing was a very good way to start. My body is warm and ready for him, and nervous as I might be about what he intends to do with me, I�m also intrigued, excited even.
I speak in a whisper. �Your turn.�
He gives me a small smile, yes, an actual smile, small, but a smile nevertheless, before he whispers in my ear, �Turn over. Hands and knees.� But before I can make a move, he reaches back for my cheek and pulls my mouth in for another long and delicious kiss.
As he pulls from my mouth, I move. He moves to his bedside table, takes a long drink of wine, and reaches into the drawer for the tube of lubrication. He�s watching my eyes as they nervously follow him. I still at the lubrication, but he offers another small smile of reassurance. I continue to watch him, and he slowly undresses and climbs to the bed behind me. He�s now sitting behind me with an incredibly vulnerable view of my backside, and I�m terrified.
He slowly lets his fingers trail up the inside of my thigh, and now I�m nervous and wet, incredibly wet. His touch is always my undoing, and whatever terror I feel, I�m still more than capable of being turned on by him. When I hear the cap of the tube pop open, I jerk in nervousness, but he quickly places a hand on my lower back to still me.
In a quiet, soothing voice, he instructs me. �Just relax. I�m not going to do anything to hurt you, but it will be easier if you stay relaxed.�
He reaches to my wet pussy, first slowly entering me with one long, incredible finger. The penetration is so very slow as he burns a trail to my depths with his finger, and once he�s withdrawn his finger from me, he equally slowly enters me with two fingers. The fullness doesn�t compare to his cock, but it feels amazing. Before I can relax to this touch, he thrusts a third finger deep within me, and at the stretching fullness of three of his fingers, I groan loudly, and my head drops between my shoulders. He thrusts over and over while my arousal continues to build, but before I can hit my limit and come, he withdraws from me, and I�m left suddenly wanting his touch, any touch, desperately.
There is a long pause before I feel his next touch, and this is the touch that I feared. I feel the cool, smooth wetness of the lube directly on my anus and instantly pull away from his touch, but with a hand on my hip pulling me back toward him, he continues his touch. That is all it is for many long moments. He strokes over this most intimate entry to my body as I hold my breath. The touch is terrifying, but feels so good at the same time. He continues stroking slowly, over and over again as my body relaxes, and as I adjust to this touch, I start to crave more. And that�s exactly what I get. First, it is just the tip of his finger that passes beyond the rim, and my breath hitches. Each shallow thrust of his finger moves slowly deeper and deeper within my rectum. By the time his finger is fully within my bottom, I�m relaxed and enjoying this touch more than I ever imagined possible.
He continues to thrust his finger within me to the hilt, and I start to desperately crave more. I don�t have to wait long before his thumb finds the wet entry of my pussy, and he thrusts it swiftly into me. He�s now filling both of my entries, and his deep breathing tells me he�s enjoying this thoroughly. My own self-consciousness fades to the background of my mind at his arousal, and when he pushes himself up to his knees behind me, I�m ready and desperate for him to fill my body. Moments later, he withdraws from me completely, leaving me prone and empty. In no time at all, the engorged head of his cock nudges at my vagina, ready to invade me. He enters me slowly again, making me savor and crave every inch of him, and once he�s buried to his hilt, he retreats just as slowly, and upon his second entry, he makes good on his terms and slides his finger into my bottom, gently but persistently. The sensation is amazing. His cock, which always fills me and pushes me beyond the limits of my body, is suddenly more crowded by his finger in my rectum. And what is normally tight becomes exquisitely tight as he pushes past the clenching and constricting walls of my vagina.
Once he is filling me completely, he starts to thrust in and out with his finger as he remains buried, unmoving, in my pussy. After a long while of this penetration, he stills his finger and starts to fuck my pussy gently. And after another long while of this penetration, he starts to alternate his thrusting between his cock and his finger. My orgasm is mounting, and by the sound of his gasping and heavy breathing, he is reaching his own climax. It takes no time at all until I�m crying out in ecstasy as I fight to stay on my knees, now wobbly in repletion. Moments later, he comes deeply within me, his finger still buried to his knuckle within my bottom. He clutches me around my waist, pulling me back to him as hard as he can while he empties himself in me.
Once we�ve collapsed back onto the bed, he pulls my back into his body gently, and whispers in my ear, �Now tell me you didn�t enjoy that.�
I can�t, and he knows it, and as I roll back onto my back, he looks down to my eyes. I reach up to his cheek, and at my touch, he leans toward my mouth and gives in to my wager once again. Only after our mouths have stilled many minutes later do I rise to leave. But this time, for the very first time, he stills me and asks me to stay. I watch his eyes as he waits for my response, but I�m shocked by his request, and my mouth hangs slack and unresponsive.
He quickly leans up, and as he pulls me back down to his arms, he adds, �I�m not finished with you yet.� And in his arms, I drift off to sleep.

Chapter 15

I wake to silence in his room. I�m alone and just as naked as when he finished with my body. I can hear nothing, but can see the soft glow of the television from the other room. I stand and walk naked toward the light, and as I round the corner into this section of his apartment, I catch the images on the screen. There are four sections on the screen, and each shows a woman in some state of sexual activity. I can barely bring myself to look at the screen as embarrassment floods my cheeks. Derek hasn�t seen me yet, and as I watch him, he looks up to the screen and back down to a book that rests on his naked lap. His expression is blas�, and I wonder how that�s possible with so much gratuitous sex on the television in front of him.
After watching him for some time, I approach the couch, my eyes flitting to the screen as I continue to flush with embarrassment. Derek looks up to me, his eyes guarded and concerned. He�s waiting for me to say something, to give him some indication of what I�m thinking, but I�m in shock and struggling against the routine of it all. How many endless nights has he spent here watching his women work, reading a magazine or a book, bored with it? Will he watch me too? Of course he will. It�s his job, and I can barely wrap my head around the fact it will be my image on this screen in little more than a week. I don�t want him to see me this way, and it terrifies me to think what will pass through his mind as he watches as I try to please a man. Will he be bored? Will he be embarrassed for me? Will he judge my performance? Will he make notes on what I need to work on? Will he hate me for what he sees?
I sink to the couch as he watches me with a chilled look on his face. He can tell I�m struggling with this, and he doesn�t appreciate that I�ve still not said anything to him. As my eyes finally look to his, I can�t hide the shock. His eyes leave mine quickly as he registers my apprehension, and a hint of embarrassment flashes across his usually controlled expression.
When he lets his eyes find mine again, he demands, �Say something.�
I say the only thought in my head. �I don�t know what to say. I just � this life, this place is just so�� I can�t even finish my thought. I�m shocked at what I�m seeing, and confused too, and he doesn�t like my answer.
His face hardens and his jaw clenches, and when he speaks, it�s with an unmistakable defensive tone. �Did it ever occur to you that, whether I like the idea of strange men touching you and fucking you, they will anyway? You�ll lap me many times over before the year is out, dear, and don�t you forget it. Whatever distaste you have for my lifestyle or this place, try to keep a marginal amount of perspective.�
I gasp at his hurtful words, and, more than that, the truth of them. What right do I have to judge him? I�m here of my own choosing, however coerced it may be, and he doesn�t deserve my judgment.
�I�m sorry.� It�s a whisper.
He watches me with guarded eyes as my eyes flit away from his, but he�s not finished. �We all have our reasons for being here, Ashton. Mine may not be money, but they�re just as valid as yours. I�d appreciate it if you showed at least a modicum of respect for the position I�m in as well.�
At his further response, my eyes return to his. I want to ask him what position he�s in to bring him to this place, but his eyes warn me. He�s watching me intently, and judging by the dark and guarded expression on his face, he is not the least bit interested in continuing this conversation.
He finally gives up my eyes and reaches for the phone. He dials an extension, and as the other end picks up, he speaks. �You have the video feed. I�m off for the night.�
Once the phone is disconnected, he watches me for another moment before moving swiftly toward me and covering my body with his own. He�s still naked, and it takes him only a fraction of a second to push his way between my legs, and then into my body. He fucks me hard and fast before coming loudly and harshly. He doesn�t seem angry with me, but his mood has without a doubt shifted, and it shows in his pounding thrusts. He looks at my eyes after he�s finished, and he strokes my bottom lip with his thumb. I want him to kiss me again, and he seems to be considering it.
But he doesn�t, and in the silence between us, I ask the question. I�m terrified of the answer, but I have to know. �Will you watch me?� My fear must be evident on my face, as he continues to watch me carefully; his eyes soften for the first time in many minutes.
And on a deep breath, he responds, �Do you want me to?� I shake my head hastily before he�s even finished speaking the question. For the first time, his own apprehension fades.
He reaches for my face and sets my mind at ease. �Then I won�t.�
I nod as his words reassure me, but he still doesn�t kiss me. Instead, he pulls himself from my body and sits up, and before he moves away to his bathroom, he dismisses me for the night.
As I walk the few feet across the hall with my gown back on and my heels in my hand, I try to sort through the feelings racing through my mind. I�m hurt, but I�m not sure why. He�s given himself to me more thoroughly tonight than any other, and yet once I found him watching the video feed, the dynamic shifted completely. He was suddenly agitated, desperate, embarrassed even, and the same cold distance he so often embodies took over as he watched me. He dismissed me long before I was ready to leave him, but I can�t help but feel as though it was not for wanting to be rid of me, but desperation to escape his own negative feelings.
As I sit in my bath, I feel more sadness for him than anger. He�s in a �position.� Aren�t we all? But as positions go in this place, they are often laced with threat, obligation, and more than enough fear to last a lifetime. What could possibly be keeping him here, forced to suffer the constant torment of Mr. Grayson? What is this deal that they have in place? I wish I could have stayed and comforted him, but I, as well as his own secret torment, seem to be the very reason for his pain.

Chapter 16

Derek managed to recover from getting caught with his videos down, and while he�s been perhaps a little wearier than usual, he�s returned to fucking me with vim and vigor as usual. He�s not, however, kissed me again since that night. I had thought perhaps it would be a door he couldn�t so easily close after having allowed it to be opened, but I was apparently wrong on that account. The very next night after my evening in the gaming hall, he made that fact very clear.
I can�t say I intentionally kissed him, but I was perhaps more than a little relieved he seemed more himself after the way things ended the night before, and in my relief, I made the mistake of assuming he would want to kiss me again. But as soon as my lips touched his, he pulled away and looked harshly at my eyes. The shake of his head and his inability to hold my eyes sent a loud and clear message we would not be repeating that act again. As embarrassed tears pricked my eyes, I wanted to slink away and hide. At seeing my face, he let me excuse myself for the evening without having ever consummated our normal coupling.
But later that night, I woke to his naked body against mine in the dark. He entered me and gently rocked our bodies. His mouth was but a mere fraction of an inch from mine as we inhaled each other�s exhalation. His breath was warm on my lips, and my own breathing was ragged and aroused.
After he came, he gently whispered in my ear, �I�m sorry. We just can�t do that again.�
Nothing else needed to be said. I was still hurt, and try as I might, I couldn�t let go of the intimacy of his mouth. But with his words, we returned to normal again, enjoying one another in the most intimate ways that we could.
He didn�t allow me to return to the gaming hall again that last week. I have no idea if it was because of Grayson, or the men that I�d had to fend off, but he heard no argument from me on this account. I was in no hurry to return there, and with my first night looming so near in the future, I was more than content to remain upstairs and wait for him to summon me to his room for our nightly time together.
* * *
My final week as a free woman passes far too quickly, and before I know it, Liz and I are leaving for the spa. We�re to be cut, plucked, waxed, and any other medieval form of torture they can come up with. She�s excited, and I�m nervous. I�ve never been waxed or plucked, and I�m guessing there are more enjoyable ways to spend an afternoon. As we enter the swanky spa, we�re greeted by identically dressed women waiting for us.
Liz tells the women that it�s my first time at the spa, but before she can finish introducing me, one of the women cuts her off politely. �Mr. Pennington has already called and given instructions for Ms. Monroe.�
As Liz looks to me with wonder at what these words may mean, we are quickly separated as they go to work on us. Pedicure first�love it. Manicure second�love it again. So far so good, but then the waxing room awaits.
As I lie on the table, I start fearing the worst. The wax torturer tells me that the first strip will be the worst, but by strip five, I�m no less ready to punch her in the face than I was after strip one, and I decide she�s most definitely a liar. Eventually the truth of her words can be felt as each strip turns to a dull throb rather than a burn. Every ounce of flesh from my ankles to my waist, and including my underarms, is sensitive and sore by the time she finishes. But as she starts rubbing aloe lotion into my skin, it starts to soothe, and my tension starts to fade.
I finish in the salon, and after a trim and a hasty lesson on applying makeup, I�m finally set free. My cosmetologist sends me away with a full stock of necessary cosmetics, again simple and demure, just as Derek ordered, and as I meet up with Liz again in the changing room, she asks me how it was. Aside from the waxing, it was pleasant, but as I change and she catches a glimpse of my waxed bikini region, she suddenly gasps.
Her shocked expression has me suddenly terrified that my vagina is missing, until she explains. �He wants you to keep your pubic hair? Like I�ve said before, girlfriend, that man does not want you looking anything like a prostitute.� Her eyebrows shoot up as she makes this last comment, with a warm smile flashing across her radiant face.
We exit to the waiting limo and are back at Trimbles within ten minutes. As we exit the elevator to our floor, we meet Derek in the hall on his way somewhere. When he asks how the spa was, Liz, unable to control her mouth as usual, throws him a comment as she turns, leaving us in the hall. �Great! But, uh, they may have forgotten that Ash has pubic hair.�
Her comment was meant to call out Derek, and judging by the tight set of his jaw and flared nostrils, she did just that. We stand by the elevator bank looking at one another while Liz makes her escape, and it is many long seconds later that I excuse myself and turn away from him. But just as soon as I�ve said my good-bye, I feel his hand on my elbow, and he pulls me to his room, apparently his earlier destination forgotten. Once in his room, he stands back from me and demands that I strip. I do slowly as he watches. His eyes are burning, and he looks more animal than man at the moment.
As I drop my underwear to the floor, his eyes are glued to my newly sculpted and groomed sex. Little has changed really. My pubic hair has been trimmed short but left ultimately intact. My bikini line has been taken in a bit, but overall, I look very much the same in comparison to the other shorn sheep walking around this place. But Derek seems to see far more as he stares at me openly. When he kneels in front of me, I almost choke, and when he lifts one foot to rest on his knee so he can get a closer look, I almost faint. His mouth and nose move to my suddenly wet and warm apex, but they stop short of making contact. For a moment I think he�s going to kiss me there, but instead he inhales deeply and runs his fingers over the smooth skin of my newly expanded bikini line. I�m trembling at his light touch, and when his nose and lips brush ever so gently over my remaining short pubic hair, I moan and my knees shake. I want to collapse to the floor in front of him, but he�s not finished with me yet.
And as he stands swiftly in front me, he whispers harshly in my ear, �God, you smell so fucking incredible.�
He grabs my hand and leads me quickly to the dining room table. He sits me on the edge as he stands between my legs, and the moment he�s freed his cock from his pants, he�s pushing me back on the table and entering me with a loud groan. He fucks me on the table while he stands over me. He watches my eyes for a time before he pays an inordinate amount of attention to my pubic region. He touches my pubic hair as he strokes his cock in and out of me. He parts my lips with his thumbs and watches as his penetration takes over my entry, and as he lifts my feet and pushes my legs wide, his penetration sinks so deep I feel like exploding from the inside out. Before long, he returns my feet to the edge of the table and starts to gently rub my clitoris as he continues his thrusting. I come as he strokes my tight nub, and he follows moments later, spilling his seed within my body.
We�re both left panting while he hovers over me, watching me intently. As I start to gather my clothes once again, he hastily fixes his own clothes and leads me back out to the hallway where he returns to the elevators and his earlier destination, but not before running his thumb gently over my chin and adding one final comment. �Impressive.� He�s mocking me with a crooked smile, and I can�t help but return the smile with furiously blushing cheeks.
I retreat to my room and collapse to the bed. At the moment, I�m satisfied and filled with him. I love this feeling. I wish it could always be just him. However much I may miss his mouth, he makes up for it in so many other ways, intent, it would seem, in reassuring me that he�s still there, although he has to withhold that intimate part from me.
But as I lie replete, thinking of him, the next couple of days creep into my mind. The time has passed far too quickly. I�m not ready to consider what will happen to me the night after next, but I have no choice, and try as I might to push away my fears, it is no use. Derek will sell me to a man I don�t know, and I will certainly hate every moment of my time with this unknown man. I�m as frightened of what Derek will inevitably think of me as I am about the very act of being with another man. It will no doubt be just as awful and terrifying as my dinner with Mr. Grayson, and while Derek won�t be forced to watch this time, he will be making the arrangements and agreements on explicitly what I will and will not do with this man. I have only tonight and tomorrow night with Derek before another man forever taints my body.
Derek comes to me that night and slowly and gently takes my body. His mouth is nearly touching mine when we come together, and as we rest together in my bathtub afterward, he pulls my back into his body, and he holds me. He�s lit a couple of candles on the bathroom vanity, and that is the only light in the warm bathroom. It is as intimate as we can be without sharing our mouths with one another, and it is what I need.

Chapter 17

The next night, Derek takes me to dinner, and were it not the last night before my new career begins, I might have been able to enjoy myself. As it is, we both sit looking at one another. He seems as anxious as I am, and while I appreciate the time away from Trimbles far more than he likely realizes, it is bittersweet. I want this time with him, but it is impossible not to think of the next night. He takes me to a movie after dinner, and as we move hand in hand through the crowd of people at the theater, we look like any other couple out on the town. His hand never leaves mine, and as we take our seats and the lights dim, his hand moves to my leg and settles on the inside of my thigh, stroking with gentle fingers as my body warms to his touch.
Neither of us seems to be paying much attention to what is happening on the screen, and yet this time together is incredible, intense, and so very needed. We leave hand in hand again, walking to the waiting limo outside. As the limo makes its way slowly through the Friday night traffic, Derek�s hand enfolds mine, and he pulls me into his arms. Our driver, the same man that has shuttled us here and there for six weeks now, watches us with a slight smile on his face. His smile is tinged in sadness at our closeness, as he must understand how truly impossible our situation is. I want Derek more on this night than any other I�ve been with him. I always crave his closeness, but on this night, I more than crave it. I�m desperate for it. He knows this, and as we exit the elevator, he wastes no time pulling me to his room.
He leans down to my ear as we enter, and his words still me. �I�ve wanted to make love to you all night, and I have no intention of letting you go before I have to.�
Make love? Is that what we do together? I�m stunned at his words and what they mean. Truth be told, I think I�ve always made love to him, but for him to acknowledge that our time together is something more than mere fucking calms my soul, and I want him all the more. While he keeps his mouth from me, he is gentle and caring. We �make love� many times throughout the night, and he never leaves my side, nor does he allow me to leave. I ask if I should, hesitant to overstay my welcome, but every time I ask, his arm stops me as he pulls me to his body.
When the morning sun rises against the skyline, he leaves his apartment. He returns a short while later with two cups of coffee, and I can�t help but think that couldn�t have gone over well in the common room. On his heel, Liz enters as well, and I suddenly feel very exposed and nervous. I know it�s only Liz, but the sight of her in our intimate space shocks me. Derek has asked her to come, and that means he�s given over to the fact that she�ll see us, the way we really are outside of the sight of others. It sends a warmth through my soul, but makes me nervous all the same. She walks with Derek across the room, and sits in the chair by the bed as I pull on Derek�s discarded shirt from the night before. I sit up as Derek takes his place beside me and hands me my cup of coffee, but rather than moving away from me, he rests a gentle and reassuring hand on my thigh as I sip from my coffee. Liz regards us both warmly. She is obviously content to see us together, and as I see her warm smile, I relax instantly, and my nervousness dissolves at her apparent ease with us.
Liz has been asked to the room to discuss this evening. She will stay with me, and Derek won�t allow her to be purchased until I am. He�ll delay my leaving until late in the evening so that he is available in case he�s needed. He�ll be careful of who he allows to purchase me, and ensure it is someone that will be �easy� with me. My skin starts to crawl as they discuss this evening with such cold, calculated planning, and while I appreciate the thought and care they are putting into my first night, I want nothing but to be away from them both and shut out what is to come.
I don�t want to think about what is going to happen to me tonight. It serves no purpose. It will happen, and it will be awful�there is no doubt in my mind about this fact. It will destroy whatever perception Derek has of me as a decent and wholesome person, and it will convince me of my own worthlessness as well. I can see this train wreck ready to play out, and yet, I will do nothing to stop it. I will walk head-on into the biggest disaster of my life, and hope beyond all hope that I emerge with some semblance of humanity when it is all said and done.
As they talk, I stand and leave for the bathroom, ignoring both them and their questions that trail after me. They are concerned, and I know they only want to see to my best interests, but I can�t stand to sit there any longer. I flush my face with cold water from the sink. I splash the chilly water until my skin is frigid and it is uncomfortable, and then I wash my face some more. Liz enters and studies me carefully, but without a word. When I dry my face and stand back from the sink, I start to cry, and she holds me. After a long while of sobbing like a child on her shoulder, she pulls me back from her, taking in my splotchy and swollen face.
With a gentle smile, she speaks in a quiet and hushed voice. �I don�t know how you managed it, but that man is crazy about you.�
And as a new wave of tears takes over my body, I respond, �Well, he won�t be after tonight.�
Liz argues, but I stop her. I don�t want her to reassure me. I know what I�m doing to myself tonight, and I know what I�ll become, and any attempt to assuage my guilt is unwelcome at the moment. I leave her standing in the bathroom watching after me as I start the shower and walk into the cold water. It pounds down, stabbing my body with ice. I hear the door close and I know she�s left me. I stand with the freezing water chilling me to the bone, welcoming the pain of it, but I�m not allowed my torture for long.
Moments later, Derek leans into the shower, and my eyes slowly open to his. He reaches to my arm to touch me, and as the frigid water hits his skin, he recoils in shock, with a curse on his lips. �Jesus, Ash! What the fuck are you doing?�
He quickly turns the water to hot and pulls me from the shower into his arms. I collapse against his chest, shivering while he holds me. Once the water is an appropriate temperature, he strips and pulls me into the shower and back into his arms. I stand in his arms for an eternity, enjoying the warmth of the water and his body. This is all I get from him today, his touch. He can�t have sex with me on a day that I work or within twelve hours of my having sex with a client. So today is all about touch, and he touches perfectly.
We spend the entire day in his room, and the better portion of the time, I�m in his arms. He seems just as reluctant to let me go as I am to be parted from him. I want more than anything for him to make love to me again. I want him to come in my body so I can feel him within me for the rest of the day and the nightmarish evening that is to come, but it is impossible.
When I must leave him to get ready for the evening, he holds me tightly in his arms, whispering the encouragement I need to hear. �I�ll be there. I promise you�re going to be okay. I�m not going to let anything happen to you.�
I close his door and walk the short distance across the hall, and I hear a very strangled and pained curse escape his mouth on a shuddering breath. �Oh, Goddamn it � Fuck.�
As I hear his pain, I imagine him doubled over from it, and I know without seeing him that he is.

Chapter 18

As I meet Liz by the elevators, she smiles, but I see the worry etching its way across her beautiful face. We step in together, and she instantly reaches for my hand and doesn�t let it go until the doors open. We walk together to the bar, and I set about numbing my body with alcohol. Derek wants me sober enough to think clearly, but I�ve decided, since Derek doesn�t have to fuck complete strangers, his opinion on this matter isn�t going to be a deciding factor for me. Liz watches me in continued concern as I down my second glass of wine. She spots Derek walking toward us and hastily whispers that I need to play it cool. But too late. Derek has apparently been watching us closely enough that he�s already well aware I�m not following any sensible suggestion in terms of my alcohol consumption.
He reaches us, leans toward my ear, and demands, �Slow down.�
I�m not drunk, but I�m relaxed and slightly tipsy, and at his comment, I turn to his ear and respond, �Make me.�
His eyes narrow and his nostrils flare as he takes me in. Liz stands by watching the situation unfold. I don�t take my eyes from Derek�s as he glares at me. I want him to know my pain, my fear, and, wrong as that is, I don�t care. He briskly turns to Liz and demands that she keep an eye on me before he moves away from us.
Regardless of the show I put on for Derek, I do slow down, but the moment he approaches me to let me know my time has run out and I�ve been purchased, I regret ever listening to him. I grab two shots of something that belong to someone else at the bar, and in an incredibly impulsive, and perhaps a bit self-destructive move, I down them both quickly before Derek can stop me. His eyes close in frustration, but he says nothing. I watch him, guilting him with my eyes, though I know he doesn�t deserve my wrath. I want him to suffer, and I know he does, but I still want him to suffer more.
He introduces me to the man, and I don�t even look at him. I continue to stare at Derek as he looks back at me coolly. I can�t even remember the man�s name, and I don�t care either, and as Derek continues to eye me and I continue to return his gaze, the man beside us starts to fidget and clear his throat.
My pain is driving my body and my actions at this point, and in yet another bold-as-hell move, I turn to the man, flash him an incredibly contrived and over-broad smile, and speak salaciously. �Let�s go have some fun, shall we?�
But as the man brushes past me, I can feel my expression slacken and fall in defeat, and I look to Derek once more, torturing him with my pain. I follow the man from the room without a second glance to Derek. My pain is morphing to rage, and I�m counting on this rage to get me through this final consummation of being a whore.
Once in my room, I finally take the time to look at the man. He smells of bourbon and sweat. He�s pudgy and unattractive, and while he smiles sweetly at me, the fact that he�s paying for my body undoes whatever sweetness he radiates with his eyes. When he touches my skin, I squirm, trying to make it look like nothing more than a casual shrug. When he smiles, I purse my lips and force the corners of my mouth up. If anyone cared to look at me too closely, I probably look like a head case who is not in control of her body. But Derek isn�t watching, and that provides at least some measure of comfort. He would no doubt cringe at every mistake I make; perhaps he�d be embarrassed by my performance. I�m not sure I care. I�m just glad he isn�t seeing this. I resent him. I�m angry with him, and while I know this has been my decision from the get-go, I hold him completely responsible. None of it is his fault, but hating him makes me feel better. I don�t care if it�s inappropriate or misplaced anger. I want to hurt him with it.
I will my dinner to stay in my stomach and not end up on the floor, or this man. Blessedly, he�s not asked me to have anal sex with him, but he wants to fuck me, and that is bad enough. I was hoping I�d get off with just giving him my mouth, but luck is a bitch, and she�s not my friend tonight.
As he watches me undress, he showers me with romantic epithets, all the things na�ve girls think they want to hear, that is, until they become jaded whores and realize life sucks when your sole business is to fuck. But for all his kind words that are meant to sound endearing, he disturbs me. He doesn�t know me. He doesn�t know that I�m sweet, so why should he call me �sweetie�? He�s never touched my body, so how does he know he�s going to make me �feel so good�? He has no right to be romantic with me because he hasn�t earned my adoration. He has no business telling me how good he�s going to treat me when he hasn�t earned my respect. I hate him for his words, and wish I could tape his damn mouth shut and make him shut up, and when that mouth kisses mine, I struggle not to cry. When his tongue enters my mouth, I struggle not to bite it off. Every touch, every kiss is a painful struggle.
He ends up entering me from behind as I quickly run a couple of fingers covered with my saliva over my sex to facilitate my complete lack of lubrication. He�s small, at least compared to Derek, and there is nothing I want more than to expel him from my body. His moans and romanticism have me wanting to punch him by the time he tells me to turn and suck him, but I plant a slight, stiff smile on my face as I round to his waiting penis. There is nothing impressive about it, and I don�t want to touch it, let alone taste it. But keeping my eyes closed tight, I catapult myself into another world. I imagine I�m sucking Derek, and the moans I hear are his, but every minute or so, I make the mistake of opening my eyes or opening my nose or any other sense that reminds me swiftly and surely that this is not Derek in my mouth.
When he tells me he�s going to come, he unloads more pet names and acts as though he�s too much of a gentleman to come in my mouth. When he pulls from my mouth, I�m hit full in the face with his cum as it squirts disgustingly on my skin. I jump and flinch in shock as the wetness meets my skin, and I instantly want to bathe in bleach. But it�s over. He returns to calling me �sweetie,� and tells me how much he wants to see me again. He�s acting like my damn boyfriend, and my brain imagines screaming every curse I can think of at him. I want to kick him out, but I can�t, and as he caresses and rubs my skin, pretending to care about me, my anxiety starts to rise at his lingering presence and touch. Wasn�t it enough that he should pay for my body and then use it? But to act as though I�m something to him that I�m not disgusts me more than anything he�s done to my body. I smile gently and give nothing away of my hatred for this man I don�t know. He�s given me little reason to hate him. He�s not hurt me. I can�t even say he�s scared me. I should be thankful, but I�m not. He�s disgusted me and nothing more. What did I expect?
When at long last he leaves me with a deep, passionate kiss that makes my stomach turn, I run quickly to the toilet and finally empty my stomach. I sit on the floor naked, staring at the toilet for many long minutes before wiping the remaining cum from my face and crawling to the bathtub. As it fills, I look at myself in the mirror. I have no reason to smile at the woman looking back at me. She disgusts me, and at the moment, I hate her. I want to scream at her in shame and humiliation. I want to hurt her. My self-loathing is so powerful and complete that I stand staring nearly until the bathtub fills to overflowing.
When I make to turn from my image at last, I curse her out loud. �You�re a disgusting whore.�
I flip the light switch, leaving myself in the darkness to feel my way to the tub. When I sink down in the cleansing warmth, I stare out at the nothingness in front of me. I can�t even cry. I don�t deserve to feel sorry for myself.
While I stare into the abyss, I remember my parents. They would be ashamed and humiliated by me could they see me now, and for whatever mistakes my father made, he surely didn�t deserve to have a daughter like me. I could be no more disgusting if my skin were crawling with maggots. I can think only of my parents and what the shock and dismay at my choices would have looked like on their faces. The images of them in my mind are as painful as if they were standing alive in front of me. Can I do this for the next five years? Hate myself? And in the end, will I be left debt free and so filled with self-loathing that life ceases to matter to me anymore?
But as I continue to sink into the very fulfilling act of hating myself, I suddenly catapult upright as the light is flipped on, and I�m flooded with intense and unwelcome light. As I look with squinted and painful eyes to the switch, I see Derek standing there. His face is harsh, angry even, but he can�t hold my eyes, and his gaze shifts to the floor almost instantly. I can�t tell what is going on in his head, and he�s giving me nothing to gauge his feelings by. I sit up, irritated and angry at the intrusion.
�At least keep the lights on so I know you�re not drowning.�
As I watch, his eyes shift from mine once again. He looks around the room, even walks to the toilet where my vomit is left unflushed. After he�s flushed the toilet, he returns to the side of the bathtub, still shifting his gaze from mine continuously. How is it that the man who can freeze me dead in my tracks with his searing and penetrative stare can�t hold my gaze for more than a moment? Do I appall him so much? My resentment of earlier still gnaws at my heart, and I want very much to make him suffer for my pain. He watched me. He must have. He certainly knew what I was doing before he barged in on me. His betrayal hurts deeply.
�Did you enjoy watching him fuck me?� My words are an angry and resentful bite.
He looks at me in shock, as though my question struck him across the face. �No��
As quickly as his gaze finds mine, it flits away once again, but I won�t let up so easily. �I thought you weren�t going to watch.�
�I tried not to�� He trails off with some hidden emotion plaguing his eyes. The very same eyes he still refuses to show me. My resentment builds further. Could he only look at me � show me some degree of humanity. But he refuses.
�Why won�t you look at me?� My question is filled with accusation, and the hurt that stimulates it.
He thinks long and hard with a furrowed brow and a pained face before swiftly kneeling by the side of the tub and pulling my head to face his, his hands gently but firmly on my cheeks. He stares deeply into my eyes, holding my gaze for the first time since entering.
�Looking at you has never been a problem for me.� But as he speaks, his eyes flit away and his head sinks. He looks like he�s in pain, and I want to exacerbate it. I want to twist it like a knife in his side.
�Like I said, why can�t you look at me?� His face remains down, his head slowly shaking from side to side before he finally gives over to whatever battle he�s been fighting in his soul.
He looks at me harshly, and with a pained and clenched face, he answers, or rather he yells, �Because I feel bad! I feel guilty. Damn it!�
Could I not see the pain behind his eyes, I might mistake his words for anger, but the pain is numbing, and I crumble at its sight. As the first of my tears falls, I turn from his face, but he doesn�t want to lose my eyes now, and he begs. �Please look at me. I need to see you.�
I turn slowly, tears still streaking down my face. He looks intensely at me once again, his confession liberating his eyes from their restraints. He breathes a deep breath and continues to look at me. His eyes are softer than I�ve ever seen them. He�s hurting. He�s sharing my pain as much as he�s able, and feeling his own painfully. It means so very much to my wounded and broken soul, so very much more than I ever expected from him. But as I watch him, his eyes slowly close.
�Why are you here?� It�s as good an opportunity as any to ask.
His eyes snap back to mine in confusion. �To make sure you don�t drown yourself.�
But he�s missed the point. �I mean, why are you in this place? You�re miserable. Why do this to yourself? You said you�re here for a reason. What is it?� I want to know. I have to know. He�s using me to torture himself, and for what? But the instant furrow of his brow tells me he won�t be giving up his secrets today, and I have to concede; I get that.
With a final shake of his head, he rises. �It doesn�t concern you. Get some rest. I�ll see you tomorrow.�
He pauses at the door just long enough to remind me that the light stays on, and then he disappears from the room.
When I finally exit the bath, I stand again appraising myself in the mirror. This time, my loathing is faded, and my body is too tired to hate myself. I know he�s watching, and I want him to see me. I collapse into my bed, naked and ready to disappear into sleep, but as I start to relax, my phone rings. When I pick up, he�s there.
�Are you okay?� His voice is quiet.
�No.� It�s the most honest answer I can give him without confessing how much hatred I have for myself at the moment.
�What can I do to make this better for you?�
I think long and hard before speaking. Whatever marginal amount of restraint I normally have is nonexistent at the moment. �Make love to me.�
�You know I can�t do that tonight,� he speaks quietly.
With my hesitation gone, I don�t even attempt to restrain my thoughts. �Hold me.� My words are met with silence, long and lasting. After I tire of waiting for some response, any at all, I end the conversation. �Good night, Derek.� I hang up without hesitation, and without waiting for him to ignore me any longer.

Chapter 19

The warmth of his body next to mine, the strength of his arms as they enclose me in his embrace, the gentle caress of his lips along my naked shoulder, the incredible electrified trail that his fingers burn over every inch of skin that they touch, those are the incredible sensations that I wake to. It takes many long and confusing moments to realize I�m not dreaming. He�s here. He�s with me. The bathroom light is on, and the door cracked. The light filters softly and subtly through to the bedroom, and as my consciousness returns to the present, I register that he�s lying behind me, his body held snuggly to mine.
I reach to his hand that is gently stroking my upper arm as his mouth kisses softly along my shoulder blade. When my fingers reach his, he gently strokes them, and with a whisper, he reassures me. �I�m here, Ash.�
My emotions overcome me and I turn to him swiftly, attacking his mouth with mine. I�ve not tasted these lips in nearly two weeks, and I�ve needed them. He clutches at my face as he returns my passion. His tongue plunges deep into the silken depths of my mouth. He touches every surface and claims every hidden corner. None of the hesitation of our first kiss is present. He�s here, he�s committed to my needs, and I wonder if they aren�t his needs as well.
As his kisses taper off and he searches my eyes, longing for our connection, I open up to him. �Will it always be this hard?�
He thinks, his worry showing visibly on his face. �I don�t ever want this to be easy for you. Not you.� He shakes his head as he looks away, once again lost in his thoughts. But he�s not finished speaking, and when he does, he sets my soul at ease. For how long, I don�t know, but he tells me what I need to hear in this moment. �But I will always be here after they�re finished with your body, to reclaim every inch of what those disgusting men take from you. You belong to me.�
�Do you think I�m gross?� I croak out on a sob of stifled pain, but he reaches back to my cheeks quickly and reassuringly.
�Never�� He�s speaking quietly, and searching my eyes for understanding.
He needs me to understand, but I don�t. Not really at any rate. How can what I�ve done not affect the way he thinks of me? It isn�t possible. He might understand more than anyone else, but he must see me as tainted in some way. Up to this evening, he was the only man to have me, and that had to have meant something�it did to me at least, but now � tainted. I wanted it to only be him. Stupidly, ridiculously� There was never a hope of it, and yet the idea of it kept me afloat these long weeks.
Many quiet minutes later, he�s still watching me, wanting me to understand his words and to let go of my pain, but the memories of this evening are crippling, the images they incite like a fist to the gut. He watches my face carefully, and he gives me time. However detached he may be from the world, he understands my emotions so well. He gives up waiting for any sign of my understanding and chooses instead to comfort me. He pulls me back to his body as I turn my face away from him. He�s not upset, and he stays still behind me. His hand runs gently to my breast and cups me tenderly. While my soul may still be fighting to process the events of the night, my body has given up.
I start to drift off as the gears in my brain continue to turn, and as they do, I speak out loud the thought that is running through my mind. �I don�t know if I can do this.�
My eyes are fluttering closed, but I�m still conscious enough to register that his body has just frozen in place; his breath has stopped. I have no way to know what my words mean to him, but they�ve stopped him cold. I wait for a response of some kind, still sinking with each passing second into a warm, comfortable sleep, and I feel him let a deep breath go.
He leans toward my ear, his lips touching the lobe. �I understand.� He goes silent again. My eyes finally close for the last time, and as they do, he adds to his thought. �If you decide you can�t do this, I�ll take you home.�
The thought in my mind, not intended to be spoken, comes out on a trailing whisper. �I don�t have a home. I don�t have anywhere to go.� I hear the �What?� spoken behind me, but I�m gone down the rabbit hole to my dreams.
* * *
The next morning, Derek is gone when I wake. I rise and dress in old sweatpants and a T-shirt. I don�t care how the rest of the house sees me, and all I want is coffee. I call Liz, and she comes to my room instantly. She�s worried about me, but when I refuse to go into any detail about the man who bought my time, she gives up quickly, not wanting to upset me. When the conversation turns to Derek and what happened after, I don�t filter the story in any way. While I may not wish to revisit my memories of the portly, romantic stranger I spent my evening with, I have no problem talking to her about Derek. She is the only one in this place that understands just what a disaster I�or is it we?�have created with ourselves, and I need to share with her. She is no longer shocked when I explain the touches, the kisses, the attention. Once my story is told, we leave for the common room.
She stays near me while I fill my cup, and we retreat to the sofa rather than the table with the other women. We talk only to one another as she continues to watch me with deep concern in her eyes. Our conversation makes it back to the night before, and while we don�t discuss the gory details or what happened, I talk honestly and openly about the emotional torture of the night. Liz and I may be as different as night and day, but she has no problem empathizing with me, and I, quite frankly, with her. I know she would love nothing more than to hear the blow-by-blow, no pun intended, but she doesn�t ask. Though the memories of the night before are fresh and disturbing, my relief at having gotten through it has me calm and relaxed, almost happy. I will have Derek to myself tonight, and I don�t have to think of pretending to be a slut for a good thirty-six more hours; and I intend to think nothing of it at all during this reprieve.
Derek enters as we are finishing our coffee. He looks upset and worried, and as he runs a frustrated hand through his dark, disheveled hair, he asks Liz to join him in the kitchen. She leaves my side, returning moments later. She refuses to say anything and motions for me to be patient. Derek leaves moments later with a cup of coffee. He ignores us on his way out of the room, and it is only many long and painful minutes later that Liz casually speaks to me, as if nothing at all has transpired. �Let�s go.�
When we exit the common room, she grabs my arm and practically pulls me to my room, and once inside she talks hastily. �Mr. Pennington wants you to pack an overnight bag. You don�t have much time. Mr. Grayson is on his way here, and he�s looking for you both. Mr. Pennington wants you out of here before Mr. Grayson arrives. You have to hurry, Ash.�
And I do. There is nothing in this world that I want less than to see Mr. Grayson, and in mere minutes, I�ve set out a change of clothing, my toothbrush, and deodorant. Derek enters moments later, as I�m looking for a bag to pack my clothes in. I have no idea where he�ll send me or how I�ll get there, but I won�t argue with this one. I�ve been craving his touch since I woke, and the last thing I want is to separate myself from him now, but I understand his concern. Our last �dinner� with Mr. Grayson was a nightmare for us both, and it�s not an experience I ever want to relive. But as I continue to search for something that will suffice as a bag, he quickly grabs my things from the bed and stashes them in a leather satchel bag that is slung over his shoulder. He�s coming with me. I�m suddenly at ease and ready to face whatever threat lies in front of us. He�ll be with me, and I can handle it.
He turns to Liz quickly. �Don�t forget. You think we had some appointments, but you�re not sure where we went. We�ll be back tomorrow before Trimbles opens, but I�m not going to leave any time for him to catch up to us before we have to be downstairs. Call me if you need to.�
As I follow Derek to the hall, Liz plants a quick kiss on my cheek. On the ride down, Derek is fidgeting and watching the floors tick off the indicator panel with a tight jaw. I reach for his hand, and he looks to my eyes and nods slightly at my reassuring touch.
When the doors open, he walks me briskly through a back hallway, avoiding the front reception desk. His eyes shift and move quickly around every corner we pass. He�s not letting his guard down for a moment. We exit out a back entrance and walk quickly to a parking garage across the street. He walks us up a couple of flights of stairs and to a sleek, black luxury SUV that no doubt came with a ridiculous price tag that would make me gag. It is worth more than a small home, and as Derek pulls the keys from his pocket, I realize it is his car. He drives. I had no idea he drives, and as he catches the perplexed expression on my face, he chuckles with an amused shake of his head before telling me to get in. He�s obviously relaxed considerably, having gotten us out of Trimbles before Mr. Grayson arrived, and I�m suddenly a very happy lady.
The car smells of incredibly expensive leather, and of him. It is immaculate and beautiful, and as we weave in and out of traffic, I�m enjoying myself far more than what is appropriate for the situation. We make our way out of town and leave the skyline behind us. It is still early, and as we wind our way north into Vermont, the trees become denser, and Derek becomes more and more relaxed. I watch him as his hand mindlessly hovers and touches the gear shaft. He�s deep in thought, and I take this quiet time to watch him. His jaw is relaxed, and as I watch him, he runs his thumb gently over his bottom lip. He is still far away in his mind, and I wish I could invade his thoughts.
�What are you thinking about?� His words startle me as I pull my eyes from his mouth. I guess I was lost in my own dream world as well. I smile shyly back at him, just slightly shaking my head. �Oh come on. I�m in the mood for entertainment, so tell me. What were you thinking about? You can say anything. I swear I won�t be offended. The floor is all yours.�
He throws a challenging look to my eyes before returning his to the road, and I plunge in. �I�m surprised you drive. Moreover, that you drive an SUV � a very nice one, but an SUV.�
�I see, and what, pray tell, did you expect me to drive?� He�s still challenging me, but his mood is as light as I�ve ever seen it. Vermont must agree with him.
�I suppose a sports car of some sort. Don�t get me wrong, this suits you, and I don�t like sports cars. Good choice � well done.� Now I�m just rambling like an idiot, but the chuckle he returns tells me he�s enjoying this, talking.
�And what have you got against sports cars?�
�There�s something odd about seeing a full-grown man fold himself into a car that looks entirely too small for him. It�s emasculating in some way.� Wow. Did I just say that? Oh yes I did, and I�m apparently not done. �I mean, an SUV says, I know how to work. I do things other than look pretty. Mind you, yours says, I know how to work, but I also have more money than I know what to do with, so I�m going to sink a small fortune into my SUV made for a �working man.�� And oh yes, I used my finger quotes on that one.
He�s glancing at me wide-eyed, as I�m apparently powerless to stop talking for some reason. But at my words, he laughs, open-mouthed, beautiful, straight white teeth showing, he laughs. My God, he is beautiful. I shake my head in mortification, but he�s enjoying this too much.
�So, dear Ms. Monroe, what other things about me would you care to deconstruct?�
�I�m sorry. Sometimes I can�t stop talking, and the more I talk, the harder it is to stop. Nervous habit � but really, why do you drive an SUV?�
He�s still smiling at me, amused at my bizarre behavior. �I guess it comes in handy when I need to haul things, or when I need to get around Vermont in the winter. And, yes, Ash, I know how to work.�
�So, you haul around hookers in your SUV?� Fuck! What has gotten into my mouth? But he�s chuckling at my ridiculousness. He did give me the floor after all. Still, I try to move the conversation back to some semblance of logic. �So you come to Vermont often then?� Well, isn�t this just turning into a normal conversation?
�Yes. Often enough. My family is from Vermont.�
�Family?� I don�t know why I�m shocked to hear him mention it. He must have come from somewhere, but I�m surprised to hear it nevertheless.
�Did you think I was spawned from hell itself?� He�s smirking, but I shake my head anyway. I could never assume anything like that.
But he�s opened the door, and I have no intention of not passing through. �So, tell me about your family. Where are they now?�
He eyes me speculatively. He�s deciding whether he wants to continue this conversation or not. I thought I was the one with a buried past, but every sidestepped question and refusal to delve deeper convinces me further that this man hides as much from me as I do from him.
Eventually, his expression softens, and he responds, �Washington DC � for the most part. My father is involved in politics, and my mother is involved in charities � any charity, every charity� It really doesn�t matter. We�re not close.�
�Why?� I�m entering the danger zone, and I know it. I�ve been here plenty in my life, but I�m powerless to stop my mouth now.
His face hardens further with every second that passes as I wait patiently for a response, and to my utter shock, he gives me one. �Let�s just say they don�t agree with my lifestyle choices.� As he continues to glance at me while I process his words, his face falls, and his eyes show a sadness I�ve never seen before. �I don�t blame them for that. A lot rides on their reputation. Fortunately, discretion is the name of the game at Trimbles � for the most part.� His brow furrows at this last comment as sadness is replaced with resentment.
But as quickly as his emotions shift from one to another, they flip yet again, and he looks at me with a gentle smile and one last comment. �Now stop talking so I can concentrate on driving. Your loose tongue is turning me on, and if you keep distracting me, I�m going to have to pull over and fuck you. Quite frankly, I�d very much like to get you to a bed to do that.� He smiles one last small smile before he returns his eyes to the road.
And as I return to watching him, I realize he indeed knows this place. He�s home.
After a few hours of very comfortable silence, I start to see signs for Lake Champlain, and as the scenery we pass becomes more and more lush, Derek pulls off the highway onto a smaller road that weaves farther and deeper into the woods. Another hour or so, and many more small, heavily wooded roads later, we pull off onto a long lane that takes us deep into thick and secluded woods. After about a half mile, a contemporary single story house appears before us, and we pull up out front. It is oddly out of place, and yet it blends with the environment perfectly.
As I look to Derek in confusion, he ignores my questioning expression. Derek unlocks the door and lets us in the house. It is beautiful. Simple, contemporary, and yet, at the same time rustic, but not at all campy�instead authentic and comfortable. I�m suddenly glad I packed jeans and not a dress. I would definitely be overdressed otherwise, and for the first time, I notice Derek is in jeans as well. I�ve never seen him in anything but slacks, incredible rich slacks, but slacks. Casual just hasn�t been my experience with him. Yet, now, as I take in his appearance, suddenly very aware of his clothing, I realize just how perfectly at home he looks here in his jeans. They are faded and worn, but fit him perfectly, and as I walk behind him, I can�t help but take in the view from the rear. A man�s butt in jeans is always something to enjoy; Derek�s impressive butt in jeans�yes, he has more impressive attributes than just his cock�is downright shameful. He�s gorgeous, and this place suits him. I always assumed him to be cut from the fabric of city life�our high-rise, downtown, plush surroundings, dress-to-the-nines sort of existence�but this is so very him, and I love it. And this is my type of space too, warm and inviting.
The floors are wide-plank hardwood; the kitchen is sleek and modern but still warm and neutral. The furniture is perfectly worn leather, and the wool rugs that cover the floor are amazing and high quality. The large windows overlook the surrounding woods. The thick trees surrounding the house are nearly claustrophobic, but in the most amazing and comforting way. There is no view but the thick trunks of trees, branches, leaves, and the forest floor as far as the eye can see. Off the back of the house is a well-maintained pond, manmade, with perfect landscaping and stone work surrounding a good portion of it. The large deck off the back expands the width of the house. It has no rails and simply ends as it overhangs the closest edge of the pond. I have no idea how they�ve melded the water with the house without losing the foundational integrity of the house, but it is stunning. You could literally lie at the edge of the deck and stare straight down to the pond beneath. For that matter, the water is so close I could reach out and touch it a mere foot below.
As Derek shows me around, I fall more and more in love with the place. I could stay here forever with him. Trimbles fades to the background of my mind, and I�m suddenly and completely at ease. I know we�ll only be here for one night, but I have every intention of forgetting the rest of my life until we leave this place tomorrow. I want this break from that life; it is a much-needed respite.
Derek walks me down a long hallway to the master bedroom. One entire wall is made up of windows that open to the same long deck and pond beyond. The bed is large and inviting, and as I eye it longingly, I imagine Derek making love to me here. I want him to make love to me more than ever before. I thought that giving myself to another man would somehow dash that desire for him, but on the contrary, I can�t wait for him to �reclaim� my body, as he spoke of the night before. It is more than a want, and far more like a desperate need pulsing within my body. I do belong to him, and I need him to take me back from that disgusting man and all his romantastic bullshit. Derek catches me looking longingly at the bed and whispers, �later,� as he pulls me from the room.
Once back in the living room, Derek looks to me, waiting for me to speak. And I do. �Derek � sorry, Mr. Pennington, it�s beautiful. Whose is it?�
He walks to me slowly, palming his keys in his hand as he approaches, and he leans toward my ear. �I like Derek. And it�s mine. I have more talents than just managing escorts.� He winks as he brushes past my shoulder toward the door.
�You mean you built it?� My question trails after him.
When he reaches the door, he looks back with a smirk gently pulling his mouth. �I designed it. I was an architect before I sold my soul to the devil � or Mr. Grayson more precisely.� He pulls the door open, still eying me with his beautiful smirk, and gives me his parting words. �Stay put. I�m running to town for some groceries.� And he�s out the door as I stare slack-jawed after him. Architect! I�m starting to think he belongs at Trimbles even less than I do.
While he�s left my mind reeling with his words, they�re certainly not enough to stop me from spending this time exploring his home some more.
I end up lying on my stomach at the edge of the deck, trailing my hand through the water below. It is cool and clear, and I�m suddenly overcome with a fairly childish desire to jump in naked and swim. I learned to swim early in life, and I�m as comfortable in water as I am on land. I love the feeling of being completely surrounded by water, and the weightless relaxation of floating around in a pool for hours. As I peel myself out of my clothes, leaving them heaped on the deck, I only pause for a brief moment to wonder if Derek will be upset with me before I jump in.
I swim, diving deep to the sandy bottom. The water is so incredibly clear. I float on my back endlessly, spacing off into comfort, and I think about Derek and all his mystery. I know nothing about him at all. He comes from a political family, he doesn�t talk to them, he designs houses � what else don�t I know about this man? I�m guessing far more than I�ve figured out thus far. I drift aimlessly around in the clear water that is speckled only with leaves that have fallen from the lush trees, with Derek�s beautiful lips and exceptional features in my mind. I have no idea how long I�ve been swimming, floating, daydreaming, but as I reinvigorate, I dive back down below the surface, not yet ready to give it up. When I return to the surface though, I look toward the deck. He�s back, and at this distance, I can�t tell if he�s upset to see me swimming alone in the pond or not.
He�s leaning against one of the pillars that support the overhanging roof of the pergola-style deck. I continue to watch him as I start to slowly, hesitantly swim back toward the deck. When I reach the deck, I see by the smirk on his face that he isn�t upset in the least, or at least he�s not going to say he is. He reaches a hand down to me and pulls me easily to the deck. He stands in front of me, letting his gaze travel every dripping inch of my body as I inhale deep and needy breaths, waiting and hoping for him to make a move. He does, and moments later, I�m in his arms and he�s carrying me away to the very inviting bed in the master bedroom.
He lays me gently down on the quilt that covers the bed and hastily pushes my legs apart as he covers my body with his. He�s still clothed, but every time I reach for the waist of his jeans, he stops my hands. When at long last I give up trying to undress him, he moves to my mouth. Pulling my chin down, he invades my mouth forcefully. He wants my mouth, which is such a complete flip from two weeks prior, when the very act of kissing me seemed to chill his body. He�ll hear no complaints from me. I need his kisses; this intimacy is healing in a way that nothing else can even touch, but as he slowly pulls from my mouth and looks in my eyes, I still in nervousness at his next words.
�I want you to let me taste your pussy.� His smirk is downright lascivious, as he well knows.
This man has pushed every last limit I�ve ever had and ever imagined I would have, but this is more than what my self-conscious, often self-loathing, overly na�ve, and let�s face it, chicken-shit mind can handle. There is no way this man can want to be so up close and personal with my vagina. If he�s trying to convince me that I don�t repel him after the events of the night before, sex will do just fine, thank you. I just don�t have the nerve to let this man, whom I happen to be obsessed with, �taste� my most intimate girl bits.
But as usual, he is unrelenting. He watches my eyes, not the least bit phased by my fear. His swollen cock, still restrained by his pants, brushes enticingly across my sex, and I realize this is exactly what he wants, really and truly wants. But we don�t do this. If kissing is taboo for a house manager and one of his girls, this is downright illegal. As always, though, his desire has my body tingling. I know the feel of his mouth on that most private part of my body would, without a doubt, be incredible, but there is far more to this act than simple physical pleasure. Submitting in such an intimate way, with nowhere to run and hide, with every last inch of my body exposed and tasted, is terrifying. This is beyond being vulnerable to him, and my self-conscious fear has me frozen. This beautiful man can�t possibly want to see me and experience me in such a way. And yet, even as my fear rises, so, too, do the goose bumps on my skin that betray my nervousness and undeniable lust for this.
�We aren�t allowed to do that, are we?�
�I�m allowed to do whatever I want to you, and quite frankly, what we choose to do together when we�re alone is no one�s business but ours.� I watch him warily. I love his words, but I�m terrified of where he�s going with this.
I can�t do this. What will he think of me? Then I have to remind myself that I asked the same question of him the night before, and it is quite obvious his opinion of me hasn�t suffered in the least. His face is pained in need for my body. He�s clothed, and his body is straining against the zipped fly of his jeans. He wants me so desperately, and nothing of what he�s seen so far has affected that. What makes me think this would?
He�s tiring of my hesitation, and in his effort to set my mind at ease, he continues. �I want to know your taste, just like you know mine. Why should that be surprising? I�ve wanted to taste your sweetness since the first moment I saw you trembling and naked in that damn interview chair.�
�And here I thought you hated my guts when you met me�� Oops. The brain-mouth filter is just broken today for some reason, and watching his already hooded and desperate eyes, I realize this is just one such time that I perhaps should have kept my mouth shut.
�I�m practically drooling on you, and you want to discuss this right now?� I stare slack-jawed at his face. He�s not upset; he�s just so damn desperate for me, and I�m desperate for him too. Why couldn�t I have just kept my damn mouth shut! But as he watches me while I�m stunned into silence, he speaks again. �I�ve never hated you � not ever. But I�m sure it felt that way�� His voice and eyes trail away at this admission.
He�s right. It did feel that way, and I don�t want to do this right now. It�s too much, too heavy, and too real. Suddenly, his mouth on my pussy seems like a far easier prospect than having this conversation.
His eyes return to mine, but before he can speak another word or offer some explanation or delve too deeply into those early days, I decide to kiss him. Swiftly, I take his mouth, and when our mouths part, I whisper, �Okay, but, I�m really nervous.�
�Aren�t you always?� The smirk has returned.
He doesn�t wait for my answer before his mouth moves to my neck, where he gently nibbles and kisses his way along my collarbone. Intimate is an understatement. His deep breathing as he works his way around my neck is all the evidence I need of his want for me. When he moves farther down to my breasts, my breath starts to shudder, and my muscles start to twitch. He kisses trails across my breasts, avoiding my nipples, and at long last, when he finally pulls one nipple harshly and deeply into his mouth, I gasp and groan at the sudden intense sensation that radiates down to my groin. My other nipple is equally eager for his attention, and he leaves them both glistening from his mouth before moving farther down.
At my stomach, his fingers start to gently caress their way across my body, so feather light that the tickle has my stomach muscles clenching and quivering. He�s watching my eyes, his incredible, dark eyes taking in every reaction I have. I feel beautiful, held strongly in his gaze. He�s giving me every last ounce of reassurance I haven�t been sullied and destroyed by my choices. The realization that my self-hatred and loathing will never come from him, but only from me, is sobering. He�s not my enemy, and I have nothing to fear from this man. I continue to look into his eyes, and I give myself over completely to his wishes.
He seems to see this shift in me instantly, as he whispers, �Okay?� and waits for my final approval. I nod, never taking my eyes from his. At the first touch of his lips on my lower abdomen, right above my pubic hairline, I still, not breathing, not moving a muscle. He inhales deeply with his nose to my sex, and I wait in desperation for more touch. He gives it. His fingers gently part the lips of my vagina, and he looks intently and closely at my body. He reaches another finger to the slick, wet folds, and strokes gently, still studying every last contour of my body. With one final look to my eyes, he lowers his mouth to me, and when his lips seal against my pussy, I gasp. His tongue starts to move over my skin, tasting my wetness. When his tongue finds my tight nub, he focuses all of his attention on that one place.
My hips are writhing beneath his mouth, but he holds tight to me, never separating his mouth from my body. My climax is building, and my body is coming unglued as his mouth and tongue continue to work on my body. The sensation is more incredible than I could have imagined. It is the combination of warmth and an itch that begs to be satisfied. My orgasm will relieve the mounting tension, but as it continues to build with every touch to the most sensitive bundle of nerves in my body, he pulls away, leaving me gasping and desperate. I want to pull his mouth back to my body, and I realize that my fear was easily set aside for the amazing pleasure of this act.
His lips are glistening with my wetness, and I�m nearly ready to beg him for my release when he reaches his hand to me once again. His eyes study mine as he slides one deliciously long finger within my wet hole. He fucks me gently, now focusing his eyes on my penetration, and as he adds a finger and continues to watch, his lips part, and he starts to lick them unconsciously. He does want to taste me.
As I watch his tongue pass over his lips once more, I finally give in to the pleas that have been ringing out in my mind, and I speak, or more like beg. �Please, Derek.� My voice sounds as pleading as my words, and he wastes no time latching himself to me once again.
His fingers continue to invade my tight sheath as I contract around him. His mouth has found my clitoris again, and he pulls, sucking it into his mouth. He�s gentle, but firm and unrelenting, and as he runs the tip of his tongue over the tight nub held securely in his mouth, I lose my mind.
I come loudly and harshly as my stomach muscles contract in on themselves, and as I utter the very same words that a mere month ago sparked a backlash that haunted me for weeks after, I can see easily that this time there will be no such reprisal. �Oh God, Derek.�
He moves up my body, his own arousal still straining against his jeans, and when he leans toward my mouth, he speaks in a husky voice. �God, I love the sound of my name on your lips when you come.�
He kisses me gently. I taste my own subtle musky scent, and it makes me crave his body all the more. Having been so completely satisfied by him leaves only one desire in my mind, to completely satisfy him. When I reach for his waist, he stays my hands, and with one final quick kiss to the tip of my nose, he says, �Dinner first.�
Dinner? Well, ain�t that a bunch of bullshit! Who can eat at a time like this? Apparently Derek can, and he pulls me swiftly from the bed to his arms. My clothes are still out on the deck, but as I pull toward the sliding wall of windows to retrieve them, he pulls me back to him with a shake of the head. I guess I�ll be cooking sans clothes.

Chapter 20

I find out soon enough that my help really isn�t needed in the kitchen. I�m apparently just ornamental. Derek can cook. He can drive. And apparently he can design homes. I wonder what else this man can do. Can he vacuum? Can he clean? Can he mow a lawn? He suddenly seems so normal, impressive of course, but normal and very human. I wonder if he can care. Can he love? He can desire me; that I no longer question. But love� Could I ever love him for that matter? And quite frankly, don�t I already? He intrigues me, without a doubt. He scares me at times, but with every passing day, I realize my fears have been misplaced. He pleasures me, duh. His concern for me makes my heart melt. His abject fear for my safety, likewise. And don�t I carry the same worries for him? The pain that Mr. Grayson has caused us both is shared between us. I as much felt Derek�s pain as my own on the evening we were forced to spend with him. Aren�t we here now to protect one another from the very same threat? So what is our connection? Mere desire doesn�t cause a desperate need to protect another. So why do we fear for one another so very much?
His arms wrap gently around me as his body moves in to close out any space between us. I�m standing naked, facing the kitchen counter and the window beyond, and his body is covering every inch of my backside. He�s taken his clothes off. I can feel the long, hard length of his cock against my back, and I wonder just how long I�ve been daydreaming with my eyes staring blankly out the window to have missed him stripping naked in the kitchen.
His mouth moves to my ear, and his tongue gently flicks the lobe of my ear. �Time to eat.�
Sadly, he really does mean food, and as I sit, I see that not only can he cook, he can cook well. He�s made chicken of some sort that has been breaded, baked, and then cut over a pasta dish with tomatoes and basil. It is delicious, and could I keep my eyes on my plate and not on him, I could likely have gotten through the meal far sooner. As it is, my body is screaming for him. I can feel my wet warmth against the hard surface of the chair. The chair is cool to my skin, and it exhilarates my body. Judging by Derek�s own dark and watchful eyes, he�s struggling with his own composure as well, and the moment our meal is finished, he pulls me by the hand to kneel in front of his chair. Within moments, he�s filling my mouth with his cock.
His hips flex upward to my mouth as I try desperately to accommodate his breadth. He tastes so very Derek, and I�m ravenously hungry for him. I want him in every way I can take him. I need him to wipe out every disturbing memory from the night before, and replace them with his own touch, taste, and kiss. I have only this time with him because, come tomorrow, I will once again be off-limits to him as I ready myself for another stranger that will use my body. I can�t stand the thought of missing one single moment with Derek tonight.
Just as hastily and quickly as he started fucking my mouth, he stops me, pulls me to my feet, and then toward him. I straddle his hips, hovering over his engorged and stiff penis. As he guides my hips down to line his cock up with my entry, he watches my eyes. When the head of his cock is nestled between the wet lips of my pussy, he kisses me once before instructing me to fuck him. I push down slowly, as he steadies my hips with his hands. His eyes narrow and he inhales a quick breath as I start to slowly take him within my tight sheath. His lips stay parted as he watches every last inch of his length disappear within my body, slowly. He flexes his hips once, driving the depth of his cock painfully farther, but I welcome this pain. It is consuming, and it claims my body as his own. Once I�ve adjusted to his thick length inside me, I slide back up along his shaft. My arousal has me as wet as I�ve ever been, and he moves tightly but smoothly within my body. I pull myself from him completely as his breath comes out in a hiss. When I sink back down and over the head of his cock, he moans a deep guttural sound.
He again lets me slide down along his body until he�s deep within me, but instead of letting me pull from him again, he holds me tight to him. He leans to my mouth, pushing his tongue past my lips and into the warmth of my mouth. He�s in no hurry, and with every long and slow taste of my mouth, I feel his cock flex within my body. When he�s finally finished with my mouth, he lifts my hips from his, and then pulls them swiftly back down to him. I hang on to his shoulders, letting him use my hips to fuck himself hard, and every harsh, ferocious penetration releases my pent-up tension and need. He�s panting and grunting as he nears his release, and I�m crying out as the force pushes me to the limit of what I can handle. Even with his harsh thrusting, I�m ready to come, and when he pounds my pussy through my release, his own takes over his body instantly, and he empties himself in spasms within me.
We lie collapsed against one another panting. He�s still within me, and as he pulls my mouth to his once more, I see concern in his eyes. When he breaks from my lips again, it is to apologize for being too rough with my body. The concern and worry is genuine and real. I shake off his apologies, but his guilt lingers. I ache from his intense invasion of my body, but it is the very ache I so desperately needed to feel. As he lays me gently in the master bed and crawls in next to me, I hold on to his body tightly, wanting to savor every last moment.
* * *
When I wake, it is still dark out, and the sliding wall of windows is opened wide. The cool but comfortable breeze tickles my naked skin, and a trill of happiness and contentment courses through my body unexpectedly. I�m alone, and I don�t want to be. I�m ready for more of him, and with that in mind, I crawl from bed, walking to the open wall. I peer out along the deck and see his darkened form sitting cross-legged at the edge, in exactly the place that I�d seen him earlier, leaning against the post.
As I walk to him, his face turns toward me, but in the darkness of the night, lit only by the moon above, I can�t see his expression. He stretches his hand up to me as I approach, and I kneel beside him and see that he is holding my clothes in his lap, left abandoned from earlier in the afternoon. His eyes come into view, and I see utter sadness etched across his face, but it is fleeting. He doesn�t want me to see it, and rather than letting my gaze linger on his features, he pulls my mouth swiftly to his.
When he breaks from my lips, I take advantage of the emotional cover of darkness to find my strength and ask the question I could never have asked him only a couple of weeks ago. �Will you make love to me again?�
�You�re sure you�re not too sore?� His concern from earlier has still not faded, though the ache that stayed with me for some time after our last coupling is now dull and distant. I reassure him as best I can, and he relents.
He lays me down on the deck before pulling my legs wide apart and bent at the knee. He again moves in with his mouth, and for the next several long and amazing minutes, he does my new favorite thing in the world with his mouth. Once I�ve come with his mouth, he makes me come with his cock as he moves gently and slowly inside my body. And once we�ve both taken what we need from the other, we walk back to the bedroom together and make love twice more before the sun comes up. I�m not even sure I fully wake when we make love, and as I drift off to sleep after he�s finished with my body, it is to the most amazing and sensuous dreams that feel more real than any others in my life.
As the sunlight filtering through the trees makes its way in through the wall of windows to us, curled in one another�s arms, he makes love to me for the last time before we have to leave to return to the city. It�s more sex than any decent person needs, but I drink him in, wanting to keep him with me for the long night ahead.

Chapter 21

The trip back to the city is not nearly as pleasant as the trip to Vermont, but knowing I have him to myself for the next six hours is a relief. We stop for a late lunch in some quaint little town, and as we eat, he starts grilling me.
�Why were your parents killed?� I look at him in stunned silence, saying nothing. �I mean you saw it happen. Do you know why?�
Yes! But as I look in his eyes, I hold it all back from him. I lie, and I hate myself for doing it. I shake my head, and he watches me closely with narrow eyes. He�s gauging whether I�m telling him the truth or not, and I can�t tell if he�s convinced, but as the waitress appears and refills my coffee, he lets it slide. I, however, waste no time jumping right back into the danger zone, where I apparently enjoy being.
�Why are you at Trimbles? I mean you have a career � a real career.�
�Had,� he corrects quietly with a nearly embarrassed look on his face. �It doesn�t concern you, Ash. Drop it.�
But I�m on a roll� �Well, you�re allowed to ask me anything and everything you want to know about my past, so why can�t I ask you the same?� I hold his gaze steadily, accusing him with my eyes and challenging him to respond.
His response is harsh and irritated. �I said it�s none of your business.� Then his voice softens quickly as he continues. �Besides, I�m quite certain you�re holding plenty back from me as well.�
My eyes flit from his quickly as this truth hits with the smack of guilt. But they return to his dark gaze just as easily when he reaches a hand over to cover mine. He�s not angry, just resolute. We will not be delving any further into his past today.
I�m nervous the entire meal, waiting for the inquisition to strike again, but he remains silent, thoughtful. As our check is paid and we stand to leave, he takes my hand in his and squeezes it gently. His eyes are soft and as gentle as his hand, but he doesn�t owe me his pity, even though it shows clearly in his eyes. The rest of the trip home is silent, and each mile brings mounting tension, not only for tonight, but for the chance that we�ll run into Mr. Grayson before we can escape to the gaming hall. How truly ridiculous is it that I should prefer taking my chances in the gaming hall than with Mr. Grayson?
When we reach the city, his hand finds mine, and he doesn�t let it go any more than he absolutely must. When the SUV is back in its place within the parking garage, he turns to face me and gently pulls my mouth to his. It is many long minutes later that he lets go of my cheeks, and with a deep exhale, he opens the door. He keeps my hand in his until we are out of the parking garage and within view of Trimbles.
As he leaves me at my door, it is with a warning. �Don�t open this door to Mr. Grayson. If he comes to your room before you and Liz come downstairs, you call me, and you stay put.�
His eyes travel down the hall to ensure we�re alone, and he leans to my mouth for one last sweet kiss.

Chapter 22

�I�m gonna fuck that sweet ass of yours, baby.�
This wasn�t supposed to happen. I thought my second night would be easier than my first, but as he whispers in my ear, as though his words are some sort of seduction, my eyes flash to Derek�s, and he looks away quickly. When he returns his eyes to mine and sees my fear, dread, absolute horror, he moves toward us. As he reaches us, he leans to my ear and apologizes. He had no excuse to refuse the man, and with Mr. Grayson watching our every move, he had no choice. I know this is true, but I�m stung anyway. As the handsome man that has purchased my time this evening leads me from the room, I glance back at Derek, only to see that he�s leaning against the wall with his head down and his hand raking roughly through his dark hair. I sense his pain, and I see it clearly in the set of his body, but at the moment, I can think only of my own mounting terror.
As we enter my room, he repeats his phrase of earlier. �I�m gonna fuck that sweet ass of yours, baby.�
And at his words, my brain starts screaming, the fuck you are!, at the top of my internal dialogue�s lungs, but the only visible sign of my horror is the tight set of my jaw, and wide eyes that feel as though they�re going to pop from their sockets at any moment. I can�t do this. I cannot do this. And yet, I have absolutely no choice but to do it. Where are Derek�s damn pills when I need them? I need a lobotomy to do this with him. I don�t know this man, and while he�s not at all unattractive like the pudgy romantic, he�s still not Derek, and I don�t want him touching me in this way. The second night was supposed to be easier! And yet, it�s turning into a bloody nightmare!
I keep holding his eyes, frozen like a rabbit ready to bolt, and as he senses that I�m not going to be the one leading this game, he orders me to turn around. I do, inhaling slow deep breaths, willing myself not to pass out. He orders me onto all fours on the bed, and I comply. He then orders me to lift the back of my dress, and awkwardly, I do. The dress is long and trapped under my knees from my crawl to the bed, but once free, I pull it up to my waist. I stay still, breathing as calmly as I can. My brain is still screaming, and I�ve still not come to terms with how I�m going to get through this, but for the moment, I�m frozen in place. The fear is mounting inside my body, and as it continues to mount, creeping through my body, I�m struck when I�m very literally struck. On my bottom, hard. I fall forward to my chest as the sting of it resonates through my body. What the fuck! Now I want to punch the asshole, and as I spin to face him, he grins at me.
�I didn�t tell you to look at me. Turn around.�
His words aren�t mean. If anything they are playful, but I�m terrified, and I can�t do this. When I feel his hand on the cheek of my bottom, groping and massaging the tender skin, I panic at the touch. I pull away from him quickly, stealing myself to cower at the head of my bed.
And I start to apologize. �I�m sorry � sorry. I can�t do this. I can�t � I�m so sorry.� My eyes are down, and I can�t manage to meet his glare.
He�s apparently not an understanding man, and as he starts to yell at me, I cower more. �What the fuck do you mean you can�t do this? You�re a fucking whore. You do what I want you to do!� Holy fuck, he�s mad.
He starts walking toward me, still yelling about what a rotten excuse for a whore I am, and I try to disappear through the glass of my wall. He�s going to hit me. He�s going to hurt me, and oh God, I can�t stop him, and I have nowhere to go. But as I pull myself as close to the window as possible, wishing desperately for it to open up and allow me to fall away from him, my door is thrown open.
Derek storms across the room and pulls the man by his collar back away from me. The man turns to him in rage, but stops cold when he sees Derek�s cold, harsh glare. Moments after that, two security guards enter my room and take their place by Derek. As the men all glare at one another and I move across the bed to the far wall, Frederick enters as well. He seems to be the only calm male in the room as he takes in the situation.
He orders the guards to leave, and with a hand on Derek�s shoulder, he speaks to him as well. �She�s okay, Derek. Just be cool.� His words are calm and without an ounce of the tension that courses through everyone else in the room.
When Frederick takes in the butt man, it is with a calm, appraising eye, and when he speaks, it is in the same calm manner. �What happened?�
�Stupid bitch wouldn�t do her fucking job. I paid to fuck her ass, and I expect to get what I pay for.� He�s glaring at Derek as he speaks.
But it is obvious that Frederick has taken over this conversation. �You must realize you�re not allowed to hurt our women. I just happened to be in the security surveillance room when I saw you move toward Ms. Monroe as though to strike her. Mr. Pennington disciplines his women, not you, and if you have a problem with how one of his women is behaving, then you take it up with Mr. Pennington. Not her. Do I make myself clear?�
Frederick is calm and reserved as always, as Derek stands by with his nostrils flaring and his jaw clenching. Were it not for Frederick�s timely appearance, I�m not at all sure I wouldn�t be staring at a shattered window wall and butt man�s dead body twenty-five floors down.
When Frederick finishes speaking to the man, he turns to Derek. �I�ll speak with Mr. Archer about how he�d like to proceed with Ms. Monroe. Why don�t you speak to her privately about her obligations to Mr. Archer?�
With a very audible and deep exhalation of his breath, Derek moves to me and pulls me by the wrist into the bathroom, slamming the door behind us. I�m relieved to be alone with him again, but as I start to apologize to him, he whips around and pins me to my spot with his harsh glare. He�s pissed.
�What the fuck were you thinking? He paid for this, and you agreed to do this. If you can�t hack it, then you have no business being here!�
My mouth is slack, and I am shocked. I�m not sure why I expected comfort from him, but I stupidly did. He�s right. This is what I signed up for, and I�ve just made a target of us both. The last thing either of us needs is negative attention, not with Mr. Grayson downstairs as we speak. What was I thinking? As his words sink in, my tears start to fall.
�I�m sorry. I just got scared. I can�t��
I�m shaking my head in frustration and anger at myself, but my words are the truth. I panicked. I can�t do this with the man out there. I just can�t, and while I know I�m supposed to, there is no possible way in hell for me to give myself to him in that way. The idea is revolting and terrifying, and if that means I get fired, then I�m going to get fired. My life will be over, and I�ll be on the run again � at least for as long as it takes the thugs to find me and kill me. What have I done? I shake my head as the tears continue to fall, and Derek watches me with his harsh, cold eyes that only earlier this morning held mine so tenderly and carefully. I�m in hell, the most depressed I�ve been since being at Trimbles.
Derek looks at me long and hard as I look at his chest. I�m afraid to make eye contact. I know he�s going to kick me out the moment I do. He has no other choice. I�ve given him no other choice, and it breaks my heart. I don�t want to lose him. I so desperately don�t want to lose him that I want to will myself to give in to butt man�s wishes, but I just can�t. Every time my brain considers it for even a moment, my internal breaks are hit hard and joltingly fast. I just can�t, and that is a depressing fact. Because it seals my fate.
When I finally peer up to his eyes, I look away quickly, but he doesn�t let me get away with it. He pushes me up against the vanity and pulls my chin to angle up to his face. When I give up and look to his eyes, he glares down at me, saying nothing, but he watches, and his mouth scowls and contorts in some inner anguish and turmoil I don�t understand. His gaze flits to the door, considering something that is again outside of my scope of understanding.
With one final harsh glare, he spins me to face the mirror. He leans his mouth toward my ear, and his words shock me and relieve me all at the same moment. �You take him, or you take me�� His words are spoken slowly and deliberately. He continues to watch my eyes in the mirror as he warns me. �He has a small dick, and I guarantee you, he�ll be easier for your body to take than I will be.�
But my decision was made the moment he gave me the option, and as I shake my head, he closes his eyes. �I want you.� It�s a whisper.
When his eyes open again, he looks worried, concerned. His anger is lost, and when he speaks again, his voice is gentle and resolved. �Damn it, Ash. Take your dress off.�
He moves from me as I undress. He searches in the bathroom drawers until he finds a tube of lubricant and a condom. He moves behind me as I lean to the vanity top, and as I hear his zipper, my eyes search his out and find he is already watching me closely. He runs his hand lightly down my back as my body stills. I�m terrified beyond words, but I can do this � I can do this with him. His hands trail between the cheeks of my bottom as they graze over my anus.
I flinch slightly, and at my pause, he speaks. �Stay relaxed. Relax every muscle in your bottom, even when you want to tense up. You have to stay relaxed.�
I start to tremble at his words, and new tears threaten to spring forth. He looks like he�s in pain, and I realize I can feel his engorged cock nudging my lower back. He�s aroused, and yet his eyes are worried beyond all measure. Images of his incredibly impressive cock float through my mind, usually so welcome, but I start to panic a little bit more with every breath. How can he fit? With this unwelcome question, the tension sets in, and my muscles do exactly what Derek has told me not to allow. He senses it, too, as his hand still lingers between my cheeks, gently caressing my skin.
He leans toward my ear once more, and speaks quietly and intimately. �I�ll go slow, but you have to relax.� His quiet words are purred into my ear. My stress starts to melt, and I do relax. Perhaps only marginally, but it�s a start.
He stands once again, and after applying an over-generous amount of lubricant to his finger, he parts my cheeks and gently starts to work the slick wetness into my bottom. He is slow, just as he was the first time he touched me in this way. Small, slow thrusting gradually moving deeper and deeper. Once his finger is all the way in, he withdraws and gently adds a second finger. He again moves from shallow thrusts, increasing deeper and deeper. His penetration and the incredibly serious and concerned look in his eyes turn me on. I�m wet, though he�s not touched my sex at all. I want his hands on me there, but I know I�ll have to wait. As he finally finishes readying my body for him, he lines himself up to my most secret entry. He�s watching my eyes, and I�m watching his as well.
I can still hear the conversation between Frederick and the man outside in my bedroom. The man is calm, but they are waiting for Derek and me to return. The man wants me to hold good to my word and finish what we�d started, and with a hasty look to my eyes, Derek whispers, �We don�t have much time.�
And with that, he rolls the condom onto his length, and slowly, incredibly slowly, starts pushing the head of his cock past the rim of my anus. The first push is painful, and I immediately tense and cry out, but his strokes are shallow and retreat quickly, and at his retreat, I start to relax again. The next shallow thrust moves just ever so slightly deeper. He is watching his cock penetrate my bottom. He�s studying every stroke, and controlling his every movement.
He continues to stroke shallow and retreat quickly, again building deeper and deeper with each push. And with every invasion, I learn to still my muscles and relax against the pain and firm, invasive force. The invasion, while controlled and gentle, is far more intense than anything I�ve ever felt. This supersedes losing my virginity to Derek, but I�m also desperate for it to be Derek, so I focus my entire mind on relaxing my muscles, and he pushes farther and farther. It�s astounding that my body is accommodating the length and girth of his cock in this way, and yet gradually, he moves deeper and deeper within me. This feeling is more filling, stretching, and aching than any sensation I�ve experienced with him. And Derek was right, every time I start to tense, the pain shoots through my body, and yet when I can keep my muscles relaxed, the pain fades to the background.
As his strokes continue to move deeper and deeper, he adds more lubrication to the rim of my anus. His movements are so controlled, and I can see it is a strain. He�s aroused, and his body wants to thrust and to fuck me, but he�s maintaining a very tight rein on his movements.
Once he�s buried deep inside me and his breathing is picking up, though he fights to keep his strokes even and smooth, he whispers, �I�m almost done, sweetie.�
His words send electricity through my body. I�d hated the pudgy romantic calling me �sweetie� a mere two nights before, but whispered from the lips of this man, the word is so personal and perfect�so very appropriate. I�m reminded that though terrified of what we�re doing, I�m still wet and dripping with desire for him. This act is turning out to be incredibly erotic and intimate, or maybe it�s just the way his eyes watch mine so carefully. His arousal is building, but he�s maintaining absolute control of his movements, and it is with gritted teeth and a pained look on his face that he finally comes, buried inside of me and dropping his forehead to my back. His clenching hands and shuddering breaths are the only movement of his body at all. When he�s done, he slowly pulls himself from my bottom, watching every last inch of himself leave my body. It�s done; he�s bought me two more weeks without this terror, and now butt man can�t touch me. I wouldn�t have had it any other way, and for all the discomfort, and even pain, I�d go through it all again with Derek. There is something so intensely erotic about having given him that one final part of my body. He raises his head from my back to meet my eyes. His concern is gone, and relief floods over his face.
As I stand, I stretch my back, and he picks up my dress from the floor, handing it to me. I slip it back on quickly as he dresses. I want to touch him. I want to kiss him, hold him, anything at all, but as I step toward him, he gives me a warning look. He finishes dressing, and then he leans toward my ear, reminding me that the cameras are on and security is watching.
We return to my bedroom, and as Fredrick takes in Derek�s untucked shirt, his face scrunches up, and he shakes his head. Butt man speaks first. �I want her. I want to fuck her ass, and I want you to make her.�
Derek, now replete and unfazed, responds, �I�m sorry. She wasn�t trained properly for anal sex. I�ve taken care of that, but she won�t be available for that service for another couple of weeks. I�m sure I can find another woman that will satisfy you far more than an inexperienced whore could.�
His words don�t sting in the least. They aren�t his feelings, and he�s only playing his part in this mess that, quite frankly, I created.
But butt man is pissed. �What the fuck does that mean? I paid for her, and I want her!�
�I�m sorry. I assumed you wouldn�t want her after she failed to do her job, and quite frankly, I thought a swift punishment was in order. I assure you, she won�t refuse a man her ass again. I�ve made certain she understands how to do her job. That also means she won�t be available for another two weeks. I�m so sorry.� The eat-shit look in Derek�s eyes isn�t fooling anyone, least of all butt man.
He knows full well that Derek fucked me to keep me away from him. I�m sure butt man believes this to have been out of spite. I, on the other hand, know it had far more to do with my wishes than his own. But butt man is livid, and as he yells and screams every insult he can come up with at Derek, Derek looks coolly back at him. Butt man finally storms from the room with Frederick following behind. As Frederick reaches the door, he turns around and takes us both in. With a �humph� and a shake of his head, he trails after butt man, leaving Derek and I alone.
Before Derek leaves, he asks me to wait in his room, and as he walks me across the hall, he excuses himself to do some �damage control� downstairs. He doesn�t seem mad at me, though he would have every right to be, and I wonder what damage control could possibly entail. Mr. Grayson will have, without a doubt, heard by now about my little choke, and I hate that Derek�s being forced to fix my mess. The fact that it could involve Mr. Grayson makes me feel even guiltier.
I wait for what feels like an eternity, though the clock says it�s only been fifteen minutes. I�m anxious, worrying about Derek. I want to go downstairs and fix this mess myself, but I know he would kill me. He wants me here, and I get it. It�s safe here; it isn�t downstairs. And were I able to take his place, I would in an instant. He understands that protective feeling too. It�s why he�s downstairs instead of me. He cares, and so do I. It�s an impossible mess.
There is an open bottle of wine on his kitchen counter, and I help myself. When he enters and sees me in the kitchen, I trill at being caught making myself so at home in his private space. But he walks to me instantly, pulling me into his arms. He�s definitely not mad, and he�s definitely comfortable with me being in his space. He grabs the wine bottle, a second glass, and with my hand in his, he leads me to the bathroom.
After the bath is drawn, and he�s undressed himself and then me, we settle into the warmth together, and he pulls me into his body. His hands trail gently down my back and over the round cheeks of my bottom. When he reaches the backs of my thighs, he pulls my legs to straddle his and returns his hands to my bottom. As he delves between my cheeks, he brushes lightly over the puckered skin of my anus. He rubs gently but doesn�t penetrate me.
As he reaches his other hand to my face, pulling my mouth to his, he pauses and asks, �Are you okay? Did I hurt you?� I shake my head, but he doesn�t believe me. �You�re sore.� It isn�t a question.
I smile gently at his worry, and I nod. There�s no sense lying to him. He�ll know if I do. But then I close the space between our mouths and kiss him gently, savoring his lips slowly.
When I pull from his mouth, his eyes are searching mine, and I finally speak. �I wanted it to be you. I asked for this. You can�t feel bad for doing what I wanted.� I�m imploring him to see my side of this, but he holds himself so responsible for me.
�Just because it was your idea didn�t make it a good idea.� But he�s smirking, and I can see that he�s relaxing, so I decide to push him just a bit further.
�Did my bottom feel good to you? I was incredibly wet for you. Shocked the hell out me, quite frankly.� I wink a quick and hopefully seductive eye at him�very uncharacteristic for me. Must be the wine�
But he does seductive so much better than me, and his next words have me eating out of the palm of his hand. The fact that his finger is again stroking lightly over my anus doesn�t help matters. �I thought nothing could get tighter than your pussy. I was wrong. But, I�ll take that wetness now if you don�t mind.� With his own smirk, and a wink, he kisses me again.
He takes me to bed and has me on my hands and knees with my chest to the bed and my ass up high. And I wait for his touch. The lights are on, and he�s eyeing me closely. When I feel the bed move behind me, my heart starts to race in anticipation, and I know that his fingers or his cock will be the next to touch my sensitized pussy, but I�m wrong, and as his hands part the cheeks of my bottom and his mouth instantly touches my anus, I gasp and pull forward in panic. But Derek gets his way, and he just as quickly pulls my hips back to his waiting mouth. He holds me firmly in place as his tongue starts to move across the puckered skin. Holy shit!
I�m frozen in place, holding my breath, and trembling. The sensation is amazing. Could I block out the fact that it involves his mouth on my bottom, I could enjoy this immensely, but all I see is the backside view of this act. His view is beyond compromising. It is downright lewd, but it feels so damn good. His mouth is soothing on my sore entry, and as I stay still in his clutching hands, he continues to taste every inch of my soreness. His tongue passes beyond the rim of my anus, gently forcing within. It isn�t painful in the least, and instead is an intense massage to my pain. He�s passionate in his attention, and as he continues to explore every surface of me, I start to relax. He�s not afraid of seeing or tasting me this way. What has me so convinced that I should be embarrassed about this?
I don�t have time to ponder this long before his fingers find the very wetness he�s been craving, and as they plunge to my depths, I moan loudly and push back toward him. He lets go of my hip, knowing full well that he doesn�t need to still me now. I push toward him, wanting to close out any space, and he thrusts vigorously into my tight sheath with two long fingers. I�m moaning and panting like an animal. I want to be filled by him, and this isn�t enough. As I come, I�m begging him to fuck me, and he does.
He abandons my ass instantly, pulling himself to his knees, and thrusts his cock harshly into my pussy as my orgasm rages through my body. The sensation of his entering me just as I�m climaxing causes my throat to unleash another loud and vulgar moan as my orgasm re-invigorates itself and leaves me shuddering under his pounding force. As my orgasm fades slowly, he pulls from my body, flips me to my back, and takes my body once again.
As he makes love to me, my wetness continues to coat our bodies, and I�m ready for my release again within minutes. I can�t get enough of him tonight, and from the look in his eyes, he�s as insatiable as ever. The only sounds in the room are our soft moans, and the wetness of our movements smacking and sucking against one another. We come together as he clutches my face in his hands, holding my eyes harshly with his. I don�t leave his side for the rest of night.

Chapter 23

The next morning, Liz and I are sent to the spa for the day. As Derek walks us to a waiting cab, Liz asks, �Why aren�t we taking the limo?�
Derek doesn�t hesitate before answering her honestly. �I don�t want Mr. Grayson knowing where to find Ashton. The cab driver knows to wait for you, and I�ve taken care of his expense for the day. If you get done early, go shopping, out to lunch, a movie. I don�t care. Just don�t come back to Trimbles before this evening. Mr. Grayson is scheduled to fly out to Vegas this evening, so as long as you stay gone until early evening, you�ll be fine.�
He then turns to me and speaks directly to me. �I�m sorry. I�d take you myself, but if I�m here, Mr. Grayson will be less likely to try to find you.�
His eyes flit quickly to Liz�s before he leans to my mouth and kisses me gently. I look to Liz and take in her shocked, open mouth and wide eyes.
And in Liz form, she can�t keep her mouth shut; however different Liz and I are, she�s so very much like me in this regard. �Well, never thought I�d see that one. Well done, Mr. Pennington.� And before he can say a word to her, she climbs in the cab.
I stay watching Derek as he inhales deeply. His hands move to the wide black belt of my favorite gray dress, enveloping my small waist with his hands, and he leans to me, kissing me once again before speaking. �I love this dress on you. You look so beautiful. Be careful today, okay?� I nod and agree.
The cab pulls away from the curb, and he stays watching us. What sage advice that was, and perhaps had I heeded that advice better, my day would have stayed pleasant, rather than the nightmare it would turn out to be.
* * *
When the darkness is pulled over my eyes as I�m waiting for the hairstylist to arrive, it takes an eternity for my mind to register what is happening. I was relaxed in one moment, and being dragged, kicking and screaming, the next. The black bag over my head is abrasive and suffocating, but it isn�t the bag that has me most terrified; it is what lies beyond it. I�m forced into the back of a car and pushed to what feels like the middle of the back seat, given the ridge that rises up between my feet, and as two bodies move in beside me, I hear Liz screaming a short distance away. But it is useless. As her screams continue, the doors are slammed shut, dampening the terrified sound of her voice as she yells desperately for them to let me go. The tires squeal away from the curb, and my last connection to anything in this world that cares about me slips away. I�m gasping, I�m struggling, I�m pleading, but for my efforts, I get a strong fist to the stomach that leaves me sucking in desperate breaths.
After the punch to the gut, I give up struggling. I sit, trying to control my panicked breathing as the car moves through traffic. The sounds change over time, and what was the busy sound of Manhattan turns to a quieter din as the miles fade away. When at long last the car pulls off whatever highway we�re on, it is to a bumpy, gravelly road. The men surrounding me are saying nothing at all, and I�m not inclined to try to communicate with them either. I know their type, and there is no doubt these men are after a debt that belonged to my father. They must have been watching me. They must not be happy with the money I�m bringing. It makes no sense though. They have more money coming to them now than I�ve ever been able to pay them before. I�d thought if I kept the money coming they would be satisfied. Their only concern is for the money, and I�m no good to them dead, so why are they here now?
The car stops, and I brace myself for what is to come. I know from experience they will be rough. They have no sense of chivalry or integrity. They�ll have no problem beating the shit out of me for something I can�t even control, but that begs the question again�what the hell have I done wrong? If I knew why this was happening, I could get a handle on the situation, but until today, I thought I was safe. I thought I was keeping them at bay with every last cent of my income floating from Trimbles to them!
I�m still running through the possible scenarios when I�m grabbed by my bound hands and pulled forcefully from the car. The ground beneath me is dirt. As I�m dragged across the uneven surface, the dirt is scraped up by the heels of my black ballet flats, and it starts to fill my shoes before they both eventually fall off. My legs are bare in my dress, and the skirt is riding up dangerously high, even given its conservative cut. These men have blessedly never used sex as a means of controlling me. They�ve always preferred a heavy fist, which, to this point, I�ve been grateful for. But they know my new profession, and I can�t help but fear they�ll turn this against me.
I�m pulled up some steps, concrete given the way they scrape across the skin of my calves harshly. And I�m dragged over a threshold of some sort into a dank and dirty-smelling room. The floors are still hard, but by the echoing of voices and the doors being closed, I know we�re now inside somewhere. I�m pulled to a standing position, lowered to a seat, and then finally handcuffed to the chair with my legs tied to the chair legs. I�ve been in this very position with these thugs before. I likely won�t recognize a one of them. They are always different men, but they always carry the same message and deliver it in the same way. I just don�t understand; I�ve done nothing wrong!
As the bag is pulled from my face, I blink as my eyes adjust to the light. It isn�t bright, but I�ve been in the dark for what seems like hours. I�m in a house, abandoned and old by the looks of it. There are boards over most of the windows, and the sun filters in through the gaps in the wood. The dust particles hanging in the air of the age-old home are lit up by the small amount of sunlight. There is old wallpaper peeling from the walls, and there are holes in the old plaster lattice walls. It smells, and as I look around, it sinks in. I�m nowhere near home. Derek will never be able to find me here, and the fact that I�m so confused about why I�m here doesn�t comfort me in the least.
In the past, if these men wanted to �talk� to me, it meant they weren�t happy with the sporadic and often meager amount of money I was providing them. The fact that I�m providing them with a constant supply of very decent money has me terrified. At least if money is a concern, I know they will leave me alive because I cease to be useful to them at all if I�m dead. But if money isn�t the concern, then what is their purpose, and what will keep them from killing me?
I look from one to another, eight men in total, and as I suspected, the faces are all new. Some are the very epitome of thug, and others look oddly young, and even handsome. But as my eyes fall on one man in particular standing at the back of the crowd, I still in horror. I know this face. I could never forget this face. And I haven�t seen this face since five years before, when I watched as he killed my parents. He�s smiling at me, and as he walks forward, the small group of men part for him. He is in charge here. I�m filled with a sudden overwhelming and self-destructive hatred for him. I�m fighting the urge to yell at him and let him finish me off, but I�m also terrified too � in a way I never imagined. These faceless men can be ruthless, and they always have been with me, but the man walking toward me now can be murderous, and I know this for a fact.
I start begging, stifling my hatred and desire to curse him. If I have any chance of ever getting home to Derek again, I cannot give this man any reason to kill me. �I�m sorry. I�ve sent every last bit of money I�m making every week. I don�t understand why I�m here. I�m working. I�m paying � please just let me go home so I can keep working.�
The man I loathe more than any other in the world approaches me. He is tall, strong, and handsome. He�s changed little in the five years since I�ve seen him. If I were to guess, I�d say he is middle-aged, far older than the other men in the room. They are very obviously his drones, and the manner in which he regards them is casual.
This is a man that controls everything around him, and his words send a chill through my body as he starts to speak. �I appreciate your money, Ms. Monroe, but I have some concerns about your behavior to discuss. Now I want you to listen very carefully to what I tell you. When I referred you to Trimbles, it wasn�t because I believed you�d make a good escort. Quite frankly, I thought you�d run away screaming. Imagine my surprise when you actually stayed. Mr. Grayson was � very accommodating in hiring you. Of course, he was given no choice. He has his own debts to me. But I needed him to ensure you would be given a job. It�s not as if a girl like you could get a job at a place like that on your own� But, when I hear you are failing to do your job, and you are costing Trimbles clients, that just isn�t good business for me. After all, if you get yourself fired, you are back to being a broke whore that can�t pay me the money that is owed me. And if you cause Trimbles to lose clients, you are effectively making it difficult for Mr. Grayson to pay me the money he owes me. Do you understand what I�m saying?� I nod slowly, taking in his words.
My mistake from the night before was turning out to be more far-reaching than either Derek or I could possibly have known. And it is suddenly so clear. Mr. Grayson has been working with these men to ensure I make them money, and that means, if I screw up, they will know instantly. And a fact I�ve known all along comes bouncing into my mind. Mr. Grayson is no friend of mine. That bastard!
The man is not finished with his speech, and he continues. �Now, Mr. Grayson has advised me that you had some problems doing your job last night, and as a result, Trimbles lost a client. Please understand, Ms. Monroe, that will not happen again. Mr. Grayson may be a simpering fuck of a man, but he serves his own purpose to me, so, as you can guess, I have a vested interest in the profitability of Trimbles. I�m in the business of making money, and making good on the money that is owed me.� I�m still nodding.
Part of me is relieved that no one is hitting me yet, but part of me is also chilled to the bone. I�m not nearly as safe at Trimbles as I�d thought I was. It never occurred to me in a million years that Trimbles� interests were monitored, and even controlled by these men, the very men who own my life, and quite frankly, the man I hate more than any other in the world.
As this man continues to look at me, he continues speaking, and his next words have my heart racing and my hands pulling and straining against the handcuffs. �In the past, I�ve given my men free rein to divvy out your punishment as they saw fit. I�m sure you remember.� He gives me an evil wink. Of course I remember�a broken nose, cracked ribs, black eyes, cuts, endless bruises, and pain�God-awful amounts of pain. �But you�re a working girl now. We can�t very well mar that beautiful skin of yours, now can we? I mean � we want you working. If you�re not working, you are no good to me.� He�s smiling gently at me, but menacingly. He�s a monster. The glint in his eye is all the confirmation of this fact I need. �So what can be done to drive the point home? No pun intended. I mean you are a whore after all. Let�s face it. It�s your job to get fucked. So, I was thinking, and hear me out � I know we�ve never gone down this path with you.�
He�s still taunting me and mocking me as he scratches his chin in mock contemplation. He�s torturing me with his words, and the tears in my eyes are impossible to contain. �Angus here,� indicating a nearby brute that looks like a toad, �he�s an ass man. And he would love nothing more than to fuck that ass of yours. I mean, let�s face it, you obviously need some remedial training in that area if I�m being informed correctly. Then there�s Jonathan. He�s not much for the ass, but he would fuck the hell out of your pretty little pussy.� Now he�s indicating a tall, plain-looking man on his other side. �There�s really more than enough of you to go around. Right?� He�s looking around at his men as they snort derisively at his comment.
I�m in full panic mode. My hands are strained tight against the cuffs. I�m crying, and I�m pleading. Pathetically pleading. Begging with every ounce of my being, and as I beg, he kneels in front of me. With a torturous hand creeping up the inside of my thigh, he watches my terror build and my pleas continue. My legs are tied to the legs of the chair, and I can�t close them to his invading touch. When he reaches my naked sex, he runs a finger between the cleft of my lips as I sob.
He looks to my eyes, and he finishes his perfectly executed torture. �Maybe I can give you one more chance to be a good girl, yeah?� I�m nodding as his hand slowly withdraws from me. �I have no problem making a whore work, so please know I�m dead serious when I say you will do your job, or I will feed you to the wolves. They need a treat every once in a while.� I�m still nodding as my tears stream down my cheeks. He stands, looks down to me, and gives me one final word of advice. �If your manager, Mr. Pennington, can�t keep you in line, I�ll see to it he�s replaced. I�m sure one of my men here would be more than happy to be the newest house manager at Trimbles. Mr. Grayson doesn�t like the man, and I have no doubt he�d love to see Mr. Pennington disposed of. Please understand, Mr. Grayson means nothing to me, nor does Mr. Pennington, so while I don�t want to kill Mr. Pennington, I�ll see to it if I need to. If he�s going to be a problem for you, he�ll need to be removed. It�s just business, baby!� He�s smiling now, but a whole new wave of tears streams down my cheeks. And these are for Derek.
As the man walks from the room, he looks back over his shoulder to the other men and says, �You know what to do with her.� And with this final command, he looks to me once more, and winks his evil wink before speaking his last words to me. �Sorry, doll. I can�t let you leave completely unscathed. It�s just a bit of battery acid. Not concentrated enough to kill you. It will leave a mark, I�m afraid, but we�ll keep it small and well hidden. Have fun.�
My panic returns as I start to again struggle and fight against the restraints that have me so tightly held in place, and as a man carrying a glass vial with a dropper enters the room, I start begging and pleading. The men ignore my every word. They ignore me, in fact, as though I�m not even in the room. They couldn�t care less about me. They have no feeling whatsoever about what they�re getting ready to do, and I continue to fight and beg in vain.
A man uncuffs my right hand, pulls it across my body, and recuffs it on the opposite side of the chair back. He then pulls a knife from his pocket and reaches for my side that is now vulnerable. I pull away and toward the side of my body that is secured to the chair, but a man behind me swiftly grabs my shoulders and pins them firmly square with the chair back. I keep struggling, pleading, begging, but it is no use, and as the knife pierces the fabric of my favorite gray dress, he pushes too deep and it gouges into the sensitive skin of my side. I cry out uncontrollably, but he doesn�t care as he pulls the knife up to the armpit of my dress. My entire side from above my waist to my armpit is now exposed, and I can�t move. I can feel a small amount of blood trickling its way down to the waist of my dress, pooling at the wide black belt, but as soon as I see the dropper being pulled from the clear glass container, I forget the cut on my side, and I start to scream.
When the liquid touches the skin of my side, a couple of inches below my armpit, my screams turn desperate and blood curdling. The pain is worse than anything I�ve ever experienced. It singes, it burns, it eats at my body, and it is grotesquely unrelenting. I want to die. My screams diminish as my voice fails me. I�m screaming as loud as I can, but no sound is coming out anymore. I want it to be over in a way that would welcome the end of my own life willingly. It is more unbearable than I ever imagined pain could be. I can feel the burning liquid run down my side, but the man is quick to wipe it away, and after watching it eat my skin for many, long torturous seconds, he flushes my side in water, quickly washing away the residue. I�m left gasping and panting, sobbing and cursing, as they continue to rinse my side with cold water.
I feel my consciousness fading with the unrelenting pain. While the cool water offered a moment�s reprieve from the pain as soon as the poison was washed away, the remaining nerves in the burning, deteriorated skin are left in agony to send sharp, painful messages to my brain that I am hurting. My fading mind is left wavering on the edge of sanity. When I fade out, I welcome the darkness, but moments later, I�m brought back to the here and now. I�m being moved, and every time I come to, I�m in some different place�being dragged through the house, being dragged across the dirt lawn, being pushed into the back of the car, and finally slumped against the back seat of the car, framed by two ogre-like men. But they must be taking me home�
I fall into fitful dreams. They are of Derek. I fear for his life in each dream, always interrupted quickly as I come back to consciousness long enough to feel the burning agony in my side. I watch him being tortured. I watch him being hurt, and the very worst one of all, I watch him being shot. He�s kneeling on the floor of my parents� house, just as they were, and as the gun is raised to his head, he looks to me. I love him, and I�m desperate to tell him before it�s too late, but before I can get the words out, I watch in horror as his head jolts back with the impact of the bullet. His body slumps to the floor with his eyes staring empty at nothing. I awake screaming and flailing about, but I�m being restrained and pulled from the car. I can hear the sounds of the city, and I�m relieved for a moment, until the pain hits again. It has started raining, and I�m dumped like a bag of garbage on the cold, wet concrete of the sidewalk. I don�t even try to rise as unconsciousness takes over my body again. The world goes silent and still.

Chapter 24

�What do you mean acid?� It�s Derek�s voice that I�m hearing, and it is far away.
�It isn�t terribly big, but it was used to torture her, or punish her�� I know this voice, but I can�t immediately place it.
�Ashton could never do anything to deserve this.� This is Liz, and she�s crying.
I�m comfortable and fairly conscious for the first time in a long time. I�m warm in a bed, but I�m groggy and not ready to open my eyes yet. I know the smell of these sheets. I�m in Derek�s bed, and I�m surrounded by his smell. I�m safe. As their conversation continues, I take my time opening my eyes.
�She�s going to be okay, Derek. The burn will heal, and she�s otherwise unharmed. There�s no sign of sexual assault, but she�s in a lot of pain. In fact, it�s likely why she wasn�t conscious when they found her downstairs. This type of burn can cause enormous pain. I�ve given her morphine, and I�ll leave some Vicodin for her to continue to take for a few days.� It�s the doctor. Dr. Michaels. He�s here in Derek�s room.
I hear Derek thank him for coming, and the doctor leaves the room. I continue to listen as Derek questions Liz endlessly about what she saw. She explains the car, she explains the men, she explains their dress, their appearance. She tells him every last detail she can remember. He�s patient with her. He knows she�s as concerned as he is, and as I continue to listen, I hear a new voice.
�Sounds more like the mob than anything else � or at least some organized criminal group.� It�s Frederick, and I listen to Derek agree with him. �She�s carrying a fairly heavy debt. I saw her paperwork once in the office. Something like five million plus to one particular foreign account in the Caymans. It would make sense. If it is an illegal debt she�s being forced to pay, it could very well be going offshore. And you said it�s not even her debt?�
He must be speaking to Derek, and as Derek answers, this is confirmed. �Yeah. It�s her father�s debt. Jesus. She�s been paying off a debt that doesn�t even belong to her to criminals. This can�t be the first time they�ve caught up to her, but she has never been burned before; I�m certain of it.�
�How can you be so sure?� Again it is Frederick. Liz is being quiet, but the frequent sniffling of her nose tells me she�s still very present, and still very worried.
�I know every inch of her body. She has no scars like this.� This comment sends an intimate and incredibly warm flush through my entire body.
Frederick speaks once more. �Well, she�s not paying on a five-million-dollar debt because they asked her nicely. They�ve threatened her in some way in the past. Maybe she wasn�t raped this time, but I�d be willing to guess she has been in the past. They�ve done something to scare her into paying.�
Again, Derek disagrees. �They haven�t raped her. She was a virgin when she got here. I can attest to that, but you�re right � they killed her parents. God, what more threat did she need? She told me she was there when her parents were killed. I�d be willing to bet their deaths were directly related, hell, directly caused by her father�s debt. Fuck!� And at his obvious pain, I slowly start to move.
My body hurts, but the pain is numb and distant. I can feel the burn under my arm, but it is manageable. As my eyes open slowly, I can see them at the dining room table in Derek�s apartment. Only Liz is sitting at the table, and Frederick is standing beside her with his hand on her shoulder. Her hand is on his, and I wonder for the first time what I�m seeing between the two of them, and for how long it might have been going on. Derek is standing adjacent to them at the head of the table, and as I strain to sit up, he spots my movements and rushes to me, quickly closing the space between us.
He sits beside me, and as I manage to sit up, he pulls me to his lap gently, being so careful not to touch my burn. He holds me, my head to his neck, and as I relax into his body, I start to cry in absolute relief. His body is holding me so tightly to his, as though either one of us might evaporate into thin air. I cry softy, but I finally feel safe and secure. His ferocious strength remains, but his gentle touch and demanding grip soothes my soul. I pull from his grip to see his face, and I see his eyes are glassy with well-restrained tears. My God, I love this man. I am so ridiculously in love with him.
Liz reaches us, and he lets me go just enough for me to hug her and reassure her that I�m okay. She�s apologizing and retelling every horrible moment of my abduction from her perspective. I�m heartbroken for her. Whatever guilt she feels is so very misplaced, and I know she endured hell watching me being dragged, kicking and screaming, into a darkened car. She called Derek instantly, and they�ve been going insane ever since. The police were called, but quickly sent their most inexperienced uniformed man to take her statement. I�m not surprised. I�ve been told during nearly every one of my run-ins with the thugs that the police are on their payroll, and not to expect any support from them. As Liz�s story winds down, Derek asks Frederick to make sure Liz gets to her room okay. He�s ready for them to leave, and truth be told, I am too. I�m tired, and my brain is fuzzy and lazy. I want quiet, peace, and Derek.
As he walks them to the door, I roll lazily to my stomach, gazing out at the city. It is mesmerizing in my cloudy state, and the view relaxes my whole body. Derek returns to the bed, drops his clothes on the floor, and climbs in next to me.
He�s close by my body, on his side, and he speaks in a quiet and intimate voice. �I don�t expect you to make love to me tonight, but I want you naked.�
I look over to him with a small smile as I start to wriggle the straps of my nightgown down my shoulders. He helps as I move the loose gown down my body. Once it�s removed and I�m lying naked on my stomach, he leans down to my back and starts kissing gently along my shoulder blade. His hands caress as his mouth trails a line across my shoulder. He�s careful not to get too close to the large bandage on my side. As he trails his fingers over my body, I get warm and wet at his touch. I hope he�ll change his mind about making love to me.
I rest my head on my up-stretched and bent arms as I continue to look at the lights of the city. His kisses keep working over my neck and shoulders, moving down my back to my bottom. I don�t think for a moment to stop him when he kisses trails along the round cheeks. He kisses farther down my legs, over the back of my thighs to the back of my knees that tickle at the touch of his warm mouth. When he reaches my calves, he bends each up to his mouth as he kisses along their length to my heels. I focus on nothing but the lights and the warmth of his mouth. It is so incredibly sensuous. My body is warm and relaxed, and so ready for him. When I roll to face him, his eyes are weary and worried, but he started this seduction. How could he have not thought I�d want to finish it? His touch, his body, relaxes my soul. It is the very reassurance I need to affirm I�m okay; I�m safe at last.
He approaches my mouth and kisses me gently, and I beg. �Please.�
He watches me intently for long seconds as he contemplates. He finally gives me his answer. He moves between my legs and enters me slowly as I moan. I�m in ecstasy. I�m relaxed beyond all measure, thanks in large part to good drugs and a full body kiss-down, and as he slowly penetrates and then withdraws from me, I can barely stand the sensation. Every stroke feels like a mounting orgasm ready to take over my body. Every withdrawal is a reminder I�m not quite ready yet. His thrusts remain slow, gentle, and completely controlled. He�s taking his time and focusing his eyes on mine with every movement of our bodies. His eyes are worried and watch for any sign of my pain, but I�m in heaven at the moment, and there is nothing he could do to my body I wouldn�t accept.
At this slow and even pace, it takes forever for either of us to reach climax, but that isn�t the point, and neither of us is in any rush. Our bodies move together slowly and gently, and it is far more about the intimacy of making love than anything else. This man, once so closed and cold to me, has become the most passionate relationship of my life. When eventually his speed quickens, and I start to meet his thrusts more aggressively, I find my orgasm. But he doesn�t, or won�t. He pulls from me as my body relaxes once again, never claiming his own release. But I want him to, so I reach for his hard, long shaft, and I stroke gently at first, and then vigorously as his panting and gasping quickens. I pull myself to my knees, and as he looks back in worry and hesitation, I mount his hips and push myself down the length of his cock. It�s obvious he�s terrified of hurting me, but his body is also sensitized and barely controlled. He watches me rise and push back down over him, and he sits to face me and pulls my legs to straddle him. He flexes his hips into my body as I roll mine to meet him, and it goes on endlessly in this way. Our movements are so gentle and slow it could last forever, but as his breath starts to halt and falter, I can tell his body is growing weary of the torment. I quicken and intensify the movement of my hips. When he eventually comes, he buries his head in my neck and clutches my body closely to him.
He leans to kiss my mouth, and as he pulls away, he asks me to talk. He wants to know everything I can tell him about the men that took me. My secret.
My body is exhausted, but I�m ready to talk to him. And I tell him the truth. I give him every detail. Some memories are filled with tears and sadness; others are filled with anger and horror. But I hold nothing back. He�s guessed everything there is to know, and now I just fill in the details. The tight muscles of his face and the intense furrow of his brow tell me it�s painful for him to listen to my hardest memories�watching my parents die, the many beatings since then, the events of this day, still so fresh and filled with terror and tears. I tell him, too, about Mr. Grayson�s involvement in their activities, and at this information, his jaw tenses and clenches, and he is fighting his own rage, powerfully stifling it. I don�t know how to fix this mess I�m in, but at least the secret is out now. For whatever that means, it at least gives me a sense of relief.
After long hours of talking, my medicine is fading, and when Derek returns with a couple of Vicodin, I wash them down with a glass of water. I�m anxious for the medicine to work, as the burning and scalding pain of my injury is building with every passing minute. He must sense this because he pulls me into his arms and lets me be silent as the pain makes my feet fidget and my body tense. But within a short time, the numbness takes over again, and my eyes become groggy and heavy.
As I drift off, I speak the words I so desperately wanted to tell him in my nightmares earlier. �I love you, Derek.�
He says nothing at all. His body is tense, and were I sober enough to think straight, I�m sure I�d be horribly wounded at his silence. I am wounded, but sleep is approaching fast, and I won�t be able to stave it off much longer. When I finally give in to it and feel it carrying me away, I hear his breath escape in a deep sigh. His lips brush a gentle kiss on my forehead, and my sinking mind drifts away in confusion, and a touch of heartbreak.

Chapter 25

He�s yelling. He�s angry. �The hell she will! I�m her manager, and there is no way in hell she will be going anywhere near the floor. No, you listen! You stay the fuck away from her, or I will fucking kill you! Yeah? Well, Morgan can�t be my problem anymore. So do what you�re going to do. Fuck you!�
I�m watching him as he paces in his kitchen, yelling into the phone. He looks terrifying. He looks insane, as though he�s about to lose control. But when he disconnects the call and catches me watching him with my mouth gaping, his face falls. His eyes, usually so commanding and controlled, are defeated, and as I watch, his gaze drops from me, and his eyes go dead.
He refuses to look at me, and as he grabs his keys from the dining room table, he mutters, without meeting my eyes, �Don�t worry about it. Just stay here.� As I try to stop him, he turns back to me once. His body is tense, his throat is tight, and his words are strangled as they come out. My God, he�s in pain. �I can�t do this with you, Ashton. Just, please stay here. I�m sorry.� I watch his face as it falls in anguish. He leaves without ever looking back at me.
My mouth is still slack and hanging open, staring at the door where he just exited. I�m stunned and hurt at his behavior toward me. This is nothing of the man that spent the evening with me the night before. I remember the words I spoke to him before I fell asleep, and I worry about the words he didn�t say in return. I feel foolish. More than foolish. He obviously cares nothing for me at all, but my heart tells me that�s not true. I know he cares. But why would he just leave like that? He didn�t touch me; he didn�t kiss me; hell, he couldn�t even look at me.
I move to the bathroom, fighting back the tears as I go. My body is sore, my heart is hurt, and I want nothing more than to hear Derek walk back through the door. Where was he going? Who is Morgan, and what does Morgan have to do with Mr. Grayson? I have more questions than I know what to do with, and no way to know when I�ll get the chance to ask. Derek feels so far away, and yet I have no idea why. His eyes were so incredibly distant, and the way he left me staring after him, without ever looking at me or touching me, has left a dark, ominous cloud hanging over my mood.
I approach the sink and pull the bandage from my side. The skin is bubbled, red, and grotesque. It looks melted, and, in many places, is gaping open. The sight of my mutilated skin explains the pain perfectly. I look horrid. The patch of affected skin is fairly small, about the size of a half dollar, but not the least bit symmetrical. And I can see easily where the liquid ran down my side before it was wiped away. This drip line is red and irritated, but not melted and oozing. I shudder at the sight as I grab a washrag and start gingerly trying to clean the wound. Trying, in fact, to shut out every ugly, negative feeling that vies for a spot in my mind.
Liz walks in moments later. My eyes are teared over as I fight the pain that cleaning the wound is causing me. She is carrying clean gauze and my medication. She instantly starts helping me, taking the washrag from me. After she�s gone over the skin with warm water and soap, she gently dries the area, applies new antibiotic cream, and covers the area with new dressings. I�m struggling against tears that are as much for my sadness at Derek�s behavior as for the pain in my side, but the pain from the acid is incredible. It sears through my body with every touch. Liz hands me a couple of Vicodin and the antibiotic pills that Dr. Michaels left for me, and I wash them down quickly with a glass of water.
We return to the dining room table, and I see that Liz has brought me a sandwich. We sit, and she watches as I eat slowly. My stomach is in knots and nauseated, and I can�t quite decide if it is from emotional turmoil or from the physical turmoil my body is in. All I know is that every bite is hard to swallow and hard to keep down.
Liz knows me so well at this point, and without my saying a word, she says, �Spill it. What�s going on in your head?�
I tell her everything. Everything that Derek now knows, she knows as well, and then some. I tell her of my dreams about him. I tell her about confessing that I love him. As I cry in my stupidity, I tell her about his lack of any real response to me. She is shaking her head, with sadness for me written all over her face. Finally, I tell her of the one-sided conversation I overheard, and his cold and distant treatment of me as he left.
Liz continues to watch me with a furrowed brow before she responds, �Ash, I can tell you his conversation was with Mr. Grayson. He told me as much when he came to see me right before I came to you � but I don�t know who Morgan is. Maybe he�s a friend of Derek�s or � a manager that used to work here?�
This makes sense, of course, but again I feel the conflict between Mr. Grayson and Derek that I just can�t wrap my head around. He was obviously refusing to let me work for my benefit, and yet the moment he�d hung up the phone, he was itching to be away from me. Mr. Grayson was obviously threatening him in some way, but how?
Liz continues. �You should have seen him yesterday, Ash. He was crazy with panic when I arrived back here after you were taken. I�ve never seen him so upset and � insane!�
Her head is shaking in incredulity at her memories. I know what his terror must have felt like because it�s the exact terror I felt when I heard the man threaten Derek�s life. But how can he feel such a strong emotional need to protect me, just as I do him, and yet, not be in love with me? I thought he loved me, and my heart sinks again at the realization that he doesn�t.
But Liz isn�t ready to give up on us. �Ash, he loves you. There is no doubt in my mind that man loves you.�
Again she�s shaking her head. She�s passionate about this. She means it, and the sincerity in her voice is an unwelcome comfort. I want to sink into her world where Derek loves me beyond all doubt. I want to share her strong belief in this, but after the morning I�ve had, and the complete conflicting behavior that Derek so harshly subjected me to, I just can�t let my heart go there with her. As I shake my head in defeat, and she sees that I�m not on board with her matchmaking agenda, she gives up trying to convince me.
Instead, she pulls me to my feet and lets me in on another plan. �So � Derek has ordered that you stay with me all day! Out of sight, out of your room, and out of his�� Her face falls as she realizes what this means to me. But her face brightens, albeit forcefully, as she continues. �Movie night. Don�t get too excited. We�ll be driven and escorted by Frederick, but Derek doesn�t want us at Trimbles. Makes sense after what you�ve told me, but I have to admit, leaving doesn�t sound any safer.�
I smile at her feigned positivity before responding, �Oh, I don�t know. I�d almost rather take my chances out there than in here at the moment.� The sarcasm in my voice is dripping from the words I speak. �You don�t mind if your movie date is hopped up on Vicodin, do you?� More sarcasm, but I do my best to soften my tone with a small, pathetic smile.
She laughs at my attempt at humor, before assuring me that she does not. And so, for the remainder of the day, we lay low, eat junk food, and get ready for our night out on the town � well, guarded by Frederick, who, come to find out, used to be in the Special Forces branch of the Army before he retired and decided fucking escorts would be more fun than risking his life for a corrupt and crooked government. I can see the choice was likely an easy one. Apparently Frederick is a good man to know.
My medication is doing its job well, and I�m comfortable and pain free. However, I stagger slightly in my Vicodin haze as we leave out the same back door that Derek escorted me from less than a week ago. Frederick walks us to his waiting car, another luxurious SUV that I could comfortably and happily live in. I�m starting to think he and Derek are perhaps something of a chip off the same block. Frederick obviously has a good deal of respect for Derek, and vice versa from what I�ve gathered. I�m starting to wonder if either one of them truly belongs in this place.
Liz is actually wearing jeans, and she wears them well. She puts me to shame in her tight, dark jeans and knee-high black boots with a rather dangerous looking heel that would leave me sprawled on the ground. Her top is a shimmery, grayish silver that falls loosely across her chest while fitting her hips snuggly. Her long blonde hair is knotted at the side of her neck, trailing down her chest. I, on the other hand, am also wearing jeans, but mine are rather faded, and though they fit, they aren�t a tight fit. They are a low-rise cut that hangs at my hipbones. My shirt is on loan from Liz, a recommendation after she saw the plain V-neck T-shirt I intended to wear. It is a dark, burnt orange color that is beautiful and fitted from top to bottom, my burn safely concealed under multiple layers of large bandages. The neck falls wide on my shoulders and low on my chest and back. The only complaint I have is that the bottom of the shirt isn�t nearly as close to my bottom as I�d like. It falls slightly above the waist of my jeans, showing a small strip of tummy skin. I�m wearing a particularly interesting pair of brown, leather heels that have a very narrow but squared toe, and look like they are straight out of The Witches of Eastwick. They are funky, and were I in a mood to appreciate anything at all, I would love them. Regardless of my loaner clothes, I still pale in comparison to my sidekick.
We have dinner in a quiet Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village, and I miss Derek terribly as I watch Frederick and Liz talk comfortably with one another. Frederick is at ease touching Liz, but I can tell it isn�t because she is an escort and used to being touched. Instead, it is an intimate and personal touch, and it isn�t a new one. They have a relationship of some kind, but I can�t guess what it is or how they�ve managed to keep it a secret. Or perhaps they haven�t. Seeing them in Derek�s room the night before, he seemed so at ease in their presence. I wonder if, in fact, Derek has known about their relationship, whatever it might be. But thoughts of Derek are a cloud over my mood, and I try to push them away. He naturally pops into my mind constantly, and it becomes an exhausting battle not to allow my anxious mind to dwell on him. I want to see him, and I�m counting the minutes until we can return to Trimbles for the night and I can.
But when I approach his door a few hours later, my knocks are met with silence. Eerie and unexpected silence. After knocking a number of times, I give up and retire to my own room for the evening. I�m exhausted, and as I take the next dose of pain medication, I�m eager for the medicine to wipe me out. I�m depressed, and sad to be away from him, and I can�t guess where he could be. Is he just avoiding me? Was he sitting in his apartment simply waiting for me to leave? Is he visiting another escort for the evening? I�m torturing myself, and I�m doing a really good job at it. But as I continue to torment myself with images of other women, my mind blessedly starts to go fuzzy, and then fade away altogether. It is a relief when I finally drift away for the night. Perhaps tomorrow will be a better day.

Chapter 26

When I�m called to the administrative office the next day, I�m met by Liz and Frederick as I enter. Mr. Grayson and the club�s payroll manager are also there. Derek is disappointingly missing, and everyone is watching me carefully. As I sit, Liz takes the seat next to me and holds my hand. This can�t be good. I start to panic, thinking that something has happened to Derek, but as I look to Liz, she shakes her head, knowing my fears.
I turn to look at the payroll manager, a middle-aged woman I haven�t seen since my first day at Trimbles. This is apparently her show, and she speaks first. �So, Ms. Monroe, it would seem your debt has been paid in full. The entire $5.6 million was discharged this morning from a private account.�
She�s smiling warmly at me, but my confusion is evident. �What do you mean it�s been paid? Who paid it?� I�m incredulous, as my mind instantly floats to Derek. But he can�t possibly have this kind of money, can he?
�I�m afraid I�m not at liberty to disclose the source of the funds. The only thing that concerns you is that you are free from any obligation you were previously paying on. We don�t manage any responsibility of our employees� debts, but when a limit is listed on a payable account and that limit is met, it is my responsibility to notify you. You will, as such, need to determine if you wish to remain at Trimbles and supply a new payable account, or if this will cause you to rethink your employment with Trimbles.� My mouth is open, and I�m struggling to process what she is saying.
Liz turns to me and speaks. �Ash, you are free from them.� She�s whispering, and I catch Mr. Grayson glaring and snorting at us both.
Where is Derek, and what does he or doesn�t he have to do with this? I have to know, and since I�m no longer under any control of this place, I ask, �Shouldn�t my manager be here for this?�
Mr. Grayson snorts and throws me a hateful look from his place behind the payroll manager. It is he who speaks next as the payroll manager�s gaze flits to him. �Mr. Pennington resigned yesterday afternoon, and he left very shortly thereafter. Sorry, Ms. Monroe, but he left no message for you or forwarding address. He was just your manager, after all, and I�m sure he has better things to do with his time than worry about an ex-whore.�
He�s smiling cruelly at me, and as I watch, the payroll manager�s gaze falls to her hands. She feels bad for me, and as she looks up, she smiles gently and gives a slight shake to her head. I sit stunned into silence, but Mr. Grayson speaks again. �Normally we would give you the option of staying on and transferring your payroll checks into another payable account, but seeing as you�ve been a pain in my ass from day one, I�m firing you. You are no longer welcome at Trimbles, and I expect you gone from the premises within the hour.� As he stands and waltzes to the door casually, he stops by my side and looks down to me. �What do you say? Wanna stop by my room and suck me off one more time for old time�s sake? No? No worries. You were a lousy fucking whore, and you gave lousy fucking head.� He speaks as though these words could ever possibly hurt, and as he exits, slamming the door behind him, the entire room breathes a sigh of relief.
I look to Frederick, hoping for anything at all, but he just shrugs. It�s a genuine shrug, and I can tell by the look in his eyes, he�s as surprised as I am to hear Derek�s gone.
When I look back to the payroll manager, she looks defeated as well, but with Mr. Grayson gone from the room, she speaks quietly. �I�ll tell you what I know. Mr. Pennington paid the debt yesterday afternoon. He also paid a large surplus of five million that has been deposited into an account in your name. I have an envelope with the details of the account for you. He left no forwarding information but said that he would be leaving immediately. That�s all I can tell you. I�m sorry. I�ve known Derek for many years, and for him to do something like this� He obviously cares a great deal about you to have done this. I just wish I could tell you more.� I watch her as tears sting my eyes, and then fall down my cheeks.
In my own defeat, I mutter to the room, �He didn�t care enough.�
I stand to leave, and Liz puts her arm around my waist to help me. I�m done. He�s given me the last rejection he owes me. It hurts worse than any pain I�ve endured over the last two months. I stare at nothing at all on the walk to the elevator, with Liz supporting my catatonic body. As she packs my belongings and the day dresses hanging in my closet, I sit on the chaise, staring out the window at the city skyline. I know where he went, but there is no point following him. Had he wanted me to follow him, he�d have not funded my entire lifetime in a nice little parting gift. He wants to be away from me, and while I know I�ll eventually rage against my memories of him, right now I hurt too much not to long pitifully for him. Liz returns to my side with a number of overstuffed bags. She sits beside me, and with a hand on mine, she tells me it�s time to go.
Frederick is waiting at the curb with his car, and Liz sits in the back seat with me. I�m numb, and my brain isn�t functioning in any normal capacity, and as Frederick asks where I want to go, I shake my head. I have no idea how to even begin to answer this question. Liz suggests a nice hotel, but I want out of the city. I want to be far away from this place and the memories that seem to slam into my brain like a freight train every time my heart beats. I ask to be dropped at the bus station, and as Liz and Frederick�s eyes meet in the rearview mirror, she nods reluctantly to him.
I choose Charleston, South Carolina, more because the bus is leaving almost immediately than any other reason, and as Liz holds me, we both cry. When I offer to pay her way out of Trimbles to run away with me, I�m serious. I can�t imagine my life without her support and friendship in it�especially now. But she shakes her head, and with a smile that isn�t quite bright enough to mask her own sadness, she looks to Fredrick. �I have my own reasons for being here.� I get it. I would have walked through the fires of hell for Derek, and didn�t I? What makes me think she wouldn�t, or hasn�t, done the same for Fredrick?
She makes me promise to call every day, and she promises me that she�ll visit me soon. As I settle into my seat and look out at her, Frederick approaches her from behind and pulls her body into his. The intimacy is undeniable. I know this intimacy well, and I�m running from my memories of it. I�m happy for her. They�re beautiful together, and I pray for her that she will be happier than I am in this life. I raise a final hand to them both as the bus pulls from the curb, and new tears prick my eyes and slowly roll down my cheeks as we depart.

Chapter 27

Charleston is beautiful, and within just a couple of days, I�ve rented a vacation home on the beach for a month. The cost is quite frivolous, but given the size of my Derek-funded bank account, I can afford to be frivolous at the moment. Besides, I�m in too self-destructive of a mood not to. The house is ridiculously big for one lowly ex-hooker, and I quickly settle into a quiet daily routine here.
I wake and make strong coffee. I wash and bandage my still-healing burn. It is no longer very painful, but the skin is still raw and new. Once that daily chore is complete, I call Liz for our morning chat, and we talk for a long time. She asks me if I�m thinking of calling Derek, and I always tell her I�m not, but her questions are leading, and it is obvious she thinks I ought to seek him out. I made the mistake of telling her that I know where he has a private home of his own, and since that time, she has all but begged me to go to him. But I won�t. Once I finish my daily call to her, I watch TV and read until the sun is high in the sky.
The beaches are sandy white, and I lay for hours under a large umbrella every day, letting my body swelter in the heat. I don�t tan, and after a week of being in Charleston, I�m as pale as I always have been, but I like the warmth of the sand, and the shade of my beach umbrella all the same. The cool water is a welcome break from the humid heat of the day, and I swim long and lazily every day on my own private stretch of beach. In the afternoon, I walk into the nearby village and have dinner. I return with a bottle of wine every night, and drink until my eyelids are heavy and the alcohol whisks me gently into sleep. I�ve never drunk so much in my life, but it staves off the sadness in the quietness and loneliness of the evenings, and it helps me sleep.
I�ve not even unpacked my bags after two weeks in the house, preferring to buy shorts and bikini tops in the village rather than face the contents of my bags. Many of the clothes in that bag are dresses Derek and I bought together, and many hold memories I�d just as soon forget. I ignore them sitting in the corner of my bedroom, not yet ready to face it. But when a nice young woman from a couple of houses down asks me to dinner one night, I�m forced to.
Helena is her name, and I see her on the beach nearly every day. She is kind, and often stops to talk to me. I like her, and being so starved for human contact, I�m always happy to spend time with her. She often joins me in the evenings for a glass or two of wine as we sit on my expansive porch. When, one afternoon on the beach, she asks if I have dinner plans, I�m instantly happy to go, but then she drops the bombshell. �It�s kind of a nice place, so I would suggest a dress if you have one.�
I�m sure she doubts that I do, given my daily outfit of shorts and a bikini top. My gaze flits from her, but as I look back and see how excited she is for our girls� night out, I nod in agreement.
I�ve been left with no time to go shopping for a dress, and not having a car, hell, never having had a license, has me at the disadvantage of not being able to get to any nice shops anyway. As I set about getting ready for the evening, I avoid my bags for as long as I can. But once my curls are restrained in a bun, my teeth are brushed, and my lip gloss is in place, I�m forced to start the depressing task of looking at my old life in fabric. I pull one after another out, looking for something less wrinkled that I can fluff in the dryer. I lay each one out on the bed, and most, if not all, spark some memory of Derek. Most memories involve him pulling the dress from my body, but some are sweeter than even that. There is the one I wore when he took me to dinner and a movie�that one is painful to see�and there are so many more just like it. I pull one out that is still covered in a garment bag, and I toss it on the bed as well. I find a cotton sundress that is just dressy enough, so I rush to the dryer and put it on fluff for fifteen minutes.
I toss it over my head as I run out of the house to Helena�s waiting car.
I sit in the passenger seat, and she comments, �You clean up nicely, Ashton. I like!� And she looks fabulous too.
Dinner is fun. Actually fun. The first real fun I�ve experienced in more time than I can remember, and as we finish one bottle of wine and start on another, we are both laughing like old friends and having more fun than we likely ought to in such a fine restaurant. We end up taking a cab home and opening another bottle on the beach as we sit in the sand. We open up to one another, as wine will typically cause a couple of ladies to do.
She is lonely. Her husband travels the better part of every week, and their time is limited to say the least. I feel her pain. She loves her husband, and when she says she misses him, she means it. I know her pain so well, and I want to share my own life as well, but what would this woman, who hardly knows me, think of my life? But another glass later, and I�m spilling every last bean there is to be spilled, and she is hanging on my every word. At moments there are tears in her eyes; at other moments, she laughs with me. When we finish talking many long hours later, the sun is rising over the ocean, and we are finally losing our battle against sleep. We say our good-byes and retreat to our respective homes.
* * *
I�m awoken at noon on the couch in the living room, more than hung over. It is Helena. She looks amazingly fabulous given our long night, and as she enters carrying two coffees with her, I grab one desperately.
She is excitably talking about my �predicament.� �Ashton, you have to go to him. This is like the most fabulous love story in the world, and you are wasting your time here in Charleston when he�s up in Vermont! It�s ridiculous!� I�m shaking my head as I walk away from her to my bedroom, carrying some dirty laundry with me as I go. She follows. She is most definitely not done with this conversation.
Once in my room, she sees the mess of dresses I�d discarded on the bed the previous evening, and as she starts to sort through them and hang them up, she appraises them thoughtfully. She�s touching some of my favorite memories, and my eyes tear at the sight of them. I�m relieved she�s there to help put them away. I�m not sure I could face them alone. As she reaches the one still in the garment bag, she starts to uncover it. As the fabric starts to show when she lifts the bag up the body of the dress, my heart stills in my chest, and I suck in a quick and shocked breath.
My very favorite gray dress that was so cruelly ruined by the thugs is hanging on the hanger. There are tags still attached. It�s new, obviously bought to replace the one that was destroyed, and as tears start to fill my eyes, I catch sight of the small note pinned to the price tag of the dress. I rush to Helena�s side. She is stupefied, not understanding what my outburst can possibly mean. As I clutch at the note, I pull the pin hastily from it, and sink to the floor with the note in my hand. It is handwritten from Derek.
Ash,
I�m sorry I couldn�t tell you when you needed to hear it most, but I do love you. I want you to have more than I can ever give you. I want you to have better than I can ever be. Please forgive me.
Derek
And as I sob, Helena reaches for the note and reads it. She understands instantly and joins me on the floor. I cry endlessly. I�m complete in the knowledge that he loves me, and yet I�m tortured that he doesn�t want to be with me. I�m tortured that he thinks he�s not good enough for me. This man is my world, and his own self-loathing is the thing that keeps us apart. My heart hurts for him, and I want him. Liz was right. Helena is right. My place is with him, and I�m ready to see him.

Chapter 28

My flight arrives in New York the very next morning, and I�m met by Liz and Frederick. After I called Liz and spoke with her the previous afternoon, she was ready to drive down and get me that moment, but I made an early morning flight the next day instead. Liz offers for Frederick to drive us up to Vermont to Derek�s house, and I wonder all the while how they managed to pull off the time away. It isn�t until halfway through our trip up north that I learn how.
Their request was denied, and they turned in their resignations, packed their belongings, and left together. That explains the oversized bags in the back of Frederick�s SUV, and here I just assumed Liz had over-packed for our trip. But as I look up to them in concern, I see Frederick�s gaze on me in the rearview mirror. He winks at me quickly before he reaches for Liz�s hand and returns his eyes to the road.
As we approach the Champlain Lake area, my nerves start going insane. I�m staring out at the woods and hills as we close the miles between us. As we turn down the long, well-hidden lane that I know will end at Derek�s doorstep, I nearly come unglued in terror and excitement. The trees clear and I take in Derek�s beautiful home, and my heart lurches at the memories of this place. They are incredible memories, and I�m more than worried this place will remain nothing more than a memory to me.
Derek�s SUV is in the driveway, and alongside it sits another. This one is less luxury and far more utilitarian. My heart falls slightly at the idea he�s not alone, and I may be forced to confront him in the presence of someone else. But he loves me, and that is the only fact in the world that means anything to me at the moment.
As I mount the steps, my nerves unraveling with each footfall, I look back once to Frederick and Liz, who watch me carefully from the car. They�re planning on checking-in to a hotel in the nearby town of Burlington once I�m safely inside, but I�m suddenly struck with an incredible urge to beg them to come with me. I�m being juvenile. It�s Derek. It�s just Derek, and he loves me. There is nothing to fear here, and yet I�m terrified, utterly terrified. When I reach for the doorbell, I watch as my fingers tremble from my outstretched hand. There is no hiding my nervousness from anyone, and when I hear the bell sound from within the house, I start to panic, and I feel immediately nauseous.
When I hear the doorknob turn, I take a deep and steadying breath, and as the first of the interior becomes visible as the door is pulled open, my breath leaves me altogether. There in front of me is a woman. Not just any woman, but a beautiful one. Her hair is dark, shimmering brown and falls thickly down her shoulders. She is taller than me, which says nothing, and she is slim and curvy. She is dressed casual, wearing jeans and hiking boots, and I instantly recognize that she is me, just better. She has all the laid-back and casual style that I do, but she pulls it off in a way I never can. Her skin is clear and without much makeup, and yet she is stunning. And as I stare into her large, round eyes, knowing I have a pitiful gaping look on my face, I concede defeat. He�s with someone else.
My gaze sinks to the porch floor as I fight to remain on my feet, and the breath that I�ve been holding for many long seconds, leaves me on a deep exhale that lets go of any hope I had of being with Derek again. I find my voice, wanting to run, but knowing I must say something before I flee. �I�m sorry � I � uh � I�m sorry. I should � I should go.�
But as I turn to leave, my eyes still focusing on my feet, she reaches a hand to mine and stills me. �You must be Ashton.� I abandon my feet for her beautiful face, and see that she is smiling broadly at me. �Well, I see my brother never mentioned me to you. Can�t say I�m surprised� I�m so happy to meet you, Ashton. I�m Morgan Gentry.� She pulls me into a hug, and before she lets me go again, she whispers a final comment in my ear. �You�re just as beautiful as he described.� She pulls away from me, and she is smiling again. She ushers me inside as I look over my shoulder to see Liz staring at me in stunned silence.
When I enter, I stand awkwardly at the door, not certain what to do. This is Morgan. The Morgan. The Morgan who is definitely not a man � and this Morgan is Derek�s sister. My mind is reeling, but I have no time to ponder this turn of events at the moment. My heart is sitting on Derek�s entryway floor, ready to be stomped on and destroyed if the next few minutes don�t go the way I intend. And this is the only consideration that I�m willing to think about at the moment.
The house has an open floor plan, and the entryway is unobscured from the kitchen and great room. Derek�s sister walks toward the kitchen, where two coffee cups sit on the island. My eyes travel quickly around the room, finding it empty except for us. Morgan offers me coffee, but the shock and pain I feel must show on my face because she stops in her tracks. She watches me with concern showing genuinely on her face. I must look ridiculous, standing stone-still at the door, with nothing but utter shock showing on my face. As I stand there frozen in place, Derek rounds the corner from the hallway.
He�s fresh from the shower, and wearing nothing but a pair of well-worn jeans that sit low on his stomach. It isn�t until he approaches the kitchen island that he catches sight of me staring open-mouthed at him. When he spots me, he inhales a shocked gasp and reaches mindlessly for the counter of the island. My teeth find my lip, and I start to worry the hell out of it painfully. My breathing is coming in gasps. He looks beyond shocked to see me, tortured even at the sight of me.
Morgan watches us both casually as she fills a cup of coffee for me, and it is she that speaks next. �You like coffee, right, Ashton? Derek tells me you�re addicted to it.�
She is the only person in the room actually smiling, or breathing for that matter. I try to answer her, but I can�t seem to even meet her eyes, let alone speak. My eyes, instead, are glued to Derek�s, and his to mine. And after Morgan bounces her eyes between the two of us enough to dizzy anyone, she gives up. When she grabs her keys and purse from the dining room table, it is with a nearly amused shake of her head.
She stops at the door and regards us both once more. �How about dinner tonight, Derek? Ashton and I have a lot to talk about.� Derek�s eyes don�t leave mine. They are wide, and as impassive as I�ve ever seen them.
�I�ll call you later,� is the only response that he�ll give her. And once the door is closed behind Morgan, and we are at last alone, he finally speaks to me. �Why are you here?�
�I found your note�� I�m practically whispering.
He cuts me off quickly. �It wasn�t an invitation.� That�s painful, and as his impassive face turns harsh and cold, so, too, does my heart.
What did I expect coming here? That he�d be happy to see me? He obviously wanted to distance himself from me, and I�ve obviously misinterpreted what �I love you� means. Since when does it mean stay the hell out of my life? I�ve been too miserable without him to let him get away with hurting me now. He no longer controls my life, and as my hurt builds under the dark, warning look in his eyes, I feel my own features slacken, and I start to cry. I want to share my pain with him.
I want him to know what he�s doing to me, and on a hitching, sobbing voice, I give him all of it. �How dare you? How dare you push me away?� I�m crying as I speak, and it feels damn good. �All I�ve wanted is to be with you, to love you. Why are you doing this?�
I wait, watching him intently. I won�t look away until he�s given me the respect of answering me, but it�s hard. Tears are falling pathetically from my eyes, and my pride wants me to hide, but my heart wants him to know my pain. And as I continue to look at him, I see it. First, it is the harsh clench of his jaw. Then he swallows hard over his Adam�s apple. His hands are clenching and fisted at his sides, and when his eyes slowly sink closed, and on a shake of his head, he looks away from me, I know he�s in my head, and he�s feeling my pain.
�I don�t want to hurt you. God � I just want you to be happy and safe and to be taken care of�� He�s emotional. He won�t look at me, and his brow furrows and releases repeatedly as my pain hits him over and over and over.
But he makes a good point, and I�m more than intent on sharing it with him. �You are the man who wants those things for me� What makes you think that doesn�t make you exactly the man who is supposed to give those things to me?� I�m still crying, but my voice is strong and full of conviction. His gaze flits to mine, and his eyes soften when they take in my pleading face. But I�m not done. �If you don�t love me � if you don�t want to be with me, then tell me. But if you are hurting me to punish yourself�� I trail off, shaking my head.
�I hate myself! Don�t you get it? All I do is hurt you � from the first moment I touched you, I�ve done nothing but hurt you.� The defeat shows on his face, and his voice is harsh and loud.
I�m incredulous. He�s lost his damn mind! �That�s not true!� My incredulity is obvious in my shocked voice.
I�m shaking my head in protest at his words, but he�s not done trying to convince me of his worthlessness. �And if everything else that I put you through wasn�t enough, I gave you to another man.� His self-hatred is so obvious on his beautiful features.
�But that was my choice. I signed up for this knowing full well what was expected of me. You can�t hate yourself for that.� I�m still incredulous.
�The hell I can�t.� He looks so defeated and pained.
�But Derek, that doesn�t make any sense��
And then he starts yelling, and my body freezes at his outburst. �I was in love with you! And I sold your body to another man to fuck. How the fuck should I feel about that? That I was doing my job? I loved you, and I still did it!�
His face crumbles as his eyes water and tear, and my heart lurches at his pain. As his tears spill silently while his brow furrows in pain, I approach him quickly and reach for his face. The man who mastered the art of impassivity is as vulnerable as any other person in the world, and his vulnerability is me. His tears come silently as I watch him. I�m in pain just seeing his pain, and I want to end it for him.
�I forgive you.� They�re the only words I can give him, and I pray desperately they�re enough. I repeat those words over and over and over, pleadingly, until he finally let�s his eyes meet mine.
When he eventually wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his body, my heart lets go of the terror that has seized me since arriving, and my entire body relaxes into his. I�m standing on my tiptoes, and he�s leaning his head down to my neck. After many minutes of this embrace, I start to relax and think that perhaps there�s a chance.
He�s not pushing me away anymore, and in my desire to remind him of his humanity, I quietly speak in his ear. �You�ve done far more for me than you give yourself credit for.� My voice is hardly more than a whisper, but he hears me well, and he pulls his head from my neck and starts to interrupt immediately. But before he can get a word out, I tell him to shut up, with a gentle smile pulling at the corners of my mouth for the first time since arriving.
He quietly watches me, waiting for me to speak again. �You�ve looked after me, worried about me, been gentle with me, taken care of me, you�ve allowed every last one of your barriers to crumble because of me� And if that weren�t enough, you paid a small fortune to protect me. You couldn�t have done more unless you�d rescued me from a sinking ship � which figuratively you kind of did.� I�m smiling gently at him. This man is torturing himself for what he thinks he�s done to me. The man who, until a month ago, ruled my world is now despising himself out of guilt.
�How can you possibly forgive me?� He�s holding my eyes steadily. He�s not pitying himself; he�s not humoring me. He wants to know. He needs to know.
�For whatever you think you�ve done wrong, you have my forgiveness. I promise you. But you can�t do this to yourself, or you destroy us, and you mean too much to me.� His eyes are relaxing with every word I speak. I�m reaching him. So I push my luck. �Besides, you have the rest of your life to make it up to me. And I�m sure you can come up with a few interesting ways to appease me��
I smirk as his tongue unconsciously runs over his bottom lip before he bites it gently in contemplation. And he smiles; it�s weary, it�s tired and defeated, but it�s gentle and genuine. It�s the smile that tells me I�ve won. I�m eyeing his mouth greedily. With his relaxing body, I�m finally able to think about something other than my fear of losing him, and I�m thinking about his mouth. I�m thinking about our heat.
His eyes are smoldering, and my heart is finally racing for the right reasons. He leans toward my mouth, but stops short of breaking contact with my eyes. And he says it. �I love you.� When his lips touch mine, my body melts in pleasure, but as he pulls his lips from mine, he looks with wonder to my upturned face. �How did I become so obsessed with you?�
�My plan from the start�� I try for seductive, but I�m sure it�s a fail.
He mocks me with my own words from the last time we were here together. �And here I thought you hated me��
I return the mock. �I never hated you.�
He smiles gently and returns his mouth to mine. My knees are shaking, and warmth is flooding to my core. But before my knees give out completely, he lifts me to straddle his hips. I�m firm against his groin, and he�s hard in desire. He carries me down the hallway to his master bedroom and lays me gently on the bed, covering my body with his.
He slowly and meticulously starts to wriggle my jeans over my hips and down my legs, and my pussy soaks instantly in anticipation of his touch. I�ve missed this. As my underwear is equally slowly pulled from my hips, and my sex exposed to him for the first time in a month, his eyes darken and burn with heat.
He leans toward my mouth one more time, giving me a short kiss before whispering quietly in my ear, �I will never share you with anyone again; I promise.�
He lowers his mouth between my legs as he watches my eyes. When his tongue slides slowly and lightly between the cleft of my sex, I gasp loudly. The warmth of his breath with the tickle of his tongue lightly passing over my skin is enough to send an uncontrollable shudder through my body. I want him to devour me, but he�s in the mood to torture me. As he continues to lightly and playfully run his tongue over my slick folds of skin, my arousal builds to an almost painful level. And before long, I�m begging.
With one more smirk to my desperate, pleading eyes, he latches himself to my body harshly, and he does devour me. He pulls my clit within his mouth, and he tortures the tight nub with his tongue. When he separates from my body, it is only so he can lick every exposed inch of my skin, soothing me with the warmth of his tongue. But I need to come desperately, and when his tongue finds my nub again, it is mere seconds before my body explodes and I do. My orgasm has me convulsing and tightening every muscle in my body, and when it finally fades, I�m gasping for breath.
As I lie panting, barely able to move, he moves up my body and swiftly plunges to his hilt within my tight sheath. It�s been over a month since I�ve made love to him, and my body feels as tight as the first time he took me. I�m in pain, but my body adjusts quickly in my contentment. I�m finally complete and filled with him. He moves slowly at first, seeing the pain in my eyes, but as I adjust, his thrusts quicken. Before long, he�s driving powerfully into my body, expecting me to accept all of him. It is furiously fast and intense, and he comes quickly and harshly, panting against my neck as his orgasm fades from his body. But he doesn�t pull from my body. Instead, he stays within me.
He�s watching me. His finger is winding through my stray curls, and he watches as they spring back to shape as he lets go. His finger moves to my face, tracing over my cheek, gently caressing the skin. It trails down to my chin before tracing my lips. He�s watching so closely, studying his touch and my skin. When his finger moves to run down the bridge of my nose to the tip, he finishes as he leans his mouth to kiss the tip of my nose. It is a gentle tickle as he connects to my skin. I stay still as he continues to watch me and touch me. His slow, deep breathing is hypnotic, and I�m in heaven.
When he finally pulls from my body, he takes his place behind me and pulls my back into his body, but he�s not finished with me yet. He presses his mouth to my shoulder and starts kissing gently across my shoulders and back.
He makes his way to my far shoulder, leans to my ear, and with a deep steadying breath, he speaks to me. �I want you to stay. I�m not going back to the city. This is where I grew up, and this is where my family is. I know it�s my home, but I want it to be yours too��
This is my dream. The corners of my mouth pull up at his words, though he can�t see my expression.
�Are you sure that�s what you want?�
Even in my contentment, a twinge of unwelcome worry plagues me after the last month apart, but he reassures me easily as he pulls me to face him. �I�m never letting you go again. I promise. I never wanted to be apart from you. I just wanted�� His head is shaking slowly from side to side, and his brow is furrowed. �I just wanted what was best for you. And I didn�t think that I was.� His eyes are sad as they regard mine.
�What�s changed?�
He watches me, saying nothing. He�s debating his words, or perhaps building the courage to speak them, but after many long seconds of silence, he responds, �The last month has been � awful. I think my sister was ready to ship me back to New York, and quite frankly, I�m not certain she wouldn�t have tracked you down herself if you hadn�t shown up today.� He�s smiling gently now. �I�ve been miserable away from you. And oddly, my sister said nearly the same thing you said to me. If I love you, it�s my job to give you everything I want for you, and not let the guilt I feel for how I�ve failed you get in the way of doing that � and I do love you. She called me a chickenshit for leaving you.� Now he�s smirking, but his eyes are gentle and honest. He watches me intently for many more seconds. It�s apparent he�s not yet finished speaking, and I hold my tongue, wanting nothing, including my mouth, to stand in the way of his words. �I�m glad you came today. It forced me to see that you were okay. I�ve imagined for so long that I�d destroyed you by the things you were forced to endure at Trimbles. And, I think I needed to see that you came out of all of it okay. Hurt, sad, upset, maybe even heartbroken, but not broken. I needed to see that. You�re still intact � at least proverbially.� He finishes with another smirk.
With my mind set at ease, and my future locked securely to his, I relax, and so does he. Rain is starting to fall gently outside, and Derek rises from the bed and walks to the sliding wall of windows, pulling them wide open. The scent of rain and earth filter in. I�m given the most amazing view of his backside as he stands watching the rain. He�s so beautiful. Lean and tight. His bottom begs to be touched and caressed. I want to massage every muscle I can see. He turns and catches me staring at his backside, and comments with a wry grin, �Watcha thinking about?�
�That your bottom is just as impressive as the rest of you.� I smile sweetly.
�Impressive, huh? I could say the same of you.�
He returns to bed, and I get what I want. I touch the firm cheeks of his bottom as he lies on his stomach watching me. I caress the strong, tight muscles, and move my hands over the backs of his thighs and back up to his bottom. As I trail my fingers up the cleft between his cheeks, his muscles jump and flinch instantly before he relaxes once again with a chuckle. When I�ve finally had my fill of his backside, he pulls my body back down to his, and we stay there in one another�s arms.
Derek leaves me only long enough to call Morgan to set dinner plans for the next night and reassure her that, yes, I�m still here, and, no, I�m not going anywhere.
She apparently doesn�t believe him, and as he approaches me with his phone in his outstretched hand, he comments with an exasperated note to his voice, �She wants to talk to you.�
I spend the next couple of minutes speaking to Derek�s sister, and by the time I hang up, I�m convinced we will definitely be friends. She�s coming for coffee the next morning, and as she ends the conversation, it is with one final stirring comment. �We have so much to talk about, Ashton. You deserve answers, and I promise I�ll give them to you.�
As I disconnect and hand Derek the phone, he watches me cautiously. I�m sure I look dumbfounded. I am dumbfounded. He continues to study me, but he finally sits nervously on the side of the bed by my side.
�She says I deserve answers� What does she mean?� And I look to him with questions wrinkling my brow.
He�s nervous but resigned. �It involves Morgan too much for me not to let her tell you herself. But I promise you, no more secrets. You will know everything you want to know about me.� And I know he�s telling me the truth. I trust him. Whatever his secrets are, they have never been meant to hurt me, only to protect me, however impossible that might have been.
After I call Liz to invite her and Frederick to dinner the next night, we finally settle back in to spend nothing but time together until the next morning.

Chapter 29

�I�m so sorry, Ashton. This is my fault. All of it.� She�s beautiful even with tears in her eyes. Morgan has the same dark and intense gaze as Derek, but she is not in the least bit intimidating.
When Morgan arrived an hour ago, we settled outside on the expansive deck with our coffee, and by the time we�d finished our first cup, I�d discovered I�d been right on the money with Morgan. I will definitely like her. She is an elementary school counselor in nearby Burlington. Her husband, Charles, whom I will meet at dinner this evening, is a lawyer. It is clear she adores her husband as much as I adore Derek. The way she keeps looking between Derek and me, regarding our interaction with a small smile on her face while we sip our coffee, is precious to see. She truly enjoys seeing us together, and it puts me instantly at ease with her.
But as we start in on our second cup, and she suddenly apologizes for some reason I can�t begin to fathom, she has me at a complete loss. What could this woman possibly have to apologize to me for? I�m shaking my head, wanting to assure her there�s no reason to be upset. I�m finally happy, complete for the first time in so many long weeks, but she is in pain. It makes no sense, but as I try to reassure her, she stills me with a hand on mine. She needs to be heard, and I know the mystery I�ve waited to unravel for so long is at a near end.
�I was just so young and stupid.� She smiles through her tears at the long-past memories. �You have to understand, Ashton, Derek and I come from a very influential and wealthy family. They�re good people, moral people, but there were � expectations, so many expectations.�
I look to Derek, and he reaches a hand to mine but says nothing. He�s intent on giving Morgan this time.
�When I told them I wanted to go into social work, they � hmmm � let�s just say they freaked out. They�d always thought I�d be a doctor, lawyer, even an architect like Derek, but social work just wasn�t what they had in mind.�
I can imagine them both�young, beautiful, smart, and capable, having the weight of the world on their shoulders from a family that expected far more from them than any parent should. But how does it relate to Trimbles? Moreover, how does it relate to me?
�I, on the other hand, was no Derek. Even at twenty-five, Derek was determined, and already successful and popular at his firm in New York. He fit our parents� mold without ever having to try.�
I look to him with wonder in my eyes. My Derek fit the mold? The once dark and terrifying ruler of my universe wasn�t always the rogue?
Morgan continues. �I was impetuous and quick to strike out at them. I might have been a bit brash in my younger years�� She trails off again with a resigned shake of her head. �Don�t get me wrong. My pursuits were noble enough, and my interest in social work was valid and true, but I didn�t always handle my family in the best way. Which is to say, we fought � constantly. Stubborn as ever, I left, or fled from them more like it. I was cut off; I had nothing until my twenty-third birthday when my inheritance would be paid out, and I had never worked a day in my life. I had already been accepted to NYU, and while Derek was happy to let me crash with him when I arrived in New York, I was just as good at fighting with him as I was with my parents. And that�s when I met Mr. Grayson.�
Her face registers the same pain we all share. She knows him, and little more needs to be said in explanation to me.
�I was waitressing at some nightclub, and he introduced himself to me. He was wealthy and tipped me more money than I had seen in a month. I took the bait��
The lump she swallows over is painful to see. I know those memories. I know the resignation of self that she went through. My eyes tear as I see her shame. I know her shame. She is me. She didn�t belong there anymore than I, anymore than Derek.
�But as you well know, Mr. Grayson is a conniving, despicable man. Once he realized who I was, he saw a paycheck, and I don�t mean the money I could bring in to Trimbles by escorting. He videotaped me without my knowing and used the tape to blackmail me � or try to at any rate. He wanted a million dollars to keep those tapes from surfacing and destroying my father, mother, myself, everyone I knew. They were all at risk. A million seems like a drop in the bucket now, but at that time, I didn�t have it. He didn�t realize I couldn�t come up with that kind of money. Not at nineteen. But Derek could. He had already come into his inheritance. But the problem was that Derek expected to know what the money was for if he was going to hand it over, and I couldn�t tell him � I was too ashamed, too humiliated.� Her tears are falling swiftly now, and so are mine. The helplessness is so familiar to me.
�I fled. I didn�t know what else to do. I left NYU, moved to Burlington, spent the next two years in community college, worrying and waiting every day for those videos to surface. Every day was torture. I was suspicious all the time. I felt like I was waiting for a bomb to go off. But with every passing day, month, year, the paranoia faded; it certainly didn�t go away, but it did fade. Still, it took its toll on me.�
I�m watching, barely making a sound as I enter her world. Morgan and I have so much more in common than I could ever have guessed when I met her on Derek�s porch. The first time I saw her, I was intimidated, instantly. She was beautiful, and everything I thought I wasn�t, but with every passing moment, I can see that she is everything I am�threatened, blackmailed, terrified, and desperate.
�I withdrew from everything and everybody, including Derek. It took two years for me to find out what I should have figured out right away: that Derek was working at Trimbles. It was my parents who told me. They were livid, and I was stunned. When I spoke to him next, he refused to talk about it. It seemed too coincidental he was working there after I was. But at the same time, I didn�t know he�d found out about my time there � so, I couldn�t connect it together. I also couldn�t tell him what had happened to me there. Every time I asked why he would ever take a job there, he assured me he was there of his choosing. But I knew Derek, and I couldn�t understand how he would give up everything. I couldn�t recognize it at the time, but that place was already killing him. He was short, angry every time I spoke to him, never wanted to talk to me; he was shutting down little by little. But rather than worry about him the way I should have, I justified his behavior as though it were the cause of him being there and not a symptom of his time there. I was grasping for answers about why he was there, and I didn�t see that this shift within him wasn�t the reason but the result. I mean Derek�s an amazing architect. He was passionate about his work, and he was so gifted. It made no sense. Why he would walk away from it all? But, I just couldn�t get him to talk to me.�
�I couldn�t talk to you.� Morgan and I both look to Derek as he speaks. His brow is furrowed, and he�s deep in thought, and then he turns to me. He�s finally ready to talk. �When I tracked her down to Trimbles, I met Mr. Grayson for the first time. It didn�t go over well, and once I saw his � ammunition against Morgan, I lost my temper. He ended up with his jaw wired shut for six weeks, and I ended up creating the biggest enemy of my life. He wanted money, and now, thanks to me, he wanted revenge. And he got it � everything he wanted.�
His eyes slowly meet mine as I watch him, with my sadness for him undoubtedly showing on my face. He sees it and reaches a hand up to brush away my tears.
�Our mother was sick. She had been diagnosed with lymphoma and was going through chemotherapy � and the threat to my parents and to Morgan � I didn�t know what else to do. I gave him the money, and I stayed. I destroyed my career and agreed to take Morgan�s place at Trimbles for ten years. He�s a vindictive bastard, and I�ve spent every day of the last seven years wondering, dreading what form of torture would come next. I was free labor, and free entertainment for his twisted soul. He watched as my life was flushed down the drain, my career was destroyed, my family rejected me, and every relationship that ever meant anything to me fell apart. And he knew I couldn�t do anything about it. He could pull out that damn video and threaten to destroy Morgan and my parents whenever he pleased, and he did. He destroyed me.�
His eyes are begging me to understand, and of course, I do. Call us the trio of unlucky souls. How could I not understand?
�And then you showed up.� He takes a deep and steadying breath before he goes on. �I knew the moment I saw you that you would be the end of me. You were too vulnerable for that place, and it terrified me. I wanted you gone because I knew I would care, and I knew I wouldn�t be able to bear it.� Taking both of my hands in his, he continues. �I promise you, I never hated you. From the first moment I met you, all I wanted was to set you free from him. You were this living symbol of everything he had taken away from me already. You were Morgan, my family, my career, everything I loved and saw destroyed, hell, my own damn reputation. And I wanted to save you. Though hopeless and impossible, it became the only thing I wanted.� His eyes are begging me to understand, and he�s so terrified I won�t.
�But that night at Grayson�s, when he made it clear you were going to be part of his sick little deal, and he would destroy Morgan if I tried to buy your way out of Trimbles�� His head is shaking at the memory, and Grayson�s words from my hazy memory of that night pop into my head. She�s not going anywhere unless you want to see our deal broken. I�m heartbroken for Derek. Grayson has tortured him for seven years, and used me as his greatest leverage against him.
�After that, I didn�t know what to do. That was one of the darkest moments of my life. I still thought if I could protect you in that place, keep you safe during your time there, then maybe, I could eventually set us both free.� His eyes are glossed over with tears that are so perfectly restrained by his beautiful eyes.
�Then you were taken from me. I thought I�d lost you, and lost my last chance at salvation. After that, there was no other choice but to choose you completely. I gave up trying to protect my family, and after seven years, I told Grayson to go fuck himself. Might have been the most reckless thing I�ve ever done in my life, but I had allowed it to go on for too long. I loved you too much. I�m just sorry I waited as long as I did.�
I�m shaking my head at his last statement. What does this man expect from himself? He�s sacrificed everything for me, to protect me.
Morgan is again watching us with a small smile on her lips and beautiful tear-streaked cheeks, and it hits me like a fist to the stomach. I�m going to be her downfall. This wonderful woman, who has been more kind to me than I could ever deserve, will have her life destroyed because of what Derek has done for me. And as this realization dawns on me, the emotion behind it makes its way to my eyes, and she watches me carefully.
�My God, Morgan. What�s going to happen to you?� But she�s shaking her head before the sentence is even out.
�I don�t know � I don�t care. I�ve spent the past seven years of my life fearing that damn video. I�m not going to spend the rest of my life in fear. I have a husband who loves me and who accepts every last bit of my past, video and all. And I have my brother back in my life. If it ever comes out, I�ll deal with it. This whole mess started with me, and it�s time for it to end.�
There isn�t an ounce of resentment in her eyes, and with a final smirk, not so very different from Derek�s, she finishes speaking. �Besides, I�d be willing to bet Mr. Grayson has just as much to hide, more if I�m guessing, than even we do. I�m counting on his own self-preservation to protect me. I�m just sorry that any part of my past hurt you � either of you.�
With nothing else to say, she stands and smiles at us both. I stand as well to walk her to the door, and as she stops one last time to appraise us both, she pulls me into a quick hug and speaks quietly in my ear. �You are everything he will ever need.� And as she pulls me from her, her tears escape again.
With Morgan gone, and Derek and I alone once again, I look to him. He looks exhausted, relieved, and maybe just a touch worried. I walk to him and pull his face close to mine. I take his lips in mine, just as sweetly as the first time we kissed. As he pulls slowly from my mouth, he looks down with concern still plaguing his eyes.
�Forgive me?�
I smile gently back at him. He�s insane, but I won�t tell him so. �Odd that you think to ask my forgiveness when I feel nothing but gratitude for you saving me from that place. When will you accept you didn�t put me there? I did, and if you can�t accept that, then accept that my father did, but not you. I�ve forgiven even him for his part in this. You don�t need my forgiveness, but I�ll give it to you anyway, every day if I need to.�
He pulls my mouth back to his own, and my body back to his bed.

Chapter 30

�Are you going to be ready in time? They�re going to be here in fifteen minutes.� He�s smirking as I finish toweling off.
Morgan and her husband, Charles, as well as Frederick and Liz, will be arriving soon, and he�s right. I�m running late. It�s his fault of course. He�s hardly let me leave the bed since Morgan left this morning, and now with our dinner fast approaching, my body is sore, I�m starving, and I�m still nowhere near finished making up for lost time with Derek. I hastily pull my gray dress up my body and over my hips. Pulling my tangled curls over my shoulder, I bare my back to him so he can zip me up. His eyes are watching mine in the bathroom mirror. He�s content and happy, and so am I.
As he inches the zipper slowly up my back, he leans toward my ear. �I think I�d like you wearing this dress when we get married.�
I gasp, and then let out a shocked laugh. Marriage. Yes, please. �But it isn�t even white.�
�Well, nothing else has been traditional about our relationship. I can�t imagine why we would start with our wedding. This dress reminds me of falling in love with you.�
�Because it was the dress I wore when I was taken from you?� I lament at the memory. My face softens in remembrance of his pain, not to mention my own.
But he shakes his head. �No. I think I fell in love with you the moment I watched you try on this dress. It was in the fitting room the day after I first met you. You smiled. It was the first time I saw you smile, and I secretly wished and waited for that smile to return to your face every moment after that.� As a lone tear breaks free from my suddenly moist eyes, he asks, �Will you marry me, Ash?�
I nod, saying nothing at all. My tears are flowing freely now, and he pulls me into his arms as I continue to cry. When I finally calm enough to pull from him, I look to his eyes. I still owe him an answer after all. �Yes.� And as he pulls me back to his arms, I speak again. �You never cease to impress me, Mr. Pennington.�
�You�re pretty damn impressive yourself, Ms. Monroe.�

The End
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