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   Chapter One
 
   Darcy riffled through the sheaf of papers on the counter in the elegant ladies’ room. Baskets of silk flowers brightened the spaces between each basin and brought out the floral pattern on the wallpaper. On a normal day, she would have appreciated the care someone had put into making a restroom a more pleasant place to be.
 
   Friday evening meant most of the convention’s attendees were arriving. Tonight’s audience would probably be half empty because the speech took place before dinner. Sunday morning, the format would be informal, with her camouflaged among the panel of people, any of whom could field the questions. That took some pressure off her.
 
   Looking up, she caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror. At least the turmoil tearing apart her insides hadn’t ravaged her appearance. To outsiders she would appear cool and confident, put together just like she would have actually been if Scott had been there with her. But those little lines around her eyes and mouth only showed up during periods of intense stress.
 
   The success of her company depended on her ability to get the word out about the services she offered. Conventions meant exposure, but they also meant public speaking.
 
   She hated public speaking.
 
   The majority of her responsibilities included writing grants and organizing charity divisions for larger companies. They ended up with some huge write-offs and tax breaks, and so many worthwhile charities benefited. She loved seeing the impact of her work on places and people who badly need help.
 
   Before Scott had disappeared, public speaking hadn’t fazed her like this. He had a special way of calming her down. When he used his Dom voice, the tension threatening to turn her to stone melted away. Sometimes he would drape her over his knees and turn her bottom pink with the flat of his hand. Other times he would order her to her knees, and she would luxuriate in the caress of her favorite flogger.
 
   After the speech, he would reward her for a job well done.
 
   But now he was gone. Victor, her major client for the past several years, had clucked sympathetically and assured her that sometimes men just left. It wasn’t the right thing to say, but she knew his heart was in the right place. The police had interrogated her like a suspect when nobody could find him, and that had nearly ruined her. Darcy knew something bad had happened. She knew he was gone for good, but not by choice. He never would have voluntarily left her—and she would have died before harming him.
 
   Hot tears pricked the back of her eyelids, but she blinked them back. No matter what anyone else said, she knew her Master had loved her. They had planned to be married, and they’d bought a home together. Two weeks after they moved into their dream house, he’d disappeared.
 
   Eight months had elapsed, and she kept moving forward because she didn’t know what else to do. Her parents and her friends had never truly understood the turn her relationship with Scott had taken. They didn’t understand how badly she needed a Dom in her life, and not just any Dom. Scott was special. Scott had loved her, and she loved him.
 
   The masochist in her loved pain, but not the emotional kind. She smoothed her skirt and reminded herself that he was gone. She would have to do this on her own. He would be so proud of her if he could see her now.
 
   Darcy wiped her face and took a deep breath. She could do this.
 
   __________
 
   The short hallway behind the main room of the convention center didn’t lead anywhere but to a door behind the podium. This single, guardable entrance had been built for security purposes. It would be easy to protect a person of importance here while the rest of the security detail swept the main room for suspicious activity.
 
   Malcolm Legato stood across from the entrance to the hall. He leaned against a wall, casually watching the throng of people waiting for the doors to open. The number of people waiting to see Darcy Markovich speak on a Friday night surprised him. He knew she was known for giving entertaining speeches that left the listener feeling like he could change the world, but he honestly didn’t think so many people would rush here from work so late on a Friday afternoon just to see her.
 
   Apparently he had misjudged the situation. Malcolm’s research should have turned up evidence of her extreme popularity. He’d figured the room would be nearly empty, but it was almost full. The official window for checking in to the convention closed in two hours, and most of the people with reservations were already here.
 
   His reasons for being here were twofold. First, he needed to make contact with Victor Snyder or someone in his upper echelon—Darcy Markovich. The groundwork for an undercover operation, which included a falsified juvenile hacking record in the name of his alias, Theo Stevenson, had been carefully set by his team. Malcolm’s genius with computers made him a natural choice for this assignment. Word was that Snyder needed a relatively new and unknown programming guru to create an updated system for his business so he could launder money more efficiently. He also needed tech help with his various pump-and-dump schemes, and Malcolm suspected Snyder had broken more than a few antitrust laws.
 
   Malcolm aimed to position himself as the perfect choice to handle those kinds of enterprises.
 
   The second reason for this mission was less concrete. The disappearance of Scott Yataines had yet to be resolved. No trace of his whereabouts had been found, and no body had been recovered. The case seriously lacked for evidence and a solid motive.
 
   Interviews with family and friends all pointed a suspicious finger toward Ms. Markovich. Yataines had been violent and abusive on several occasions, leaving Ms. Markovich with bruises and welts. While Malcolm couldn’t blame a woman for snapping under those conditions, his instructions included settling the issue satisfactorily so homicide could reasonably explore other options. If he brought in the killer, that would be icing on the cake. Malcolm had a hunch Snyder was involved with the disappearance, but he couldn’t find a motive there, either. Operating on intuition never went over well with the prosecutor’s office.
 
   Also Markovich worked for Snyder. They had to know what part she played in the operation before they could decide how to use her as an asset.
 
   Once he knew how to play Ms. Markovich, he would know exactly how to penetrate the layers of corruption at Snyder Corp.
 
   Three sets of double doors opened, and the guests filtered through them, clearing the hallway of the discordant sounds of conversation. Malcolm didn’t move. He needed to make contact with Markovich before she entered the room. He would compliment her and ask to buy her a drink. A little alcohol made women loose-lipped, and all women liked to complain about their past boyfriends.
 
   His first sight of her made him catch his breath. The photographs and videos he’d seen didn’t do her justice. Light brown hair floated gently around her shoulders. The slight curl at the tips made it appear weightless. The tan skirt and jacket were probably meant to help her look professional, but they failed to disguise the voluptuous curves that defined her hips and ass. Those breasts threatened to burst out of her white button-down blouse. She hadn’t dressed provocatively; she just had one of those bodies that screamed sex, and nothing could disguise that cry.
 
   But more than that, she had a presence that couldn’t be captured with a camera, fragility and strength she somehow managed to exude simultaneously. Malcolm had always found that kind of dichotomy attractive.
 
   He took a moment to call on his extraordinary control. It wouldn’t do to accost her with a raging hard-on tenting his dress pants. His cover didn’t require him to seduce anyone, and sex always made for sticky situations while undercover. Drinks. Just drinks and flirting. No more than that.
 
   She spoke with a convention official, then made her way to the dead-end hallway behind the room. Malcolm wondered if they had decided on a dramatic entrance or if she wanted to avoid walking through the crowd gathered to hear her speak.
 
   He crossed the wide hall. The sound of her voice reached his ears before he rounded the corner.
 
   “You can do this, Darcy. You will do this. You don’t need a good, thorough flogging. You have a perfectly decent speech prepared. You practiced it for a week. You will smile. You will be confident.” The clear speaking voice vanished as she stumbled over that last word. She mumbled a few curses. As he took the three steps that put him in the entrance to the narrow hall, he heard her finish. “Don’t blow this. They’ll never ask you back if you blow this. Oh fuck. I’m going to blow it.”
 
   She glanced up, startled, and pressed the papers in her hand against her chest. They crinkled and bent to conform as best they could over those ample breasts. Her wide eyes took him in, staring long enough to let him know she found him attractive.
 
   She had said “flogging.” This piece of additional evidence filtered through his head and colored his initial theories on her involvement. Her comment opened up a new avenue of investigation and shed clarifying light on the statements she’d made during the initial investigation. He tried for his best disarming smile. “Nervous? Don’t be. You’ll do just fine.”
 
   Her tongue darted out, moistening her lower lip and teasing him with a promise she couldn’t know she was making. “Thank you. I know. I’m just preparing. If you don’t mind, the entrance is in the main hall.”
 
   He had known her eyes were blue. That information had been in her file. However, he was unprepared for the physical way her pale-eyed gaze slammed into his gut. She met his stare with apparent confidence. Most people would be fooled, but not Malcolm. He had spent too much time training in the nuances of emotion that manifested in people’s faces. Ms. Markovich’s anxiety level was near critical.
 
   She hadn’t sounded like she believed herself when she said she didn’t need a flogging. Did that mean she needed a flogging to get through the speech, or did she need the certainty of punishment to bolster her courage?
 
   He played his hunch that Yataines had been her Master. It was a gamble, but the odds were good, and if he was right, it could help him gain her trust that much faster.
 
   He took a step forward. Malcolm always exuded a confident demeanor because he was a confident man. He was a natural Dom. People often followed his lead without question.
 
   Markovich lowered her gaze, fastening it on the floor at his feet. Less than eighteen inches separated him from her, which was how he liked to play the game. This submissive needed to know the Dom in her personal space presented the right kind of threat.
 
   “Darcy.” He noted the way her nostrils flared like prey scenting her predator, but she didn’t raise her gaze to challenge him. He wasn’t under the delusion that she had submitted to him. In the absence of a real acquaintance, instinct and training had taken over, that was all. It didn’t mean she recognized him as someone who had authority over her. “Do you mind if I call you Darcy?”
 
   Now her eyes came up, and she looked directly at him. “Look, mister, I don’t mean to be rude, but I need a few quiet moments to gather my thoughts. I will be available for a panel discussion Sunday. If you have an urgent concern that can’t wait, I’ll be happy to talk to you after the presentation. But right now I need to be alone.”
 
   He itched to turn her over his knee and paddle the hell out of her backside. He wondered whether she wore underwear or if he’d have to strip those away in order to caress the flesh of an ass he ached to touch.
 
   Malcolm cleared his throat and chased those thoughts away. She needed help right then, and he could give that to her. Domination wasn’t always sexual, especially given the venue and the fact that they didn’t know one another. She fidgeted and danced like a newborn kitten, scooting away from him.
 
   He grasped her chin between his thumb and forefinger, forcing her to hold still. “Theo Stevenson.” He had chosen Theodore after the great President Roosevelt. “But we can simplify things. You can call me Sir.”
 
   She froze. Her pupils dilated, and she glanced around, no doubt noting he blocked the only escape route. “That title is earned.” She stared at him, and he realized the limit of her experience. Likely Yataines had been her only Dom. Records indicated they had dated for six years. Since he knew her to be twenty-seven, that meant she had met her Dom at the tender age of twenty-one. If she had experienced other Doms, those encounters had probably been very limited.
 
   “Breathe, Darcy. Take one deep breath right now.” She did as he ordered. Some color returned to her lips, and a bit of panic subsided from her eyes. “Keep your eyes on me and take another breath. In and out. Good girl.”
 
   As he expected, she responded to his authoritative tone and blossomed under his praise. Her eyes brightened, and the little lines around her mouth and eyes disappeared. If she had been his, he would have kissed her. As it was, he had a hard time not following through with his inclination to praise her that way.
 
   “You will go in that room, Darcy, and you will speak from the heart. You know what you want to say, and you’re well prepared for this. You will smile at the audience, and you will charm them with the passion you have for giving to others. Afterward I will find you and I will give you a reward. Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded, her movement severely limited by the grip he had on her chin. She made no attempt to break away, but she also didn’t speak.
 
   “Answer me, Darcy. Use words.”
 
   “I understand.” Strong and steady, her voice washed over him, and he knew she would be successful.
 
   “Now go in there. The crowd has quieted, and they’re waiting on you.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He opened the single door and watched her cross the small distance to stand next to the podium. The coordinator flashed a smile at her as he completed the introduction. Malcolm closed the door. Entering that way would draw attention to himself. This first day, he needed the cloak of anonymity so he could observe his target.
 
   Victor Snyder was a dangerous man, and his instincts told him Darcy had a sweet soul. How in the world had she come to work for him? What service could she possibly provide that would further his nefarious interests? He rejected the idea that Darcy was his submissive. If ever he had seen a sub in need of a Master, Darcy Markovich fit the bill.
 
   He slipped in through the farthest door in the main room and took an empty seat at a table in the back of the room. Now that he had established contact, he needed some time to watch her. He would steer her toward the bistro in the hotel and follow through with his original plan to ply her with drinks.
 
   __________
 
   A half hour later, Darcy wrapped up her speech. It had gone well, so much better than she expected, and she had Theo, the mysterious Dom who showed up out of nowhere to save the day, to thank. While she wouldn’t have tanked if he hadn’t interfered, she wouldn’t have charmed the audience to the extent she had.
 
   Her main client, Victor Snyder, was a lovely man. Kind and generous, he donated huge sums of money to charity through the foundation she had set up in his name. Next week she would turn operations completely over to him, and she needed to line up her next big job. The smaller contracts kept her going, but they didn’t pay out like the larger ones that required long-term commitments.
 
   Snyder Corporation now had over half a million dollars available for grants. A full year of her time had gone into developing grant opportunities and guidelines for the corporation. She had hired and trained a full staff to oversee the department. Victor wanted her to stay with him, to run everything. Darcy didn’t want to give up her business in order to do that. Scott seemed to be the only one who had understood how her work fulfilled her. He alone had urged her to hold fast to her dreams. Actually he had ordered it, and she had loved him all the more for it.
 
   She was under no illusion that her mystery Dom, Theo, would or could give her what she really needed. On occasion Scott had provided a stern reprimand or two to another submissive. This outward display of his generous spirit had drawn her to him in the first place. Theo seemed to be cut from the same cloth, but she had to be careful to not transfer her feelings for Scott to Theo. It wouldn’t be a true emotion, and it wouldn’t be fair to any of them.
 
   Perhaps he would want to buy her a drink or let her buy one for him. She would thank him and call him “Sir.” If anyone had earned that title, Theo had.
 
   As she sat at her assigned seat on the dais with the other weekend presenters, Darcy looked around the room. It didn’t take long for her to find Theo. The rich depth of his dark brown hair stood out in this crowd from the west side of Michigan with its large Dutch population. Most people were blond or bald. Even her light brown hair blended in with everyone else. Not Theo. Even if he were blond, which wouldn’t look right with his angular, olive-complexioned face, he would stand out. The authority he carried on his shoulders shone like a broadcast beacon, pulling every eye toward him.
 
   Theo wasn’t handsome in the traditional sense. His cheekbones were too sharp, and his long nose had a hawkish bend to it. A scar crossed his left eyebrow, interrupting its thickness and giving him an air of danger. She could study his lips for hours. Already she wondered if they were soft or if they were as hard as they looked. She could easily picture his face as a granite bust.
 
   A pang of guilt hit her chest, and she drew a deep, ragged breath. Scott would want her to move on with her life. He would want her to find another Dom. He would want her to be happy.
 
   The event organizer sat to her right. Colleagues took up the remaining seats. Theo had said he would find her afterward, and she trusted him to follow through. She didn’t really have anything on which to base her assumption other than intuition and hope. Having been around the scene for more than a few years, she’d seen good Doms and bad ones. Theo struck her as the former. She wasn’t necessarily looking for another relationship, but she could use a friend.
 
   For the first time since those horrible weeks after Scott disappeared, Darcy felt a knot of peace unfurling in her chest. She turned her attention to the people around her and focused on staying in the moment.
 
   After dinner Darcy tried to make her way from the room. Various people stopped her along the way. Some exclaimed over her speech. Several business owners pressed cards into her hand. Others told her they looked forward to attending her portion of the conference the next day.
 
   She smiled and made eye contact. She shook hands and memorized names. Using what she hoped were surreptitious glances, she scanned the room for Theo. The vacant seat where he had eaten offered no clues as to his whereabouts. She fought disappointment and concentrated on the man who had held her hand in his for far too long.
 
   “I saw you speak last year,” he said. “We were seated together for breakfast both mornings.”
 
   She stared at him. His nondescript brown hair and eyes offered no clues to jog her memory. If the conference had been a year ago, she had likely attended with Scott. Though their schedules had sometimes conflicted and he couldn’t always travel with her, he tried his best to attend the larger gatherings where her nerves presented the worst. Thinking of Scott brought her up short, derailing her attempt to remember the man.
 
   “Which conference was this?” She smiled encouragingly and tilted her head a bit to soften the man’s coming disappointment. She tried tugging her hand free again, but he didn’t relinquish his grip.
 
   “San Diego. You were there with your Master. I don’t see him around.”
 
   Panic spiked through Darcy, the kind of icy fear that came with gooseflesh prickling down her spine. She and Scott had kept that aspect of their relationship relatively private. He didn’t overtly dominate her in public, and she rarely used his title outside of their home.
 
   Warm hands landed on her shoulders. “Darcy, are you almost finished here?”
 
   Darcy shrank back against Theo’s broad chest, taking refuge in a place she considered safe. She felt his solid strength flowing into her, and she finally mustered enough courage to blatantly pull her hand free. “I’m sorry. I don’t recall your name. A year is such a long time.”
 
   “Darcy.” Theo’s stern warning couldn’t be missed.
 
   She turned as much as she could with his hands gripping her shoulders to find his gaze focused on the man she couldn’t place. His warning hadn’t actually been directed at her. “I’ll just be a minute, Theo.”
 
   “One minute. That’s all.” He glanced down at her for a second, but it was long enough for her to catch the slight lift of his brow. It was a small gesture with a loud message. If she wanted to continue the conversation, she could. If she wanted it to end, he would provide a way out. When he returned his attention to the man, she followed suit.
 
   The man’s smile cracked a bit, but he didn’t seem at all cowed, merely annoyed. “I also work for Victor Snyder. Security.”
 
   She used this new set of parameters to search her memory. He wore a casual dress shirt and khakis. Nothing about his face or build was distinctive. Perhaps if she saw him in his uniform, it would sufficiently jog her memory. She wasn’t usually so bad with names and faces. She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I still can’t place you. Perhaps if you told me your name?”
 
   “Thirty seconds.”
 
   The relaxed tone of Theo’s voice gave no clue to the tension radiating from his body into hers. Darcy shivered, uncomfortable with the situation.
 
   The man flicked his gaze back up to Theo. A brief flash of distaste caused his lip to curl before it settled into a cold smile. “You must be Darcy’s new Master. A word of advice? Her Masters tend to disappear. Watch your back.”
 
   Blood drained from Darcy’s face, leaving behind a cold, sticky feeling. Her limbs trembled. Victor had been there for her after Scott disappeared. He had provided her with a lawyer when she was too dazed and grief-stricken to think to ask for one. “How dare you say something like that? One word to Victor and he’ll fire you for this.”
 
   “Time’s up.” Theo peeled her away. With his hand firmly planted on the small of her back, he guided her out of the room.
 
   Few people loitered in the wide main hall in front of the banquet room. Darcy took in a several deep, calming breaths. Theo watched, an unreadable expression on his face. Finally she managed a tenuous smile.
 
   “I’m sorry about that. You don’t have to stay with me. I understand if you want to call it a night. Thank you for helping me earlier.” She didn’t use his title because she wanted to make it clear that he owed her nothing.
 
   Theo slid his fingers along her cheek until he cupped the side of her head. He brushed his thumb over her eyebrow. Then his caress moved down. The tips of his fingers rested lightly against her jaw, and he used his thumb to rub the same arc along the edge of her bottom lip. The depth of intensity in his bottomless brown eyes stirred a recognition deep inside her.
 
   At last he spoke. “Sir.”
 
   Her lips parted. “I’m sorry, Sir. I just don’t want you to think I expect anything from you. I’m more than grateful for your help, both before the speech and just now.”
 
   He nodded and dropped his hand. “I like you, Darcy. I don’t go around rescuing subs from themselves and jealous wannabe Doms. I’m not a bighearted fool or a generous man. I’m doing this because I hope to get something out of it.”
 
   The spell he had been weaving over her broke. Of course he wanted something out of it. What man didn’t? She bit her lip and took a step back. “I don’t sleep around, Theo. I’m sorry if I said or did something to make you think I was offering sex. I wasn’t.”
 
   He took one step forward, negating the distance she had put between them. “I don’t expect anything more than your company, Darcy. You did great tonight. I was completely entranced by your speech even though I’m a computer geek, not a grant writer. I thought you’d like to get a drink with me.”
 
   She blinked up at him. “Is that my reward?”
 
   Theo lifted a brow. “We met barely two hours ago. Given the newness of our acquaintance, don’t you feel praise to be an appropriate reward?”
 
   Heat crept up her neck. Even if he had been her Master, praise would have been the appropriate reward. Any reward he would have chosen would have been appropriate. Rewards and punishments were a Master’s purview.
 
   Her gaze landed on his shiny shoes. “I’m sorry, Sir. I overstepped my bounds.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. I encourage you to be open and honest with me. It’s the only way we’ll know whether this bit of chemistry between us is going to go anywhere.”
 
   Darcy’s breath caught. She liked this kind of brutal honesty. Though she meant to keep her gaze lowered, she couldn’t help looking into his eyes. He didn’t flinch or hide his appreciation for her. “Is Sir asking me out for a drink?”
 
   He shook his head. “Sir gave you praise. Theo is asking to spend some time with you.”
 
   Many men had asked her out since Scott’s disappearance. Theo was the first who tempted her. That tiny knot of peace deep in her chest grew. She didn’t try to temper the soft smile his declaration elicited. “A drink sounds nice.”
 
   Theo offered his arm. When she gripped his bicep tentatively, he placed his other hand over hers until she accepted his reassurance. She slid her hand deeper and allowed him to pin her wrist between his arm and his body. This drew her closer and kept her there. She allowed his display of possessiveness, and she let herself enjoy the feeling of security he evoked.
 
   Friday night at the hotel bar with a convention in full swing meant a wall of noise blasted them the moment Theo opened the door. He smiled apologetically. “I guess you’ll have to sit close to me so we can hear each other.”
 
   Darcy laughed and released his arm. She stepped into the dimly lit room. He immediately placed his hand on the small of her back. He paused, scanning the room, and she paused with him. She visually measured the height difference between them, estimating six inches. That put him at around six feet tall.
 
   At last he turned his head to smile down at her. “There’s a table back there.” He pointed to his right and shifted her to that side. Grateful his height allowed him to see above the crowd, she let him guide her toward the table he had chosen.
 
   The little rectangular table fit two people. Shoved against a wall next to a fire exit, it seemed forgotten and alone. Theo pulled out a chair and motioned for her to sit. His gallantry caused her to swallow an uncharacteristic giggle. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone except a maître d’ had treated her this way.
 
   A waitress pounced before Theo had settled in his chair. She flashed a quick smile that did little to change her harried air, and she tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “We got five-dollar drafts tonight. What can I get for you?”
 
   Darcy could tell the woman hoped they would both order drafts. Thoroughly not a beer person, she smiled apologetically. “Can I have a glass of cabernet sauvignon?”
 
   “Yep.” She turned to Theo and lifted her brow. “What can I get for you?”
 
   The amused smile tipping the corners of his lips made Darcy want to feel them against hers. She swallowed and looked away, uncertain what to do with this visceral reaction.
 
   “I’ll have the same.”
 
   The waitress left, and Theo reached across the table. He took her hands in his, holding them loosely. The choice of whether to let him have this contact lay with her. She relaxed into his hold and leaned closer.
 
   “You like wine?”
 
   He shrugged. “Sometimes. I’m not a picky drinker.”
 
   She laughed and let her gaze follow the planes and angles of his face. “You could have ordered something else.”
 
   “I’m aware.” That amused grin returned, tempered with a bit of slyness that made his dark eyes shine. “Since I’m hoping for a good-night kiss, I think I’ll stick to drinking the same thing you drink. That way you won’t be turned off by my breath.”
 
   Darcy chose to dodge that one. She looked down at their hands. “Tell me about yourself, Theo. You said you were a computer geek. What do you do, exactly?”
 
   He didn’t look like the image that came to mind when she thought of a computer geek, though he wasn’t far off. She could see where he might have been an awkward, gangly teen, but even if his arms and legs had once been too long for his body, the rest of him had caught up and filled out nicely.
 
   “I can do pretty much anything. I can code, design websites, interactive databases, you name it.”
 
   Such a vague description told her nothing. “Who do you work for?”
 
   “I freelance.” That sparkle in his eye warned her against assuming his skills were outdated. “I own my own company, and I keep very busy. I’m here because I’m doing some research for a job I’m planning to bid on. Your turn, Darcy.”
 
   This time she shrugged. “You already know what I do.”
 
   “The conference brochure only tells me so much about you.” He rubbed the palms of her hands with his thumbs. The little circles of pressure put her at ease. “Why don’t you tell me how you found your submissive side?”
 
   She had expected this, just not so soon. This topic was inextricably linked with her memories of Scott. She swallowed and tried to get her hammering heart under control. She licked her lips, and that’s when she noticed the hungry look in his eyes. It made laughter bubble inside and calmed her nerves.
 
   “I was in a relationship. We were invited to a fetish party. We only went because we thought it would be interesting. It blew our minds. The next day, he brought a flogger home, and it just grew from there.”
 
   She left off the part where she and Scott had been so turned on by the demonstrations that he had pushed her against the car and fucked her in the parking lot. Then he had played with her pussy for most of the drive home, keeping her on the edge of orgasm for nearly thirty minutes.
 
   Once they got there, he had pounded into her and slapped her ass until she couldn’t stop the onslaught of orgasms. They had fucked until they both passed out. She tried to banish the picture of Scott trailing the long falls of the flogger over her quivering flesh the next day, that cocky grin quirking his lips. Her pussy had grown moist, and then he had pulled out a blindfold. That was the first time he had asked her to kneel at his feet, a place where she’d discovered a profound inner peace he encouraged her to embrace.
 
   She became aware that Theo watched her closely, and she squirmed in her seat at the idea he might guess her thoughts.
 
   “What was his name?” The softness of Theo’s tone shocked her into the moment.
 
   “Scott.”
 
   “What happened to your relationship?”
 
   Darcy studied the way his hands held hers. Though the topic couldn’t be remotely comfortable for him, given that he had declared his interest in her, the way he touched her hadn’t changed. He handled her gently, and his thumbs never stopped their barely there massage of her palms.
 
   She withdrew her hands and crossed her arms over her chest. “He died eight months ago. I don’t really want to talk about it.” She most definitely didn’t want to talk about the hours of interrogation she had endured and the vicious rumors that circulated about how Scott mistreated her. The experience had nearly broken her. Only the certainty that Scott would want her to rise above it all had kept her going.
 
   The waitress returned. She threw down two square napkins and set their glasses of wine on top. “Are you going to order food?”
 
   Theo raised a brow at Darcy. She shook her head. He lifted his eyes to the waitress and bestowed an easy smile. “No thanks. That’s all for now.”
 
   She disappeared, and Theo sipped his wine. Darcy felt like an ass for ruining the light tone of their evening, but that knot of peace remained intact.
 
   Theo leaned closer. “Is this your first time with someone else?”
 
   The verbal answer she attempted didn’t make it out of her mouth. She nodded instead.
 
   He twirled the stem of his wineglass with one hand, caressing the smooth glass the same way he had caressed her palm. His warm brown eyes never left her face. The shades of understanding and the depth of his patience floored her. He reached for her hand, and she gave it to him.
 
   “It’s just a drink. Nothing will happen between us that you don’t want to happen. Ever. If I kiss you tonight, it’s because you want me to. I respect your boundaries and any refusal that should cross your lips. It’s always your choice. Remember that.”
 
   He played his thumb across the back of her hand, and then he released her completely. Wanting something to do with her hands and mouth, she sipped her wine. It tasted horrible. She made a face and set it back down.
 
   “Oh good,” he said. “I was seriously hoping you had better taste than this.”
 
   The tension broke, and she laughed. “Perhaps I should have ordered what was on tap.”
 
   His smile returned, and the somber Dom vanished for a moment. “I like that you’re not afraid to take chances.”
 
   She wondered whether she was up for a chance like the one she was taking with Theo. Heat crept up her neck as she let her mind consider the other kinds of chances she’d like to take with him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   Malcolm twined his hand with hers in the elevator. For all intents and purposes, he had satisfied one aspect of his mission. There was no way in hell Darcy had done anything to Scott Yataines. The raw hurt in her eyes had made something in his chest clench painfully. That kind of grief couldn’t be faked.
 
   He would have ended the charade right then, but he needed Darcy for the rest of his mission. He already had four months invested in building his cover persona, and she could provide entrée into Snyder’s life at a level he couldn’t achieve as a mere employee.
 
   The cover persona chosen by his handler, Keith Rossetti, hadn’t been a Dom, but that role would get him close to Darcy and keep him there. She desperately needed someone to talk to who understood the relationship she had enjoyed with Yataines. From the transcripts, he deduced that nobody in her life accepted that part of either of them. Her family maintained that he abused her. His family hung their heads in shame and tried to point out how happy they seemed together. His sister had broken down and confessed she’d told Darcy to leave him.
 
   A low ding announced their floor—Keith had arranged for Malcolm to stay close to Darcy. He exited with her, determined to see her safely inside her room. He needed to find out the identity of the asshole who had accosted her at the convention. Perhaps the callous statement had been only that. Perhaps the man had been making a veiled threat against Malcolm. Either way it was worth investigating.
 
   She paused at a door three-quarters of the way down the hall. Her gaze fell to the floor. After the awkwardness had passed, the rest of the night had gone well. He had kept the conversation on innocuous topics and had learned a lot about her relationship with Victor Snyder. The prick had her thoroughly and completely snowed. She considered him a friend and a benefactor.
 
   He hooked his finger under her chin and encouraged her to meet his gaze. When she complied, he rewarded her with a smile. Without a doubt, she was one responsive submissive. Yataines had trained her well.
 
   He cupped the side of her face and traced his thumb over her eyebrow. Adjusting the position of his hand, he repeated the caress along her lower lip. She trembled a bit, but she clearly awaited his command. His earlier intention had been an impulsive act of affection. It had taken all his willpower to keep his cock from saluting her submissiveness.
 
   “I had a nice time tonight, Darcy. Thank you for making this trip worthwhile.”
 
   Her eyes widened a bit, and he knew she wanted to ask if he’d decided against seeing her again now that he’d found out about some of her baggage.
 
   He replayed his caress of her lip. Suddenly he needed to taste her lips more than anything in the world. “Can I kiss you?”
 
   She began to nod, but she caught herself in time. She swallowed and licked her lips. “Yes, I’d like that.”
 
   Malcolm had never once taken the trust of a submissive lightly. Part of him wanted to play the gentleman and leave her alone. A larger part of him needed to know the flavor and texture of her kiss. He recognized the blurring of the line between his cover identity and his real self, and he couldn’t keep from crossing it.
 
   He feathered his lips over hers, a reverent caress that teased a small sigh from her. That tiny sound proved to be his undoing. He traced the seam of her lips with his tongue, and she opened for him. He cradled her head with one hand to hold her close, and he snaked the other around her waist to press her body closer.
 
   She moaned and leaned into him as he directed with the pressure of his hand on her back. He tasted her lips and teeth. He sampled the roof of her mouth and tangled his tongue with hers. A piece of his heart he’d never before used came to life. It beat a furious staccato rhythm he felt echoed in her chest. Blood rushed to his cock. He thrust a knee between her legs and ground against her.
 
   She mewled, and her fingers dug into his shoulders. Inflamed with her flavor, he moved his lips to sample her neck. She moaned and threw her head back.
 
   The sharp crack of it hitting the door brought Malcolm back to his senses. He had shoved her against the door, and he had ravaged her with everything in his arsenal. He released her abruptly, keeping one hand close in case she needed more than the door to hold her up.
 
   She gazed up at him, her eyes heavy-lidded with desire and blurred by shock. She took a deep, ragged breath and pushed away from the door.
 
   Malcolm ran a shaky hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. You consented to a kiss, not a public mauling.”
 
   A little laugh escaped before she could bite her lip to keep it inside. “Now I’m wondering what will happen if I consent to a public mauling.”
 
   The visions she evoked meant he would need an icy shower before going to sleep. Wisely he changed the topic. “I’d like to see you again. Can we have breakfast together? I could swing by around eight, and we could walk down together.”
 
   Malcolm didn’t know whether he asked her for the mission or because the pounding heart in his chest wanted to shrivel up and die at the thought of not seeing her.
 
   She nodded. “I’d like that.”
 
   He motioned to her door. “I’ll see you safely inside before I head down to my room. I’m in 1072, just down at the end of the hall.”
 
   __________
 
   Darcy melted against the closed door. Theo’s kiss had left her knees weak. Need pounded between her legs, something that hadn’t happened since Scott disappeared. Surprisingly she didn’t feel nearly as guilty as she thought she would. Theo possessed so many of the same qualities that she loved about Scott. He hadn’t known her when he stepped in to assert his dominance. He had reaped no reward for his generous act. Scott had also possessed a generous soul. He had been a Dom who gave as much as he demanded. Darcy had blossomed as they’d learned the ropes of BDSM together.
 
   Theo looked at her when he talked to her. He listened when she spoke. Some Doms, especially one who had rendered such a necessary service, would have expected her submission the entire night. They might have expected payment for services rendered, a bit of give-and-take. Theo’s signals had been clear to her when he expected submission. He also hadn’t expected anything sexually. He’d even asked her permission before kissing her.
 
   Theo exuded confidence, and so he didn’t need to subvert her individuality in order to feel in control of the situation. He openly respected her as a person, which wasn’t always the case in a relationship. Darcy had toyed with the idea of finding a Dom like that, one who wanted her body and her submission but who didn’t really care if her cat needed a trip to the vet or she had a bad day at work.
 
   Perhaps she could have lost herself in subspace, hoarding those precious moments when she didn’t have to think about the magnitude of what she’d lost.
 
   Darcy had honestly thought she could never find someone who touched that part of her soul again. She didn’t harbor the delusion that fate had sent Theo to her, but for the first time in far too long, she felt something other than the profound grief that haunted her nights or the nothingness that marked the minutes of daily life.
 
   “Scott, if you’re watching over me, please give me a sign. It’s only a weekend, and I’ve been so incredibly lonely.” She dropped her whispered prayer into the darkness, letting it settle before she flicked on the lights in the room and prepared for bed.
 
   __________
 
   The knock on the door came as she was finishing a phone conversation with her parents.
 
   She opened the door with an apologetic smile on her face and motioned for Theo to come inside. He wore tan chinos and a white button-down shirt, just as he had the night before, and he looked every bit as handsome. He sat on the queen-size bed closest to the door. The room boasted two beds but no chairs. Given the tight space, she didn’t see how a chair could fit. She mouthed sorry in his direction. He smiled and waved her apology away.
 
   Darcy wrapped it up as quickly as possible and set her phone next to the television. “Sorry about that. My cat needs antibiotics, and my parents aren’t confident about getting her to swallow the pills.”
 
   The smile playing around his lips matched the gleam in his eyes. It made Darcy wonder what kinds of salacious thoughts might be rattling around in his head. That led to images of what it might be like if he acted on those thoughts.
 
   “Does she have a cold?”
 
   She drew her brows together. “Who?”
 
   “Your cat.” That smile grew a bit, and more than a few pussy-themed double entendres floated through her mind.
 
   “Oh, no. No cold. I forgot to keep up with clipping her nails, and she got an infection. It gives me the willies to do it. The vet gave me the name of some groomers who’ll do it for me.” She held her hand out to him. “But you didn’t come here to talk about my cat. Hungry?”
 
   He took her hand and stood up, but he didn’t use his hold on her for leverage. Slowly he brushed his thumb over the backs of her knuckles. Her breath caught, and he held her in place with the look in his eyes. She didn’t get the sense he wanted her submission, but the temperature in the room rose by more than a few degrees.
 
   “I’m always interested in anything you want to tell me about your…cat.”
 
   When he drew out the pause, the spell he cast broke as she realized he meant to go for the obvious joke. She took her hand from his hold and smacked him lightly on the chest. “You’re a dork, you know that?”
 
   “Geek,” he corrected. “It’s important you know about my geeky sense of humor from the start. I’ve carried on a love affair with obvious jokes and blatant puns since I was old enough to understand them.”
 
   Before she could think to formulate a response, his lips brushed against hers. Small, pleasant sparks raced down her spine to tingle in her toes. She swayed, and his body drew her like a magnet. He massaged her mouth with his until she opened to him, and then he let loose his tongue. She wanted to grab him and hold him close, but he kept his arms by his side and she followed his lead.
 
   When he released her, she realized what he had done. The night before, he had taken more than he asked for, and this demonstration was meant to prove he could exercise self-control. In the D/s classes she and Scott had taken, the importance of self-control had been drilled into both their heads as a responsibility lying in the Dom’s department.
 
   She met his questioning gaze. “Thank you.”
 
   He nodded briefly. “Darcy, you hit me. I know you meant it playfully, so I’m going to warn you this once. That kind of behavior will earn you a punishment. You can roll your eyes at my jokes or push me away, but I can’t compromise on that kind of insubordination. Each Dom is different, and that’s one of my rules.”
 
   The image of her naked bottom on the receiving end of his hard palm caused moisture to rush to her pussy, and a shudder rocked through her body. It had been so long since she’d had the pleasure of a punishment. Theo might be in for a rude shock if he tried to discipline her that way. She was more likely to orgasm than to learn the lesson he sought to teach.
 
   He blinked at her and took a step back. “Did you just climax?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   The critical squint to one of his eyes and the way his head tilted meant he didn’t quite believe her. “You’re a masochist?”
 
   That question required a respectful response. She dropped her gaze accordingly. “Yes.”
 
   “You do realize a punishment doesn’t include completion, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.” She raised her eyes and boldly challenged him. “You do realize you aren’t my Master, don’t you?”
 
   He thought about that for a moment, but the edge of anger she thought he might display from being put in his place never came. He offered his arm to her. “Ready for breakfast?”
 
   She reached for his arm, but she stalled halfway there. “You aren’t mad I said that?”
 
   “No.” He captured her hand and lifted it to his lips before he placed it on his arm. “I’ll never get mad at you for telling the truth, and I would never punish a submissive without her permission.”
 
    
 
   Malcolm breathed a silent sigh of relief as she curled her hand around his bicep and followed him from the room. Her trust floored him, but it also set off warning bells. She barely knew him, and yet she had already submitted to him in small ways. He could argue that her statement challenging his authority had been a test. Fortunately, he had passed. Only she could grant him that authority.
 
   She roused his protective instincts like no woman ever had. Once this case ended, he knew he would be on her doorstep, begging her to understand the nature of his work.
 
   “You got your key?”
 
   “In my pocket.”
 
   The longing he had glimpsed in those baby blues when he threatened to punish her called to him on a primal level. She didn’t say anything as they walked down the hall. She maintained silence as the elevator made its way down ten floors to the main level. He glanced at her several times. By the time they entered the room where breakfast was offered, the contented expression she had sported shifted. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth.
 
   “Darcy?”
 
   Her head jerked up, and her attention focused back on him.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She released her tortured lip. “Fine.”
 
   He watched her as she loaded a quarter of a waffle, fruit, and an English muffin onto her plate. That lip spent more time being abused.
 
   She looked to him for his opinion on table choice, an affectation he took as politeness and not submission. He led her to the nearest empty table and pulled out a chair. She favored him with a soft smile, and he melted under the power of her flirtation.
 
   “Tell me about you, Theo,” she said as he took his seat. “You kept the conversation about me last night. I want to know about you.”
 
   He stirred his coffee and shrugged. This part of the process usually didn’t bother him, but he desperately didn’t want to lie to Darcy. That was why he had steered the conversation to safe topics the night before. “What do you want to know?”
 
   She laughed. “I don’t know what to ask. Tell me about your family or your work or how you figured out you wanted to be a Dom.”
 
   The safest topic also happened to be the thing they had in common. However that wasn’t the first thing that came to mind. He cut a pineapple wedge into manageable pieces. “I first knew I was destined to be a computer geek when, in high school, the teachers started calling me out of my other classes to fix their computer problems.”
 
   “Oh.” Her eyes softened with sympathy. “Did that lead to social problems?”
 
   He laughed. “No, but I think I got better grades than I deserved, especially from my biology teacher. The man knew every piece of meat in a fetal pig, but he couldn’t figure out how to make a group on his e-mail.”
 
   Darcy shivered. “I hated dissection, and I can honestly say I have no need of those skills to this day.”
 
   A working knowledge of human anatomy had come in handy in the field more than once, but he couldn’t tell her that. “I imagine you batted those long eyelashes and turned those blue eyes to full power, and your lab partner did all the work.”
 
   “I wish.” She shook her head. “If I had it all to do over again, I still think it wouldn’t have been effective. My lab partner was prissier than me. He squirmed in his seat the whole time and went home sick for two of the three days we dissected. I ended up working alone.”
 
   He made a sympathetic sound to encourage her to speak. Just like the previous night, he turned the conversation around.
 
   She batted those blue eyes at Malcolm, and his pants grew a little tight. “If you were my lab partner, maybe things would have worked in my favor.”
 
   “If I had been your partner, I would have shown you a Web site with a virtual dissection and you would have seen all the same things.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose and stabbed at her cantaloupe. “Let’s not talk about this while we’re eating.”
 
   The topic hung in the air like stale cigarette smoke. Malcolm barely suppressed the urge to wave it away. It hadn’t bothered him, but he didn’t like the slight expression of distaste lingering around her mouth.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me how you got to be a Dom?” She took a bite of her English muffin and dabbed at the corners of her mouth.
 
   A safe topic. He buttered a slice of toast, scraping the plastic knife across it in a smooth rhythm. “I met a girl. You know how the story goes. She was hot and she wanted to tie me up, so I let her.”
 
   Darcy’s jaw dropped. This particular peach wasn’t something he’d shared with many people over the years. Why he had revealed it to Darcy now, he didn’t know. Perhaps he wanted to make up for lying about his reason for being there, his name, and his profession? “You started out as a sub?”
 
   “Don’t be so shocked. Most Doms do. Even if they don’t, any decent Dom is going to spend some time under the lash or in the stocks if only so we know what the sub is experiencing.”
 
   Her eyes took on a faraway look, and she nodded absently. After only a few seconds, she returned to the moment. “But you said your girlfriend dominated you. That’s different than spending fifteen minutes bound and gagged when you know you haven’t really handed over power to anyone.”
 
   He shrugged. “The sex was intense. I liked that, so I let her do other things. Nothing I regret, and nothing I didn’t enjoy.”
 
   “So you switch?” She set her fork on her bare plate, not that it had ever contained much food.
 
   “Not in a long time. Do you switch?”
 
   She shook her head. “Never. I mean, I tried it a few times, but I think I was too jealous of Sco—of the sub to enjoy it much.”
 
   Malcolm closed his hand around the fist in her lap. She didn’t relax at all. “You can say his name, Darcy. I don’t expect you to forget him or to pretend like he meant nothing to you.”
 
   She relaxed a little, but she didn’t unfurl her fist. He moved his hand up her wrist. The blouse she wore had a gap just above the cuff. He stuck his finger in there, intending to stroke the sensitive flesh in an attempt to put her at ease. She stiffened and pulled her arm away, but not before he felt the hot, raised skin hiding there. Scars? No, welts.
 
   “Darcy, what’s going on?”
 
   She looked at her plate. She shuffled her napkin around and fidgeted in her chair. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   It hadn’t felt like nothing. He schooled his features into a calm mask. “Really? Then show me.”
 
   Color drained from her face. She stood and grabbed her soiled paper goods. Malcolm gathered his own trash and followed her stiff back to the trash can. Once they had disposed of everything, she flashed a polite smile up at him.
 
   “Thanks for having breakfast with me. Now if you don’t mind, I need to go over some notes to prepare for my presentation this morning.”
 
   She jetted out of there, but he followed closely. The wall she’d thrown between them didn’t bother him for now. He’d caught a telling glimpse of what kind of submissive she must have been with Scott. Running hot and cold like this, she must have kept him on his toes. Malcolm gentled his expression, an attempt to put her at ease, but she didn’t look at him. “I’ll walk with you, since we’re going in the same direction and everything.”
 
   That polite smile found him again. He resisted the urge to wipe it from her face. A kiss might do the trick. She had responded very well to his kiss. Then again, perhaps she wouldn’t drop the facade until he had her tied up and on the edge of orgasm. The thought of stripping away her layers titillated him to no end.
 
   She said nothing in the tense silence of the elevator. At the door to her room, she turned to him with efficient movements. “Thanks for your company. I have to prepare for today.”
 
   She stuck the key card into the lock and opened the door, no doubt intending to flee to the safety of her sanctuary. Malcolm pushed them both inside and closed the door. The automatic lock engaged.
 
   She stared up at him through narrowed eyes. He checked for signs of fear, but he found nothing except irritation. She wasn’t even aroused or frustrated.
 
   “Theo—”
 
   With lightning reflexes, he snatched her wrist. She pulled hard. When that didn’t work, she braced her other hand against his chest and pushed while she tugged.
 
   “Let go of me. I did not ask you to come into my room.”
 
   Because she wouldn’t stay still, he wrestled her until he had her arm pinned to the wall with her body behind his and her wrist in front. He wrapped his arm around hers just above the elbow. This both prevented her from being hurt by the wall, and it immobilized her long enough for him to unbutton her cuff.
 
   “You invited me in this morning.”
 
   She tried jerking her arm away, but her strength was no match for his. “You aren’t a vampire. Just because I invited you in one time doesn’t mean you’re always welcome.”
 
   Finally he peeled back the arm of her shirt. A series of thin welts, each no more than a half inch long, dotted the tender flesh of her forearm. One showed a scab where the skin had been penetrated. It looked like she had dug her nails into her skin. “Jesus, Darcy. What happened?”
 
   When she tugged again, he released his hold. She held her wrist close to her body as she buttoned the cuff. Malcolm recognized the defensive gesture and the haunted look in her eyes.
 
   She managed an icy tone. “It’s really none of your business.”
 
   Not wanting to set her off, Malcolm backed away. He parked himself on the other side of the room. Two queen beds separated them. He hoped they represented enough obstacles to set her at ease. That ice was about to become fire.
 
   “You did this to yourself.” He presented the query as a statement, a fact she could acknowledge by not disagreeing. “Why?”
 
   She bristled, crossing both arms over her abdomen. “I did it yesterday. It helped take the edge off my anxiety.”
 
   Understanding flared, but years of self-control kept it from his face. She had done this before he stepped in to give her a pep talk. “Do you hurt yourself like this often?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve never done it before.”
 
   He leaned against the windowsill, palms down against the cool wood. Her admission that she didn’t make a habit out of self-torture helped release the tension in his body. “Did it help?”
 
   She chewed that lip again. The urge to take it between his lips and suck on it until she moaned almost had him pushing away from the window. “A little. Mostly you helped.”
 
   Backing her against a wall and speaking harshly to her hadn’t been overly taxing. “Darcy, I can do that again. Just ask.” She had been pushing and pulling at the boundaries between them on and off since the night before. He expected the new sub in his life to test his limits. Then he shook away the thought. She wasn’t his.
 
   Defeat dulled her eyes a bit, and she shook her head. “It only worked because you surprised the hell out of me. I mean, I was freaking out and all of a sudden there’s this handsome, sexy Dom caging me with his arms and commanding me to get it together.”
 
   She had called him sexy. He wanted to use her admission to flirt with her, but now wasn’t the time. “I can still do that.”
 
   Again she shook her head. Her shoulders slumped, and she sank down to sit on the edge of the bed. “It won’t work. That one-trick pony has left the stable.”
 
   “How did Scott handle this?” The more he learned about Yataines, the better he could understand what had happened to him. He and his superiors had their suspicions, and any information could be golden.
 
   “He would spank me or flog me. Not full-out. Just enough to get me calmed and centered.” She licked her lips this time, a caress instead of violence. Invoking the memory seemed to calm her a bit.
 
   “Is this how you’ve managed since he’s been gone?”
 
   Her eyes squeezed tight, and she swiped at one of them. Malcolm couldn’t see, but he guessed it had been a tear. He crossed the room, careful to keep his progress loud enough for her to hear and slow enough to keep her from being startled. He knelt in front of her and took her hands in his. She allowed him this gesture, but she didn’t look at him.
 
   “This is the first time I’ve spoken in public since he’s been gone.”
 
   He remembered the news footage. Unsteady shots of her pale and drawn face, shouted demands from reporters to which she didn’t reply. Close-ups of her face with her eyes wide. In most of the photos and news footage, she had shielded her face or refused to look at the cameras. At the time, many had assumed guilt on her part. Malcolm realized it had been grief and abject fear of public speaking.
 
   “Why did you agree to come here?” He knew enough about her business to understand the networking and visibility this conference represented for her, but he also knew she wasn’t hurting for money.
 
   She shook her head and shifted to move away. Malcolm lifted his hand and rested it on the side of her head. Though he didn’t touch her brow or her lip, she stilled. Her breath caught as she waited for him to assert his dominance. He hadn’t planned to do that, but the way her shoulders shook told him she needed that from him.
 
   He ran his thumb along the curve of her brow, and then he dropped his hand down to do the same thing to her bottom lip. Immediately her trembling ceased. “Look at me.”
 
   She lifted her gaze, revealing tear-bright eyes.
 
   “If public speaking terrifies you like this, then why did you agree to come here?”
 
   She bit her lip, hesitating. He couldn’t let her do that. He ran his thumb over her bottom lip again, and she released it.
 
   “Answer me, Darcy.”
 
   “It’s complicated.” She dropped her gaze.
 
   He recognized her shame, but he wanted to know the cause before he issued assurances that she shouldn’t feel ashamed. He repeated his caress. Brow, lip. “That’s not an answer.”
 
   “I wanted…” She squeezed her eyes shut, but she remembered her position quickly and opened them again. Malcolm didn’t make the mistake of thinking she would react this way with any Dom. She felt a connection to him. He felt the same thing.
 
   “You wanted.”
 
   She sighed. “I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it. Scott always said I had more strength and courage than anyone he knew. He believed in me when everyone else said my idea to start my consulting service was stupid. I wanted to be the woman he thought I was. I wanted to honor his memory, and I’ve failed miserably.”
 
   Two tears trailed down her cheek, and she swiped them away, anger and frustration apparent in her stiff movements. More tears wet the palm he rested on her other cheek, but she didn’t attempt to remove his touch. He abandoned his kneeling position on the floor and sat next to her at the foot of the bed. She rested her head on his shoulder and snuggled into his embrace. He breathed in the fresh, coconut scent of her shampoo.
 
   “I’m sorry to dump this on you, Theo. I didn’t intend this when I said I’d have breakfast with you.” A pathetic laugh fell from her lips. “Do you have any heavy bags you’d like to unload?”
 
   No agent made it to thirty without some baggage, but he couldn’t share those stories with her yet. “Darcy, never apologize for answering my questions truthfully. For the record, I fully disagree with you.”
 
   She didn’t say anything, but he could tell by the way she chewed her poor lip that weighty thoughts occupied her mind.
 
   He answered the question she hadn’t asked. “Just by being here, you’re honoring his memory. You gave that incredible speech last night. You’re going to teach two sessions today, and you’re going to take part in the panel tomorrow. You are every bit as strong and courageous as Scott thought.”
 
   At last she snorted and pushed away. She sat upright and straightened her shirt. “Any strength or courage I had last night came from you, and I’m seriously considering packing my bags and leaving right now.”
 
   He pressed his lips together. Intelligent and stubborn as hell, the exact kind of woman who made him weak in the knees. “Darcy, I’m not the one who got up on that dais and had three hundred people eating out of my hand last night. I sat in the crowd and watched you work your magic. Maybe I helped you access your reserves, but you were the one who gave the speech.”
 
   She sniffed and looked at the ceiling. She drew a ragged breath and dropped her gaze to the wall. “Maybe I used it all up. I can’t seem to find it right now. For God’s sake, Theo. I’m shaking, and I can’t seem to focus on anything.”
 
   He leaned back on his hands, careful to not touch her at all. “If you want my help, all you have to do is ask.”
 
   She turned, swiveling her whole body to face him. Her knee came up on the bed and pressed into his thigh. Warmth raced through him, just from that little bit of contact. “You would really flog me if I asked?”
 
   “I didn’t bring a flogger with me. It didn’t seem like that kind of convention.”
 
   She laughed at his stupid joke, and some of the tension left her shoulders. The gesture she made toward his midsection displayed the confidence she had possessed the night before. “You’re wearing a belt.”
 
   He looked down and fingered the hard leather. The new belt hadn’t yet broken to fit his body. It wouldn’t yield much against her tender flesh. “How much of a Painslut are you?”
 
   A blush crept up her neck and stained her cheeks. “I can come just from being flogged. But I’m not asking for that. I just need enough to calm my nerves.”
 
   “How much is enough?”
 
   She looked from his hand to his belt. When she worried her lip this time, she tortured the top one. “You don’t have a spanking glove. I don’t think your bare hand can quite give what I need.”
 
   He made a mental note to get a leather spanking glove. She didn’t know it and he couldn’t say anything, but he would see her again after this weekend.
 
   Malcolm stood. Blood rushed to his cock, and he struggled to stay soft. She looked up at him, shades of uncertainty darkening her eyes. “Stand in front of me.”
 
   She rose, and he noted her unsteadiness.
 
   He cupped the side of her head and caressed her brow and lip. Her gaze dropped, but she seemed to grow stronger before his eyes. “Safe words, Darcy. Red to stop, yellow to pause, green to continue.” He hadn’t used them before because they hadn’t done more than talk. Still he should have made them available to her from the moment she responded to him as a Dom. “Repeat them.”
 
   “Red to stop, yellow to pause, green to continue.” From the ready way she repeated them, he knew they were familiar words..
 
   “Well done. Kneel. Rest your ass on your heels, but keep your spine straight.”
 
   She complied immediately, automatically dropping her gaze. Malcolm grinned. While he didn’t mind beginners, he definitely preferred experienced submissives.
 
   “Ask your favor.”
 
   She froze, and he let her have a moment to process. This scene would happen completely on her terms. He wouldn’t embellish it one bit.
 
   “Sir, I would like you to flog me with your belt.”
 
   No tremors shook her voice, and no uncertainty made her hesitate. This was the vast pool of strength she needed help accessing. Malcolm schooled his features so they did not betray how impressed he was with her. “Remove my belt.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” She undid the clasp and slid it from the loops.
 
   Now that it rested in her hands, he wanted her to test the damn thing. “Fold it in half and hit your thigh with it one time.”
 
   A sharp crack filled the air. He looked down to see what kind of mark it left, then rolled his eyes. He hadn’t undressed her yet. She had hit her thigh through the fabric of her skirt. Her lips pressed together in frustration.
 
   “Pull your skirt out of the way and do it again.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” She didn’t hide the relief in her voice. A second crack resonated through the room. A tiny smile lifted the corners of her mouth, and an angry red stripe crossed her thigh. “This will do nicely.”
 
   Malcolm had never experienced a problem delivering punishment. He used a light hand with those who preferred a teasing or massaging stroke. Darcy, his little darling, wanted pain, and he would make sure she got enough to carry her through the day.
 
   “How many would you like, Darcy?”
 
   Her mouth opened and closed. “However many you prefer to give, Sir.”
 
   He preferred to head to the store and purchase something with less bite. He preferred to take her to his apartment to use his own equipment. “Not this time. Tell me how many you need.”
 
   That lip disappeared again. “Sir, can you do five and then see if I want five more?”
 
   “I can do that. Put the belt on the bed, and remove your shirt.” Another time and place and he would have undressed her slowly, drawing out this first glimpse of her luscious body.
 
   She complied quickly. He liked that she understood the erotic element wasn’t present. It meant she trusted him enough to not worry that he’d take advantage of her. Of course that didn’t erase the eroticism he derived from her submission or from the sight of her breasts encased in a lacy white bra.
 
   He moved to stand behind her. He didn’t want to tempt himself too much. “Take off your bra.”
 
   After she did, he moved her hair out of the way, draping it over one shoulder. He picked up the belt from where she had placed it on the bed, well aware she could see that movement. “”“”
 
   He looked from her smooth, unmarked back to the belt in his hand.
 
   “I don’t need to warm up for this little bit.”
 
   Her declaration took him by surprise. She had behaved so well up until now. He cleared his throat.
 
   “Sorry, Sir. You seem nervous. I know it’s our first time together, but I trust you.”
 
   Malcolm closed his eyes as a wave of guilt rolled through him. She trusted him, and she had no idea she trusted a cover identity. He played these parts so well. For the first time, he had mixed emotions about what he was about to do. “Darcy, I won’t punish you more for insubordination under these circumstances, but don’t make the mistake of thinking I won’t punish you at all. Punishments for Painsluts rarely involve pain.”
 
   She shivered, the kind of reaction indicating anticipation. He closed his eyes. Fire and ice, this one. Hot and cold. God, he wanted a day with her at his mercy.
 
   He slapped the belt against his pants. The dull sting bled through. He did this a few more times, testing the belt’s flexibility and give. Gooseflesh dotted her arms and shoulders. It traveled down her back, and she made a small sound of frustration. Ignoring her, he rolled up his sleeve and tested the belt against his forearm until he was comfortable with the amount of pressure and force he needed to use.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Her voice quivered with eagerness.
 
   He laid five stripes over her upper back, three under her left shoulder and two under the right. “What color, Darcy?”
 
   “Green, Sir.”
 
   Her answer had come too quickly. She seemed completely unaffected by that first round. “Five more?”
 
   “Yes, if it pleases you, Sir.”
 
   This wasn’t about pleasing him. He delivered five more, evening out the pink stripes on her back. He hadn’t yet hit her as hard as she had hit herself. “Darcy?”
 
   “Green, Sir.”
 
   “Five more?”
 
   “Yes, if it pleases you, Sir.”
 
   He picked up on the frustration in her answer. Since this was, as she pointed out, their first time doing this together, he had no idea what she could handle. That kind of intimate knowledge developed over time. Still, he had warmed up her back, even though she’d told him it wasn’t necessary. Safety measures like that weren’t her call. “Harder, softer, or the same?”
 
   “Harder, please, Sir.”
 
   The next one issued the same cracking thunder as her test hits had. She drew in a quiet gasp. “What color, Darcy?”
 
   “Green. For the love of God, green. Please don’t stop, Sir. Oh please don’t stop.”
 
   Urgency and a bit of passion replaced the frustration. He delivered four more using the same force. She made no louder noise than the quiet gasp she had issued after the first one, and she didn’t flinch once. Malcolm wondered if she truly loved the pain or if she felt she deserved punishment. His heart seized at the second thought.
 
   He drew the curve of the belt along one of the welts. A low moan filled the silence. Damn, but she did like it hard. “What color, Darcy?”
 
   “Gr—” She choked a bit. “I’m sorry, Sir. I’m overstepping the terms of my request. I feel peaceful and focused now.”
 
   “You want me to stop now?” He had to make sure. Her voice came out clear, but it trembled a lot. Generally he sent subs into a place where their voices came out a little slurred. Whether or not a safe word had been given, he always stopped if the sub sounded tenuous. He preferred to err on the side of caution. Pain for the sake of pain didn’t arouse him, and Darcy’s request certainly seemed to fall into that category.
 
   She scrunched the fabric of her skirt, and a small, self-deprecating laugh reached his ears. “No, but this is all I asked for.”
 
   “Then I release you. Can I tend to your back?” Malcolm loved the intimacy of aftercare. Every time he cared for a submissive after a scene, he fell a little in love. Except for the five angry, red stripes, he hadn’t done more than pink her skin. Rubbing in lotion wasn’t necessary, but he wanted to do it anyway.
 
   For the longest time, she didn’t move. Though he had moved behind her in an attempt to preserve her modesty, her lack of response worried him. She knelt with her bottom on her heels and her head slumped forward, just as she had during her flogging. Malcolm squatted in front of her and made a concerted effort to not ogle her breasts.
 
   “Darcy? Look at me.” Though he had released her, he used his Dom voice anyway. She lifted her head and blinked at him uncomprehendingly. He wasn’t sure what had happened between his releasing her and now, but she had mentally checked out.
 
   He tore the cover from the bed to access the softer blanket below. Housekeeping hadn’t been around to make the bed, so that blanket was easy to snatch away. He draped it around her shoulders, lifted her from the floor, and set her on the bed. He followed her down and enfolded her in his arms.
 
   The front of the blanket was a bit loose, and the feel of her soft breasts against the thin material of his shirt made him shift to avoid pressing his erection into her hip. He stroked her hair and lower back, and he murmured praise and encouragement. Before too long, she sighed and snuggled into him.
 
   __________
 
   Darcy floated in a vast sea of peace. The unfamiliar scents and feelings conspired to keep her there. Like a lucid dream, she knew she wasn’t coherent, but the tranquility proved to be more than she could resist. Little by little, pieces of reality crept in to banish her from this place.
 
   The solidity of a strong body engulfing hers, the intoxicating fragrance of clean male, and the low rumble of whispered assurances grew in her consciousness. Eventually she realized what had happened.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she murmured. The side of her face lay against his chest, and she made no move to break contact. “This hasn’t happened to me in years.”
 
   The arm underneath her body wrapped around her shoulders. He held her gently and avoided touching the area where her skin was tender. His other arm draped over her waist and smoothed circles across her lower back. He didn’t alter his position, but he did kiss the top of her head.
 
   “Subspace?”
 
   “Delayed subspace. When I first began doing this, I discovered that sometimes certain positions and sensations could send me there unexpectedly. It freaked Scott out, and I learned to control it. It’s been so long. I didn’t even think this could happen to me anymore.”
 
   She felt the tension drain from Theo. Well, almost all the tension. A glance down revealed an erection straining against the cotton of his pants. That explained why he didn’t press the length of his body against hers. He lay on his back with her firmly held to his side.
 
   Slowly she slid until she lay on top of him. Lifting her head, she tried to read the emotion in his brown eyes. It proved impossible, but he had gone still, so she decided he must be nervous.
 
   She braced her hands on the pillow beneath his head and brushed her lips over his. While she meant to thank him for helping her achieve such an important goal, she also felt a profound need to taste him. His mouth opened, inviting her deeper. She licked just inside his lower lip, and his breath caught. When she tangled her tongue with his, though, she harbored no illusions about who was in control.
 
   Theo’s hands slipped under the now sagging blanket draped over her back. He gripped her around the waist, holding her still when she canted her hips to press against his hard cock. Immediately she relaxed and gave herself over to the heady pleasure of his kiss.
 
   He trailed his fingertips upward, stroking the smooth skin of her lower back. Gooseflesh raised a protest as his caress moved higher. She moaned when his light touch made it to the upper part of her back, and wetness flooded between her legs.
 
   But he didn’t linger there, where the welts sensitized her skin. He gripped her head between his powerful hands and broke away.
 
   Her eyes had drifted closed during the kiss, and now she forced them open. She wanted to know the extent of the effect she had on him.
 
   Color ruddied his olive cheeks, and desire blazed through eyes half obscured by heavy lids. This evidence intensified her desire for him. She might be a submissive, but she was a woman first and she loved the heady rush of power that came from knowing a sexy man desired her.
 
   “Lie facedown on the bed so I can tend to your back.”
 
   She wanted to tell him it wasn’t necessary. It barely stung, and she loved the tingles that shot across her back every time she moved. But she knew better than to argue. Wordlessly she did as he commanded.
 
   Cool air touched her back when he lifted the blanket, baring her to the waist. He left her bottom half covered, which seemed redundant to her since she still wore her skirt and stockings. He checked out her back visually. She turned her head to watch his face. Any indication of his earlier desire had vanished. His clinical gaze lacked emotion.
 
   “Is your lotion in the bathroom?”
 
   “Yes.” She used the same kind as always—vitamin E and aloe, unscented. Perfumes and dyes often stung. While she wouldn’t have minded the additional pain, it wasn’t the kind that led to relaxation.
 
   Weight shifted on the bed as he left it and returned. He administered aftercare with a tenderness that belied the clinical way he had regarded her moments ago. Darcy wondered how one man could be so blasted difficult to read.
 
   He pressed a kiss to the base of her neck. “I’ll leave you to dress, but I want to check up on you after your morning session. Meet me here at noon. And Darcy? No more hurting yourself.”
 
   As the door closed, she realized he had deliberately avoided seeing her naked breasts. She didn’t know how to feel about that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Theo had her turn away from him when he checked her back before lunch, and again later that evening when he checked her after dinner. Darcy thought about disobeying that authoritative tone he used when he ordered her to turn around before she shrugged out of her blouse. The idea traveled no further, though. His respectful treatment made her feel good. For the first time in far too long, she found herself smiling just because she was happy.
 
   That evening he took her away from the hotel to eat. Though the hotel and convention center were essentially located in the middle of nowhere, they were close to Battle Creek.
 
   On I-94, they passed billboards and hand-lettered signs touting local wineries and an outlet mall, but sun-washed brown fields of soy skeletons marked most of the miles. The signs changed over to flashy bits offering hotel rooms and tours of breakfast cereal museums the closer they came to their destination.
 
   Theo had told her the power suit she’d worn all day would fit in fine where he planned to take her to eat, but he’d said jeans would also be appropriate. Since they would be away from the convention center, she took a chance with the comfortable jeans she’d brought for the drive home. The stretchy material molded to her legs, and the low-riding waist managed to accent the right parts of her midsection while camouflaging the parts she wanted obscured. When she’d stumbled upon these perfect jeans several years ago, she’d purchased four pairs.
 
   She paired the jeans with a short-sleeved silk shirt she had thrown in her bags in case she spilled something on herself. One huge pale pink rose made a pattern on the bold pink background. It lent a splash of color to her otherwise dull clothing. Scott had liked to see her wearing bright colors, but she hadn’t felt much like it in a long time.
 
   They didn’t have to wait once they arrived at the quiet, Italian-themed restaurant. Theo smiled at the hostess, who barely glanced up from her clipboard long enough to greet them. “Reservation for Stevenson.”
 
   She ran her finger down the names on her board. Turning abruptly, she grabbed two menus and handed them to a college-age man who made eye contact with each of them. “Right this way.”
 
   Theo guided her in front of him with his hand on the small of her back. A little thrill ran through Darcy, and she wondered if Theo had picked up on the fact that she really liked being touched this way. It might be illusory, but she felt cherished and protected. Her breasts lifted a bit, swelling under the impact of this small gesture.
 
   The host placed menus on a small table in the center of the restaurant. Theo pulled out a chair for Darcy, and then he seated himself across from her. They studied the menu and made small talk. She hadn’t really known what it would be like to go on a date with a Dom, but Theo behaved no differently than any other man on a date.
 
   Darcy easily accepted the vanilla tone. Scott hadn’t been one for public displays of submission or dominance, so she was used to this.
 
   She had nearly decided between two of her favorite dishes when cold gooseflesh prickled the back of her neck. Sitting up a little straighter, she scanned the restaurant for the source of the creepy feeling.
 
   “Darcy? Is something wrong?”
 
   Finding nothing, she shook her head. “It just felt like someone was watching me for a minute.”
 
   The waitress came and they ordered their entrees, but the feeling didn’t abate. As she listened to Theo relate an amusing story about tinkering with his mother’s computer as a teen, she rubbed the back of her neck in an attempt to placate the evidence of her agitation.
 
   “I set a rotating password, so every time she logged in, the number at the end would increase by a digit. Every time she tried to get on, she had to call me. I’d do it for her, all the while pretending she’d forgotten her password.” He laughed gently at the memory.
 
   Darcy shook her head. “Such cruel head games. What happened when she busted you?”
 
   “O ye of little faith. What makes you think she busted me?”
 
   She sipped a bit of water, studying him over the rim of the glass. “I think she had to keep a couple of steps ahead of you in order to earn your respect. From the sparkle in your eye, I can see the genuine affection and respect you have for her. Did she call you Theodore when she yelled?”
 
   He grimaced. The expression emphasized his sharp features. “She called me a lot worse than my full name, and then she made me clean out the garage.”
 
   She laughed. “You must have been quite a handful.”
 
   “You have no idea.” He shook his head.
 
   The more time she spent with him, the more she wanted to know what kinds of things he would do to keep her hands full. She leaned forward and rested her chin on her palm. “Tell me.”
 
   He looked at her, really looked at her. She liked how his gaze penetrated so deep. Something significant passed between them during their silent exchange.
 
   “What an unexpected pleasure.”
 
   The harsh, crisp tone jerked Darcy out of the spell Theo wove. She flinched as the rude man from the convention who had held onto her hand the evening before intruded on the moment.
 
   Theo’s gaze lifted first, cooling a thousand degrees by the time it reached the man’s face. Darcy watched as the authoritative mask dropped over his features. Under other circumstances, that expression would have juices flowing to her pussy. Just now, it made her feel safe and protected.
 
   “Have we met?” Theo seemed to grow larger though he hadn’t moved a muscle.
 
   The man, who Darcy definitely recognized despite his nondescript features, dismissed Theo. “Dear darling Darcy. If you wanted to leave the convention center, all you had to do was ask. Victor instructed me to be very nice to you.”
 
   Darcy couldn’t see that happening in a million years, mostly because she couldn’t see Victor associating with this man. Though he didn’t appear dangerous, something about him unsettled Darcy in an extremely unpleasant way.
 
   Now that her chin no longer rested on it, he grabbed her hand.
 
   She tugged on it, but he didn’t let go. When Theo had held onto her and wrestled her into a position that allowed him access to her wrist, she hadn’t felt alarm about anything. Shame had motivated her to keep him from seeing the marks she’d made on her wrist, but at no time had she felt threatened by Theo.
 
   “I didn’t catch your name,” she said. “I’d like to mention our meeting to Victor when I see him next week.”
 
   “Not to mention it means she can’t formally introduce you to her date.” Theo accompanied the warning with a tight smile and a pointed glare at her hand.
 
   The softness of his voice sent shivers of apprehension down her spine. It must have had a similar effect on the man. He released her hand, and she promptly folded her arms over her midsection, tucking her hands under her elbows.
 
   The man looked from Theo to Darcy. “Don’t do anything inadvisable, Ms. Markovich.” He winked at her and walked away.
 
   Theo’s dark brows drew together, and she knew he was debating whether or not to go after the man. It could serve no useful purpose. Finally he exhaled and regarded her thoughtfully. “What was that about?”
 
   She shook her head. “I have no idea, but that guy gives me the creeps.” Her hand felt like slime coated it where he’d touched her. She wanted to go to the restroom and wash it, but she didn’t want to leave the safety of Theo’s presence long enough to do it. She rubbed it against her jeans, but the feeling didn’t dissipate.
 
   “Who is Victor, exactly?”
 
   “He’s a friend of mine. He started out as a client. I’ve known him for about three years, and I can honestly say he’d be shocked by that man’s behavior. I can’t imagine Victor letting that creep within a mile of him. Earlier he said he was part of Vic’s security, but I don’t believe him.” The whole time she spoke, she wiped her hand against her jeans.
 
   Theo held out his hand. “Give it to me.”
 
   She stared at him, not sure what he asked.
 
   “Your hand, Darcy. I can see what you’re doing. Let me help.”
 
   Short of taking her to the restroom, she didn’t see how he could help. Still, she gave him her hand. Trusting him had worked well for her so far.
 
   He turned it palm up and threaded the fingers of both his hands through hers. The tendons and muscles stretched, and he massaged circles on her palm. “New sensations to replace those you don’t want to feel.”
 
   As he had done earlier, Theo chased away the unpleasantness. Darcy could easily become addicted to the kind of care he offered. What woman didn’t want a considerate, attentive, assertive man in her life?
 
   The waitress brought breadsticks and salad. Theo didn’t release her hand until the woman had completed her ritual and left.
 
   Darcy stabbed at some lettuce, the icky feeling on her skin completely banished. She smiled across the table, hoping her expression didn’t look too love struck. “Tell me more about you, Theo. I want to know everything.”
 
   They lingered over dinner. Conversation flowed. Darcy remembered the first time she’d felt so comfortable and connected with a date. She’d stayed with that man for six years. She decided Scott hadn’t just sent her a sign. He’d sent her someone special.
 
   And she didn’t feel pressured to take things faster than she wanted. He lived an hour away from her, which meant they could see one another, but not too frequently.
 
   On the sidewalk in front of the restaurant, Theo paused and turned to her. The bright lights from streetlamps, passing cars, and open businesses lit his face. He held her hands in his, and she very much liked the intimacy of their pose, even though they stood on a sidewalk on a busy downtown street and people had to walk around them.
 
   He leaned down and planted a kiss on her cheek. “I want to top you.”
 
   “T-top me?” She stuttered the question, though she knew exactly what he meant. Having a Dom ask, even in the form of a statement, threw her off, which he probably meant to do. Her abdomen clenched and released.
 
   The gentle pressure of his hand on the side of her head drew her back to the present and calmed any trepidation she felt. She lifted her gaze to meet his.
 
   “Top you. Don’t you agree that part of getting to know one another entails you discovering what kind of Dom I am and me discovering what kind of sub you are?”
 
   Putting a label on a Dom couldn’t match the experience of interaction. Besides, a huge part of her missed being topped. She nodded, but she knew better than to stop with a nonverbal response. “I’d like that.”
 
   He drew his thumb over her brow, smoothing her nerves with a calm gesture of affection. He repeated the caress along her lower lip, and shivers of expectancy traveled down her neck and arms.
 
   “I’m going to give you detailed instructions, Darcy. We’re practicing tonight, so I don’t anticipate having to discipline you. However, you should know that this afternoon, I bought a flogger. I plan to use it in the morning to help you face the panel discussion.”
 
   Her pulse quickened. Nowhere in her psyche did Darcy consider a flogger to be an instrument of discipline. That promise, delivered in a low, smooth tone, set small fires at each of her pulse points.
 
   He held her gaze and continued speaking. “Honest mistakes will be corrected. Misbehavior will earn a punishment. Tomorrow morning, after a brief warm-up, I plan to give you eight hard strokes. For each time you misbehave tonight, I will subtract one stroke. Do you understand tonight’s penalty system?”
 
   Darcy found his system fair. They would learn to read one another’s signals. She would get to know what he would and would not tolerate, and he would get to know what worked on her and what didn’t. While they could have had a frank discussion about expectations, preferences, and limits, Theo’s method kept the romance of dating and getting to discover one another alive.
 
   “Yes, Sir. I do have a question.”
 
   His expression didn’t alter in the least. “Ask.”
 
   “Can I earn rewards tonight, Sir?”
 
   Those lush lips stretched into a wide smile. Though he’d kissed her several times, he hadn’t begun to sate her need to feel the strength and possessiveness of his lips moving over hers. He shook his head, but she knew he didn’t mean it as a response to her question.
 
   “Yes, but not in the way you’re thinking.”
 
   The hope spiking through her chest deflated when she realized he wouldn’t deliver more than eight hard strokes with the flogger. She’d prefer fifty spread over her back, ass, thighs, and breasts. Remembered sensations had her pussy growing moist, and she fervently wished to be whipped there as well.
 
   He ran his thumb over her bottom lip again, smoothing away her disappointment. “Any rewards earned on this date will be delivered on our next date. Think of it as incentive to see me again.”
 
   “Theo, I would love to see you again, whether or not you’re giving out a reward.” She bit her lip as she realized her lapse. “Sir.”
 
   The gentle smile turned to a frown as he caressed her lower lip again. “Darcy, stop biting your lip. As sexy and alluring as it is, the torture of any and every part of your body is my job. I don’t take kindly to subs who inflict pain on themselves. No more digging your nails into your skin or pinching yourself, either. That stops now.”
 
   Shock had her drawing back. She took one unwitting step away from Theo. Before yesterday, she had never inflicted pain on herself. Pinching welts into her wrist had been a last-ditch effort to bolster her confidence, and she hadn’t even been aware of her actions until she’d already raised three welts. It hadn’t worked to help her, and it hadn’t inflicted the right kind of pain.
 
   He followed her, closing the distance. “Do you have a problem with the instruction? It’s not the only boundary I plan to push tonight.”
 
   Darcy stared into his deep brown eyes. She recognized sincerity, affection, and a firmness she craved. Silence stretched between them, and she knew he would wait an eternity for her answer. She realized he would never force her to hurry an important thought. The habit of biting her lips manifested when she was nervous or stressed, and it showed up quite brutally. She frequently ended up with bruised or bleeding lips. This habit didn’t bring lasting comfort, and she guessed he knew that.
 
   Finally, and without biting her lip, she nodded. “No, Sir. I’m not in the habit of pinching myself. Last night was the first and only time that will ever happen. And I will try to stop biting my lip.”
 
   From the stony expression hardening the planes of his face, she knew her answer didn’t quite satisfy him. “You’ll do more than try. Every time I catch you biting your lip, I will subtract one stroke from tomorrow’s flogging. I expect perfect behavior, Darcy.”
 
   Oh, but he was already proving to be an exacting Dom. Darcy wasn’t used to this kind of rigidity, but it found a response deep within her heart. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   His smile finally returned. Pivoting, he turned to stand next to her. He tucked her arm under his and pressed her palm against his bicep. “When we walk together, you will hold on to me like this. I prefer to have your body closer to mine, but I won’t force the issue tonight.”
 
   Her body had already drifted closer to his. She liked the feel of heat penetrating his shirt and pressing against her shoulder. Linked together like lovers, they strolled the length of two blocks. The pose elicited soft smiles from strangers, and Darcy relaxed into the romanticism of the position and Theo’s authority.
 
   No thumping or ambient noise announced the dance club, but the neon lights blazing from the outside of the brick building made it hard to miss. Theo paused and placed his hand over hers. “No speaking to anyone without my permission.”
 
   Though familiar with this common directive, she wasn’t used to having it imposed on her. She accepted it mostly because she hated speaking to strangers anyway. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He rewarded her with a chaste peck on the cheek and opened the door. She released his arm long enough to precede him into the building, and then she slipped her arm back through his. It all seemed natural and right.
 
   The strains of Latin music drifted into the lobby. She glanced up at Theo, who acknowledged her surprise with another quick kiss. He didn’t explain his choice of club, and she didn’t share with him that she had no idea how to dance to salsa rhythms. Up until now, she’d only shaken her ass to techno beats and participated in line dances at a country music joint Scott had liked.
 
   He paid their cover and led her inside. Immediately she felt overdressed. Though warm for April, the spring air still harbored a bite, and she had dressed accordingly. Most of the patrons in the club wore shorts or short skirts. Even the men sported long cargo shorts that left half their legs bare.
 
   Nobody looked at them as Theo led her to a small space on the dance floor. Rhythm was a cornerstone to both flogging and fucking. This would familiarize her with all his rhythms.
 
   As he turned to face her, she let her hand slide around his arm until it came to rest once again on his bicep. The satisfaction lighting his brown eyes conveyed his approval. He lifted her other hand and put it on his other bicep.
 
   “When you’re facing me like this, you’re to keep your hands on my arms at all times. You can slide them up to my shoulders, but you may not rest them on top of my shoulders.”
 
   Darcy tested this weird boundary. Her natural inclination urged her to round the curve of his shoulder to rest her hands on the horizontal part, but she fought it.
 
   “You are allowed to slide your hands all the way down to the crook of my arms, but no further.”
 
   She explored this limit as well. Observing these boundaries was going to take some practice. Now she knew what he meant when he said he expected to correct her. His display of dominance and the incredible sexiness of his physical appearance combined to make her want to rub her body against his in erotic invitation. She wanted to explore every inch of him with her hands and tongue. The desire only grew because she knew he was going to make her wait a long, long time tonight.
 
   He let her get used to the way he would allow her to touch him for a moment. A new song started, and he put his hands on her hips. The gentle weight of his loose grip made her pussy clench. She lifted her gaze to his face, hoping he wouldn’t mind if she looked at him.
 
   The kiss took her by surprise. She wanted it. The restraint he had displayed earlier had gone toward earning her trust, but it did nothing to sate her need for his kiss. He didn’t bother with anything soft. His lips mashed against hers, claiming his due. Flames tingled straight to her breasts. She relaxed and barely remembered to not press her body against his.
 
   He broke the kiss and started dancing before she could quite gather her wits. With his hands on her hips, he guided her in the steps of the dance. She did her best to mirror him and keep her hands where he wanted them. The beat of the music became the beat of her heart as she gazed into the dark pools of his eyes.
 
   She had no idea how many songs came and went while her consciousness wrapped itself in Theo. When he leaned down to kiss her again, she moaned loudly and melted into his chest. He thrust a leg between hers and ground against her pulsing, wet pussy. The smooth, soft denim didn’t provide much friction, but the steady pressure of his thigh made up for the lack.
 
   He slid one hand down to squeeze and knead her ass. The other tangled in the hair near the nape of her neck. He eased her head back and broke the kiss. Then he moved his lips to brand her neck and the small expanse of her chest where her shirt dipped in front. His grip on her hair brought tears to her eyes, and the juxtaposition of his soft kisses on her flesh drove her to the edge.
 
   She gasped, so close to orgasm she could feel the first flutters along the inner walls of her pussy.
 
   “You’re close, aren’t you, Darcy?” His low, smooth voice permeated the layers of the spell he wove around her consciousness.
 
   Opening her eyes, she blinked as her surroundings came into focus. Strangers danced all around them. The beat of the music changed slightly with the new song, no longer matching the promise of climax between her legs. Urgency faded.
 
   “Not anymore, Sir. I won’t come without your permission.”
 
   “I didn’t prohibit you from climaxing.” He nipped her earlobe. Light sparks tingled through her body, but now that her awareness of the crowd had returned, she no longer felt an acute need.
 
   “I thought it was understood, Sir.”
 
   He drew back, easing his hold on her hair and her ass. “Have you ever climaxed in a crowd of people like this?”
 
   Darcy shook her head. “No, Sir. I don’t think I can. Speaking in public is difficult. I can’t imagine relaxing enough to have an orgasm.”
 
   He lifted a brow, and Darcy fought the urge to swear. Confessing limitations like this to a Dom never worked out well. They always took it as a challenge. Lucky for her, Scott had disliked exhibitionism on any level. Like her, he enjoyed watching, but he had never pushed her to perform.
 
   Instead of answering, he turned her body around so her back faced his chest. He moved so that he spooned her, and he pressed his erection against the curve of her ass. Need pulsed between her thighs, and she relaxed into him. Had he not been topping her, she would have ground against him.
 
   He pulled back her hair on one side and nibbled at her earlobe. “I won’t push you that far tonight, sweetheart, but rest assured I will push you on this eventually.”
 
   Darcy shivered, both in fear and in anticipation. Already she trusted Theo to push her out of her comfort zone. He had proven he would be there to catch her.
 
   “More rules, Darcy. When I’m behind you, I want your hands on my wrists.”
 
   His hands rested on her hips. She gripped his wrists loosely, knowing not to inhibit his ability to move.
 
   “Good girl. Like before, you will keep your hands on my arms at all times. You may touch me from wrist to elbow. No lower, no higher.”
 
   She wanted to protest. If he insisted on grinding against her body and keeping her on the edge of an orgasm, then she wanted to hold his hands or lift her arms to wind her fingers in his hair. A whimper escaped, the only complaint she allowed. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He slid his hands to rest over the crease where her legs met her pelvis. Heat from his fingertips emanated the few inches to her pussy. He grazed his teeth on the skin at the base of her neck. Shivers caroused down her spine and reverberated between her legs. She moaned loudly, and rational thought flew from her head. Automatically her arms lifted and she slid her fingers through the silky strands of his hair.
 
   The teeth and lips that had so deliciously worked the sensitive places on her neck vanished. His hands froze on her hips, and his hard cock moved away from her body. “Darcy, where are your hands supposed to be?”
 
   She lowered her arms and rested her palms on his forearms. “I’m sorry, Sir.” If he removed a promised lash for this, she would hate it, but she would understand. She had disobeyed a directive.
 
   His hands returned to her hips and pulled her against his heat. “Relax. This is practice. I’ll only punish you for deliberate misbehavior.”
 
   Immediately she melted into him. Though she didn’t dread earning a punishment, she didn’t relish it, either. As a submissive, she craved this kind of structure and the discipline that followed. As a masochist, she craved the kind of physical pain he would inflict. As a woman, she loved the way he took the time to get to know her personality and her needs. She loved the possessiveness of the way he held her, and she loved the way he focused on learning about her. She’d known him for only a day, yet he managed to make her feel feminine and cherished. When he looked at her, he invited her to reveal her naked soul, and she didn’t feel vulnerable or threatened.
 
   She trembled with the enormity of feelings she’d never expected to experience again. Lust, she expected. This deep, intimate connection gave her a fragile hope. Perhaps she would find love and happiness again.
 
   Theo crossed his arms, enfolding her in his embrace. She kept her hands on his wrists because he hadn’t altered his rules. That meant she hugged herself as well. He pressed a string of kisses along her temple and cheek. Wordlessly, he turned her to face him once again. Automatically she gripped his upper arms.
 
   He smiled, a tiny reward, but that was all she needed to fall deeper under his spell. The magic of his touch and the violent pounding of her pulse in her ears intensified the enchantment of the night. He lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers in a gentle, reverent caress.
 
   Darcy hadn’t thought it possible to feel optimistic about another man, but she did. In the deepest, darkest recesses of her soul, she knew Scott would want her to find love and happiness again. Guilt floated away, and she took it as a sign Scott approved of her choice.
 
   “I release you.” The words, softly spoken, vibrated against her lips, and it took her a moment to process their meaning.
 
   Throwing her arms around his neck, she opened her mouth and devoured him with all the passion he’d kindled since the first time he kissed her. He pressed her closer with one hand on the center of her back and the other squeezing her ass in time to the percussive pounding of the music.
 
   Liquid heat rushed to all points. Her breasts and the lips of her pussy swelled in anticipation. She molded to him, making promises with her body she fully intended to keep.
 
   He broke the kiss suddenly. With strong hands, now on her hips, he pushed her body back. Cool air rushed between them. Darcy blinked and focused on his eyes. He might have released her, but the submissive in her wanted to be back under his spell. Her back and ass didn’t bear evidence of his affection, and her pussy didn’t ache from meeting his demands. Her body screamed for release, not to be released.
 
   She would have begged, but he closed his eyes, and she recognized his struggle to maintain control. The sounds of loud conversation and louder music penetrated the haze that only let her focus on Theo. The smells of a hundred sweaty people mashed together on a dance floor pulled her further from the dream.
 
   “You have to get up in the morning,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   He held her hand as they left the club. She wanted to hold his arm the way she had when they’d entered the club, but he didn’t allow her to change their link. Neither of them said much as they returned to his car. He opened the door and helped her inside. She liked the way his attention made her feel pampered and special, and she couldn’t wait until they were alone.
 
   Darcy liked the way he topped her so far. Earlier he had proven his mastery as a sadist when he delivered perfect blows with his belt. Though it wasn’t a perfect instrument of punishment, he had managed to learn it quickly and use it effectively. She couldn’t wait to find out what else he could do.
 
   __________
 
   The slow whir of the elevator gears ground against Malcolm’s conscience. In twenty-four hours, he had managed to thoroughly engage his target. He had no doubt she would bend over backward to introduce him to Victor Snyder. Now that he was convinced she couldn’t have had anything to do with Yataines’s disappearance, he needed to move on to the next stage of the plan. Infiltrating the Snyder Corporation as an expert tech meant he would be in a position to gain Snyder’s trust. Once he did that, he could gather sensitive information that would help them clamp down on the elusive criminal.
 
   Keith Rossetti, his handler and his best friend, would no doubt shout with silent joy that would be masked by his stoic exterior. If they hadn’t been such good friends for so long, Malcolm wouldn’t be able to tell the difference in any of Keith’s reactions.
 
   Why, then, did the idea of asking Darcy to introduce him to Snyder make him feel like he had rocks in his stomach? Easy. Putting her in the middle of all of this meant she would be in danger. Every protective instinct he had screamed at him. He couldn’t do it. He would find another way into Snyder’s organization.
 
   This evening with Darcy had been the most perfect date he’d ever experienced. He’d never found the simple act of conversation so captivating. He liked the way her mouth closed around her fork when she ate. He liked the sparkle and flash that lit her blue eyes when excitement gripped her.
 
   He hadn’t planned to top her. The night had been designed with romance in mind. Though that questionable man had appeared at the restaurant, Malcolm had salvaged the mystery of their evening. When he had asked her to let him dominate her, he hadn’t been asking as part of his cover. He had been asking as Malcolm, a man thoroughly enchanted by the woman at his side.
 
   And she had accepted.
 
   Hearing her call him “Sir” was a damn sight better than listening to her use a name that wasn’t his. Never before had he cared what name a woman used with him, especially an asset.
 
   The elevator chimed, and the door opened. Darcy smiled at him and slid her hand up his arm to grip his bicep. He loved the way her hand felt on his arm, and he loved the sweet heat of her body permeating his shirt. She seemed like an extension of him.
 
   She paused at the door to her room. Her engaging smile didn’t waver. “Would you like to come inside?”
 
   Everything about her shy invitation called to the Dom in him. She lowered her gaze, submitting to him already. He wanted this. He wanted her, but he couldn’t take what she offered.
 
   “Yes, but not tonight.”
 
   Her questioning gaze penetrated his eyes, searching for answers to questions she wouldn’t ask. He would answer anyway.
 
   “I like you. A lot. I want more than one night with you. I want to do this right.” As the confession fell from his lips, he knew it was too late. Becoming emotionally entangled with an asset never worked out well.
 
   She drew back a little. The hand she rested on his arm slid down, but it didn’t drop away. His breath caught and his heart stopped, and he fervently prayed for her to want the same thing. He wanted to touch her face or push her hair back, anything to have more contact.
 
   Finally she nodded, but uncertainty clouded her eyes. “I’ve never done the long-distance thing before.”
 
   “Neither have I,” he said. “But I think you’re worth it.”
 
   At dinner, they had both disclosed their home cities during the routine-small-talk portion of the date. He already knew she lived in Ann Arbor, and when his turn came to tell her where he lived, he had told the truth—Madison Heights—before he could remember that Theo had an apartment ten minutes away from Darcy’s house. He would have to remember to explain that away when the time came.
 
   He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. It might take all his willpower, but he wasn’t going to start something more. Darcy’s fingers tightened as she gripped his shoulders. When he pulled back, she sighed, but she accepted his will. Malcolm nearly crumbled under the weight of the trust she placed in him. He had to find another way into Snyder’s company.
 
   Taking her key, he unlocked her door and opened it for her. “Sleep well, Darcy. Come see me after your breakfast meeting and I’ll help you get ready for the panel discussion.”
 
   A light blush crept up her neck, and he knew she was imagining the eight lashes he planned to deliver in the morning. “Thank you, Theo. I had a nice time tonight.”
 
   He listened until he heard the deadbolt engage. Only then did he head down the hall toward his room. Light, happy feelings made him stand a little straighter and put a little bounce in his walk. Visions of her smile and the way her eyes sparkled appeared in his head. He loved the way she focused exclusively on him, and not just when he had topped her.
 
   A shadow in the corner of his eye jerked him from thoughts of Darcy. Just beyond his room, the latch on the heavy fire door to the stairwell clicked. Springing into action, he sprinted the remainder of the distance and burst through the door. The mysterious man who had made Darcy uncomfortable at dinner cowered against the wall, his eyes wide with shock.
 
   In two moves, Malcolm had the man’s face pressed against the wall. He held him there with strategic pressure placed on the arm he’d twisted behind the man’s back. The harsh sounds of labored breath echoed down the empty flights of stairs, returning to Malcolm’s ears with the exact amount of fear he liked to hear from a suspect.
 
   “You have ten seconds to convince me to not throw you down the stairs and make it look like an accident.”
 
   The man’s dark eyes searched for help, but the fluorescent lights revealed nothing. Malcolm twisted the man’s arm a little more. The man grimaced and grunted. “Our employer is a very wealthy and influential man. Ms. Markovich has some rather unique needs, which I think you might be aware of, and he just wanted to make sure she was taken care of.”
 
   Snyder had sent the man to make sure Darcy had a Dom to dish out the punishment she craved. Fury clouded Malcolm’s vision. This man had no feelings for Darcy. A submissive as sensitive as she needed an emotional connection for any kind of whipping to be effective. Malcolm had never been the kind of man who dominated women for kicks. This meant something to him. This meant something to Darcy.
 
   Malcolm fished in the man’s back pocket for his wallet. Holding him with one arm and expertise that came from years of practice in subduing an opponent, Malcolm opened it up. A driver’s license and credit cards listed him as Mickey Halter. Nothing in the wallet seemed false or out of place, but Malcolm would run a check on him anyway.
 
   He snarled near Halter’s ear. “I’m going to say this once. You stay the fuck away from her. If she has a ‘need,’ then I’ll be the one taking care of it. Tell your boss to back off. Her love life is none of his business.”
 
   “You’re pissing off the wrong person, Theo Stevenson. I know who you are, and I know all about your tech business. Victor Snyder will make sure you never work again, and I’m not just talking about the state of Michigan. I’m talking the whole world.”
 
   Malcolm twisted harder. Halter yelped. “You’re not in a position to make threats. Check out of the hotel and go home. If I see you again, you won’t be able to walk away. Do you understand?”
 
   “Fine,” Mickey growled. “I’m out of here, but Snyder isn’t done with you. He’ll ruin you, Stevenson. That’s a promise.”
 
   Malcolm released the man, who wasn’t all that much smaller than him, and shoved him toward the stairs leading down. He watched Halter adjust his clothing and run his fingers through his hair.
 
   Halter pinned Malcolm with a hateful glare. “You will regret interfering.”
 
   The sounds of Halter’s boots clomping down the stairs ricocheted from the walls. Malcolm listened, counting the steps until Mickey reached ground level. A door opened and closed. Malcolm remained still, listening for signs of Halter’s return. Ten minutes later, nothing had happened.
 
   Malcolm headed to his room, located right next to the stairwell. He turned off the heater’s fan and climbed under the covers fully dressed. He always slept lightly while on duty. Undercover assignments usually presented dangerous circumstances. This time the stakes were higher. Several times that night, he had to talk himself out of knocking on her door. He could protect her so much better if he was in the same room. But how would he explain his actions without blowing his cover?
 
   So he stayed in his own room and started awake every time he heard the smallest noise in the hall.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   The purpose of the breakfast had been to thank the presenters. It came with an exceptionally long-winded speech from the event chairperson. Darcy fidgeted in her seat and allowed that perhaps she felt that way because Theo and his brand-new flogger awaited her in his room.
 
   In the beginning, Scott had punished her with the flogger or the palm of his hand. Later, when he discovered how much she enjoyed the pain, he’d switched tactics. Usually he would deny her an orgasm, sometimes for hours and sometimes for the entire day. Theo had figured out her trigger rather quickly, but he did have a wealth of experience that neither she nor Scott had possessed when they had begun.
 
   Her back itched where Theo had struck her the morning before. Though all physical evidence had vanished, she remembered the exquisite feel of the tingling pain radiating across her back and down her body. And he planned to deliver eight hard strokes after he warmed her up. She hid the smile that blossomed on her lips because she didn’t want to be asked about it.
 
   After an eternity had passed, the breakfast ended with a reminder to meet back in one hour for the panel discussion. Darcy had never participated in a panel discussion, and she had no idea what to talk about. She desperately hoped for inspiration or an audience that had a lot of questions.
 
   She headed straight for Theo’s room, stopping only to brush her teeth. When he had turned down her offer the night before, she had been stunned until she realized his true intention. Though she would have accepted one night with him, Darcy wasn’t the kind of woman who had casual sex. She’d only slept with two men, and both had been long-term relationships.
 
   Theo didn’t see her as a casual weekend fling. He wanted more, and that made her feel almost giddy inside. She had to close her eyes and breathe through a moment of panic. What had she done to deserve such a wonderful man? Scott had been a dream, the love of her life. She had never expected to meet anyone else.
 
   She knocked on his door. He answered with a distracted smile and a cell phone pressed to his ear. With a jerk of his head, he motioned her inside.
 
   “That’s all you have? Okay. Let me know if anything else pops up.” He closed the door and secured the latch and the bolt.
 
   Darcy shivered because she knew her moment of bliss was imminent. She looked around his room, not finding anything that would reveal more about him. The room, a clone of hers, lacked clutter. His suitcase, already zipped, waited near the door for him to take when he left in a few hours. Keys and a pair of dark sunglasses sat neatly on the dresser next to the television.
 
   “Will do.” He pressed a button to end the call and set the phone next to his sunglasses before turning to face her.
 
   His stare penetrated the layers of her clothing, and she felt her breasts swell in response. She shifted with a sudden case of nerves, and she almost bit her lip. “Good morning, Theo. I hope you slept well.”
 
   He shook his head in a tiny movement. Darcy wasn’t sure if he meant it as an answer to her greeting or if another topic occupied his thoughts. Then she noticed the tiny smudges beneath his eyes.
 
   Reaching out, she rested her hands on his arms the way he had directed her to do the night before when they danced. She liked the surety of knowing he enjoyed when she touched him that way. “I hope you didn’t lose sleep over me.”
 
   The corners of his mouth turned up in a small smile. “Though I can’t seem to stop thinking about you, I also have trouble sleeping in hotel beds. It was a lethal combination.”
 
   She stepped forward, taking a chance because she wasn’t sure whether or not he would approve of the action. Then she realized he hadn’t touched her face, and she relaxed. “Theo, if you’re not up to it, you don’t have to—”
 
   Now his hand came up to cup the side of her head. His thumb hovered just above her brow, and his dark eyes penetrated to her soul. “I would never let you down like that.”
 
   Darcy dropped her gaze. He sounded too much like a friend doing a favor for another friend. Last night he had given her permission to change her expectations, and she had. She didn’t think of him as a friend.
 
   “None of that, Darcy. Eyes on me.”
 
   He spoke in his Dom voice. The authority with which he infused those few words sent shivers down Darcy’s spine. But his thumb hovered just above her brow, a promise unfulfilled. She lifted her eyes to meet his gaze.
 
   Several heartbeats passed as he looked deep into her eyes. “When I’m too tired to beat you, I will tell you. I won’t compromise your safety for any reason. One night of poor sleep isn’t enough to do me in. We’re just getting to know one another. I understand that. However I will not countenance doubt. I knew last night when I made the promise that I wouldn’t be sleeping well.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir.” Shame brought heat to her cheeks. She managed to not drop her gaze when she apologized. A thrill ran through her that he called her out on her insecurities. She needed this.
 
   “Safe words. Say them.”
 
   She licked her lower lip, an anticipatory gesture. “”Stoplight system—red, yellow, green.”
 
   He traced his thumb over her brow and caressed her lower lip. Her heart calmed immediately. The sense of anticipation didn’t subside, but it no longer held her focus. “Where are we now, Darcy?”
 
   “Green, Sir.”
 
   He released his hold on her head and walked around to stand behind her. Every nerve in her body felt the electricity of his nearness. “Remove your shirt and bra.”
 
   She bit her lip for a second before she remembered his threat. She wanted him to stand in front of her. She wanted to see his face as he watched her undress. She wanted to know he found her attractive. What kind of man purposely blocked his view of a topless woman when he didn’t have to?
 
   “Toss your clothes onto the bed and kneel.”
 
   The bed wasn’t more than a foot away. She placed her shirt and bra nearby. Then she knelt, bending forward so he could access more of her skin, and clasped her wrists together behind her lower back. He pushed her hair so that it fell over her shoulders. She heard the telltale swish of leather.
 
   “I’m going to warm you up first. I’ll tell you when to start counting.”
 
   While she could take what he planned to dish out without being warmed up, she recognized that he didn’t know her limits yet. He needed to learn them in order to be effective with the whip.
 
   The first few flicks of the flogger told her it was the regular kind with flat leather falls. It had many uses, but it couldn’t deliver the kind of pain that sent her directly to subspace. This one teased and tantalized, promised and prolonged.
 
   He wove a crisscross pattern over her upper back and shoulders. His precise aim meant none of the falls accidentally landed on her arms, though she felt the small stir of air that puffed from each stroke.
 
   Without warning, he increased pressure. The next stroke cracked against her skin. She sucked in a breath and wished for more.
 
   Theo came through. He retraced his path across her back with the more vigorous stroke. Warmth spread through her body, and the place inside her head that raced with worry and anxiety relaxed a little bit.
 
   “Begin counting.”
 
   Darcy wanted to protest. She could stay like this for an hour. He could administer this kind of beating to her thighs, stomach, breasts, and pussy. Oh yes, he could bring her to orgasm with just this one flogger on her clit. She shoved those thoughts away.
 
   The angle and velocity of his stroke changed. Fire raced through the place where the bulk of the falls had concentrated. Darcy gasped. “One.”
 
   She counted out all eight, and then the whip fell silent. Her pussy, trained to respond to the whip no matter why it fell, throbbed with hope.
 
   A dull thunk sounded to her right as Theo put the flogger on the dresser next to his phone. A cool breeze feathered across her skin, and she shivered.
 
   He appeared in front of her, grasped her chin, and studied her face. She peered into the fathomless pools of his deep brown eyes, and she recognized his concern. She also recognized the bulge in his jeans. Perhaps she could thank him after all. Without losing eye contact, she unclasped her hands and ran them up his thighs. “Sir, please let me thank you properly.”
 
   He traced her lower lip with his thumb and shook his head. “Not this time. I release you, Darcy. You have ten minutes to make it back down for your panel discussion. It’s time to put your shirt back on. Can you wear a bra?”
 
   Oh hell yes. A bra would help her get all the mileage from this whipping she could. She nodded and stood. Theo managed to help her to her feet without looking at her breasts. She decided to call him on it. “Don’t you like breasts?”
 
   He turned his back to her. “Love them. One day soon I will make you stand still as I stare at them and play with them, but that day isn’t today. I’m a patient man. I’ll wait. As I told you last night, I want to do this right. You’re worth the wait.”
 
   She hoped to hell he wouldn’t make her wait too much longer.
 
   __________
 
   The rest of the morning passed in a whirlwind. The panel discussion went smoothly. Every now and again, Darcy’s eyes darted to the back corner of the room where Theo stood. He would flash an encouraging smile, the stripes on her back would tingle, and her confidence would automatically rise.
 
   That horrible man from the night before didn’t make another appearance. Theo walked her to her car, tucked her business card in his wallet, and kissed her good-bye. He lived a little over an hour away from her, and she didn’t know when she would see him next. But he promised to call, and she knew he wouldn’t break his promise.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   “Darcy, check this out.”
 
   Three days had passed since her wondrously successful weekend. Theo had called her every single night. They talked about everything and nothing until well after midnight. Darcy wasn’t sure if her giddiness came mostly from her developing relationship or from lack of sleep.
 
   Layla Hudson, a client who had been with her for a little more than two years, snapped her fingers in front of Darcy’s face.
 
   Heat flamed in her cheeks. Darcy blinked away the images of Theo that danced in her mind. Layla’s pretty oval face, surrounded by a halo of short golden hair, bobbed into focus. The clatter of construction and people calling orders to one another sharpened. “Sorry. I didn’t hear you.”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t seen you so distracted before. It’s kinda nice to see that you do have days where you aren’t perfect.”
 
   Coming from anyone else, that kind of statement could have been considered catty. Since Layla didn’t have a mean bone in her body, Darcy took it as the ribbing it was intended to be. Also, since Layla had been one of the few people who had given her the benefit of the doubt after Scott’s disappearance, she could pretty much say or do anything she wanted and Darcy wouldn’t get upset.
 
   “I’ve stayed up a little too late the past few nights. I’ll make sure I hit the sack early tonight.” She shuffled through the papers in the folder on the stainless steel cafeteria table in front of her. “I have the final contracts here. You should be able to have the Rosa Parks Rec Center up and running by next month.”
 
   Workers and volunteers streamed through the large room that would very soon be a gym where inner-city kids could hang out after school. Sports programs with coaches would be offered here. In the next room, cabinets and shelves were being installed to hold all kinds of arts and crafts supplies. Areas for kids to do homework and study were located toward the front of the remodeled building. It all smelled fresh with new paint and new hope.
 
   Darcy had guided Layla through the entire grant process required to raise the funds to do the necessary structural repairs. Now they focused on finding money to pay qualified tutors and to recruit mentors. This kind of work made Darcy’s heart swell with satisfaction. Making a difference in someone’s life mattered to her.
 
   “I know that, you nut. Check this out.” She waved a piece of paper that looked suspiciously like a check. “I had dinner over at my aunt’s house Monday. My cousin happened to be in town. I regaled him with news of the rec center. Instead of calling me a bleeding-heart liberal like he usually does, he got his friends to pool together a donation. Three thousand dollars. He delivered it to me this morning.”
 
   “That’s wonderful.” Darcy laughed and hugged Layla. “Let’s celebrate. You buy lunch.”
 
   Layla leaped to her feet. “Okay, but I pick the place. There’s this new Italian deli downtown I’m developing an addiction to.”
 
   Darcy fished her keys from her purse and grabbed her jacket from the back of the folding chair next to her. The brisk April winds weren’t as sharp in the city, but they still chilled. “I’ll drive.”
 
   “Oh no. We walk. It’s sixteen blocks. I figure we’ll burn about half the gratuitous calories, and I’ll only feel a third as guilty as I should.”
 
   Darcy looked over Layla’s petite figure and resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She’d seen Layla put away a large pizza by herself, and the woman had nothing to show for it.
 
   Sixteen blocks ended up not being all that long of a walk. Darcy didn’t want to tell Layla that her math calculations were vastly flawed, especially not after she bit into a meatball sub. Mozzarella strings stretched from her mouth back to the sandwich. She used her finger to twirl and break them.
 
   “Food this good should be illegal.”
 
   Layla giggled. “And now I don’t have to be an addict alone.” She took an impossibly large bite of her Italian special and moaned loudly. “I love pepperoni and salami. I love anything that comes in a package shaped like a penis and tastes this spicy.”
 
   Before Darcy could think of anything approaching a witty reply, Layla slapped her hand on the table. Several heads turned in their direction. Layla didn’t suffer from the need to be unobtrusive in public. Her voice carried, and her vivacious personality sent off vibes that drew stares from everyone in a ten-foot radius.
 
   “Okay, we’re officially not working. Dish, girl. Tell me all about this guy who keeps you up at night and puts such a dreamy expression on your face.”
 
   Darcy hadn’t disclosed anything about Theo to anyone. Part of her didn’t want to talk about him. The fear he would up and vanish kept her from completely enjoying the endorphin rush thinking about him generated. She swallowed the food in her mouth and washed it down with a sip of diet pop.
 
   “His name is Theo, and he’s a very sexy computer geek.”
 
   Layla wrinkled her nose. “Now that we’ve established he’s your type, what makes him sexy? Have you done the nasty yet? Do you have pictures?”
 
   Laughing and shaking her head, Darcy stalled by taking another bite. She really couldn’t explain her reluctance to talk about Theo. The more time passed, the less real their weekend together seemed. Even though they talked every day, it wasn’t the same.
 
   Finally she put her sandwich down. “If I had pictures of us having sex, I would not show them to you. Some things should not be shared with anyone.”
 
   “Funny.” Layla’s smile evaporated. Her serious expression made Darcy tense. “You don’t want to talk about him. What’s wrong? Did he promise you he’d call and then he didn’t?”
 
   “No, nothing like that. He calls every evening.” Could she explain how she felt without Layla thinking something was wrong with her? She watched a teenage employee in the company’s green-striped shirt as he changed the trash. The boy wore a bored, slightly resentful expression on his face that seemed to say they make me do this because I’m the only here one who can lift this much weight. The smaller girls behind the counter smiled at customers and took their orders.
 
   “So? Sexy computer geek who calls when he says he’s going to call. What’s wrong, Darcy?” Layla’s tone had gone soft and quiet. “Is it Scott? Are you feeling guilty? You shouldn’t.”
 
   Finally, something Darcy could articulate. “I know. I don’t feel guilty. Somehow it feels like Scott approves of Theo. I don’t know. It sounds crazy, right? Maybe I am crazy. I keep doubting that last weekend was real.”
 
   Layla reached across the small table and put her hand on Darcy’s. She gave it a squeeze. “You’ve had to deal with so much crap, honey. I think I’d be worried about you if you didn’t question it. You deserve to be happy. Are you going to see him this weekend?”
 
   Darcy shrugged. “I hope so. He lives over an hour away, so seeing each other during the week isn’t feasible.”
 
   “Is he a Dom?” A year ago, Layla had been just a client. When, by chance, she had met Scott, she had recognized the dynamics of their relationship. She’d been operating on intuition, but she’d confirmed her suspicion with a direct question. Layla wasn’t one to beat around the bush or try a diplomatic route when she didn’t see the need. The two had slowly built a close acquaintance over the past year, though they usually only saw one another for work-related reasons.
 
   “Yeah. I’ve never dated a Dom before.” Sparks jumped low in her abdomen as she remembered dancing with him.
 
   Layla snorted. “You were engaged to a Dom.”
 
   “But our dates were very vanilla. Most of my date with Theo was vanilla, but not all of it. He topped me when he took me dancing.” She laughed, thinking about it. “He asked very nicely beforehand. He’s like this perfect gentleman, even when he’s dominating me.”
 
   She thought about how he went out of his way to ensure her physical privacy when most Doms would have not only looked, but they would have ordered her to stand still while they did it. Most would have touched as well. Theo didn’t pretend he’d whipped her for any reason other than to help calm her nerves, and he didn’t deny or try to hide his attraction. Her heart swelled a bit, harboring both affection and fear.
 
   “He sounds great,” Layla said. “Does he have a brother?”
 
   When Darcy laughed this time, she heard the relief in her voice. In the back of her mind, she had been afraid Layla would judge her. “He does. I don’t know if he’s single, though. Theo didn’t mention a girlfriend or a wife when he told me about his brother. Come to think of it, he didn’t even tell me his brother’s name.”
 
   __________
 
   The large corner office screamed wealth and power. Soft, buttery leather encased every chair and covered the twin sofas on the other side of the room. Rich paneling covered the walls. Framed photographs of Vic Snyder with various political figures, including the Koch brothers, graced the walls. The more prominent political figures were featured in larger frames. Actual art was interspersed at intervals set by an interior designer with an eye toward the overtly masculine.
 
   Thick carpet cushioned the sound of footsteps. Malcolm looked for a bearskin rug and various stuffed animals that might represent hunting excursions, but he found none. The only case of trophies and plaques in the office took up a small amount of space near the door. Each spotlighted Snyder Corporation.
 
   Sunlight streamed through the windows, so Malcolm urged Snyder around the desk to see the laptop screen without the glare.
 
   “Mr. Snyder, take a few minutes to poke around the site. This is one I created for Freedom United, a PAC that advocates for democratic principles.” Technically they financed rebellions in several countries seeking to install a democratic government, or so they claimed to their donors.
 
   Freedom United also engaged in many clandestine activities, and their website had actually been designed by an undercover agent working on a joint FBI-CIA effort. That investigation was still active, and the website tracked every transaction. Malcolm’s assignment here at Snyder’s employed a similar approach.
 
   Additionally Malcolm needed to investigate Snyder in relation to Yataines’s disappearance. He’d shared his verdict that Darcy couldn’t have killed her fiancé with Keith, who hadn’t quite ruled out Darcy’s complicity. Keith had asked him to keep an eye out for evidence linking Yataines to Snyder that didn’t involve Darcy. The agency wanted hard evidence either way.
 
   That goon he’d cornered in the stairwell had reported him to Snyder. Malcolm had thought he would have to work around the negative report, but Snyder not only welcomed him into his office, he shook his hand and clapped him on the shoulder.
 
   Snyder sat on the leather visitor’s chair and navigated the site. “It seems pretty straightforward. What does it do that’s not apparent? My needs are a little more specialized.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Snyder, if you tell me what you need, I can design a program to do it.” What he couldn’t do, his counterpart at HQ could. Lifting his gaze, he gave Snyder that cocky kind of look that conveyed a wealth of meaning without using words. I’m your man, Snyder. I’ll break the law for you. “Back doors, hidden features, trackers, cookies. Everything.”
 
   Theo Stevenson’s checkered past featured work for several legally questionable enterprises, including a successful pump-and-dump scheme perpetrated through the housing market. Though nothing had ever been pinned on him, his résumé generated enough doubt for someone as savvy as Snyder to pick up on. He wanted to look good, but not perfect. Perfection was always suspect.
 
   Snyder’s eyes narrowed as he studied and considered. Then he smiled and held out his hand to shake. “I like you, Theo. Call me Vic. I think you might fit in here very well.”
 
   Malcolm accepted Snyder’s show of camaraderie. “I think so too, Vic.” He kept the handshake strong. Snyder regarded him with calculated respect. Things were right on track.
 
   The door opened. Malcolm turned in surprise, thinking even Snyder’s administrative assistant would knock first. He caught Snyder’s smile as he glanced toward the intruder.
 
   Dressed in a navy blue pencil skirt and a flowing white blouse, Darcy halted in her tracks. Her lips parted a bit, and her eyes widened. She obviously hadn’t expected to find Snyder entertaining anyone.
 
   Malcolm squelched the smile that wanted to bloom on his face and forced his body to remain still. He wanted to rise, to cross the room and take her in his arms. Four long nights had passed since the last time he’d kissed her. Though they had spoken on the phone and he felt they really bonded over a number of topics, it wasn’t the same. He desperately wanted to kick Snyder out of the room so he could show her how much he’d missed the smell of her hair and the way her eyes glittered when she laughed.
 
   “Darcy.” Snyder crossed the room, took her free hand in his, and dropped a kiss on her cheek. “I’m so glad you could make it.”
 
   Malcolm wanted to punch the man for touching Darcy. His heart thumped. He hadn’t told her he would be in town because he’d wanted to surprise her later. Visions of calling as he normally did, asking about her day, and knocking at her door while they were still on the phone fled from his plans.
 
   She didn’t pay much mind to Snyder. Her crystal blue gaze, made even more stunning by the color of her skirt, burned through his chest. This wasn’t close to how he had imagined their reunion. She was supposed to be pleased and excited, not wary and troubled.
 
   “You know one another, I’m told.”
 
   Darcy’s mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out. A line of confusion marred the smoothness between her brows.
 
   Snyder rubbed his hand from her shoulder to her elbow. Then it disappeared behind her. Malcolm wanted to remove it even though he knew he only touched the small of her back. That kind of possessive move should only be made by someone who bore genuine affection for her. Violent impulses made his hands clench.
 
   Forcing a relaxed pose he didn’t feel, Malcolm smiled at the woman who occupied his every waking thought. “Darcy. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   She stopped just out of his reach and nodded a greeting. Her shoulder brushed against Snyder’s chest as she leaned into his body, an unconscious search for security. Malcolm knew she trusted Snyder, but he wasn’t prepared for such an outward demonstration. She offered a tentative smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, but she addressed her question to Snyder. “Who told you we know each other?”
 
   “I have a confession to make.” Snyder gestured to the chair behind Darcy, indicating she should sit. His grimace managed to appear both boyishly regretful and affectionate. She didn’t sit. “I had one of my most trusted guards, Mickey Halter, contact you this weekend. I couldn’t be there to support you, and I wanted to make sure you’d be all right.”
 
   Darcy swallowed, and her eyes flared, betraying a hint of displeasure. “Victor, that man is seriously creepy. The next time you want to be supportive, send me some flowers or recommend me to a friend.”
 
   To his credit, Snyder appeared embarrassed. “I’m sorry, my dear. I had your best interests at heart. When Mickey told me that you were there with a man, I have to admit I didn’t believe him at first.”
 
   A little color left her face, and she sank into the chair Snyder had indicated. All traces of defiance vanished. She bit her lip and fiddled with the handle of her bag. Malcolm hated to see her brought to this point. While he warred with his protective instincts, the analytical, cop side of his brain noted how pleased Snyder seemed with her reaction. The jerk’s statement had been calculated to use her grief and guilt to put her in her place.
 
   Snyder had obviously picked up on Darcy’s conscientious nature, and he used it to control her. But why would he want to control her? Malcolm suppressed the Dom instincts railing at him to rescue her from this pig, and he watched their interaction. Snyder wasn’t the kind of man who did anything without a reason. Malcolm needed to know Darcy’s role in Snyder’s company, even roles she unwittingly played.
 
   Snyder patted her shoulder. “Would you like something to drink, my dear? How about some coffee?”
 
   “No thanks.” Her soft response didn’t mask her underlying emotional turmoil. His heart went out to her. He wanted to hold her in his arms and tell her everything would turn out okay. He would catch the bad guy, lock him up, and throw away the key.
 
   Glancing up, she caught Malcolm’s eye. He affected the calm demeanor that, according to his last ex-girlfriend, kept his face an unreadable mask. It came in handy in his line of work. It also provided a basis for the strength and resolve that straightened her spine.
 
   Flipping the handle and the strap out of her way, she dug a white, three-ring binder out of her shoulder bag. “Victor, I have the rest of the paperwork completed. All you need to do is approve the temporary hires as permanent employees and put someone in charge of the department. I’ve done all the rest.”
 
   She held the binder out to Snyder. He held up a cautionary hand. “Darcy, I need just one more thing from you.”
 
   She lifted the binder higher and shoved it closer to Snyder, forcing him to take it. “You always want just one more thing. I have other clients, Victor. Please don’t think I’m not grateful for all you’ve done for me, but it’s time for me to move on.”
 
   Snyder set the binder on his desk. In a smooth motion, he knelt on one knee next to Darcy and took her hand in his. He gazed at her with paternal patience, which almost made Malcolm burst out laughing. According to the files he’d read, Snyder only had a little more than a decade on Darcy. Though his hair contained a bit more salt-and-pepper than most forty-two-year-olds, it just meant he didn’t use hair dye to maintain the facade of youth.
 
   Malcolm found himself leaning forward, more interested in their private tête-à-tête than any of his favorite Vin Diesel movies.
 
   Darcy’s sigh told him she’d been through this drama one time too many. He studied her expressive eyes, where he found thinly veiled impatience. This also interested him. He hadn’t seen her like this before. This must be what the files referred to when they labeled her as hostile and uncooperative. As hot and cold as she’d run in their few days together, he shouldn’t be surprised by this development.
 
   “Darcy, this is your project. Your baby. You conceived it, nurtured it, and now I need you to see it through to maturity. You can’t abandon it yet.”
 
   The imagery of Snyder’s loaded words wasn’t lost on Malcolm. As a woman approaching thirty, she and Scott had to have discussed the idea of children. This played on her maternal instincts and on any grief she might harbor over having lost something that might have been.
 
   Extracting her hand from between Snyder’s, she pushed to her feet and moved to stand behind the chair. “Victor, I told you months ago that I was moving on. This project is as finished as I can make it. The rest is up to you. I think Snyder Foundation is a wonderful resource and it’s going to help a lot of people. I’ll definitely recommend it to many of my clients. But I’m just a surrogate. This is your kid now.”
 
   Brava. Malcolm leaned back and flashed a proud smile in her direction. Strong, smart women turned him on in a big way. Intelligence and backbone were the sexiest assets a woman could possess, and Darcy had those in spades.
 
   Then Snyder played another card. Rising to his feet, he inclined his head in Malcolm’s direction. “I want to automate the whole system. I’m hiring Stevenson to put all your stuff online, streamline the process. I want you to work on that with him.”
 
   Darcy turned her attention to Malcolm. Her frown asked a lot of questions, most of which he couldn’t answer. He didn’t see how the job Snyder wanted him to do could possibly involve Darcy. Even if Snyder wanted to put the whole grant application process online, he didn’t need Darcy’s input to make it happen. He only needed her documents.
 
   She lifted her bag and adjusted the position of the shoulder strap, all the while pinning Snyder with a mild frown. “Vic, if I work only for you, then I’m your employee and my business falls by the wayside. I won’t do that.”
 
   “Part-time, then. I just want this to be perfect, and nobody knows what I want better than you.” Snyder clasped his hands together and held them near his heart.
 
   Darcy melted. She closed her eyes and gave in. Malcolm identified the exact moment she capitulated. “Ten hours a week, but I’m billing you double. Tell me what you need.”
 
   Snyder pulled her into a warm hug. Malcolm had no doubt it was genuine and heartfelt; he just didn’t know why Snyder insisted on having Darcy work for him.
 
   “Great. I want you working with Theo. When I first heard about the two of you together, I was a bit shocked. But now that I’ve met him, I can see why you like him. He has that whole authoritative air you seem to like so much, and he’s quite distinguished looking.”
 
   Malcolm lifted a brow at the compliment. The call he’d got from Snyder bright and early Monday morning suddenly made more sense. Instinct told him Snyder was less interested in Malcolm’s talents than he was in using Malcolm to make Darcy stay.
 
   He looked at Darcy with new eyes and wondered at her secrets.
 
   Snyder returned his attention to Malcolm. “Theo, when can you start? I want you to work closely with Darcy. This has to be perfect.”
 
   Malcolm rose to his feet and avoided Darcy’s questioning gaze. “Monday. I have another job to finish up, and then I’m all yours.”
 
   __________
 
   Darcy’s freezer contained a pathetic amount of food. A half-empty bag of frozen corn occupied one corner, and an empty freezer baggie lay crumpled in another. Only the ice tray had done its job this week. She closed the door and opened the refrigerator. Three Styrofoam takeout boxes mocked her. Several bottles of condiments presented some color. She ate out entirely too often.
 
   Living alone made it so easy to not make actual meals. Scott would be appalled at the austerity of the cupboards. The two of them had often prepared meals together. They would chat about their day and the myriad other topics that came up.
 
   Miss Priss meowed and rubbed her head against Darcy’s ankles. She leaned down and scratched the soft, short fur under the cat’s chin. Miss Priss purred and headed toward the laundry room with an insistent cry. Darcy followed like a good owner and filled the little bowl with fresh food.
 
   After fulfilling her obligatory petting duties, she sighed and headed back to the kitchen. She opened the junk drawer to consider menus. Instead of the neat stack of folded papers, Theo’s face swam in her vision. When she had first discovered him in Victor’s office, she had been surprised, and she didn’t like surprises. That emotion had melted into suspicion. Why hadn’t he told her he planned to meet with Victor? He knew she had a friendly relationship with Victor, yet he hadn’t sought her help at all. She could have paved the way for him, talked him up to Victor.
 
   Victor was a bit manipulative, especially when it came to keeping her working for him, but he was a decent guy. He would have hired Theo based on her recommendation alone. Of course, that had been the undercurrent of their entire exchange. She knew Victor well. He had purposely instructed his assistant to send Darcy in during Vic’s meeting with Theo. Vic had wanted to see Darcy’s reaction. When she didn’t deny their relationship, he had proceeded with his plan.
 
   He used the unspoken threat of not hiring Theo to get her to continue working for him. How could she refuse when she knew Theo’s fledgling business needed a client like Victor in order to open a lot of doors? She couldn’t.
 
   Sometimes she hated how Victor used her soft heart to bind her to him. Scott would have listened to her story and advised her to refuse. But if Scott were around, she wouldn’t be in a position to care so much about what happened to Theo.
 
   Before her line of thinking could devolve into something pathetic and self-deprecating, the doorbell chimed. She’d left Theo in Victor’s office over two hours ago. They hadn’t exchanged many pieces of conversation, and they hadn’t said anything of a personal nature. Her heart leaped, hoping to see Theo’s sensual lips stretched in that sexy smile of his, but then she remembered she hadn’t given him her address.
 
   The only people who showed up at her place unannounced were her mother and her sister, but she disengaged the bolt and opened the door to find Theo standing there. Earlier his shirt had been tucked into his pants, and his tie had been meticulously neat. Now his shirt hung out, the tie was missing, and the first few buttons on his shirt hung open to show a hint of the defined muscles of his olive-complexioned skin underneath. One hand stuck in his pocket, and the other dangled at his side. In it, he held two long-stemmed red roses. His brown eyes studied her with a piercing gaze.
 
   She fidgeted under his scrutiny. “Theo. I didn’t expect you. I didn’t know you knew where I lived.”
 
   “I have your number,” he said. “Google is wonderful about finding out all sorts of information related to your phone number. Some of it is pretty personal. I can show you how to block it.”
 
   Not knowing what to say next, she let her head bounce in a small nod.
 
   He shifted, somehow managing to avoid appearing ill at ease. “Are you angry with me, Darcy? You didn’t look all that happy to see me this afternoon.”
 
   Puzzled, full of questions, and a little hurt, she shook her head. Anger wasn’t among her emotions.
 
   “Can I come in and we can talk about it?” He framed it as a question, but his underlying authority made it seem like an order.
 
   Reaching forward, she pushed the latch on the screen door. He caught it with his free hand and pulled it open. Two steps and he stood inches away. The rich scent of his aftershave, faded after a day’s worth of wear, worked with the magnetism of his body to flood her senses. Nothing made a woman’s every nerve ending stand up and take notice quite like having a Dom in her personal space.
 
   The expected caress of her brow and lip never came. She lifted her chin and her courage and looked up at his face.
 
   Lines of confusion pinched between his brows. “You aren’t mad at me, but you are upset. I didn’t arrange it so that you would be at that meeting, Darcy. I never meant for you to have to be a part of that.”
 
   And that bothered her. She licked her bottom lip with the tip of her tongue, more to gather her thoughts than to wet her lip. “No, but I should have been involved a little. Why didn’t you tell me you were courting Victor? I could have smoothed the way and given you a recommendation.”
 
   “You’re upset because I didn’t ask you to set up the meeting and put in a good word for me?”
 
   Leave it to a Dom to repeat her words back to her just to confirm their meaning. She liked that his summation contained no judgment. Someone less scrupulous could have made her sound petty.
 
   “Yes. Theo, I could have helped you.”
 
   “Are you angry that Snyder roped you into working for him for longer than you’d planned?”
 
   She sighed, her shoulders sagging a bit. “He always manages to talk me into doing just one more thing. I like working for Vic, but he often treats me as if he’s my only client, or like I’m cheating on him for taking on other clients.”
 
   Abruptly he stepped away. The foyer opened to a hall with four possible escapes. To the right, a closed door hid the mess of her office. To the left, a wide opening invited people to a formal living room. Straight ahead, the space divided into stairs leading to the second floor and a hallway leading to the kitchen and dining room in the rear of the house. Theo perused his options, and she admired his broad shoulders and the way his dress pants hugged his tight ass.
 
   “I didn’t want you to think last weekend happened because I wanted a contact with Snyder Corp. I got the interview on my own, though I think he used me to manipulate you into staying longer.” He turned back to face her and leaned casually against the bottom post of her banister. “I’m sorry for that. You didn’t have to stick your neck out for me.”
 
   If she hadn’t agreed to stay with Vic for a little longer, he would have used that ammunition to say he didn’t need Theo’s services. Even though he’d been looking for a tech whiz to overhaul his systems, he would have turned Theo away.
 
   “Vic just wants me close to him. He’s not interested in me except platonically.” She shook her head. “I can’t figure out why he wants me there, but he’s always offering me different kinds of jobs. Public relations, marketing, things like that. If he wasn’t able to use you to keep me, he would have found another way. He always does.”
 
   He cocked his head to the side. “You don’t sound upset about it.”
 
   She shrugged. “Being upset doesn’t get me anywhere. Besides, now I get to work with you.”
 
   “And you’re happy about that?” For the first time, he didn’t look so sure of himself.
 
   She grinned, happy to have the upper hand even though it wouldn’t last. “Yeah. I am. For some reason, I seem to like you.”
 
   “For some reason?” Picking up on her flirty tone, he took one step closer.
 
   “I haven’t figured out the reason yet.”
 
   His gaze flickered from her eyes to her lips. “I think I can help you with that.” Closing the distance, he wrapped his free arm around her waist and planted a light, feathery kiss on her lips.
 
   She liked the way his chest felt barely pressed against hers. It teased and promised, and she drew strength and comfort from his sheer solidity. His lips lingered for a moment, still and silent, a barely there caress. Then his mouth opened, almost as if he couldn’t help himself, and he stole her breath with his unrestrained passion. Heat rushed to all points, and she didn’t want him to stop.
 
   But he did.
 
   Darcy rested her head on his shoulder, her face buried in the warmth and certainty of his neck, and rested her hands on the front of his shirt. His kiss warmed her from the inside, and his body heat warmed her from the outside. He ran his fingers in little circles across the small of her back.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming today?”
 
   The fingers on her back paused. When they started up again, the circular pattern extended up and down her back. “Because you would have got out of me why I was coming and where I was going. Even though I wouldn’t have asked you to talk to Snyder, you and your big, generous heart would have done it anyway, and then I wouldn’t get to spank you tonight.”
 
   His almost baritone rumbled through his chest and tickled the palm of her hand. She lifted her head to meet his gaze.
 
   “You’re right. I would have. But I also would have gone grocery shopping, and I would have shown you what an awesome cook I am. Perhaps I would have earned my way back to a spanking?”
 
   Knowing him, even only for a few days, she didn’t think she could have earned back that kind of reward. Theo wasn’t a pushover. Darcy had known Scott’s weak points, and she had shamelessly exploited them. While he hadn’t been a pushover either, he hadn’t possessed the rigid rules Theo seemed to have. She only knew a handful of Theo’s rules, but she knew there were many more she would learn as she got to know him better.
 
   Laughing, he lifted the roses and offered them to her. “I brought two because I was hoping they’d be in honor of our second date. I’d like to take you out to dinner tonight. If you’re so inclined and if you’re free, you can cook for me on Saturday.”
 
   “I’m both free and inclined.” She closed her hand around the smooth, thornless stems and tilted the half-open buds toward her nose. The sweet fragrance had just begun to seep from the flowers. In a few days, they would open fully to release their heady scent. “But you should know I don’t like to cook alone. What kind of kitchen skills do you have?”
 
   He released her and followed her into the kitchen. Under the sink, way in the back, she found a skinny vase that needed a good rinsing because it had been so long since anyone had brought her flowers. Scott had observed her birthday with a mixed bouquet every year, but she had been responsible for their appearance at any other time. It had been a long time since she felt like having flowers around.
 
   Theo leaned against the counter next to the sink while she rinsed and filled the vase. “I have the basic man skills. I’m really good with anything that needs to be grilled. I cook a mean steak, and I can wrap potatoes in foil and throw them in the oven, though I do prefer to use a grill. Charcoal. I’ll use gas if nothing else is available.”
 
   She gestured toward the hallway that led to the garage. “I have a grill, and I hate using it. You’re more than welcome to take control.”
 
   Using dull kitchen scissors, she trimmed the stems and set the vase in the window above the sink. Light filtered through the window for most of the morning, so they should reach full bloom soon. She studied them in the weak glow of the early sunset. The lack of light left the petals with a dark red hue that appeared almost black in places. They were beautiful.
 
   Theo took her in his arms again. “I prefer to think of it as assuming authority.”
 
   Darcy liked the sound of that. Control was often a hostile thing, a violation of self, a thing taken or stolen that left a powerless victim. Authority was given, an invested trust that empowered a person and lifted the spirit.
 
   Since she faced him, she placed her hands on his arms in the way he’d instructed her on their date. The position just seemed right. “You’re very authoritative. Where did you plan to take me for dinner?”
 
   A brilliant smile accompanied his glance at her hands. He approved of her automatic submission. “If I were authoritarian, I would choose where we eat. Because I’m authoritative, you get to choose. I’d like to experience your favorite restaurant.”
 
   Immediately the sheer enjoyment and satisfaction she’d derived from eating that meatball sub popped into her mind. She shook it away. Eating at that place once in a day was sin enough. She considered healthier options.
 
   “Have you been to Seva’s?”
 
   __________
 
   It wasn’t until he sat across from her at the intimate table for two that she realized she’d chosen a vegetarian restaurant right after he used the term “man skills” to describe the preparation of steak and burgers.
 
   She glanced out the front window, noted all the other good restaurants in walking distance, and leaned forward. “We can go someplace else if there’s nothing appealing here.”
 
   With a quick glance up and a fleeting wink, he said, “Oh, there’s something here that appeals to me quite a bit.”
 
   Heat crept up her neck, and she didn’t know why. “I meant to eat.”
 
   Now he nailed her with the direct and licentious stare. “So did I.”
 
   She’d walked right into that one. He had warned her about his dry sense of humor. Still, she couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   He flashed a crooked smile that didn’t hide the sudden tenderness in his eyes. “I like hearing you laugh. You have a very inviting, sexy kind of laugh.”
 
   The blush spread farther, enveloping her body in a delicious warmth. He reached across the table and squeezed her hand, the simple gesture communicating a wealth of feeling. A look passed between them, and deep feelings slammed Darcy hard in the gut.
 
   Theo went back to perusing the menu. “Seriously, though, can they get away with calling something a burger if it’s made with portobello mushrooms? And what the hell is an organic bun?”
 
   “I think that means they didn’t use pesticides when they baked it.”
 
   He blinked at her for a moment before a slow smile stretched his sensuous lips. “I like your wit, Markovich. Have I told you how sexy I find your brains?”
 
   “Well, since you avoided looking at my breasts, I’m glad you find some part of my anatomy sexy.” She followed up with a cheeky grin. Something about Theo made her feel uninhibited, despite her blushes, and she liked that he saw her as a person, not as an easy target.
 
   He laughed again. “Be a good girl and one day soon I’ll show you exactly how sexy I find your anatomy.” He frowned down at the menu. “Wait. That sounded better in my head. It was suave and sophisticated, even a little witty.”
 
   It sounded okay out loud, but she wasn’t about to feed his ego. Doms could easily acquire an inflated sense of themselves. Men as alluring as Theo had the same problem. Together, this combination put him at risk. She wasn’t going to chance tipping the scales.
 
   She sipped her water, waiting for him to restate his thought.
 
   He didn’t. “I think I’ll have the pasta alla bosca. Seeing the word ‘sausage’ in quotation marks makes me a little leery, but I’m willing to try new things. What are you going to order?”
 
   The subject change took her a little by surprise. She liked flirting. As she thought about it, she decided she liked how he didn’t push it too far too fast. It was best to pull back a little right now. “The grilled pesto pizza sandwich. Anytime pizza and sandwiches are combined, I have to get them.”
 
   “You take me to a vegetarian restaurant and order the least healthy thing on the menu.” He folded the menu and set it on the edge of the table. “Nice irony.”
 
   Darcy fidgeted a bit. “A lot of the appetizers, like the yams, are fried. That’s less healthy.”
 
   “Fried yams?” His brows lifted as he considered them. Their server approached the table. “Sounds yammy.” Without waiting for her reaction, he grinned at the young man waiting to take their order. “Let’s begin with the fried yam appetizer. The lady would like your grilled pesto pizza sandwich, and I’ll have the pasta alla bosca.”
 
   She sat quietly and let Theo handle things. He consulted her on what dressing she preferred and which soft drink she wanted, but he clearly expected her to tell him what she wanted because he repeated everything to the server.
 
   When the server left, Theo flashed another one of those smiles that melted her spine. “I hope you don’t mind that I ordered for you. I’m not sure if I’m old-fashioned or if it’s because I’m a Dom, but I like to do those kinds of things.” His hand closed around hers on the tabletop. “There are a lot of things I prefer to do for you.”
 
   His warning washed through her system like soothing music. Scott hadn’t been this dominant, and she hadn’t minded one way or the other. She liked Theo’s declaration. Even though he hadn’t asked permission, and he likely would never ask, she didn’t feel he did it for control. Authority. That’s what he had. His confident authority greatly appealed to a soft vulnerability she didn’t let very many people see.
 
   She returned his smile. “I don’t mind.”
 
   They went back to her house after dinner. She thought he would want to call it a night because he had a long drive home, but when he walked her to the door, she invited him to stay anyway. “Do you want to come in and have some coffee?”
 
   He had turned her down at the hotel, and she liked his reasons why. Part of her wanted to know if he meant what he said, and part of her saw it as a challenge to her femininity. The paradox of her intentions couldn’t help but confuse him.
 
   “I can stay for a little while. I have a surprise funeral in the morning, so I have to get back home tonight.” He took the keys from her hand and unlocked her front door. Pushing it open, he indicated she should enter first.
 
   “A surprise funeral?” That was a new term.
 
   “Yeah.” He slipped his arms around her and brushed a kiss over her lips. “My dad called this morning to tell me that my uncle, my mom’s brother, died. Heart attack or stroke. He wasn’t sure which.”
 
   Theo sounded remarkably unaffected by the passing of his uncle. She needed to be diplomatic about how she asked about his relationship with the man. “Were you close?”
 
   Theo shook his head and released his hold on her waist. He followed her through the hallway to the kitchen. “No. I haven’t seen him in twenty years. Even before then, I barely knew him. I’m going to support my mom. Her only brother is gone. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and I’d feel bad if I skipped it.”
 
   Theo’s phrasing made her laugh. “I’m sorry. I’ve never heard anyone point out that death was a once-in-a-lifetime event. It’s so obvious, but it sounds funny to say it that way.”
 
   After putting food down for the cat, she rinsed and filled the coffeemaker, but Theo stayed her hand when she reached for the coffee. His strong fingers closed around her wrist, and his solid chest brushed against her shoulder. “Not yet. I’ll give you that spanking first. Close the curtains and take off your shoes and underwear. Leave your skirt on.”
 
   The insides of her thighs quivered, and cream rushed to her pussy. He spoke clinically, his matter-of-fact statement betraying no romantic intent or evidence of sexual desire. That turned her on too.
 
   He hadn’t signaled the start of a scene by running his thumb over her brow and lip, but she knew how to respond. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   She set about the tasks he had commanded. A hallway off the dining room led to the garage and a room intended to be a family room. Scott had put up a door and commandeered that space for his workshop. To this day, it remained closed. She headed to the front of the house and closed the roman blinds in each of the windows of the big bay in the living room. The two windows that overlooked the side yard and her neighbor’s house had curtains. Though they were thin, that side faced her neighbor’s garage. There was very little chance anyone would be in a position to glance inside at their silhouettes.
 
   Theo settled in the center of the sofa and stretched his arms along the back of it. He reclined comfortably as he watched her carry out his orders.
 
   She removed her low heels and peeled away her pantyhose. The length of her skirt meant she had to lift it to mid-thigh in order to reach the top of her hose. Theo’s remote expression didn’t change, but she didn’t take that as a bad sign. His stoicism made her heart pound and her juices heat up.
 
   When her panties joined her hose in a neat pile on the arm of a chair, she stood before him, offering herself without demanding anything.
 
   His gaze roamed her body for the longest time, but she didn’t fidget under his scrutiny. At last he reached out and fingered the hem of her skirt. He tugged at the material and frowned. “Turn around.”
 
   Darcy turned her backside to him. She let a brief wrinkle of confusion cross her brow before she smoothed it away. Theo ran his fingertip down the length of the zipper in the back.
 
   “Lie down across my lap. Turn your face toward the back of the couch. Can you keep your arms up and out of the way, or would you prefer to be bound?”
 
   She draped her body over his legs, putting her ass where she thought he’d want it. “I can keep them out of the way, Sir.”
 
   “I like that you naturally fall into using terms of respect, Darcy. You’re a very good submissive. That’s one of the reasons I’m going to reward you like this. You do understand that this is a reward?” He rested his hand on the curve of her ass. Heat penetrated the delicate fabric of her skirt, and the harder nap of the sofa cradled her face.
 
   “Yes, Sir. You made it clear that you wouldn’t deliver punishments this way.”
 
   The hand on her ass moved in a caress. His other hand rested on the small of her back. “I want to also make it clear that I won’t pressure you to have sex with me tonight, either. I know this will turn you on, but you’ll have to take care of your own completion tonight after I leave.”
 
   Never in her life had a man not tried to get her in bed on the first few dates. None of them had been successful. If Theo asked, she would have consented. Startled, she took a moment to respond. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   The smooth material of her blouse slid against her skin as he pulled it from the waistband of her skirt. With quick efficiency, he drew down her skirt’s zipper. She lifted her hips to help him lower her skirt, and she realized why he had fingered the fabric of her skirt. There was too much material and the skirt was too tight to flip up or bunch at her waist. She appreciated the time he took with details.
 
   “You have a very sexy bottom, Darcy.” His hand ran over her flesh, a light caress that made her anticipate the blows to come.
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   For the longest time, he did nothing but explore her skin. He widened his forays to include the areas at the tops of her thighs and her lower back. Then he lifted his hips, and his hand disappeared. She heard curious sounds, but she couldn’t quite see what he was doing from her position.
 
   When his hand returned, she recognized the smooth leather of a spanking glove, warmed from being in his pocket. She closed her eyes as the anticipation swirled into tighter circles.
 
   “I’m not going to hold you down. I expect you to stay put. If you can’t remain where you are, I will stop and I will not start again.”
 
   Theo definitely had strict rules, but she understood his reasoning. He wanted to learn her reactions, and he wanted to know what kind of stamina she had. This would reveal her limits and help him keep their sex play—should they ever get around to it—safe.
 
   She would have to control her writhing. She had to remember to not rise to meet the sweet blows she knew would soon rain over her backside. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   The first blow echoed through the room with a resounding crack. She winced at the unexpected harshness of it, but she didn’t move at all. As he had done with the flogger, she expected him to warm her up first. Perhaps he meant to explore the veracity of her claim that she didn’t need a warm-up?
 
   More smacks rained across her ass. He varied them, never hitting with the same speed or intensity twice, though he did concentrate on her right cheek. Darcy relaxed into the sweet sting buzzing across her skin, and she let the tingles and zips of pleasure travel through her body. They radiated in long and short lines, wending where they pleased.
 
   Her pussy grew very damp and her clit throbbed, but she refrained from pressing her pelvis into his leg because she knew nothing further would happen. With the offer of sex off the table, she concentrated on enjoying the spanking. That peaceful place hovered nearby. Slowly it descended over her, claiming dominion. She surrendered.
 
   Vaguely she registered that Theo had stopped spanking her. The softness of her skirt slid over her hips and rubbed the tenderized skin of her ass, and the zipper whispered a protest at being once again forced to hold fabric together. Her body shifted, and she felt the solidity of Theo’s shoulder against her cheek. His arms wound around her and held her close. The clean, masculine scent rolling from his skin further cocooned her in a soothing bliss.
 
   When her wits returned, she planted a soft kiss on the pulse point at the base of his neck. “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   The fingers that had been tracing up and down her spine lifted to twist in her hair. He tilted her head back and claimed her lips in a hungry kiss. In seconds he had her body pinned between his hardness and the soft give of the sofa cushion. He roamed her hips and torso with his hands, touching her over the barrier of her clothes with wanton roughness.
 
   He shoved his knee between hers and pressed one thigh against her core. Evidence of his arousal ground against her hip. She fought the lingering languor of her sojourn in subspace. A soft, kittenish moan sounded in the back of her throat. His lips seared a path along her neck, and he squeezed her breast through her bra. She arched into his touch, longing to feel his heat unmitigated by a barrier.
 
   She grasped handfuls of his shirt and his thick, dark hair. It slipped from her fingers in a waterfall of silk when he pulled her hands away from him and forced them to the sofa. They hadn’t discusses limits, and so she hadn’t told him that she hated being held down. And bondage? Forget it. Not only did she find it unappealing, she’d freaked out every time she’d tried it.
 
   The dull edge of panic beat back the tide of passion. He raised her arms above her head and held them there with one hand around her wrists. His teeth grazed her earlobe. That dull edge turned sharp, cutting through the haze and suspending her need.
 
   Darcy fought the fear, but it didn’t subside. “Yellow.”
 
   Immediately he stopped and lifted his torso away. His gaze roamed her body, no doubt noting the way her breasts strained and heaved. A hint of confusion clouded his eyes. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I can’t…I don’t…Theo, you can’t…” She closed her eyes and tugged at her hands, but he didn’t release them. Yellow signaled a pause, not an end.
 
   He leaned his weight on his free elbow and smoothed his thumb over her brow and lip. “Darcy, talk to me. Tell me what’s bothering you.”
 
   That pattern of sensation triggered a flood of strength and calm. She opened her eyes. “You can’t restrain me. That’s a hard limit. I should have told you before, but we haven’t really talked about those things yet. I’m sorry, Sir. I understand if you want to stop.”
 
   Doms didn’t, as a rule, like to be told they couldn’t engage in bondage. Darcy had never liked being tied up, and Scott had never forced the issue. Instead he’d trained her to stay still at his command.
 
   Theo released her wrists. She didn’t move them.
 
   “If you want my hands in a certain place, just tell me and I’ll keep them there, Sir.”
 
   He studied her face. Other than a slight frown, he displayed no discernible emotion. She wondered if he thought about the way she’d stayed perfectly still to receive those few blows in the hotel room. “You’re a masochist and you don’t like being tied up. Do you realize that bondage is often used for your safety and not for control?”
 
   Yes, she understood those kinds of details. Being bound and unable to move meant she couldn’t suddenly shift and cause the tail of the whip to land somewhere it shouldn’t. It immobilized the target and kept the Dom’s aim true.
 
   She nodded. “Either way, I don’t like it, Sir.”
 
   He threaded his fingers through hers, holding her hand in an affectionate gesture that buoyed her spirits, and pressed a kiss to the sensitive skin on the back of her hand. She knew this wasn’t easy for him to take.
 
   “I propose a compromise.”
 
   Her rising spirits stalled.
 
   “I’m going to hold your hand like this. I’m not going to let go no matter what happens.” He pressed her hand against the sofa cushion just above her head. “Put your other hand on my shoulder and don’t move it until I give permission.”
 
   Hesitantly Darcy brought her other hand down until she felt the ripple of his muscles under her palm. They stayed like that for almost a full minute. Her nerves didn’t calm, but they didn’t get worse, either.
 
   “I’m not sure how I feel about this.”
 
   “I know, honey. I’m asking you to trust me and to give this a chance.” He smoothed his thumb over her brow and lip again.
 
   It didn’t work the way it had before. “This isn’t about trust. This is about claustrophobia.”
 
   His nonplussed expression didn’t change to indicate any kind of reaction. “You didn’t seem to notice or mind the close confines of the elevator or the dance club. You liked when I caged you against your door in the hotel and when I wrapped you in a blanket for aftercare. You aren’t claustrophobic.”
 
   “Maybe not, but being tied up or held down does the opposite of turning me on.” The entire time she spoke, she kept her hand on his shoulder and he kept hold of her other hand.
 
   “Did you have a traumatic experience with bondage?”
 
   She shook her head. Being handcuffed by the police wasn’t technically the same thing. “Scott always stopped when I freaked out like this.”
 
   He regarded her thoughtfully. “He never pushed you?”
 
   “No.” He hadn’t been that kind of Master, and she had accepted those terms. It was difficult to remember that a different Dom would necessarily have different tastes.
 
   “I want to push you.” He stared at her, and when she didn’t react, he continued. “I’d like you to try something new. I’m going to hold you like this and continue doing what I was doing. When I feel you’re ready, I’m going to reach under your skirt and finger you until you have an orgasm.”
 
   Her eyes widened. Shudders of anticipation made her squeeze her legs together, which reminded her that his thigh was still pressed against her pussy and his hard cock dug into her thigh.
 
   “Take us back to green, Darcy, or call an end to this tonight and I’ll leave it alone for now. You can make me some coffee to keep me awake for the drive home.”
 
   For now. Those two little words hung in the air, a promise that he wouldn’t let this go. He threw the challenge down between them, and he dared her to pick it up. She flexed her fingertips against his shoulder, and the slow burn in her backside sent continual demands to her pussy. He wanted her to try something new, something that appealed to him.
 
   If it didn’t work, then she would call red and make him some coffee and she would not feel at all bad about failing. Removing some of the pressure she usually put on herself helped her to relax. She was doing this for him, not for her. “Green, Sir.”
 
   He feathered a slow kiss across her lips, teasing and nibbling as if he had all the time in the world. His hand tickled against her stomach and moved upward over her rib cage to close around her breast. Under the shirt, but over the bra, his heat teased closer. He flittered his thumb over her pebbled nipple.
 
   He pinched with a slow, steadily increasing pressure. She bucked against him when she could stand it no longer. The small pain connected directly to her pussy. She dug her fingers into his shoulder and gripped his other hand harder. She pushed against his hold, fighting him.
 
   Breaking the kiss, he locked his gaze to hers and pushed back. His rocklike muscles seemed out of place for a computer programmer, but she didn’t question her good fortune. He obviously worked out. She was no match for him. The weakness made her feel feminine and desired, not powerless and helpless as she expected.
 
   She ceased her struggle.
 
   Reaching down, he urged her skirt upward. The muscles in his shoulder rippled under her hand. His palm swept against her naked thigh and pushed her leg until it dangled off the side of the sofa. She expected him to pay attention to her pussy next, but he reached underneath her instead and squeezed a handful of her heated skin.
 
   Darcy cried out. She struggled against his hold, and she wondered how she could fail to notice this lack of discipline when she wasn’t restrained. Or did she feel free to not temper her reactions because he had usurped that authority? This topic demanded examination, but not now.
 
   Theo’s fingers slid through her wetness and circled her clit. He didn’t tease for very long. Soon he plunged two fingers inside. He angled them and found her sweet spot. She cried out, urging him to repeat his action, and lifted her hips to help with the rhythm.
 
   “Open your eyes, Darcy. Come for me.”
 
   She hadn’t realized she’d closed them. Forcing her lashes upward, she focused on the determined set of his jaw. Heat, molten and insistent, swirled from her ass to deep inside her pussy where he worked his magic. He knew just where to focus his attention to concentrate her energies.
 
   His hardness dug into her thigh, and she wanted her hands free so she could make him feel the same wondrous things he made her feel. She barely managed to keep her hand on his shoulder. Fire coiled inside, spiraling from her control. Her climax burst, and he claimed her lips, swallowing her shout. He slowed his pace gradually, prolonging the orgasm and bringing her down gently.
 
   He licked his fingers, openly savoring her flavor, and shifted her to the side. She found herself enveloped in the warmth and safety of his arms. That he positioned her on the open side of the sofa and put himself against the back didn’t escape her notice. He sought to push her boundaries, not break through the barriers she imposed with her talk of hard limits.
 
   “Are you okay, sweetheart?”
 
   She nodded into his chest. He had neatly circumvented her panic by describing his intentions and following through exactly as he had said. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “No more ‘Sir’ tonight, Darcy. I release you.”
 
   Snuggling closer to him, she kissed a lazy trail along his jaw. “I’ve never fought back before.”
 
   He stroked a soothing hand down her back, and his erection pressed into her hip. “Did you like fighting back?”
 
   “I don’t know. It was different. Not better or worse, just different.” She appreciated the difference. Deep down, she had wondered if she had just been looking for someone to replace Scott. Now she knew she wasn’t. She was with Theo because she liked him. Her grief subtly shifted, and she felt a lightness in her core she’d never thought she would feel again.
 
   A consideration occurred to her. “Did you like me fighting you?”
 
   She felt his smile against her temple a second before she felt his lips grazing a kiss there. “You have a lot of fight in you, Darcy. It makes you feisty and spirited. I like that. So yes, I like it when you fight me.”
 
   Various scenarios presented themselves to her. Theo was strong enough to counter any resistance she might make, and he said he liked the fight in her. She didn’t know how she would take it if he tried to do more than they had done tonight, but now they had a goal to work toward.
 
   As she worked this out in her head, she became aware of his even breathing. A glance up showed his eyes closed. The fringe of his dark lashes blended together against his cheeks. His hold on her relaxed. His body twitched a few times as he settled into a deeper level of rest.
 
   Darcy stayed still for a while longer, enjoying the feel of having Theo next to her. When her eyes threatened to close for the night, she carefully extricated herself. She covered him with a blanket and slipped a pillow under his head. He murmured something unintelligible and rolled onto his stomach. She crept up the stairs and into her bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   The rich scent of coffee invigorated Malcolm’s mind before his eyes consented to open. He blinked in the dim light that illuminated the thin curtains covering two nearby windows. A cat lay curled up between his feet. Immediately his brain kicked forth the details of his location and circumstances.
 
   Careful to not disturb the ball of fur, he staggered to his feet and let his nose lead him toward that precious liquid. A quick glance at the grandfather clock in her hall confirmed the time. He had to be on the road within a half hour. Last night he had found himself telling her the truth about his family. He actually did have a funeral to attend, and his mother would kill him if he showed up late. He could only use work as an excuse so many times.
 
   Maybe if he told her he spent the night sleeping on the sofa of a woman he really liked? No. She would insist upon meeting Darcy, and he wasn’t ready for that. It would severely compromise his investigation to have any of the women in his life know the truth.
 
   He found the object of his affection lifting two breakfast pastries from the toaster. She hummed as she poured java into a mug. Gray dress pants hugged her hips, and her dark rose blouse accented the rest of her curves. Her hair hung around her shoulders. It shimmered in the light pouring through the window where two roses sat in a vase, his attempt at a romantic gift. In thirty years, he had never given flowers to a woman who wasn’t a relative.
 
   Even now he wasn’t sure about the gesture. Darcy hadn’t seemed overly impressed until he told her the reason he’d only brought two. Then her eyes had softened, the blue turning three shades lighter, and her smile had grown.
 
   He liked to see her smile.
 
   Sweeping her hair back, he planted a kiss at the base of her neck. She reached up and caressed his hair and his cheek. “Good morning. I didn’t know what time you had to be up, but I have a meeting in an hour.”
 
   “Now is good. I have to go home, shower, shave, and find clothes that don’t look like I slept in them.” He snagged a mug from her dish drainer and set it next to her full one. She filled it without being asked. “You covered me up last night. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I figured you shouldn’t drive an hour home as tired as you were. Do you take sugar? I’m out of milk and cream. And are you hungry? I don’t have much, but you’re welcome to anything I do have.”
 
   “Black is fine. Breakfast later.” He carried the mug to the round table situated under a large window overlooking what appeared to be a garden. With the last remnants of winter only a week in the past, nothing much was happening there now.
 
   She joined him, choosing the closest chair.
 
   He smiled into his coffee and rested his free hand on her thigh. She shifted toward him the tiniest bit, the long muscle on the top of her thigh tensing and relaxing with the movement.
 
   “I suppose you’ll be busy with family stuff all day.” She broke off a piece of pastry and slipped it between her lips.
 
   “Are you asking me out?”
 
   She shrugged. “I thought we’d stay in. I could make dinner. You could bring the wine. I could thank you for last night.”
 
   He was relieved that she didn’t seem upset that he’d pushed her to accept having one hand immobilized last night. While he was driven by a need to push boundaries, he wasn’t out to sabotage his chances with her. He sipped and watched over the rim of his mug as she struggled to remain nonchalant. “You already thanked me.”
 
   Now she looked up and flashed him a mischievous grin. “I can thank you better than that.”
 
   Leaning back, he kept one hand on his mug and narrowed his eyes at her. He gave her thigh a little squeeze. “Darcy, you thanked me the way a good submissive is supposed to thank her Dom. I call the shots when it comes to sex.”
 
   “Of course.” She finished off one of her two pastries. “Is there anything special you’d like me to wear?”
 
   A grin twitched at the corners of his mouth. He loved her audacity. Too many subs thought being submissive meant they couldn’t have a backbone, an opinion, or a strong personality. “I like to see you in skirts. You have fantastic legs and a lovely ass. Other than that, I don’t know. I am under no illusion that I am good at picking out women’s clothing.”
 
   A short-lived line creased between her brows. She had been looking for something more specific. Since he thought she looked fantastic in anything and he looked forward to stripping her bare, he didn’t really care what she wore. Not only that, but engaging in a sexual relationship with an asset who didn’t know she was an asset always put the operation at risk.
 
   For most women, sex contained emotional aspects. If he were to be honest, he would have to admit that it did for him as well. He had never conducted a scene with a woman he didn’t have feelings for. Where Darcy was concerned, the depth of the feelings developing for her made him extra leery. He knew he would be wrestling with this decision while people eulogized the uncle he had never really known.
 
   Did he want her under him, submitting completely, more than he wanted to spare her the hurt she would feel when she found out about his true purpose for being in her life? And for that matter, did he have the right to push her boundaries the way he had the night before? She hadn’t liked being restrained at first, but he couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that she was the kind of submissive who needed to be challenged. If he didn’t push her boundaries—and he had to be careful to not push her too far, too fast—he didn’t think she would develop true respect for him. He didn’t regret asking her to compromise, and he would have stopped if she insisted, but she hadn’t. Quite the opposite—she’d enjoyed it.
 
   But it wasn’t all about pushing boundaries. He didn’t relish the idea of engaging in impact play without bondage. As the person responsible for her safety, he dreaded hurting her in ways that were real and lasting. Floggers, canes, and whips were meant to be used on the surface of the skin. The muscles were to be stimulated. He couldn’t live with himself if he accidentally damaged a kidney or something serious like that.
 
   Malcolm knew exactly where this could lead, and he knew exactly how it could blow up in his face. Was he selfish enough to take a few weeks of bliss with a woman who made him stiff just from the way she ate a breakfast pastry? He already knew trying to convince himself he didn’t feel squishy and tender things for her would be useless.
 
   On the other hand, if they had an established relationship, perhaps it would provide a strong enough foundation to survive the coming quake.
 
   He leaned over and brushed a kiss against her soft lips. “We’ll have to do it tomorrow. Family is in from all over the place, and I won’t be able to slip away today. How about tomorrow at two? We can hang out for a while.”
 
   He watched the gears in her head churn as she reorganized her weekend. She finished her coffee and her breakfast. “Two is good. That’ll give me time to get a pedicure.”
 
   __________
 
   The man wearing dress pants and a white button-down shirt looked every inch the badass agent. He sat on a hard sofa, a paper cup full of an opaque liquid clasped loosely in his hand, and stared off toward the set of double doors leading to the room where the funeral had just taken place.
 
   Malcolm plunked down on the other end of the short couch and slung his arm along the bamboo spine lining the top. He stroked the smooth wood for a moment and thought about how protected Darcy would be if she were here now, sitting between the two of them. Wasn’t that why he got into law enforcement in the first place? To protect.
 
   Darcy, he had realized, had no idea she played with fire. As such, she had no idea she needed protection.
 
   And Keith hadn’t come to the funeral just to support his closest friend. Malcolm swiveled his head to glance at his handler. Inquisitive green eyes met his gaze, and Keith lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “I’m in,” Malcolm said. “I start my new job Monday. I need you to get me three levels of tracking programs. Snyder wants to track activities too. He’s still feeling me out for more.”
 
   “Did you use Markovich?”
 
   “Yeah.” Though he regretted the necessity, it wouldn’t be the last time he used her. “Snyder brought her in for the meeting. Shocked the hell out of her. She thought they were meeting about something else. He used me to blackmail her into staying with the company. Not sure why.”
 
   Her presence had given him a way to show Snyder he was adept at covering up any evidence of nefarious activities. Once Darcy had left, the meeting had taken an entirely different tone. Yet Malcolm had been unable to determine Snyder’s exact goals where Darcy was concerned.
 
   “She’s hot. Maybe he’s looking for a trophy wife.”
 
   Malcolm shrugged. “She wasn’t too pleased by the idea of working for Snyder for another month. I don’t get the sense he had a romantic interest in her.”
 
   “No emotional connection is needed for a trophy wife. All she needs to do is look good on his arm and do what he says. She pretty and she’s a submissive, the perfect combination.”
 
   It took all of Malcolm’s self-control not to growl at his buddy’s oversimplification of the situation. “She’s intelligent and she has a backbone. She’s not going to roll over and obey his every whim. Snyder didn’t come out of that meeting with everything he wanted from her. She doesn’t fit the profile of what he’d want in a wife.”
 
   Keith’s mouth quirked up, and his eyes sparkled with amusement. “Sounds more like your type. Do you have plans to follow up with Markovich? Maybe make sure she didn’t kill Yataines before you develop mushy feelings for a suspect?”
 
   “I don’t think she has it in her to murder anyone. I’m seeing her tomorrow. I’ll get her to talk more about her relationship with him. So far she’s had nothing negative or critical to say. There are a few framed photos of them in the first level of the house.”
 
   It irritated him a bit. Most women fresh out of a long-term relationship had plenty of critical things to say about their exes. The fact that she seemed to have put Yataines on a pedestal didn’t point toward her innocence. He would feel a lot better, as an agent and as a man, if she would point out anything she perceived as a flaw in her former lover.
 
   Keith shot him a knowing look. “Have you slept with her?”
 
   Malcolm shook his head. The deceptively simple question held too many layers. “I stayed the night, but that was accidental. I fell asleep on the couch. She slept elsewhere.”
 
   He watched as Keith turned over the information, both what he had and hadn’t revealed. One of the reasons the two of them had such a productive partnership had to do with the innate ability each had to fill in the blanks with one another. Keith couldn’t come out and ask Malcolm anything that, once on the record, could cast doubt on the investigation. Becoming emotionally entangled with a suspect could derail a case.
 
   Keith leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and clasped his hands together. “Take her to the butterfly house.”
 
   Malcolm nodded stiffly at the code meaning Keith needed to see the situation for himself. If the situation were reversed, Malcolm would do the same thing. They didn’t have the time or the resources to waste on a tainted investigation.
 
   “I’ll have her there between three and four tomorrow.”
 
   A jubilant voice cut across the lobby and put an end to their discussion. “Keith, I’m so glad you could come.”
 
   Both men looked up to the tiny woman with a big presence. Malcolm smiled at his mother.
 
   Keith stood and opened his arms wide. “Mama L, you get more beautiful every time I see you. When are you going to leave your old man and run away with me?”
 
   She kissed Keith’s cheek and wiped away evidence of her pale pink lipstick. “Always a flatterer. One day you’re going to say that to a woman and she’s going to take you seriously. Watch out, kid. That woman will break your heart.”
 
   Malcolm’s younger sister, Katrina, stood next to their mother. At Mom’s playful warning, Trina blushed and looked away. From the first time he’d brought his buddy home, his little sister had nursed a crush. Now grown up and a promising lawyer with the District Attorney’s office, it seemed she still had feelings for his friend. Mal didn’t worry about Keith breaking Trina’s heart because Keith didn’t see Trina as anything but a little sister. To save her from feeling unwarranted embarrassment, Mal enfolded his baby sister in a tight hug. 
 
   __________
 
   Knots in her stomach formed and smoothed out as Darcy alternately anticipated and stressed about whether or not they would do a scene. She desperately wanted one, but Theo was sometimes frustratingly difficult to read. One moment she was sure she had him, and the next she wasn’t sure about anything. She both liked that and found it exasperating. She’d always been able to figure out Scott’s mood, even when he had tried to form that emotionless mask all Doms seemed to affect when they were in control of a scene.
 
   Theo represented new territory in so many ways.
 
   The doorbell rang, and she gave her reflection in the mirror one last look. The requested skirt fell to midthigh. It hugged her hips and accented her legs in a way that made them appear both longer and slimmer. Opting against stockings, she left her legs bare. Her neatly manicured toenails peeked out from the open tip of wine-colored high heels that went with the deep midnight hue of her skirt. Theo’s height meant she could get away with four inches that thrust her hips and breasts to the fore.
 
   Soft satin straps crossed her torso, following the curves of her breasts and pulling the stiff fabric of her matching wine shirt tight. The skirt wasn’t new, but the shirt and heels were the fruits of her shopping trip the night before. It felt good to purchase clothing with a particular man in mind. She hoped Theo liked the ensemble.
 
   She had kept her makeup to a minimum. The emotional and physical exertion of a scene wasn’t makeup friendly. Some Doms liked to see their submissives with streaked faces, but Darcy found that clownlike appearance undignified. Some indignities were erotic and titillating. That wasn’t one of them. She wouldn’t wear more for a scene unless Theo specifically requested or ordered it.
 
   Throwing her hair behind her shoulder on one side, she nodded at the wide-eyed woman in the mirror before crossing the foyer to answer the door.
 
   The strong afternoon sunlight glared behind Theo and blocked out most of his features. The shadows revealed jeans and a polo shirt. She blinked away the black spots dancing in front of her eyes and motioned him inside.
 
   He brushed a kiss across her lips before she could say a word in greeting. Immediately her nerves calmed. He pushed the heavy door shut, blocking out the glare of the sun.
 
   “How was the drive?” She wasn’t sure about the protocol for asking about a funeral, especially one for a man he professed to barely know.
 
   He dropped a backpack on the hall tree next to the door and swept his gaze over her body. A sense of satisfaction curled up her spine as desire flashed through his dark eyes. “Totally worth it.”
 
   “I could drive to your place sometimes.” She felt a little like an ass for not offering sooner.
 
   “Sure.” A fleeting frown scrunched his chin for a second before he shook it away. “But unnecessary. I have a buddy who lives in the city and is traveling for work. He’s offered to let me stay at his place.”
 
   Disappointment tingled through her tummy. She’d been hoping he would stay the night more often, perhaps falling asleep in her bed instead of on the sofa. He was the first man who stirred deep and tender feelings she thought had died with Scott. That alone made him special.
 
   A big part of her wanted to fall right into the scene, but the rational part of her brain cautioned that he would want to talk first—explore what might happen in the scene and set up the hard limits.
 
   “It’s a nice day for April,” he said. Once again his gaze roamed her legs. “Keep the skirt, but you’re going to have to change your shoes. We’ll be doing a bit of walking.”
 
   She glanced around her house, not understanding where the walking would happen. Though the layout made her two-story colonial feel spacious, it really wasn’t that large. It was a good size for a family, but she could still navigate it in heels.
 
   “Walking?”
 
   He grinned and swung his keys around on his finger. “Yes. I’m taking you somewhere else for a few hours. I find it easier to talk about a scene when sex isn’t imminent. That way you can focus on the conversation instead of anticipating the scene. Grab a jacket. You never know how the weather is going to change from one moment to the next.”
 
   __________
 
   He drove a low, sporty kind of car. Other than noting a black exterior and a gray interior, Darcy didn’t bother to look at the brand name. It would mean very little to her anyway.
 
   He held the passenger door open and closed it after she got in. She waited for him to give some kind of clue about their destination, but he said nothing. Soon miles of freeway disappeared under the tires.
 
   “Will we be back for dinner?”
 
   “Yep.” He tapped his thumb on the steering wheel in time to the beat of a classic rock song on the radio. “Don’t worry. I’ve never had a woman cook for me before, so I’m not going to blow this opportunity.”
 
   She caught the humor in his tone, but she didn’t know the exact cause. He could be amused at her less-than-sly attempt to find out where they were going, or he could be joking about never having had a woman cook for him. She opted to feel out the latter. “Really? Not a one? Did your dad do all the cooking while you were growing up?”
 
   He shot her a quirky grin. “He did his fair share. For the record, I don’t count relatives or any women not looking to get into my pants.”
 
   Darcy rolled her eyes. “Well, you certainly make it difficult to get into your pants. Most men only need an invitation and they drop their drawers. I know I’m a little out of practice, but you’re proving a little more challenging, Mr. Stevenson.”
 
   His husky laugh rolled across the small, intimate space inside the car. “Oh sweetheart, don’t fret. It’ll happen. First I have to know how you feel about butterflies.”
 
   It wasn’t the way she’d envisioned the conversation beginning, but at least they were making progress. She had a purple butterfly in her toy chest. Wearing one while receiving a spanking never failed to deliver a nice orgasm.
 
   “I like them. I have one at home if you’d like to use it. You’re welcome to use anything from my toy chest.”
 
   His brows wrinkled, and then he chuckled softly. “I meant literal butterflies. What caterpillars become after they hang around in a cocoon for a few weeks.”
 
   Heat rushed to her neck and cheeks.
 
   “I probably should have told you right away. I’m taking you to see the butterflies at MSU. April is the last good month to see them. I think you’ll enjoy the experience. But the other thing is good to know.” His hand closed around hers and squeezed. “We have about an hour to discuss limits, preferences, and fantasies. Why don’t you start by telling me your hard limits?”
 
   She took a deep breath and let it out. Though she’d looked forward to having this discussion, now that he’d voiced the words, doubts assailed her. What if she couldn’t go through with it? Theo had dominated her in small ways so far, but she’d never done a scene with anyone except Scott. What if he found her lacking in some vital way?
 
   Traveling on the interstate that would take them from Ann Arbor to East Lansing probably wasn’t the best place for her to let insecurity ruin everything. She plunged right in. “I’m not into breath play or anything that uses needles or draws blood. I like the electricity stuff, but only in small doses and only if you feel very comfortable with it.”
 
   Theo nodded. “I’m not into edge play at all. I’ve never done the electricity stuff, but I’ll look into it if we decide we want to go there at some point in the future. I’m an exacting Dom. Many subs find me frustrating because I have such specific and inflexible rules. However I like nothing better than being able to reward my sub for her successes.”
 
   A small amount of moisture flowed to her pussy. Darcy liked rules, and she loved challenges. She wasn’t a passive submissive who wanted to sit back and let her Dom do all the mental work. “And punish her for failure?”
 
   He glanced over at her and then put his attention back on the road as he maneuvered around slower traffic. “Punishments are delivered when necessary. With you, I’ll have to be a little more creative. A spanking or a flogging will only turn you on.”
 
   Darcy grinned. “I would consider those rewards.”
 
   He squeezed her leg and let go, returning his hand to the steering wheel. The move ensured that his physicality wouldn’t influence the discussion. Darcy’s heart fluttered at his thoughtfulness, and he cleared his throat. “While punishment can be fun for me, I prefer to deliver rewards. I like when you’re successful because it means I’m successful. However I don’t like hollow successes. I’ll never give you a task that’s beneath you, and I’ll always take your honest effort into account.”
 
   A man who respected her intellect and her strength. That fluttery feeling bloomed and spread. “Thank you.”
 
   He flashed another smile in her direction. “Hard limits. You aren’t allowed to hit me, either playfully or in anger. Breaking that rule will generally result in a punishment neither of us will enjoy.”
 
   A shiver of apprehension ran through her. The even tone he used didn’t communicate any kind of emotion. He simply stated a fact. Darcy didn’t plan to challenge that rule.
 
   She strove for a bit of humor. “No hitting. I remember that from last weekend. Got it.”
 
   “Good.” He drummed his fingers against his thigh, and she wondered if he was as nervous about this discussion as she was. “No anal sex. I have no problem with using plugs or beads or vibrators on you if that’s what you enjoy, but that’s the extent of it. And under no circumstances are you to venture there with a wandering finger while you’re sucking my cock. I know some guys like it when you play around with the prostate, but I’m not one of those guys.”
 
   Scott had been one of those guys. Maybe it wasn’t fair to keep comparing Theo to Scott, but she had no other point of reference. She nodded, but his eyes were on the road. “Is it just penetration you don’t like, or does the whole idea of someone touching your anus turn you off?”
 
   “The whole idea turns me off. It’s an instant hard-on killer.”
 
   “But you like to have your balls played with, right?” Darcy liked to give head. She liked to use her hands to caress all over while she did it.
 
   He tilted his head to the side and rolled his lips in. “I don’t know. I had one really bad experience, and I’ve bound the hands of all my subs since then.”
 
   Darcy patted his knee. “Theo, I’m here to help you find out. Maybe I can even turn you on to the prostate thing.”
 
   The car swerved, and horns sounded. Theo accelerated and left the angry drivers behind. “Let’s talk about that when I’m not driving.”
 
   She let him move the discussion because she realized she’d forgotten one of her hard limits. “No bondage. I hate being bound.”
 
   He lifted a brow and glanced her way. “Darcy, we talked about this. I’m going to push you.”
 
   Holding her hand down while he kissed and fingered her hadn’t really seemed like bondage. Stretching her arms over her head and immobilizing her wrists had sent her into a panic. Using any kind of straps or ties would likely give her a stroke.
 
   “Theo, it’s going to backfire, and it’s not going to be pretty when it does.” She voiced the warning quietly, her tone subdued with the weight of worry. What if he insisted on tying her up and she panicked so badly it destroyed any trust she had in him? Without trust, their relationship was doomed to a quick demise. Relationships didn’t work without trust. Not ever.
 
   He closed his hand around hers. “I’m asking you to trust me. I won’t push you faster than you can handle. You used yellow very well two days ago. You have safe words, Darcy, and I promise I won’t get pissed if you need to use one.”
 
   She thought back to the orgasm he’d given her on the sofa. Yes, her hand had been held down, but he had done it in a way that made it seem like they were holding hands, joining together in an outward display of affection. Part of her longed to have her boundaries pushed. Exploring her sexuality had always brought such great rewards, and Theo had never once abused her trust.
 
   “Okay. But go slow. Baby steps.”
 
   He squeezed her hand and released it. “I’m so proud of you, Darcy.”
 
   His pride gave her more courage.
 
   “Open the glove box and take out the handcuffs.”
 
   That courage ran for the hills. The desolation and helplessness that had suffused her being that last time the police came to her house to question her about Scott’s disappearance washed over her. They had handcuffed her, pushed her around, bullied her, and taken her down to the station for an interrogation. Only the intervention of Victor’s lawyer had saved her from further humiliation.
 
   But Theo wasn’t the police, and he only wanted to push her boundaries, help her to understand the bondage side of submission. She grabbed her courage by the scruff of the neck, forced her attention to the present, and stared at the place where he’d pointed. A handle was embedded in the contoured gray of the molded car interior. Never had a glove box looked so ominous.
 
   “I didn’t ask you to put them on.”
 
   Theo’s stern voice rumbled through the tiny car, a precursor to thunder. He doesn’t know, she reminded herself. She squeaked and lifted the latch. It was larger on the inside than the dimensions of the car seemed to indicate, and it contained two items. The booklet that described the features and maintenance of the car had a clear plastic cover. The silver handcuffs weren’t lined with anything to make them more comfortable.
 
   Using one finger, she lifted them out of the compartment and closed the latch. They weren’t as cold as she thought they’d be, but the chills running up and down her spine made arctic blasts seem balmy.
 
   Her throat constricted, and she managed short, panting breaths as she faced down this reminder of hell.
 
    
 
   Malcolm watched from the corner of his eye as Darcy dangled the pair of stainless steel cuffs between two fingers. She watched them as if they could suddenly grow teeth and bite her. A quick glance showed that color had completely drained from her face. This wasn’t the reaction he’d expected.
 
   Last time she had been nervous and uncomfortable, skittish but not afraid.
 
   “Darcy? Talk to me, honey. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
 
   Long moments passed. When she finally answered, he had to mute the radio in order to hear. “I’m thinking of one of the times they took me in for questioning because they thought I killed Scott. The week he disappeared, I thought that was the worst week of my life. But it was nothing compared to that day. I sat in that little room for hours, my hands cuffed behind me the whole time. They took turns yelling at me, saying horrible things, and then pretending they were doing me a favor. Thank goodness Victor sent a lawyer. They hadn’t formally arrested me, and I didn’t think to ask for one.”
 
   Shock coursed through his system at the raw pain of her whispered explanation. The officers had definitely pushed the boundaries of legal treatment of a suspect, but they had felt justified. They had honestly believed in her guilt.
 
   An exit ramp loomed ahead, and farm fields flanked the interstate. Malcolm pulled to the ramp’s shoulder and put the car in park. He faced Darcy, unsure whether or not he should offer physical comfort. The tension radiating from her body smacked into him with palpable waves.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it? I’m a really good listener.”
 
   She stared at the cuffs. “No, I don’t want to talk about it. I wish I could just erase it from my memory. I hate cops. They’re completely useless and so full of themselves. Maybe that’s why Vic’s security guy creeped me out so much. Same species.”
 
   Malcolm struggled to keep his expression from showing the dismay he felt. He couldn’t pass negative judgment on his brethren because he probably would have done something similar. They had needed to knock her off balance in order to crack the case. They’d succeeded in ruining her balance, but the case had stalled. That was when they had kicked it to him. When he had approached her, he had done so with the knowledge that she might be guilty. The more he knew her, the more he believed she was a pawn in Snyder’s scheme, and that made her a victim.
 
   As he reevaluated his strategy to encourage her to enjoy bondage, she changed before his eyes. Her spine straightened, color returned to her face, and determination darkened her eyes to cerulean.
 
   “I’m not going to let those bastards win.”
 
   “Darcy?” He had leather cuffs in the trunk. They could go around her wrists, get her used to the feel without actually restraining her movement. Perhaps that would ease her into this a little less traumatically. He hadn’t planned for this to be unpleasant.
 
   She pushed a cuff through the latches in a series of clicks, and then she closed it around her wrist. “I trust you, Theo. I’m going to use this to take back control. I can’t let their taint ruin every aspect of my life. They took enough from me. They can’t have anything more.”
 
   The pride he felt in her show of strength warred with his instinct to defend his fellow law enforcement brothers and his instinct to take her into his arms and smooth away the hurt. She closed the remaining cuff over her other wrist.
 
   He pointed to a button at the base of each cuff. “Press this.”
 
   She obeyed instantly. Her eyes widened as the cuff popped open. “A quick release that I can reach.” She looked over at him, the soft blue of her eyes laden with affection. “You really thought about this, didn’t you?”
 
   “Bondage is important to me, Darcy. I want you to learn to enjoy it. I want to train you so that your pussy weeps when you see that I’m going to bind you.”
 
   Taking her face between his hands, he lowered his lips to brush against her soft eyelids. He skimmed kisses across her cheeks, and her mouth opened under his gentle pressure. He swept his tongue inside and tasted her sweetness and strength. A small moan purred from her throat as she gave herself over to him. Tender emotion gripped his insides. He ended the kiss and returned to his side of the car. His hands trembled as he put the car in gear and gripped the steering wheel.
 
   Never had kissing a woman left him feeling so vulnerable or so honored.
 
   “Put the cuffs back on.” Even his voice sounded strange to his own ears.
 
   She fumbled with them long enough for him to see that the kiss had affected her just as much. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Malcolm shook his head. He wanted her first experience with her hands bound to be completely benign. “No ‘Sir,’ Darcy. Not yet. I don’t plan to top you until we’re headed back to your place.”
 
   Her lips parted ever so slightly, and her brows drew together as she shot him a disbelieving look. “If you’re not topping me, then why am I sitting here wearing a pair of handcuffs?”
 
   He couldn’t stop the grin from manifesting. “Because you want to.” Reaching over, he threaded his fingers through hers and held her hand. “Have I told you how much it turns me on to see how well you’ve embraced this challenge?”
 
   “You’re pushing it, Theo.” She didn’t remove her hand. Instead she placed her other hand on top of his, sandwiching his palm between hers.
 
   Everything about her body language reinforced the correctness of his decision to have her wear the cuffs. “You like being challenged. I think you’d lose respect for any Dom who couldn’t keep you challenged. You’re too intelligent to find fulfillment with someone who doesn’t push your boundaries.”
 
   The silence coming from the passenger side of the car had him glancing over to make sure she was handling it okay. Her gaze fastened on the silver cuffs. Sunlight glittered from them every now and again. He needed to get her mind away from the fact that she was wearing them.
 
   “So tell me how you discovered you were a Painslut.”
 
   She laughed softly and lifted her gaze. Now she watched the passing scenery. “That realization came pretty fast. At that party Scott and I attended where we discovered the D/s lifestyle, I couldn’t tear my eyes from anyone being whipped. I watched subs with tears streaking down their faces, lost in bliss, and I envied them. I’m not a person who is normally jealous, and I don’t begrudge anyone anything. That’s when I first knew what I needed.”
 
   She stroked the back of his hand, the gentle touch so at odds with the violence she craved. She looked at his hand, but he knew he had to get her attention away from anything close to the cuffs. “Not everyone who enjoys being whipped wants it on the level you want it. True Painsluts are remarkably rare.”
 
   This earned a short, ironic laugh. “People who are mentally balanced who want to dominate a Painslut are remarkably rare. Few men can keep up with someone who needs what I need. They think they can, but they can’t. Even Scott limited the amount of time he would spend on impact play. Most of the time when I asked, he said no.”
 
   Malcolm squeezed her hand. “It’s not safe to whip a sub every day, no matter how much you want it. I’d say he was living up to his responsibility to see to your physical health when he limited your whippings.”
 
   She looked at him for so long he had to return her stare. Layers of pain and longing that had nothing to do with him glittered from her cloudy blue eyes. “He practiced on me a lot at first, as he learned what each whip did. Very few floggers leave marks that last for more than a few hours. The sensitivity and the sting subside pretty quickly. Even those that raised welts didn’t leave anything that lingered longer than a day or two. I found it easier to achieve subspace when a second flogging followed the first in a short amount of time.”
 
   Subspace, a pain-induced state of euphoria, acted as a double-edged sword. It could take someone to a peaceful place, but it also provided an escape when a problem should be faced. “And you loved subspace. You found it addictive?”
 
   “I’m not explaining this right.” She lifted her hand and looked down when it didn’t go far. Bemused surprise crossed her features. She set it back down. “Yes, I like subspace. It’s a place where my brain finally stops thinking about a million other things and I can just exist. But it doesn’t turn me on. A whipping can make me horny, but you can also turn me on just by going all Dom on me. Or kissing. You kiss really well.”
 
   “Thanks.” Her kisses definitely turned him on. Watching her come the other night had been so hot that if he’d had a condom in his pocket, he wouldn’t have been able to maintain his self-control.
 
   “I like vanilla sex too, though I’m not sure you can ever really have vanilla sex with a Dom.”
 
   He caught the teasing in her tone. “You’ll still have to ask to come.”
 
   “I thought so.” She massaged his hand a little, but he didn’t miss the sadness she tried to mask. “A spanking or a whipping keeps me calm and focused. It’s not just a momentary physical euphoria. It lets me know without a hint of a doubt that I can handle anything that comes my way, and it reminds me that I have someone strong standing behind me, ready to catch me if I fall.”
 
   He maneuvered his small car into the only empty space in the small lot. Turning to face Darcy, he extricated his hand and cupped the side of her face. “You are a strong woman.”
 
   “I know.” No smile touched her lips, but she didn’t try to break eye contact. “But it’s a lot easier to be strong when you know someone’s in your corner. Theo, I don’t want you to think that I expect you to replace Scott or that I’m with you because you’re a Dom who came along when I really needed somebody.”
 
   Malcolm leaped on her pause. “Darcy, I won’t pretend this situation isn’t complicated.” He had more to say, but she held a silencing finger to his lips.
 
   “I like you. I like talking on the phone with you and going out to dinner. I like that you came over today and took me out when any other man would have tossed me over his shoulder and ran up the stairs. Last weekend I could barely remember the last time my smile was real. In one week, you’ve made me remember what it’s like to feel joy. Thank you.”
 
   Oh, he was totally fucked. The bald honesty of her admission hit him like a ton of bricks. She was falling in love with him. Real love, not the rebound kind that burned hot and fast. He had no doubt she would hate him when she found out the truth, and it would take an extraordinary man to heal the emotional scars Malcolm would leave etched on her soul. He had to lay the groundwork right so the foundation of what they were building could withstand the coming storm.
 
   For now he couldn’t say anything to warn her away. He needed her for his case. Victor had gone through a lot to make sure the two of them worked together. The man had gone out of his way to point out that he knew Malcolm was a Dom and that he had dominated Darcy.
 
   Words failed him, so he just kissed her with all the passion and tenderness in his heart. He tasted her tongue and nipped at her lips. When at last he pulled away, he clicked the button to release her cuffs.
 
    
 
   Darcy watched the cuffs disappear into the glove box. Wearing them hadn’t been at all traumatic. Even discussing such personal things as why she liked being whipped and her relationship with Scott didn’t send her into any kind of panic. In the past eight months, she hadn’t discussed Scott with anyone except Layla. Even with Layla, she kept her statements general.
 
   She reflected on Theo’s vastly different approach to introducing her to bondage. By starting small, he made it seem almost innocuous. He’d said it was important to him. For that reason alone, she wanted to beat the irrational panic that gripped her whenever she was restrained.
 
   But if he thought she wouldn’t push his boundaries too and explore his aversion to anything touching his anus, he was living in a fantasy world.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Thousands of butterflies filled the air, their fluttering wings beating against anything and everything. Darcy wondered how so many could fit into such a tiny room. The butterfly house at Michigan State was not impressive from the outside. Accessed by walking the length of a stifling greenhouse, the little room hid near the end of the hall like an afterthought. A narrow path led around the perimeter and cut through the center. Plants and trees sprouted from beds between the stepping-stones.
 
   Along one wall, three laminated pieces of paper showed the eight varieties of butterflies in the room. So many insects weaved drunken paths through the air that she couldn’t quite make out any of the pictures.
 
   A glance back at Theo showed a man thoroughly enjoying the show. He stuck out his hand and held it up. After a minute, a butterfly landed on his palm. It stayed a short time, but others replaced it. Entranced, Darcy did the same thing.
 
   Immediately two butterflies landed on the back of her hand. Their feet tickled even though their tiny weight was impossible to discern. Something slowly slid out of the front of one. Before she could scream and shake it off—who knew whether or not they were genetically spliced mutants?—a man’s deep voice arrested her intended action.
 
   “He must sense some moisture on your skin.” He pointed at the lengthening projection. “That’s like a straw. It’s how he drinks.”
 
   Focused on the butterfly about to take a chunk out of her hand, she eyed the thing warily. “Will he bite me?”
 
   The man chuckled just as a tickling sensation crawled across her skin. Darcy jerked her hand, and the butterfly flew away. With that close call in the past, she lifted her gaze to find a very handsome man smiling down at her.
 
   Green eyes perused her face with a startling boldness. He wore his light brown hair cropped close to his head, and he was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved cotton tee graced with Bruce Springsteen’s face.
 
   He snagged her hand with a confident grip and turned it so her palm faced up. Darcy glanced around for Theo, but he wasn’t paying attention. The man didn’t set off any warning bells, and she could handle him. Of course, when it came down to it, she preferred for her Dom to handle other men who tried to hit on her.
 
   “Hold still. You’ll like this.” He produced a dropper in his other hand and squeezed a few drips of a clear liquid into her hand.
 
   “Water?” She didn’t want to sniff it, and the feel of it told her nothing except that it was room temperature.
 
   “Sweetened water. They’re sugar junkies.”
 
   Another butterfly landed on her hand. His internal straw extended to the sweetened water cupped in her palm. In less than thirty seconds, he’d sucked down everything. He moved his straw around looking for more. When he found nothing, he flexed his wings and took off.
 
   She looked back up at the man. Butterflies landed on his shoulders, arms, legs, and head. It was an odd juxtaposition with the distinctly masculine air emanating from him. He must be affiliated with the university, though she couldn’t tell if he was a grad student or a professor. “That was really cool. Thank you. Do you work here?”
 
   “I volunteer. Is this your first time?”
 
   Dropping her hand, she absently wiped the sticky residue on her skirt. “Yes. I’ve never had a butterfly land on me.” They swirled around her head and fluttered against her body.
 
   He lifted his chin and gestured to her shoulder. “Don’t freak out, but you have them all over you.”
 
   Moving just her eyes, she verified his statement. Butterflies landed and alighted so delicately she could barely feel them. What she thought was the feeling of them flying around her body turned out to be the sensation of them checking her out. “Well, that’s definitely the last time I can say I’ve never had a butterfly land on me. Now I can say I’ve had them eating out of my hand.”
 
   Crinkles around his eyes showed his amusement. “I bet you have more than just butterflies eating from your hand.”
 
   She blinked and severed eye contact, hoping he hadn’t read anything into her direct gaze. It had been a long time since anyone had attempted flirting or banter with her. Even Theo used the direct approach.
 
   A possessive hand landed on her lower back, and she leaned into the comfort of Theo’s body. “A beautiful woman like this definitely has more than butterflies eating from her hand.” He brushed a kiss over her temple. “I see you made a friend.”
 
   That cue meant he expected an introduction. Well, she didn’t know the volunteer’s name. She flashed a smile at Theo. “He put sugar water in my hand, and I got to see a butterfly drink it. I didn’t know they did that. I mean, it makes sense that they’d need to eat and drink, I just didn’t know how they accomplished it.”
 
   Theo grinned at her cautious enthusiasm and stuck his hand out toward the volunteer. “I’m Theo. This is Darcy.”
 
   The man grabbed Theo’s hand in an obviously firm handshake. “Keith. Nice to meet you, Theo.” He released Theo’s hand and lifted Darcy’s to his lips. He brushed a kiss across the back of her fingers. “Darcy, it’s been a pleasure. If you ever dump this one, you come back and ask for me.”
 
   Stunned at Keith’s audacity, Darcy tugged her hand until he let go. Keith winked and moved away. She watched as he bent to introduce a group of kids to the wonders of hand-feeding a butterfly.
 
   Lifting her gaze to Theo, she drew her brows together. “What is it about being out with you that makes men hit on me?”
 
   Theo blinked and lifted a brow. “I don’t see what I have to do with it. You’re a very beautiful woman. You mean to tell me this doesn’t happen when I’m not around?”
 
   “It doesn’t.”
 
   He slid his arms around her waist and chuckled. “I bet you just don’t notice.”
 
   Automatically she lifted her arms and parked her palms on his biceps. “That’s entirely possible. I guess I find it shocking that anybody would hit on someone who is so obviously on a date.”
 
   He leaned down to kiss her, but a butterfly landed on his cheek and he froze.
 
   “See? Even he wants to get in on the action.”
 
   Amusement glittered from Theo’s warm brown eyes, and his chest rumbled with a deep laugh. “I can’t say I blame him. However, you’re mine, and I don’t share.”
 
   Warmth pooled in her belly at his possessive declaration. She closed her eyes and welcomed the light kiss he brushed across her lips.
 
   __________
 
   Later, after a slow walk through the botanical gardens, he led her back to the parking lot. She waited next to the passenger door while he rooted around in the trunk.
 
   At last he opened the door for her and spread a towel on the leather seat. He pressed a kiss to her cheek and smoothed his thumb over her brow and lip. “When you get in, I want you to remove your panties and put them in the glove compartment. Lift the back of your skirt out of the way so it doesn’t get wet.”
 
   Her pussy tingled at the instruction. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   She sat down, and he closed the door. The tinted windows on the side and the lushness of the trees in front of the car afforded some privacy. Reaching under her skirt, she eased her thong down her legs. She didn’t normally wear such provocative underwear, but she had expected him to have discovered it hours before now.
 
   His door opened and closed. He slid the key in the ignition and started the motor. Air hissed through the vents, and the suffocating closeness of a car that had been sitting began to dissipate. He’d set something on his lap, and she craned her neck to see what it was.
 
   He tugged at the top of the clear bag, and she recognized the object he extracted. A butterfly. A short vibrator stuck into the air, and the textured pad that would stimulate her clit stretched out in front of it. Wetness rushed to her pussy. She loved wearing one of these while being spanked. Given the logistics of the situation, she didn’t expect a spanking or a whipping until after they arrived back at her place.
 
   “Take off your shoes.”
 
   He dribbled lube over the dildo and the pad while she complied with his command. Together they maneuvered the straps of the device over her feet and up her legs. She lifted her hips and held her skirt out of the way as he parted her slit and slid the dildo into her waiting pussy.
 
   She shifted the butterfly and her bottom until she was comfortable with the position and the fit. Tilting the seat back a little helped. Theo watched until she settled down. Then he gripped her chin and turned her face toward his to claim her in a searing kiss.
 
   His teeth nipped her lower lip, reminding her that only he was allowed to bite it. Then he thrust his tongue into her mouth and staked his claim that way. She melted into the heat of his kiss, and the low moan in the back of her throat turned to a high-pitched squeak as he hit the button on the remote to start the vibrations. He held her there until she couldn’t stop the sounds of pleasure from escaping into his mouth.
 
   She settled back against the seat and ground her pelvis down onto the toy, but the vibrations had ceased.
 
   “Give me your wrists.”
 
   Her eyes flew open. She hadn’t heard the glove box open or close. When she regarded him, he held wide, black leather cuffs in his hand. She swallowed against the pointy seeds of trepidation stabbing her throat. They would be more comfortable than the metal handcuffs, but he hadn’t been topping her then. And the metal cuffs had quick-release buttons.
 
   He’d said bondage was important to him. With every fiber of her being, she wanted to fight him. Since they were technically in public, a struggle between them wouldn’t look good to any passersby. She offered her wrists. Her hands trembled as he secured a cuff around each wrist.
 
   “I know this is difficult for you, Darcy. I’m very proud of your courage and the strength of your determination.”
 
   The low timbre of his praise washed over her and chased away the worst of her anxiety. He produced a four-inch-long length of chain and fastened each end to a cuff.
 
   She practiced breathing.
 
   “Darcy, sweetheart, tell me your color.”
 
   That question required a bit of thought. Though these cuffs had no quick release, the short chain meant she could maneuver her hands to undo them if the need arose. Once again she appreciated this slow introduction to bondage. “Green, Sir.”
 
   He kissed her again. As his contagious passion spread to her core, she wondered if he meant the kiss as a reward or if he couldn’t help himself. Subtle nuances were beginning to show through his expressionless mask, but she didn’t feel confident in her read of him. Yet.
 
   The butterfly between her legs came back to life, vibrating intimately on a very low setting. Theo broke the kiss. “Let’s make this interesting. In the backpack I left at your house, I brought my favorite instruments of torture. I also threw in a few canes and a single tail. If you can manage three orgasms before we make it to your house, I’ll let you choose two to use tonight.”
 
   Three orgasms in an hour would be a challenge even if her wrists weren’t bound. He sure knew how to throw out a difficult test. She swallowed. “If I fail?”
 
   He shrugged as if his answer didn’t mean much. “Then you get no say.”
 
   Darcy sat back in her seat. The rate of vibration increased, causing her hips to jerk in surprise. She glanced over to find Theo’s thumb on the remote. He’d switched it to medium speed. “I’ve never experienced a single tail.” Scott hadn’t been comfortable enough with his ability to use one. He’d still been in the early practicing stages with that particular implement, and he hadn’t arrived at the point where he felt comfortable using it on her skin.
 
   Theo’s brows lifted, disappearing under the fringe of bang that fell over his forehead. “Then I guess you’re really motivated to succeed.”
 
   She’d seen it used once. The submissive had screamed and writhed, but her bonds had held her in place. Darcy had ignored the bondage aspect and concentrated on the sweet sound of the whip. Just the sight and sound of the single tail slicing the air and landing with that thunderous crack had made her pussy burn with need.
 
   It burned now, an ache aided by the steady hum of the butterfly against her clit and in her vagina. She rotated her pelvis and pressed into the molded silicone piece.
 
   “Beautiful, Darcy. Since I can’t really watch you, I want to hear you. Don’t temper your volume, sweetheart. And don’t forget to ask to come.”
 
   Fields, marked by signs and small buildings that proclaimed things like TURFGRASS TEACHING AND RESEARCH, flew past. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   She rocked into the device, fucking it with a steady rhythm to build up the sensations. Heat coiled, and she knew it was just a matter of time before she’d be asking for permission to come. The fields disappeared as they came into a built-up area of Okemos that catered to the MSU crowd entering and leaving the freeway. Completely not an exhibitionist of any kind, she groaned as her impending orgasm receded.
 
   Frustration didn’t bring out the best in Darcy. She struggled to avoid swearing or saying something that would earn a punishment. Theo would no doubt take the whole question of the single tail off the table if she did that.
 
   He changed the radio station and found a Springsteen song. Darcy had never been partial to The Boss. The song didn’t help restore her vanishing chance at orgasm. Theo turned onto the entrance ramp to the freeway. She concentrated and redoubled her efforts.
 
   It took forever to build the pleasurable sensations toward climax. Theo played with the speeds, cranking it up to the maximum and then decreasing the speed when she squirmed and moaned her enjoyment. Vibrators gave her very large orgasms that radiated deep and long, but they took a lot more time to attain. If she could use her fingers or if he would spank her, then she wouldn’t have a problem achieving three.
 
   She wanted to yank that remote from his hand, but the thought flew from her head as she crossed the line from general enjoyment to impending orgasm. “Sir, please let me come.”
 
   “Yes. Scream for me.”
 
   The climax took her hard. She rocked into the butterfly, drawing it out for as long as she could. The vibrations decreased, but they didn’t disappear. She shot Theo a grateful look. He caressed her bare thigh, sneaking his hand under her skirt as he navigated the interchange that would take them from Brighton to Ann Arbor.
 
   “Halfway home.” He slid a finger between the butterfly and her clit. The little nub retreated to hide from the overstimulation, but he chased it and massaged her swollen tissues, coaxing it back to the party.
 
   Evidently satisfied with her progress, he withdrew his finger and turned up the rate of vibration. Darcy worked her hips back and forth, but this freeway had more traffic and fewer fields. Cars traveling with them distracted her. She shifted her position and wished for a blindfold to block out the extra stimulation. The links in the chain chimed with small pings every time she moved, further distracting from her goal. She rested her head against the seat and whimpered.
 
   “Stage fright?”
 
   She nodded. “I do better in public after a spanking or a whipping, but you already know that.”
 
   His fingertips traced a path down her thigh to her knee. “We’ll get you over these hang-ups sooner or later, sweetheart.”
 
   Perhaps if she weren’t so sexually frustrated right after having had an orgasm, she would have been able to appreciate his noble endeavor. The promise of experiencing a single tail for the first time backed just out of reach. She didn’t bother with an answer.
 
   The speed of the vibrator picked up again, wringing a gasp from between her lips. She closed her eyes and concentrated. She conjured the image and the feel of Theo’s hand slapping the bare flesh of her ass as her pussy ground against his thigh.
 
   A blessed climax loomed just ahead. “Sir, may I come?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   This one broke, smaller and fleeting, just as they passed under the sign that signaled the freeway split that meant home was seven minutes away. Without pausing to enjoy any aftershocks, she ground her pussy against the butterfly, thrusting with everything she had.
 
   “I love the sight of you working so hard to please me. You’re a beautiful, sensual woman, and you deserve to have another orgasm. Come for me, my sweet Darcy.”
 
   She loved the way he said her name. His low, breathy praise screamed sex and made promises that warmed her insides.
 
   The car came to a stop in her driveway. Hidden between the vinyl siding of her house and her neighbor’s wooden privacy fence, she groaned her frustration and slumped forward. Her forehead banged into her knees. Nasty words rolled from her tongue as she vented.
 
    
 
   Malcolm felt his brow lift as he gazed at the woman folded in half on the passenger seat of his car. He’d seen her on the verge of frustration once before, and her language had been foul then. Of course, that had nothing on the raunchy quality of the muffled curses filling the interior of his car. He cut power to the vibrator.
 
   “Three. Motherfucker. Three. In an hour. With a vibrator. In public. What kind of fucking idiot does something like that?”
 
   He pressed his lips together. He had zero problem with hearing her swear. She was welcome to vent her anger however she wanted. He did, however, have a distinct problem with being called names. Settling back, he waited patiently for her to finish her journey to a place where a modicum of calm existed.
 
   After several minutes, she sat up. Her gaze locked on the small chain linking one cuff to the other. He wondered whether she blamed the cuffs, the presence of traffic, or herself more. As a Dom, he’d decided to help her conquer the fear of public scrutiny. She might be submissive, but he questioned whether she had actually ever admitted she couldn’t control everything.
 
   It would take time, but he would earn her complete and total submission.
 
   At long last, she turned those tear-bright baby blues on him.
 
   “Are you finished?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “I’m pleased you feel comfortable enough to lose your composure in front of me. However you have earned a punishment. I don’t take kindly to being called an idiot or a motherfucker.”
 
   Color drained from her face, and her gaze turned introspective. He realized she hadn’t been completely aware of what she’d said. “I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   He lifted his chin in acceptance of her apology. “Let’s go inside.”
 
   She grabbed the handle of her purse and pushed open the car door with surprising dexterity for someone not used to being bound. He hustled around to her side to help her out. While he wanted her to see that being bound didn’t necessarily translate into being helpless or powerless, the low carriage of a sports car meant she would have trouble getting out even without her wrists chained together.
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   He kept his arm around her waist, lending physical and emotional support all the way to the front door.
 
   She fumbled in her purse for the key, but she found it before he could offer to help. She handled the door without incident. Once inside, he wrapped his hand around her upper arm and turned her to face him.
 
   “Before I punish you, I want you to understand exactly why you’re being punished. I don’t punish for fun. I take great pride in giving my subs pleasure. I want to challenge you, push your boundaries. You want that too.”
 
   He waited for her sign of agreement. She nodded, but her eyes narrowed. “How many subs do you have?”
 
   “Just you.” He resisted the urge to smile at her small show of possessiveness. “And you agree that a spanking or a whipping isn’t something you consider a punishment.”
 
   The small gleam of hostility left her eyes. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Darcy, I welcome any honest emotion from you, but I will not tolerate disrespect. The things you called me were disrespectful. I’m sorry the challenge was too much for you. Having achieved two-thirds of my demand would have earned you a smaller reward. You were close to having that last one. Next time have patience.”
 
   He would have helped her climax again. One pleading look and he would have been putty in her hands. Still flushed from her activities and a little red from her embarrassment, she presented a disarming, sexy figure.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   Pushing her bangs away from her eyes both sated his need to touch her and his need to provide comfort. Such a sweet and generous person would punish herself far more than he ever could. Part of the reason he needed her submission was so she would trust him to dish out the punishment, leaving her free to move on.
 
   “Bend over and brace your hands on the third step.” He closed the front door to preserve her modesty. She bent, and he moved to stand directly behind. “Spread your legs wider.”
 
   When she complied, he lifted the back of her skirt. She truly had a lovely ass. He could spend hours playing with it, and she would no doubt enjoy every single second. Right now his palm itched to spank and caress, but he had a punishment to deliver. After tucking his thumbs into the leg straps, he pulled the butterfly off and tossed it aside.
 
   Reaching underneath, he ran his fingertip along her slit. She sucked in a sharp breath. He pushed his finger into her dripping vagina, and she dug her nails into the finish on the step.
 
   “What color, Darcy?”
 
   “Green, Sir.”
 
   No hesitation. He smiled and extracted his finger. She whimpered. Digging a condom from his pocket, he ripped the foil with his teeth as he jerked open the fly on his pants with his other hand. This wasn’t the way he wanted their first time to happen, but finding a suitable light punishment for a Painslut wasn’t easy. Most subs would be adequately chastised with a spanking. Not Darcy. She found that to be a pleasant pastime, and he wasn’t the kind of man who liked to deny his sub anything she wanted.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you, Darcy. You aren’t allowed to come. Do you understand?”
 
   The answer came slower, resigned. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He fed his cock into her wetness. Her pussy gripped him and sucked him deeper. She gloved him like velvet heaven.
 
   She bucked and thrust back, seating him fully inside. “Oh God!”
 
   Her guttural exclamation hid his groan. She was so tight, and he realized he had to be her first sexual experience in almost a year. The knowledge combined with the heady effects of the intimate feel of her to rocket his control out of reach. He pumped into her and vowed not to punish her if she climaxed against his orders.
 
   She moaned and clenched around his cock. His balls drew up, and he slapped her ass hard. She cried out, and her cunt quivered. Half of him wanted to send her over the edge, to make her come with him. The one shred of sanity in his brain arrested his hand just before he struck her again. If he made her fail at this, she would never forgive herself, and any progress he made with her would be erased.
 
   “Theo, oh God, Theo.”
 
   She stopped short of begging. He gritted his teeth. Her willingness to accept the punishment touched him to the core. With one hand, he grabbed a handful of hair and yanked her head back. With the other, he rained smacks over her ass. “Come, Darcy. Oh, sweetheart, come for me.”
 
   The dam broke. Her body bowed, and she screamed. Her pussy seized around him, and the sharp edge of pain triggered the blinding white flash that came with his orgasm. Hot ejaculate filled his condom. He released her hair and grabbed the banister to stop from collapsing on top of her.
 
   “Stay here.” He didn’t bother to check her response to his hoarse command. She wasn’t going to have the energy to move for a while. Drawing on his reserves, he disposed of the condom and washed his hands in her half bathroom.
 
   When he returned, she had fallen to her knees, and her face rested on a smooth wooden step. Her arms, still bound, were folded under her body. He’d never seen a more beautiful sight. He flipped her skirt back down and scooped her into his arms. The sofa was only steps away, but it seemed miles. He flopped onto the cushion and held her tight against his chest.
 
   He cradled her until they both returned to normal, stroking his hand along the length of her hair. Her breathing normalized, and she traced her fingertips over his lips. He closed his eyes to magnify the pleasure she gave with that gentle caress.
 
   “Theo?”
 
   “M—” So great was his need to hear her say his true name that he nearly corrected her and blew his cover. He drew out the sound, hoping she took it as an invitation to continue.
 
   “Why did you let me come?”
 
   Without pausing the soothing aftercare, he shifted and lifted her chin. She pinned him with that brilliant blue gaze, and he felt that place deep inside him seize. “Did I get my point across? Did you feel suitably chastised?”
 
   She searched his eyes as shadows danced behind hers. “Yes. I’m sorry, Theo. I sometimes have quite a temper.”
 
   He chuckled. “I noticed. As long as you refrain from calling me names, I don’t mind your temper. I like your passionate nature. Never hide that from me.”
 
   With that, he closed his mouth over hers and drank her addictive flavor.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   Darcy set the freshly cleaned toys on a towel folded in half lengthwise on her dresser. After dinner but before he’d disappeared into the shower, Theo had laid out several items from his backpack. He’d brought the flogger he’d purchased especially for her, but he’d left it in the bag. On the dresser, she found a blindfold, a heater, two different paddles, and a crop. Several coiled restraints nestled neatly against the heater’s falls. The cane and the single tail he’d mentioned earlier were nowhere in evidence.
 
   She smiled wryly as she realized he planned to keep those to dangle in front of her, carrots for future challenges. How in the world had he come to understand what motivated her so quickly? Though it hadn’t taken her much time to figure out her triggers, Scott had taken a lot longer. To be fair, Theo came to her with experience. If she had died and Scott had found another submissive, he likely would have seemed just as competent to his new lover as Theo seemed to her.
 
   Shaking away the comparisons she couldn’t seem to stop making, she focused on the task at hand. Theo had asked her to lay out a few of her favorite toys. She’d chosen a powerful vibrator, a clitoral stimulator, several smaller vibrators, and a pair of clover nipple clamps that had real bite to them. She opted to keep the attachable weights in her toy box until she got to know Theo a little better. The anal plugs remained put away. She would eventually use them to push his boundaries, but they weren’t appropriate for their first real scene together. Everything up until now had just been foreplay.
 
   She pulled back the covers and spread a large, soft towel over the sheet. Next she set several hand towels on the dresser near the toys and her preferred lubricant.
 
   Large, hot hands closed over her shoulders. Darcy jumped. So occupied with her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed the absence of running water in the next room. Theo pressed a kiss to her neck.
 
   “We don’t have to do this if you’re not sure about it.”
 
   While she appreciated his offer and his sensitivity to her emotions, she really, really wanted this scene to happen. In the past week, she’d felt so alive. Life had taken on a vibrancy she missed. Doing a scene with Theo would only enhance their relationship.
 
   “I’m sure about this, Theo. I’m sure about you.”
 
   He turned her to face him, and she realized he was completely dressed. She didn’t know what she’d expected, but to find him wearing everything but his shoes disconcerted her a bit.
 
   Ignoring her surprise, he slid his hands to her waist and closed his mouth over hers. His tongue traced the seam of her lip as he licked his way inside. Anticipation turned to acceptance, and she melted, sagging against his solid length.
 
   He pushed her away and helped her to balance under her own power. His fingertips skimmed over her cheeks and brushed her hair back from her face. “Tonight is about pleasure. I’m going to pleasure you, my sweet Darcy, and you’re going to pleasure me.” He traced his thumb over her brow and her lip. “Any questions?”
 
   She shook her head, moistened her lips, and forced out a verbal response. “None, Sir.”
 
   The hand that put her under his spell dropped away. He had yet to look at the selection she’d laid on the dresser. “I’m going to undress you. Your job is to not move unless I specifically tell you to.”
 
   Coming from anyone else, that might have been a gentle reminder. Coming from Theo, Darcy knew it meant he was going to make it difficult for her to keep still. Her panties suddenly became uncomfortably wet. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Once again his lips captured hers. She struggled against the urge to tilt her head and part her lips to invite him in. He nipped her lower lip and feathered kisses over the small sting. Then his head tilted. He gripped her hair at the base of her neck and pulled her head back, lengthening and exposing the column there. The pattern of kisses, bites, and licks played down her neck to the hollow of her throat. A steady thrum heated her bloodstream, magnifying each tiny sensation. Then he reversed direction, discovering the sensitivity of her neck just below her ears on both sides.
 
   Electric need zapped Darcy. She moaned, and her body swayed. Immediately she opened her eyes. She hadn’t realized they’d closed, and she needed her sense of sight in order to avoid moving without permission.
 
   He released her hair slowly, and she returned her head to the facing-forward position, reasoning that when he’d ordered her to not move, her head hadn’t been tilted back. He smiled his approval and kissed the tip of her nose.
 
   Keeping one hand on her hip, he rounded her body. His hands, palms open, fingers spread wide, glided over her hips to encompass her waist and press flat against her abdomen. Between that and the solid feel of his body against her back, he surrounded her completely, trapping her senses and shrinking her world to a bubble that included only the two of them.
 
   He held her like that until a sigh of contentment escaped from between her lips. “”“”He slid his hands lower, finding the hem of her shirt and slipping them underneath to rest on her expectant skin. She liked the way he moved slowly, taking the time to establish his control of the scene. If things were left up to her, they’d both be naked and fucking as fast and hard as they had on the steps earlier.
 
   The roughness of his fingertips came as a bit of a surprise. Then she remembered his love of solving puzzles, whether they involved numerical sequences or mechanical parts. Of course his hands would bear evidence that would whisper over her skin and raise gooseflesh.
 
   “Like that?” His hot breath fanned just behind her ear, eliciting a shiver that caused her eyeballs to roll back in her head and her thighs to quiver.
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He lifted her shirt and tugged it over her head. In the brief moment the shirt took her vision, he whirled her body and moved her to a different place in the room. When the confusion cleared, she realized he’d moved her to stand in front of the mirrored closet doors.
 
   Her reflection, wearing a pale peach lace bra and a navy blue miniskirt, greeted her rebalanced senses. Theo stood behind her, his appreciative gaze raking over her reflection.
 
   His hand came up between them. A tug at the clasp, and her bra took a slow tumble to the floor. He cupped her breasts underneath, his tender hold turning hard as his caress continued upward and he mashed the pale globes against her ribs. The unexpected and controlled violence stole her breath.
 
   When she tore her gaze away from what he did to her breasts, she satisfaction glittering from his dark eyes. The fact that he openly took pleasure in controlling her pain sent shock waves to her pussy. She squeezed her thighs together to capture the feeling.
 
   “You’re ruining your perfect posture, sweetheart. I have a spreader bar in my bag if you need it.”
 
   A threat disguised as an offer of help. She had expected him to be as clear and direct as he had been up until this point, not to veil his warnings. Still, it worked. She stepped her feet shoulder-width apart. The shock waves dissipated, but pleasure over his compliment kept the glow alive. At one point in her life, she’d practiced how to stand and how to kneel so much they became natural and effortless responses to domination. It looked like it was going to take some effort to reestablish those habits.
 
   He pinched and rolled her nipples, a reward for correcting her mistake so quickly. Darcy moaned and bit her lip in her struggle to stay still. The shards of pain stabbing from her nipples to her pussy eased.
 
   “Your lip, Darcy. What did I tell you about biting that lip?”
 
   “I’m not allowed to inflict pain on myself. I’m sorry, Sir.” She wondered if he would take away anything from the whipping she hoped he planned.
 
   “Are you nervous?” His brown eyes searched her face in their reflection.
 
   “No, Sir. I’m just very turned on.” She grinned, trying to erase that line between his brows with reassurance. “Perhaps a good flogging would teach me a lesson?”
 
   He smiled, and a short, low laugh rumbled out. “I told you tonight was all about pleasure. I’ll flog you, sweetheart. Have patience. This body is mine, and everything tonight happens on my timetable.”
 
   She lowered her gaze, a little ashamed to realize she expected him to choreograph the scene exactly the same way Scott would. He had liked it rough and gritty. It was nothing for him to grab her hair, haul her across the room, and toss her on the bed or ram his dick down her throat. Theo’s approach was decidedly gentle, almost like he was making love to her. Scott had only been gentle when they had vanilla sex. With a start, she realized how thoroughly Theo had listened when she told him what she liked. He was combining all the things she had said she wanted.
 
   Confusion wreaked havoc with her emotions. She breathed against the weight in her chest that had everything to do with her growing affection for Theo. As she wrestled for and won control, Theo waited patiently for her to return to him.
 
   She lifted her gaze back to meet his in the mirror. “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “It’ll take time, sweetheart. There’s no shame in that.” At her nod, he smiled. “Give me your color.”
 
   Her answer came out on a soft whisper. “Green, Sir.”
 
   He lifted her hair and grazed his lips over the back of her neck. One hand remained on her breast, plucking and rolling her nipple. The dual sensations elicited two kinds of passionate responses. One sent a sharpness she craved through her body. The other filled her need for simple affection. Both kept her on edge, which, she knew, was exactly where Theo wanted her.
 
   The kiss moved lower as he licked and feathered light touches over her back. Soon he knelt behind her. He slid her skirt over her hips and down her thighs. His lips and the gentle caress of his hands followed.
 
   By the time he lifted her foot to completely remove the skirt, he’d lulled her into such a relaxed state that she couldn’t open her eyelids more than halfway. Her breasts were heavy with need, and her glistening vulva pulsed, pleading for attention. The scent of her arousal drifted up to tickle her nose.
 
   He gripped her hips and licked the small of her back along her spine. When he stood, he had something long and white coiled in his hand. He held it in front of her. She started at the length of thick, twisted nylon rope. A few loops squeezed the middle of the circle together until it resembled a figure eight.
 
   Trepidation made her wish they’d done this before dinner. If he tied her with that rope, nothing she did would loosen the bonds enough for her to slip free.
 
   “Touch it.”
 
   She lifted a trembling hand and ran her fingertips along the rope. The soft, smooth texture would slide sensuously against her skin without poking or abrading.
 
   “There are many kinds of bondage, my sweet. This one doesn’t tether you to anything. It can, and once you’re used to it, we’ll explore that side of bondage. For now I want to show you how good it can be.”
 
   He wasn’t exactly asking her permission, but she appreciated the explanation nonetheless. So far, he’d held down one of her wrists or cuffed them together. She wondered what he meant to do with the rope if he wasn’t going to tie her to anything.
 
   With a tug, he untied the intricate knot holding the rope in its neat configuration. He measured off an arm’s length, and then he wrapped the rope around her rib cage four times. He messed around with it in the back, brushing his fingers against her skin as he looped and wove. When he returned to stand in front of her, she observed the intense concentration on his face.
 
   By the time he finished, the rope covered her ribs and framed her breasts so that they jutted out and swelled with expectation. A pretty, perfectly symmetrical woven pattern crossed her sternum, squeezing her framed breasts together. More rope looped over her shoulders and between her legs, subjecting her labia to the same treatment as her breasts. Darcy’s sex organs felt heavy and full. Wetness dripped from her aching pussy. This wasn’t what she had imagined when Theo mentioned bondage.
 
   Theo stood back and surveyed his work. He walked around her body, checking the angles. Darcy’s gaze was drawn to him almost as much as to the genius of his macramé bondage technique. He had used one length of rope on her entire body. Nothing poked into her uncomfortably. If anything, he’d created a feeling of sensual security.
 
   Finally he pronounced judgment. “Not bad. You look amazing. Once you’re used to this, there’s so much more we can do. Of course, this corselet is one of my favorites. What do you think?”
 
   The question hadn’t been expected. Her opinion shouldn’t matter. She stuttered a bit. “I—it’s comfortable. It makes me tingly.”
 
   He kissed her, and while she enjoyed the kiss, her attention was drawn to how he held her tightly against his body. The dueling pressures created by his chest and the ropes made her breasts pulse and sent small shocks directly to her core. She moaned and whimpered, on the verge of begging for his touch. It didn’t hurt, but it provided some of that same sense of urgency, almost like it gathered and pooled her sexual energy.
 
   Stepping away, his gaze traveled up and down her body, openly admiring his handiwork. “On your knees.” His voice had taken on a hoarseness that robbed him of volume but not authority.
 
   Sinking to her knees had never felt so decadent. The ropes near her pussy tightened as she bent, emphasizing her need. If only one would roll to put some of that pressure on her clit.
 
   But Theo had done his job well. Nothing moved.
 
   His smile grew smug. Then he turned away and crossed to the dresser. When he turned back to face her, he had a blindfold in his hand. Without a word, he slipped it over her eyes.
 
   The loss of vision caused a momentary realignment of her senses. She swayed a bit as she adjusted. The magnetic pull of his nearness disappeared, and she was left to wait. Anticipation ratcheted her need up another notch.
 
   “Give me your hand.”
 
   Responding to his command before her brain could process it, her hand twitched. It had been too long since she had been in this position, and the ropes winding around her torso threw her off as well. She hadn’t been aware of his return. Gingerly she lifted her hand, raising it to the place where she thought he might be.
 
   His palm cupped her hand while he pressed something into her palm. “Hold this.”
 
   From the cylindrical shape, the top-heaviness of the object, and the texture of the dial on the bottom, she deduced she held her vibrator. The sound of liquid being expelled from a bottle and the way the vibrator moved in her hand let her know he was spreading lube over the shaft.
 
   “Put it inside you and turn it on.”
 
   It slid in smoothly, aided by the lube and her juices. “Which speed, Sir?”
 
   “Your choice, but you can’t come before me, and you’ll only have one hand free to change the speed. I guess it depends on how good you are with your hands.”
 
   She responded to both the humor in his voice and the challenge he issued. She chose a medium speed. From her position, she figured she would be using her other hand and her mouth on Theo. Doms almost never got themselves off, but she liked it that way. She wanted to be the author of his orgasm.
 
   As the hum spread throughout her swollen tissues, softness traced her lips. She knew with an intimate surety what his thumb felt like. This was much softer, a silky caress with a sticky lipstick. She parted her lips, eagerly awaiting his cock. Her hand came to rest on his thigh.
 
   He played with her, slipping it in a slow inch and letting her swirl her tongue around the head, and then easing back out. Darcy almost whimpered when she realized how long he could play this way, all while the vibrator buzzed inside her dripping cunt. She had been halfway to orgasm before he handed her the vibrator.
 
   She breathed through her nose, and her body trembled with the effort it cost to hold back the climax. Her pulse beat hard, and she remembered the hand on his thigh. A slow slide upward and she cupped his balls. Air hissed from between his teeth, but he didn’t change the game. Each thrust brought him a little closer to the back of her throat.
 
   Before long Theo took pity on her. He gripped her head in his hands to hold her steady. She braced herself and swallowed as he thrust completely into her mouth. He withdrew slowly, letting her please him with her tongue.
 
   Soon he abandoned the details. He pumped into her mouth, mashing her lips against her teeth with each glorious thrust. His semen shot down her throat. She barely remembered to swallow as her climax washed through her body.
 
   He withdrew and removed her blindfold, and she struggled to stay on her knees while he slid the vibrator out.
 
   “Go sit on the edge of the bed. Spread your legs as wide as you can.”
 
   Without replying, she scurried the few feet between the floor and the bed. She felt the nap of the towel she’d spread earlier. Perching on the edge, she rested her heels on the bed frame and let her knees fall open.
 
   Theo didn’t move from where he knelt on the floor. His position gave him the perfect view of her open pussy. He studied it, caressing with his eyes when she wanted him to use his hands, his tongue, and his cock. Or the vibrator again. She wasn’t picky.
 
   Minutes trickled past. Her stomach muscles clenched as she struggled to resist the way gravity pulled her toward the dip in the mattress. Theo finally moved, but he headed to the dresser.
 
   When he turned back to her, he had thick leather cuffs in each hand, each easily six inches wide and much too long to use on her wrists or ankles. He wrapped the first one just above her left knee and buckled it in place. He repeated the act with her right leg.
 
   “I’m going to tie your legs open, but your arms will remain free and you will not be restricted in what you can and can’t touch. I’ll warn you when I’m going to use a flogger or the crop so you can keep them out of the way. However if your hands get in the way, they will get whipped, and it won’t stop the whipping. Do you understand the rules?”
 
   The excitement bubbling through her system wasn’t dampened by the fact that he was tying her legs to the bedposts after he said he had no plans to restrain her. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   When he finished, her heels no longer rested on the frame. Thin ropes extended from the posts at the head and foot of her bed and held her legs open.
 
   “Lie back.” She complied and immediately realized the helplessness of the situation. Though she could reach the buckles on her legs and she could remove them, the way he’d tied the ropes kept her thighs a little off the mattress. She couldn’t move her pelvis more than an inch. Tucking her hands behind her neck, she analyzed whether or not this position bothered her.
 
   The panic she expected never materialized. Having her hands free meant she maintained significant control over the situation. The demons of doubt asked if she’d ever truly relinquished control. She chased them away and ignored the question. She’d submitted to Scott.
 
   Theo drew a finger through her wetness. He followed the contours of her folds with the determination of a man solving a maze. Darcy watched the intent expression on his face, and she wondered what he thought of the offering in front of him. The release from moments ago had been forgotten. She felt like a vessel tasked with containing pleasure until her Master decided to release bits of that precious liquid.
 
   She wished he would say something about whether he liked her pussy or not. He said nothing, and his silent exploration had her squirming against the bonds holding her thighs immobile.
 
   Then he bent. The tip of his tongue followed the paths so recently traversed by his finger. By the time he circled her clit, her breaths had turned fast and shallow. She wished he would add his fingers, but he only used his tongue.
 
   Lifting away, he finally used his fingers to pinch her clit. She gasped at the brief spike of pleasure-pain, but the sensation vanished seconds after it began. His face loomed close, and the rough denim of his jeans pressed against her open pussy. Just before he took her mouth in a soft, insistent kiss, he whispered a reminder. “Use your hands. Touch me.”
 
   Her eyes flared briefly as she remembered he’d made a point to not restrict her hands. Seized with a sense of greed, she grasped the back of his shirt and pulled it over his head, baring his chest. He allowed a hiatus in the kiss so she could complete her task.
 
   Unfettered by restraint or command, she ran her hands down his back and up his sides. She explored the contours of his shoulders and the dips and planes defining his chest. Unlike most computer geeks—and she’d always had a thing for geeks—Theo was hard steel covered with soft skin. There was no evidence of hours spent in front of a computer softening him in any way. The bulge in his pants pressed firmly against her mons. She tried to wiggle an invitation, but he seemed impervious to her offer. He moved his mouth to her neck.
 
   Genetics gave his skin an olive cast that would grow golden in the sun. A vision of him bringing an ax down to split a piece of wood balanced on a tree stump, surrounded by trees delineating the edges of a forest clearing, seared her mind. She would emerge from the shadow of a tree, naked. He would seize her offering, perhaps chaining her to the stump while he took his pleasure from her body.
 
   The vision cleared. She barely refrained from giggling at the rustic image and the emerging subconscious need for bondage, a fantasy she’d never before entertained.
 
   His hand closed over her breast, smashing the confined globe against her chest and the ropes surrounding it. She grazed a nail over his nipple, and his sudden intake of breath indicated how much he liked it. He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. She saw him reach a conclusion, but he didn’t share it with her.
 
   Bracing his weight on one hand, he reached into his back pocket. In seconds darkness stole her vision. He adjusted the edges of the mask. “Comfortable?”
 
   This again. She wondered why he kept covering her eyes. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Can you see anything?”
 
   She had closed her eyes beneath the mask. Now she opened them and peeked downward. Most masks showed gaps between the cheek and the nose. “Just some light at the bottom, Sir. Not enough to actually see anything.”
 
   He made another adjustment, and the light disappeared.
 
   “Nothing now, Sir.”
 
   He dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose and eased away. Coolness replaced his heat, and she missed the feel of him. “Don’t fret, sweetheart. I’m going to spank that lovely pussy and tenderize those luscious breasts. Keep your hands out of the way.”
 
   Darcy tried to wiggle her ass, but the restraints didn’t give. With a start, she realized she didn’t have to concentrate on not moving the lower half of her body. He’d seen to it that she couldn’t. Lying there, she was acutely aware of the corselet he’d tied around her torso. The rope pattern plumped her breasts out nicely, and she could feel her blood flowing, pulsing in her breasts with each beat of her heart. The effect echoed in her pussy, where the ropes kept her labia spread open.
 
   With the first lick of the falls, she was able to identify his weapon of choice. He had chosen to start with the heater. Darcy tucked her hands under her neck and relaxed. No matter how much force he used, the heater wouldn’t do much beyond deliver a small sting. This was a warm-up.
 
   Heat rushed to her inner thighs and her stomach, the places to which he first applied the whip. The steady slap and the even blows demonstrated his master technique. The falls licked and tickled over her breasts, sensitizing her skin so that it would respond better to other stimuli.
 
   She relaxed into the pleasant, heated buzzing. The whip paused, and the falls trailed a path over the areas of her skin that were no doubt pink. She smiled at the tingling sensation.
 
   “Relaxed?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”
 
   A short whistle ended in a hard thunk against her labia. Heat exploded, and her hips jerked at the unfamiliar sensation. He’d exchanged the heater, but she didn’t know what he used now. The feeling he generated didn’t match any of the implements he’d put on the dresser.
 
   It felt like a cylinder, but the end of it broke into distinct falls, tickling against her skin as they lifted away. Theo gave her a second to process the first blow, but he wasn’t generous with the next one. He set a fast pace that chased all analytical thoughts from her head. The implement caught her clit with one blow and the opening of her vagina with the next.
 
   Before long, she cried out at the ecstasy of the sting. Her hips tried to thrust, to control the sensation, but the cuffs around her thighs held her in place. Sweetness built, tension coiling in and around her clit. Her hands flew from behind her neck to dig into the sheet.
 
   “Oh Sir, please!”
 
   “Please what?”
 
   Exactly. Darcy didn’t know. She wanted to come, but the exquisite feelings weren’t inside her abdomen, they were on the surface of her pussy. She went for honesty. “I don’t know.” Her voice and her pussy quivered. “Please, Sir!”
 
   A brief pause. Heat suffused her pussy and thighs, but not the kind that brought pain or completion.
 
   The next time something whistled through the air, Darcy identified the crop. The little scrap of leather on the end seared her nipple. He alternated slapping them. She arched her back off the bed, seeking more of that brand of heat.
 
   “Painslut.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Oh yes, Sir.”
 
   The pressure of each blow increased. Her nipples exploded with stinging heat. She cried out. The next blow came on the beat, but it didn’t land on her nipple. That time, he’d aimed for her clit. Nobody had ever hit her clit with a crop. Intense sensation washed through her, paralyzing her body and arresting her ability to breathe.
 
   He waited until her body relaxed. “Would you like more?”
 
   Darcy didn’t need to consider that question. “Yes, please, Sir.”
 
   The next series of hits alternated between her breasts, where he no longer aimed for just the nipples, and the exposed parts of her ass. Just when she thought he might have decided against it, he landed three smacks in quick succession against her throbbing clit. Her entire body clenched, holding tight lest an orgasm escape.
 
   “Come for me, Darcy.”
 
   He hit again, and she cried out. Cream rushed from her throbbing pussy. She wanted to beg for one more hit, but she knew he wouldn’t give it to her. Foil ripped. Seconds later he pushed into her pulsing hole and fucked her hard. Darcy relaxed into his pace and gave her body over to his pleasure.
 
   Suddenly he withdrew. He tugged at the restraints around her knees, and then he removed her blindfold. Tearing the rest of his clothes away, he threw them in a heap on the floor. She maintained her position while she watched him snatch the two paddles from the dresser.
 
   “Sit up.”
 
   For the paddle? Absolutely. The prospect of a spanking lit the few parts of her not buzzing with sensation.
 
   He rounded the bed and settled into position. “You’re going to ride me, sweetheart.”
 
   She turned and crawled until she straddled him. He held his cock, still hard and sheathed, with his hand. She sank down and waited for the next command.
 
   The paddle smacked against one ass cheek. Her pussy clenched, and he hissed. “I want to see those swollen breasts bouncing. Don’t stop until I tell you to.”
 
   A glance down showed exactly how swollen they’d become. Between the ropes and the crop, he’d prepared her nicely. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   She lifted up and slammed down. The paddle greeted her ass, urging her away and luring her back with the promise of more. Her breasts bounced wildly. The ropes controlled their movements so they didn’t hurt in the wrong ways, but they also trapped more blood in the globes. They ached with need.
 
   The heat between her legs became unbearable. “Please may I come, Sir?”
 
   She didn’t expect permission, but he gave it anyway. Her body bowed, and her pelvis ground down to pinch her clit between their bodies. Stars exploded.
 
   She came down to find he had half untied the ropes wrapped around her body. She blinked as she watched the rest of the white rope disappear from her skin, leaving behind reddened grooves where it had dug into her flesh. Blood rushed into the restricted areas, lighting an unquenchable fire in her breasts and pussy.
 
   Before she could wonder at the aftereffects, Theo flipped her onto her back. His stomach pressed against hers, but he held most of his weight on the hands he perched on either side of her head. “Wrap your legs around me.”
 
   With effort, Darcy lifted her legs and locked her ankles around his waist. He slid a little deeper. He’d left her hands free to explore, and she caressed his chest. Muscles chiseled with an artist’s tools bunched and strained under her questing fingers. She inhaled, memorizing the way his masculine scents mixed with her feminine ones.
 
   His lips locked onto hers, and his tongue thrust into her mouth. He nipped her lower lip. She wanted to laugh at his not-so-subtle show of dominance, but Theo distracted her with his first hard thrust.
 
   He pounded into her body. The unfamiliar sensations caused by the aftereffects of the rope combined with the urgency created by the erotic spanking. Darcy screamed, completely blindsided by the climax that took her senses.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Malcolm stretched out a hand in search of Darcy’s warm body. She’d blown his mind last night with her willingness to accept bondage even though she professed to not like it. He’d progressed slowly with acclimating her to the feel of being restrained, and he’d begun by binding her in a relatively benign manner. Her passionate responses had only underlined the accuracy of his instincts. She could very much enjoy bondage, as long as he explained what would happen beforehand.
 
   When she became more used to being bound and restrained, he would set up his bamboo tripod and initiate her into the delights of being bound, restrained, and suspended.
 
   But he found only the cool sheet and empty pillow on the other half of the bed. He opened his eyes and lifted his head. Light filtered through the curtains, and once again Miss Priss was curled at his feet. His detective mind noted a lack of blinds meant she didn’t often sleep late. Damn. He’d have to change that habit.
 
   Sitting up, he rubbed sleep from his eyes. A craving for caffeine had him throwing back the covers he’d pulled over them after Darcy had passed out from climaxing. A sharp sense of pride puffed his chest at that accomplishment. Many people went to sleep after sex. Few actually lost consciousness from the force of a large orgasm. He rummaged in his bag for clean shorts, threw his pants from the night before over those, and shoved a couple of condoms in his pocket.
 
   The low murmur of conversation and the scent of freshly brewed coffee drew him to the kitchen. Two female voices had him frowning. Company meant his morning wood wasn’t going to see any action.
 
    
 
   The distinct creak of her sixth step alerted Darcy that Theo had awoken. Given how hard he’d worked the night before, she wasn’t going to begrudge him the opportunity to sleep in until nearly noon. She’d already gone for a short run and cleared the rest of the leaves left by the melted snow from her two beds of lava rocks.
 
   Her sister, Amy, glanced up from her mug, though she didn’t falter in the stirring of sugar into her coffee. Her brow arched with a silent question, and her eyes darted to the opening leading to the hall for the answer.
 
   Darcy dreaded this moment. Amy had shown up an hour earlier, wanting to go shopping. Normally Darcy would go with her sister because it was easier to give in than to try to explain again why not having the urge to shop didn’t equal depression. Even though she hadn’t liked Scott, Amy hadn’t abandoned her when she cried for hours over losing him. Amy had been there during those dark times when Darcy hadn’t wanted to leave the house for any reason.
 
   Theo trudged into the room. His sinfully dark hair swirled around his head, a messy testament to the wildness of their night. He gave her sister a cursory glance on his way to where Darcy stood in front of the sink. His arms closed around her waist, and he rested his head on her shoulder. She returned his embrace, and he settled in a little more.
 
   He seemed so comfortable that she wondered if he’d fallen back to sleep. Instead he pressed a kiss to her neck. “Coffee?”
 
   She laughed at his desperate request. “I’ll get it for you. Why don’t you go sit down at the table?”
 
   “‘K.” He plopped down in the nearest chair, which also happened to be next to Amy. Holding out a hand, he smiled a greeting. “I’m Theo. You must be Darcy’s sister.”
 
   Amy blinked. “She told you about me?”
 
   “A little. Mostly I figured you were closely related because you look like sisters.”
 
   Darcy set a steaming mug on the table in front of Theo. “Are you hungry?”
 
   He lifted his gaze, and the look he gave her betrayed a hunger for things other than food. Her breasts tingled with remembered heat. “Just coffee for now. Let me wake up a little more, and then I’ll have breakfast.”
 
   The sugar bowl still sat on the table from when Amy had brought it over. He reached for it, and Darcy handed him a spoon.
 
   Amy ran her fingertip over the rim of her mug. Darcy didn’t think they looked that much alike. They shared the same blue eyes, but Amy’s lighter hair and oval face definitely set them apart. She had yet to smile at Theo. “So, Theo, Darcy tells me you two met at a convention.”
 
   He sipped the coffee. “Yep.”
 
   “What kind of business are you in?”
 
   The question was logical. The convention had been aimed at small businesses looking to grow and diversify. Applying for grants and offering money or services to charity were two ways to expand a business.
 
   “Information technology, computers, programming. Things like that.” He rubbed at the corner of his eye. Darcy recognized that Amy’s interrogation had begun. Her big sister had taken it upon herself to look after Darcy. It was nice to know someone was in her corner no matter what.
 
   However she didn’t want Amy to ask questions. Her sister hadn’t understood Darcy’s relationship with Scott. After they’d discovered BDSM and begun practicing, it had only taken a month for Amy to shift from liking Scott to hating him. She had used any opportunity to urge Darcy to leave him.
 
   Given that her relationship with Theo was founded on the same concepts, Amy was sure to hate him too. “Amy.”
 
   Amy waved Darcy’s warning away. “Computer geek. I’m starting to see what you like about this guy.”
 
   Darcy drew in a sharp breath as Amy drew the inevitable comparisons between Theo and Scott. She really didn’t need for Amy to delve deeper. If she didn’t distract her sister, things were likely to get ugly. “Amy, how about some lunch? I have leftover pizza. It’s homemade.”
 
   Theo’s arm came around her hips, and he snuggled a hug into her waist. “That sounds great, sweetheart. I’ll have some.”
 
   Her stress level evened out, but that didn’t mean she wanted to hear Amy’s take on the situation. Reluctantly she eased out of Theo’s hug and pulled the leftover pizza from the refrigerator. She set the oven to preheat as Amy warmed to the topic.
 
   “Has Darcy told you about Scott, her fiancé?”
 
   “Amy!”
 
   Theo’s glance both reassured her and let her know he understood the situation. It looked like the caffeine had kicked in. “She has told me a few things about Scott. It’s a tragic situation.”
 
   “You remind me of him a little,” she said.
 
   Darcy wished Amy wouldn’t look out for her quite so vigorously. She swallowed a groan at the same time Theo laughed.
 
   He took the spoon for another whirl around his mug. “How so?”
 
   “You’re about the same height, you both like one teaspoon of sugar in your coffee, and you both don’t seem to mind walking around half-naked.”
 
   Theo sipped his coffee. “Lots of men are around six feet tall. Lots of people like a little sugar in their coffee. And if it’s not cold, lots of men don’t think twice about whether or not they’re wearing a shirt, especially if they think it’s just them and their girlfriend in the house.”
 
   His apparent nonplussed attitude amazed Darcy. She hadn’t seen him lose control of his temper before, but Scott would have told Amy to fuck off by now.
 
   Amy rested her chin on her palm and delivered her coup de grace in a near whisper. “She’s still in love with him, you know.”
 
   The oven timer chimed, and Darcy’s temper simmered. A red haze clouded her vision. She still loved Scott. So what? That didn’t mean she couldn’t fall in love with Theo too. Before she could throw Amy out of the house, Theo responded in an even tone.
 
   “I expect she’ll always love him. It’s not like they broke up, Amy. She planned to marry him. When you lose someone you love, you never get over them. You just learn to live with the fact that they’re gone. It takes courage to move on with your life. I’d think you would be happy for Darcy, not sitting here, doing your best to chase away a man she’s obviously spent the night with. She’s not exactly the kind of person who leaps into bed with anyone. Did you stop to think she might care about me and I might care about her?”
 
   He sipped from his mug as if he’d just reiterated the weather forecast for the week. His commanding presence and the sweet understanding of his words combined to make Darcy’s knees weak. She put the pizza on a sheet pan and slid it into the oven.
 
   Amy narrowed her eyes at Theo. “He beat her, you know. Are you like that too?”
 
   “Out.” Darcy made shooing motions in Amy’s direction. Perhaps Theo had patience with Amy, but a lifetime of being managed by her sister didn’t leave Darcy with a whole lot of residual patience where she was concerned. “I’ve told you over and over that Scott wasn’t abusive. I’m tired of explaining our relationship to you. Just go. If you’re going to be a jerk, just get out of here.”
 
   Standing, Amy shrugged her shoulders, but she didn’t manage to hide the hurt from her eyes. “I care about you, Darcy. You’ve always been the smart one, but you’ve always lacked common sense. I just don’t want to see you hurting like that again.” While guilt pinged through Darcy, Amy lowered her gaze to Theo. “You have the same confidence Scott had, that whole air about you that screams authority and nobody’s allowed to argue with you. Can you look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t beat women?”
 
   Theo stared at her for the longest time. Darcy wanted him to repeat her order for Amy to leave, but he didn’t. She realized he wasn’t Scott, and they didn’t share this house. Theo had no right to order anyone out of her house, and he wasn’t going to pretend like he did. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest.
 
   Finally Theo shook his head. “No man who beats women is going to sit here and admit it to your face. Mostly they don’t even admit it when there are witnesses and video proof. I will tell you that I care about Darcy. I’m glad to see you care about her too. She needs that, but she also needs people in her life who are going to be supportive of what she wants and what she needs. I’m a Dom, which is what I think you’re getting at.”
 
   Amy’s fist pounded the table as she interrupted Theo. “That’s just an excuse to beat up women!”
 
   “The distinction you’re looking for, Amy, is that I would never ‘beat up’ Darcy. My personal preference is to tie her up and make her have quite a few orgasms, but she’s a little more into the masochistic aspects of it all. If she’s a very good girl and if she asks nicely, I’ll spank or flog her. Nothing happens without her consent, and she has the power to stop anything at any time.”
 
   This argument was old, and Darcy wanted it to stop. She wished a safe word worked on her sister. In the months since Scott’s disappearance, she and Amy had slowly forged a friendship that had been absent when Scott had been around. Amy singularly objected to the entire concept. Because the topic of BDSM had disappeared with Scott, the intervening months had seen nothing but peace between them.
 
   Amy’s fire had been lit, and it wasn’t going to go away quietly. “But you determine when it happens!”
 
   “Well, I’m the one who has to do the work. Be logical, Amy. When you ask someone to do you a favor, isn’t it just good manners to let them figure out when it fits best into their schedule? If she wanted me to debug her computer, she’d have to wait until I had the free time. This really isn’t any different.” He leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee. If Darcy wasn’t mistaken, amusement made his eyes gleam. He actually liked the debate.
 
   That threw Amy for a loop. For the first time ever, she faltered. It took her a minute to recover. When she did, she pinned Darcy with a heated glare. “This is so misogynistic. You’re actually waiting on him. You got him coffee, and now you’re making lunch for him.”
 
   Darcy rolled her eyes. “I got you coffee, and I’m heating lunch for you too. You’re both my guests, Amy. I’d like it if you remembered the manners Mom and Dad taught us. Please apologize to Theo. He didn’t do anything wrong. As a matter of fact, I think he’s been pretty tolerant of your rudeness.”
 
   The timer on the oven chimed again. She slammed the oven door open, but when she reached to get the sheet pan, Theo snatched her up and lifted her away.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?”
 
   He kissed her temple and set her down near the sink. “Preventing second-degree burns, sweetheart.” With that, he grabbed the oven mitt she had neglected to use and withdrew the pan from the oven. He closed the door, set the sheet on the stovetop, and pushed the button to turn the oven off. “Why don’t you grab some plates?”
 
   As she turned toward the cupboard where she kept the plates, she caught Amy’s startled expression. She handed Theo three plates. He used the circular cutter to divide the pie and loaded slices onto each plate.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Amy’s apology barely made it across the kitchen, but Theo heard it anyway.
 
   “Don’t be.” He grinned over his shoulder. “If you didn’t care about Darcy, you wouldn’t try so hard to figure out something you don’t understand. I can’t hold that against you.”
 
   Tension eased from Darcy’s shoulders. Amy might not understand, but it appeared she was willing to give Theo a chance. And he was willing to give her a chance too.
 
   Conversation turned to less contentious topics until Amy left. Darcy saw her sister to the door. When she returned to the kitchen, Theo was loading dishes into the dishwasher.
 
   “Oh, don’t put them in there. It’s broken. I’ll wash them by hand.”
 
   Theo looked from the stove to the dishwasher. Both were recent models. “Have you called the place where you bought it? I bet it’s under warranty.”
 
   Darcy shook her head. “It probably was under warranty at some point, but Scott tinkered with it so much that I’m sure it’s void. I’m pretty sure it’s made up of three different machines by now. He felt fixing it was a personal challenge. I know I should get a new one and get rid of it, but I just haven’t been able to bring myself to do it.”
 
   He nodded and didn’t pursue the matter. He unloaded the dishes and stacked them next to the sink. “I’d stay and do them, but I have to head back to my place and get my stuff so I can move it into my buddy’s place. I start at Snyder’s tomorrow.”
 
   Disappointment circled her gut, but it didn’t take hold. While she didn’t want him to leave, she would welcome some time to process the scene they’d shared the night before. She turned on the faucet to warm the flow and reached under the sink for the dish soap. “Okay. Well, if you’re living closer, does this mean I’ll get to see you before next weekend?”
 
   His arms came around her waist, his chest pressed to her back, and he kissed her shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow at work, won’t I?”
 
   Darcy shook her head. “You likely won’t see me at Victor’s office until later this week. I have a meeting with him on Thursday to discuss exactly what he wants for this website. I expect you’ll be at it too. Though it would be like Victor to not tell you until the last minute. He thinks it keeps his employees on their toes.”
 
   “Then how about you come to my place for dinner? I can cook for you.”
 
   That sounded nice. She reached up and traced the shell of his ear with her fingertip. He shuddered, and his cock twitched against her lower back. “What are you going to make? I’m a picky eater.”
 
   He growled and scraped his teeth across the skin of her throat. “Keep that up and I’m going to tie you to my table and eat you, sweetheart.”
 
   That idea sounded appealing. “Maybe for dessert.”
 
   __________
 
   The week flew. Malcolm worked with Keith to write the programming that would eventually embed their unique software into Snyder’s system. It would leave behind a telltale signature so they could trace the source of a post no matter how many times it was pinged through different systems. So far they hadn’t caught anything illegal, but they had noticed inconsistencies with no apparent explanation.
 
   Malcolm suspected Snyder and a few CEOs from friendly corporations were working together to inflate certain stock prices. He needed to find out exactly which stocks and when they planned to dump them. The value of those stocks would tank within days afterward, and the ripple effects would be felt throughout the economy.
 
   His relationship with Darcy had exploded. Never in his life had he fallen so fast and hard for anyone. Being with her, even in his undercover persona, was effortless. He had bound her twice more, though he was careful to only restrain part of her body at a time. She tended to fall into blind panic when he attempted to bind both of her wrists in ways that prohibited movement. This last time, he’d wrapped the nylon cording from her wrists to her elbows just to get her used to the sensation.
 
   Training had progressed to the point where just the sight of the rope made her wet. Malcolm loved her responsiveness in and out of the bedroom. Some nights, they didn’t have sex. He found conversation with her stimulating. She had an offbeat sense of humor that either complemented his or missed it completely, and her unique viewpoints led her to make some interesting statements.
 
   And he found her honesty refreshing. After her sister had left last weekend, she had apologized for Amy’s rudeness. Malcolm had been rude to the love interests of both his sister and his brother before. Each time his goal had been to protect his sibling. He understood the instinct and sisterly love that drove Amy to say the things she had.
 
   The better he came to know Darcy, the more he realized everyone underestimated her. She had a rare strength and resilience that made him want to lay down his life to protect her. It only made him wonder what really happened with Yataines. He couldn’t imagine any scenario where she would harm him, but if he and Scott were as alike as Amy seemed to think, it wasn’t a stretch to imagine that Yataines had died to protect her from something or someone.
 
   Saturday morning meant a meeting with Keith to debrief on his week. Malcolm wasn’t looking forward to disclosing anything about Darcy. In the agency’s eyes, she was still a suspect.
 
   So he had framed his excuse for not seeing her today in the form of family obligations, and he’d hightailed his ass to the designated meeting area near the Detroit office in the McNamara Building on Michigan Avenue. They met at a little plaza nearby that had a fountain and benches.
 
   Malcolm spotted Keith at the edge of the fountain, throwing pieces of something to the seagulls. His gray suit made him stand out around this Saturday leisure crowd, and his dark sunglasses and military bearing didn’t help. Keith sipped a coffee from a nearby store. Malcolm sat down next to him.
 
   “It’s been over a week.”
 
   In that week, Malcolm had set up a good portion of Snyder’s website. By all outward appearances, it looked like the Snyder Corp had one hell of a philanthropy division. Of course, Malcolm had figured out it was meant to be a front for money laundering.
 
   “What’s Markovich’s part in all this?”
 
   Malcolm snagged Keith’s coffee and sniffed it for something to do. Cinnamon and vanilla pummeled his olfactory senses. “So far she’s just providing the formatting for the charity stuff. I have to digitize all her forms so they process automatically through the site. Not a big deal. Snyder has asked her to hire and train a pair of people to run it, but my understanding is that she’s already done that.”
 
   Pulling the sunglasses from his face, Keith turned and nailed Malcolm with a hard stare. “You’d better not be protecting her. We have an investigation to run, man. Don’t let your dick get in the way of your job.”
 
   Gritting his teeth, Malcolm resisted the urge to defend Darcy. Whenever an agent went undercover, a certain amount of trust and discretion was automatically issued. He wouldn’t have fallen for Darcy if he thought she could be responsible for committing any of these crimes. “I’m not compromising the investigation. I told you there’s no way she’s involved. She doesn’t have it in her to murder anyone.”
 
   “You don’t have evidence putting her in the clear. If she killed Yataines because he got too close to what she was doing for Snyder, you could be next.” Keith’s clipped tone betrayed his impatience with Malcolm’s assumptions.
 
   “She didn’t kill him.”
 
   “Get proof, Malcolm. Don’t fall for this woman. Don’t let her play you. Before you went under, you studied the transcripts. You saw the tapes. You pointed out the holes in her story. If she and Yataines were both working for Snyder, she had to know more about what he was doing than she admitted. Couples talk about work. They tell each other juicy gossip and bitch about the parts that make their jobs harder, but she said nothing about any of that, not even when directly questioned. She was very uncooperative.”
 
   Malcolm shifted, uncomfortable having his observations thrown back at him. Yes, there had been inconsistencies. Now that he knew her better, he could see that she had been both terrified and grief-stricken. Both had likely interfered with her recall. Even if she had remembered more, she could have withheld information out of loyalty to Snyder. She honestly didn’t believe the man guilty of anything beyond wanting her to work for him.
 
   But Keith wasn’t finished. “The police found nothing in the home, no evidence of Yataines’s work for Snyder, and the office had been wiped clean. The custodial staff said she’d been by to collect his things, yet the forensics team found not one fingerprint from either of them. You agreed she knew more than she was saying.”
 
   Keith’s logic ground against Malcolm’s nerves, mostly because he was right. He had no evidence that either cleared Darcy or led to a break on the case. Even the technology he was planting into Snyder’s operating systems wouldn’t yield anything until after the fact.
 
   “I have a new theory. I’m setting up now to work on it.”
 
   Keith snatched his coffee back. “Which is?”
 
   “I think Snyder had Yataines killed because he knew something. Darcy said something about Scott encouraging her to break ties with Snyder Corp. At the two meetings I’ve had with her and Snyder, he came across as uncommonly fond of her, possessive and controlling. It’s plausible Snyder saw Yataines as a barrier.”
 
   For all her talk about how grateful she was to Snyder for helping her with the police, Darcy didn’t seem to want to be around him for too long. At their meeting, she had kept her part brief, going so far as to ask Snyder for detailed outcome descriptions so she could know exactly when her obligation ended. She’d pressed Malcolm for completion dates, almost as if she was counting down the time until she would no longer have to associate with him. Perhaps that was wishful thinking on Malcolm’s part. Darcy had said she wanted to grow her business by exploring options not related to Snyder Corp.
 
   Keith posed the million-dollar question again. “Do you think he has romantic goals in mind? Are you doing this to set yourself up as the next barrier so he can try to kill you?”
 
   “Nope.” Though she had commanded Malcolm’s attention with the soft femininity of her presence, Snyder hadn’t seemed affected by her physical appearance at all. “He wants her for something not sexual.”
 
   Keith pressed his thumb and forefinger into the inside corners of his eyes, a sure sign of frustration. “Then why are you sleeping with her? It’s not required. Flirting with her and charming her are certainly in the game plan, Mal. Sleeping with her will only compromise the investigation.”
 
   “Don’t lecture me.” Malcolm’s temper got the better of him, mostly because he knew Keith was right. Yet the idea of going even a night without seeing her, touching her, or talking to her made him restless and cranky. “I’ll bring down the bad guy.”
 
   Keith studied him for a long while. “I’m leaving this out of the report. We never talked about it. As your friend, I advise you to do the same. Be careful, Malcolm. If you fall for her and she’s guilty, you’re in for a lot of hell. If she’s innocent, you’re in for even more hell when she finds out who you really are. As your partner, I advise you to stop fucking one of our major suspects.”
 
   __________
 
   Malcolm drove to his apartment in Rochester, collected his mail, and threw out his dead plant. Katrina had bought it for him in an attempt to humanize his abode, but Malcolm wasn’t home enough to keep anything alive. He had thanked her for the gift. She was a genuinely nice person, and he didn’t have the heart to tell her it wouldn’t last long. She would notice its absence the next time she came over, but she wouldn’t comment.
 
   Knowing her, she would just bring him a new plant, give him a kiss on the cheek, and dive right into catching up on how their lives had evolved since they last saw one another. She was going to go insane with happiness when she found out about Darcy.
 
   Though he technically should have spent his day taking care of personal business, he couldn’t concentrate enough to remember what he had to do. He paid a few bills and picked up Theo’s cell phone. If he saw her tonight, would that be considered personal time or work time? Did it matter?
 
   He tapped out a text, then deleted it. Too restless to do anything else, he stared at the display and willed it to ring or to show a text from her. If she initiated contact, then he had no choice. He would have to respond. His mother’s promise of pancetta wasn’t nearly as important.
 
   Throwing caution to the wind, he tapped in a question and sent it before he could reconsider the wisdom of his action.
 
   Are you busy right now?
 
   Darcy wasn’t the kind of person who sat next to her phone. Most of the time, she kept it zipped away in her purse with the ringer turned down so low she missed most calls. It didn’t vibrate or chime to indicate she’d received an e-mail or a text. It was stupid to expect an immediate reply.
 
   His heart leaped when his phone trilled to indicate a text message.
 
   I’m getting dressed to go out with Amy and some friends for drinks. Don’t worry. I’m wearing underwear.
 
   Malcolm laughed at her reassurance. He didn’t have a rule about underwear, but when he topped her, he usually instructed her to take them off. The last time, she had giggled and teased him about wanting easy access. He wondered how alluring she dressed to go out with her girlfriends.
 
   What are you wearing?
 
   She must have been waiting for his reply, because her answer came quickly.
 
   Amy is here waiting for me, so I don’t have time to sext with you right now. How about later when they all ditch me for whatever guys they pick up?
 
   He hadn’t meant it that way, but he couldn’t find a flaw with her plan.
 
   Give me the time and place, sweetheart, and I’ll make you come in public.
 
   After that time in the car, Malcolm hadn’t pushed Darcy to do anything in public, not that he considered wearing a butterfly while in the passenger seat of a car to be very public. His phone chimed one last time.
 
   Nectarine Ballroom. Discounted drinks until 8:30. They’ll probably abandon me by about 9.
 
   The Nectarine wasn’t very well lit. The last time he had been there, he’d been in college and Michigan’s smoking ban was an asthmatic’s wet dream. The vague details didn’t help him at all. Were there semiprivate places where he could instruct her to touch herself? They had likely remodeled or changed things around in the last decade. Malcolm toyed with the decision for all of ten seconds. He wasn’t going to sext with Darcy. He was going to surprise her.
 
   Plus all texts would be admissible in court. She would never forgive him if something like that became part of a legal record.
 
   A glance at the clock showed he had plenty of time to partake in his mother’s pancetta before he surprised Darcy. He showered and shaved. The clothes he’d transported to the Ann Arbor apartment supplied by the department were disposable. Made up of khakis and various tee, polo, and button-down shirts, the style fit the computer geek. Malcolm, however, preferred suits and dress pants for work and jeans for play.
 
   He selected a pair of black slacks and a white dress shirt. In keeping with his persona, he left the tie at home. Darcy might think he was trying too hard.
 
   His mother greeted him with a raised eyebrow and a tight hug. “You look nice tonight. My birthday isn’t for another two months. What’s the occasion?”
 
   Returning her hug, he picked her up and kissed her cheek. He moved them a little farther into the foyer so the front door could close. “No occasion, Mom. I have a meeting tonight.”
 
   “Donna.” His father’s voice boomed through the house. “Is that M.J.? Did he bring some antacid?”
 
   Mario Junior, his older brother, had the dubious distinction of going through life being called a name most people, thanks to Spiderman, associated with Mary Jane.
 
   “It’s Malcolm.”
 
   Footsteps thumped across the wood. Malcolm tried to release his mother, but she held tight.
 
   “Honey, let the boy go. He’s staying for dinner. You can fawn over him all evening and make your other kids jealous.” Mario pried his wife’s hands from around his younger son’s neck.
 
   Donna pursed her lips in sour disapproval at both her husband and her son. “He spends his days consorting with drug dealers and murderers. I sleep better at night knowing that if something horrible happens, I held him tight the last time I saw him.”
 
   This wasn’t a discussion he wanted to have again. From the first day he expressed an interest in law enforcement, his mother hadn’t approved. She thought he would be a skinny computer geek, forever stuck behind a desk. Then his muscles had bulked up and he had been selected for undercover work. She worried constantly.
 
   His mother eyed him dubiously. “And he’s leaving after dinner for a meeting. That makes me nervous, Mario.” She smacked Malcolm’s arm, hard. “What happens when you meet a good woman and you want to have kids? Would you put her through this kind of stress? It’ll destroy your marriage, Malcolm.”
 
   For the first time, Malcolm thought seriously about one of the many questions his mother liked to throw at him. His profession would likely destroy his chances with Darcy, but for completely different reasons. He had to give her reasons to look past his deception. Tonight was just one step in a series of steps he would take to ensnare her heart.
 
   Mario put a stop to Donna’s overbearing mothering. “Donna, that’s between Malcolm and whoever he marries. It’s none of our business.”
 
   “Mom, you promised pancetta, not a guilt trip. I like my job. It feels good to get the bad guys off the streets and make the world a better, safer place for the people I love.” He slung his arm around her waist and guided her through the living room to the kitchen. “Can I help with anything?”
 
   She shook her head, muttered something under her breath, and pointed at a cupboard. “Help your sister set the table. We’ll eat when M.J. and my grandbabies get here.”
 
   An hour later, Malcolm helped his sister clear the table. No matter what charges of favoritism were leveled in light of his mother’s melodrama, he and Katrina always got stuck with the cleanup while M.J. and his wife regaled their parents with stories about their children. The topics of conversation, Malcolm’s two nephews, wrestled and ran through the house without regard to property because they knew they could do no wrong in their grandparents’ eyes. They avoided the kitchen because they knew neither Malcolm nor Katrina would put up with their rambunctiousness.
 
   Katrina possessed the same dark looks as Malcolm, but she had the softness of femininity to add the touch of beauty to what could have been a harshly angled face. She peered at Malcolm, her face scrunched up as she considered something.
 
   “Mal? You got a date tonight?”
 
   He took a stack of dirty plates from her hands and put them under the faucet. “I’m working tonight.”
 
   Once Katrina had a scent, she didn’t let up. It made her a really good lawyer. “You smell awfully good for work. Will Keith be there?”
 
   Malcolm sighed. Katrina had nursed a crush on Keith since she had been a senior in high school, and Keith had freaked out when the then seventeen-year-old girl had tried to kiss him. “Trina, he’s not interested in you.”
 
   “Don’t change the subject.” She snapped a towel at him to pay him back for the comment about Keith. He let it slide, but it conjured an image of Darcy’s naked body writhing under his single tail that nearly made him lose track of the conversation. “So Keith won’t be there to keep you on your leash. I take it she’s smart and submissive if you’re willing to bend the rules to see her when you don’t have to.”
 
   “I’m not bending any rules.” Malcolm growled and hoped Katrina would let it go. He wasn’t bending the rules. There were no real rules for what he did. Guidelines existed, but those were subject to the agent’s judgment. “It’s a meeting, not a date.”
 
   A date implied they had set it up ahead of time. A meeting meant they would meet. More might happen. Then again, it might not. He scrubbed food stuck to a plate and handed the dish to Katrina to put in the dishwasher.
 
   “You’re a horrible liar.”
 
   Malcolm narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. In point of fact, he was an excellent liar. That was part of the reason he had been selected to work undercover. However Katrina came with a built-in lie detector that manifested as intuition. Malcolm utilized the same skill in the field, so he knew there was no explaining the sixth sense. That’s how he knew Darcy wasn’t complicit in Yataines’s disappearance. Of course, Keith had little faith in intuition. His dogged insistence on hard evidence led to convictions, so Malcolm wasn’t about to argue.
 
   When he left an hour later, Katrina used that excuse to exit as well. He walked her down the street to her car.
 
   She punched his arm lightly. “I’m sure you’ll knock her off her feet. And then you’ll tie her up and make her beg.”
 
   “Trina.” He held up his hands to ward off more affectionate punches. She was one of two people, his mother being the other, who could get away with hitting him and not being hit back.
 
   Snorting, she clicked the button to unlock her door. “Mal, I work for the prosecutor’s office. I’ve been informed about your case. I saw her picture, and I know your type. Be careful, okay?”
 
   Instead of reassuring his sister, he obfuscated. “So you agree I am a good liar.”
 
   “No. You like her.”
 
   He set his jaw hard and looked Katrina in the eyes. “She’s innocent. If I’m not mistaken, she’s a target and a victim. I’m going to nail the bastard who did this. I’ll serve him up to you on a silver platter. A guy that rich has to have at least one of those. Maybe even a gold platter. We’ll see.”
 
   Katrina shook her head. “You got it bad, big brother.” She kissed his cheek and wiped away her lip balm with her thumb. “When this is all over, I hope I get to meet her outside of my office.”
 
   When Malcolm returned to his car a few minutes later, he breathed a sigh of relief. At least Katrina knew when to stop pushing. He also harbored high hopes that his family would eventually get to meet Darcy. They would adore her instantly.
 
   The drive to the Ann Arbor nightclub took nearly forty-five minutes. Five times, Malcolm considered turning back. He didn’t need to entrench himself into her life this deeply in order to break this case, yet he couldn’t stop the possessive and affectionate feelings that filled him whenever he thought of her. He hadn’t seen her since the evening before, when he’d pled family obligations as an excuse for not staying the night.
 
   He paid the cover charge at the door and reflected on the incongruity of ladies getting in for free. If the situation was reversed, he was sure several gender discrimination lawsuits would result.
 
   Lighting in the interior hadn’t brightened in the ten years since he’d last been to the Nectarine. Now that he was inside, he remembered the open floor plan with the circular bar in the center. No smoke lingered in the air, so he had a clear view of the scenery.
 
   It didn’t take long to spot Darcy. She nursed a drink from her seat at a table with mostly empty seats. One man sat with her, and they appeared to be engaged in an animated discussion.
 
   Before jealousy compelled him to do something cavemanlike, another woman swooped in. She put her hand on the man’s shoulder, and the two of them headed to the dance floor. Music pulsed through the room, but the beat didn’t register in Malcolm’s head. He pulled out the chair next to Darcy and sat down before she could tell him the seats were taken.
 
   The warning on her lips died the second she looked up and realized it was him. She beamed with a welcoming smile, and his heart flip-flopped.
 
   “I was hoping you would read between the lines.”
 
   He brushed a kiss over her lips. “I was hoping you left the spaces on purpose.”
 
   She frowned. “I didn’t pull you away from your family, did I?”
 
   “No. I went there first and came here instead of going home to my empty apartment. Seeing you is so much better than dreaming about you.”
 
   A light flush crept up her neck. He wanted to lick that heated skin. The smile returned to her lips. “I’m glad you came. I was about to call a cab and head home. Want to come with me?”
 
   He nodded toward the dance floor. “How about we dance a bit first? I brought something for you.”
 
   Her lips parted, and her pupils dilated with excitement. He loved how she understood his implication. “Does this thing you brought require the removal of my underwear?”
 
   “Yes. Take them off now.”
 
   She opened her mouth, probably to argue or to ask to go to the bathroom for privacy. Tonight he wanted to challenge her modesty.
 
   He halted her question with the pressure of his hand on the side of her head. He slid his thumb over her brow, and then he caressed the edge of her lower lip. Her breathing calmed, and her gaze automatically lowered.
 
   “Do you remember the rules, sweetheart?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “And your safe words?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Give me your color.”
 
   “Green, Sir.”
 
   His satisfied smile had everything to do with the way their scripted start both calmed and excited her. He dropped his hand to rest on the back of her chair. “I gave you an order. I expect immediate compliance.”
 
   Her gaze darted around the room, but she slipped her hands under the table and squirmed for a few seconds. Then she pressed her balled-up panties against his pant leg. He didn’t push the fact that she kept it hidden from the general public. He wasn’t much of an exhibitionist.
 
   However he did intend to make her have an orgasm in the middle of this crowd. He deposited her panties in his pocket and withdrew the butterfly from his other one. He loved this remote control stimulator. It vibrated against her clit, and the small protrusion would whet her appetite to have something larger filling her pussy.
 
   Taking her hands in his, he pressed the butterfly into her palms. “Put this on, sweetheart. We’re going to dance. You’re going to come when I tell you to come. For this show of obedience, you will earn ten lashes with the single tail.”
 
   Her gaze lifted. Excitement made her eyes widen and her nostrils flare. “What if I fail?”
 
   He pushed a strand of hair away from her cheek. “Then you have to drop to your knees and blow me in the parking lot. If you succeed, I’ll let you wait until we get home to show your appreciation on your knees.”
 
   Her tongue darted out, and she licked her lips. He knew how much she liked to give head. The things he normally used as punishments—threats of the whip or unrequited oral sex—didn’t work on Darcy. She loved both things. He had been forced to find new punishments. Navigating a D/s relationship with her definitely challenged his creative skills. She dreaded less time with the flogger, but he walked a fine line with that too. As he’d found out that first night, sometimes she needed that kind of stimulation to calm her nerves.
 
   That meant he needed to reassure her tonight’s challenge wasn’t meant as a punishment, which was why he offered a reward for her obedience.
 
   This time she didn’t look around as she bent down and stepped her feet through the straps that would hold the device in place around her thighs. Additionally Malcolm would assist her in keeping it from slipping once they were on the dance floor. She lifted her bottom. One hand disappeared under her skirt. She wiggled and shifted.
 
   “I have lube.” He should have put it on before he handed it to her.
 
   She shot him a look that said she had it under control. “I don’t need lube. I almost came just from the idea you were going to use a single tail on me. If anything, I now have a wet spot on the back of my skirt, Sir.”
 
   He leaned in and kissed her, partly as a reward for her honesty and partly because he couldn’t help himself. He craved the taste of her kiss and the feel of her lips anywhere. His body temperature increased, and his cock responded to her soft acquiescence. Tearing himself away from the kiss, he helped her to her feet.
 
   She took his hand and followed him to the dance floor. The techno beat had nothing on the sensuality of the Latin beat they had enjoyed on their first date, but he could work with it. Once he found a suitable place in the midst of all the dancers, she moved into his embrace, automatically placing her hands on his biceps.
 
   He rewarded her with a kiss and slid his thigh between her legs. “That’ll help keep your butterfly in place.” He didn’t bother to reiterate the rules. If she broke them, he would punish her by keeping her on the edge of orgasm without allowing her to come. Or perhaps he would make her come over and over again. He had yet to find out what truly made her submit.
 
   Her gaze had dropped to his chest, and he knew she was concentrating on the feel of the butterfly shifting between her legs. He moved in time to the rhythm, rocking his thigh against her pussy. She matched his movements, but with her gracefulness, it looked more like dancing and less like dry fucking. He reached into his pocket and activated the vibrator. He had it set to pulse, and the staccato stimulation thumped against his thigh.
 
   A visible shudder shook her body, and she moaned. The sound was swallowed by the loud music and the pulsing bass, but he had no trouble hearing it anyway. He held her close with one hand on her waist and the other supporting her back.
 
   Ignoring anything else, he danced with Darcy. He rubbed his cock against her as she ground her pelvis against him. He slid the hand on her waist to her ass and squeezed hard. She buried her moan in his neck until he wound his fingers in her hair and yanked her head back. He licked and sucked the delicate skin of her throat and thrust his tongue into her mouth.
 
   While they weren’t the most sexually explicit couple on the floor, they were certainly in the top ten. His cock pressed painfully against his slacks. If she ended up blowing him in the parking lot, he would likely come as soon as she closed her lips around the head of his cock.
 
   But that wouldn’t happen. She was close. Her lips parted, and her eyes fell to half-mast. Gasps and little squeaks grew louder and louder. Either she had forgotten the crowd, or she had faith the music would cover whatever noises she made.
 
   “Oh God, Sir. Please may I come?”
 
   He released her ass and tightened his arms around her body. “Come for me, sweetheart.”
 
   She buried her face in his neck and screamed. Her body stiffened and convulsed. Malcolm slowed the rate of the pulsing to bring her down gently. By the time he cut the power, she was jelly in his arms. He hooked his arm under her knees and lifted. Her head lolled against his shoulder.
 
   “Work with me, Darcy. We’re going to sit for a little while, and then I’ll take you home.”
 
   Her muscles trembled, but she managed to curve her body into his so that it didn’t look like she’d completely passed out.
 
   The table where she’d sat before now hosted several couples. Malcolm recognized Amy among the crowd. He sat in Darcy’s chair and held onto her. Immediately he signaled a waiter and ordered water.
 
   The way Amy was seated meant Darcy couldn’t see her sister’s face. “What did you do to her?”
 
   Malcolm smirked and rubbed a soothing hand up and down Darcy’s back. “We danced. What did it look like I did to her?”
 
   Amy’s mouth opened and closed, no doubt as she searched for the best euphemism. “Is that what Doms do? Make you have spine-melting orgasms in public? What about the spanking and whipping parts?”
 
   Impressed Amy had gone for an honest appraisal of the situation, he rewarded her with a smile. He couldn’t help the habit. “Sometimes. It depends on the situation. Not every Dom is into administering pain. The only thing you can say for sure about Doms is that we like to be in control. When I asked Darcy to dance, I told her that she would be required to have an orgasm on the dance floor.”
 
   Darcy stirred in his arms, but she didn’t manage to shift her body or lift her head. “Theo.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “It’s all right, sweetheart. You take as long as you need. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t talk about what we just did. I didn’t think anyone noticed.”
 
   Several people had noticed. Some had openly watched. Since Darcy wasn’t exposed, Malcolm didn’t mind the audience. He opted to not respond to that statement. “Amy is curious. Asking questions is a good thing. It means she’s trying to understand.”
 
   Darcy relaxed back into his embrace. She either agreed with him or she didn’t have the energy to argue. He wasn’t under the illusion she had submitted to him yet.
 
   “Am I allowed to talk to Darcy?”
 
   Surprised by the question, Malcolm started. “Of course you can talk to her. She might not give you much in the way of a response for the next few minutes.”
 
   Amy eyed Darcy’s relaxed form and turned her attention back to Malcolm. “You didn’t cause her any pain at all? I thought it wasn’t BDSM unless pain is involved.”
 
   There was a theme to Amy’s questions. He leaned closer to her. “It sounds like you’re afraid of pain, but you’re curious about other aspects of Domination. I figured out what you don’t want, Amy. What parts of it appeal to you?”
 
   She swallowed. Her date eyed Malcolm with a small measure of jealousy and a large dose of distrust. The volume of the music meant he couldn’t hear anything Amy asked, but the way she leaned into him implied a level of familiarity and intimacy.
 
   Eyeing Darcy’s relaxed form, she bit her lip the same way Darcy did when she was nervous. “Bondage. I don’t know how I feel about someone telling me what to do, but I think I could enjoy being tied up. I’ve tried it a few times, but it never works out.”
 
   Malcolm had several friends who would jump at the chance to help Amy discover her submissive side through bondage. Unfortunately he couldn’t blow his cover to get Darcy’s sister laid.
 
   Darcy sat up and drew away from him. She narrowed her eyes and skewered Amy with her gaze. “You’ve tried it and you still have the nerve to judge me?”
 
   “It was after that horrible fight we had.” Amy leaned closer to Darcy, but Malcolm still heard the words designated for Darcy’s ears only. “The one we had after I told the police that Scott beat you. You said some things that really made me think about what you get out of a relationship like this. And now that you have a similar thing with Theo, you seem happy again. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you happy. I’m not judging you, but I can’t say I completely understand it.”
 
   Darcy shifted in his arms, turning around to face Amy. She hugged her sister tight and said something Malcolm didn’t catch. Then she tugged at his hand. “Let’s go, Theo.”
 
   In the parking lot, Malcolm held Darcy’s hand and opened the passenger door for her. He slid into the driver’s seat and looked at the sated woman in his car. The heady scent of her climax wafted on thin ribbons of air. “You can take off the butterfly. There’s a clean plastic bag in the glove compartment.”
 
   She lifted her hips. He caught a glimpse of her pale thigh in the light cast by the harsh fluorescents of the parking lot lamps.
 
   Curiosity got the better of him. “What did you say to Amy before we left?”
 
   The bag rattled as she deposited the device for later cleaning. “I told her we’d find her a Dom. Between the two of us, we have to know someone who would want to spend an evening tying up my sister. On paper you sound perfect for her, but I’m not willing to give you up.”
 
   He started the engine and threaded his fingers through hers. “That’s good to know. I’m not willing to be given up.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Streetlights flashed by as Theo drove through downtown Ann Arbor, heading away from the busy nightlife. He held her hand across the console. It was a little after ten, and she thanked her stars that she’d taken a power nap that afternoon. She’d waited so long for this experience.
 
   “My place is better for using the single tail because I need space to swing the whip. It’s only four feet long, but I like to have about ten feet of clearance. And the higher ceilings are nice.”
 
   Never having experienced a single tail, she didn’t know what the length of the whip had to do with anything. She trusted Theo to know how to use his equipment. He didn’t strike her as someone who would use an implement unless he was comfortable with it. “That’s fine. I’m okay with staying at your place.”
 
   He turned the radio off in the middle of a Pearl Jam song, which suited Darcy just fine. Anytime she heard one, she couldn’t get the image of the demonic facial expressions that Eddie Vedder had used in the video out of her head.
 
   “I have a bench and a cross at the apartment. I’m going to need to restrain your wrists. I can’t take the chance you’ll move. This is the kind of thing where aim is very important. You can end up with cuts, deep bruises, even scars if this is done incorrectly.”
 
   While she understood his reasoning and she appreciated the care and concern he showed, she wasn’t keen on being restrained. However she knew he wouldn’t whip her unless she was bound. The things she liked about him were the things that drove him to insist on those safety precautions.
 
   “You’ll leave my ankles free?” She swallowed, trying to dissolve her trepidation.
 
   He nodded. “I don’t love that idea, but I know how hard this is for you.”
 
   They’d arrived at his parking garage. He slid his key card into the reader, and the gate opened. She didn’t say anything as he parked and they made their way up to his place. This was her first visit to his borrowed apartment, and she wasn’t at all curious about the decor. The hallways were beige, and his door was painted dark brown.
 
   He opened it and motioned for her to go inside.
 
   She did, and he closed and locked the door. She paused in the entryway, frozen by the sound signaling her submission. He’d relaxed his dominance at the club because of the company, and he hadn’t topped her in the car because he had spent the time explaining what was going to happen.
 
   Though she was nervous about having her wrists bound, she wanted this too much to let that deter her. If she couldn’t handle it, she could call yellow or red. In all her years as a sub, she’d never called red. Yellow presented the logical choice because it allowed her to communicate the problem without stopping the scene.
 
   She took a deep breath and eased to her knees, her line of vision firmly cast on the floor. Before long she felt his hand in her hair. The light caress made her yearn for more, and she had to resist turning her cheek into his palm.
 
   The caress extended to include the shell of her ear. “You’re so beautiful, Darcy. I love the way you look when you come, and I love those sounds you make. You were very good tonight.”
 
   She melted under the force of his praise. Kind and heartfelt words got to her the way no whip ever could. The pressure of his caress eased. From the periphery of her vision, she watched as he opened his slacks. His erection pulsed behind the black cotton of his shorts. Darcy licked her lips, eager to taste the saltiness of skin.
 
   Pushing down the waistband, he lifted his hard cock free. He stroked his hand up and down the length, tantalizing her with its proximity. “You want this, don’t you, sweetheart?”
 
   She wet her lips again, preparing to receive him however he wanted to take her. “Yes, please, Sir.”
 
   “Use your hands, honey. Touch me before you take me in your mouth.”
 
   He set the tone with that permission. He wouldn’t be taking his pleasure in her mouth. She was to give it to him on her terms, to thank him for the orgasm in the bar. Without bothering to reply, she reached for his erection. It pulsed beneath her fingertips as she traced the smooth surface and followed that path with the tip of her tongue. She wetted him with a slow exploration, savoring every inch of his erection and dipping her head to taste his balls.
 
   From the way he hissed when she tongued his sac, she knew she had found a sweet spot. With a tap on his inner thigh, she urged his legs farther apart. When he complied, she slid her hand underneath to cup and fondle while she eased his length into her mouth. This was her chance to show appreciation for the way he’d taken care of her in the dance club. He gripped the sides of her head, but he didn’t hold her in place. She still held the power.
 
   Swallowing, she pressed forward all the way. Theo moaned and gripped her hair hard. The pulling brought tears to her eyes and a fresh gush of cream to her pussy. She moaned a response around his dick and picked up the pace.
 
   Seconds passed, and the balls in her hand drew up. He wasn’t going to hold out for much longer. Impulsively, perhaps because she knew he was going to bind her and show her the bliss of the whip, she decided to challenge his limits in a way that would give him the same kind of spine-tingling pleasure. She slid two fingers through her cream and pressed them to his back entrance. He tensed. As he shouted his release, she eased her fingers into his anus and pressed his prostate. His body jerked and convulsed. He shoved against her harder and faster, pumping the stream of his semen down her throat. Swallowing fast and hard, she greedily claimed all of her prize.
 
   When he finished coming, he jerked away from her mouth and hands. Darcy glanced up, anticipating more praise. The thunder of his expression and the way his dark brows drew together made her recoil until she fell back, catching her ass on her heels.
 
   He paced away from her, turned around and fixed his clothes, and then stood still with his hands on his hips. The rigid set of his back revealed everything. He had expressly forbidden anal contact. Yet he had come so hard that she couldn’t find it in her heart to be contrite about crossing that boundary. He regularly crossed her boundaries, but he always explained what and why beforehand.
 
   She lowered her gaze and resolved to accept her punishment with grace, all the while hoping to hell he didn’t rescind his promise of using the single tail. While she didn’t mind being punished, she hated losing a reward.
 
   Finally he pivoted to face her again. His expression was hard, but she read the ire behind the mask. “You’ve earned a punishment, Darcy. Can you tell me why?”
 
   She bit her lip in an attempt to hold in the first comment that came to mind, but it didn’t help. “Because I massaged your prostate and made you come harder than you’ve ever come before.”
 
   Incredulity and shock manifested on his face before he slipped back behind a mask she was learning to read very well. “You’re not at all contrite.” He laughed, but it wasn’t the good kind of laugh. “I’ll teach you contrition. Maybe a little bit of true submission too.”
 
   Darcy drew a sharp breath. She hadn’t realized he knew she played at submission, but she should have. Her heart pounded.
 
   The apartment opened up after the short entryway. Closed doors led to the right and left, but the archway across from the front door revealed a living room and kitchen area. Theo gestured to the door on the right. “Go in there and clean yourself up. Come out naked and kneel in the center of the living room.”
 
   Inside the small bathroom, she washed her hands and face. Theo’s serious demeanor meant he wasn’t going to go as easy on her as he had last time. No doubt tears would mark her ecstasy and her penance before the night was through, and she refused to have mascara running down her cheeks. She would face him with red, puffy eyes, but not a clown face.
 
   Raising a hand to brush back a strand of hair brought to light how badly she trembled. This first real punishment would tell her so much about his temperament and his control. For the first time, fear dried her throat.
 
   Dawdling wouldn’t make things easier on her, so she stripped out of her outfit, folded it neatly on the counter, and headed to the living room. A bank of windows, yellowed with light, greeted her first thing.
 
   “It’s reflective glass. Nobody can see inside.”
 
   She whirled at the sound of his voice and found him leaning against the bar separating the kitchen area from the living room. At one end of the room, a living room group had been arranged. At the end where Theo stood, it should have been a dining room. However, the huge St. Andrew’s cross and the spanking bench spoke to a different use for the space.
 
   He sipped from a glass and eyed her speculatively.
 
   This time she dropped to her knees and clasped her hands behind her back in the most supplicating position she knew. Part of her wanted to thank him for his assurance, but the sane portion of her brain cautioned her against speaking without permission. She didn’t fear the punishment would be worse. She feared he wouldn’t punish her at all. While she was fully aware she hadn’t been all that submissive in her heart, she still didn’t want this fledging relationship with him to end. True submission was an earned gift, not something a Dom got just for being a Dom.
 
   Nobody moved for the longest time. The ticking of a clock counted the long seconds in the silence of his disapproval. She couldn’t glance up to find out if he’d moved from his position at the counter. Theo moved quietly on a normal day. Even if he stomped, she might not hear him over the pounding of her heart in her ears.
 
   She started when he gathered her hair into a ponytail and secured it out of the way.
 
   “I’m not going to deduct strokes from your reward. However, you will not be allowed to come tonight. I will whip you and use your body for my pleasure, but you will receive no release. Do you understand?”
 
   Implicit in the question was an acceptance of her punishment. The paradox of the submissive being in charge had always appealed to Darcy’s sense of irony. She accepted the punishment without reservation. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “What color?” His voice had dropped to a soft, barely discernible caress.
 
   “Green, Sir.” She answered in a strong voice so he would hear her consent. He could play with her pussy for hours without letting her climax, and she would live on the glorious feelings he aroused with the whip. It wasn’t a bad trade-off.
 
   “Give me your wrists.”
 
   She lifted her hands, and he locked a pair of handcuffs around each one. A glance showed they were both the quick-release kind. Silently she thanked him for maintaining that level of thoughtfulness. Though she would be bound, she could get out of it in a heartbeat. It didn’t really count as true bondage.
 
   He tugged, and she rose to her feet. They headed toward the cross. Darcy had never been tied to a cross before, though she’d seen other submissives strung up on the heavy wooden X. Though she and Scott hadn’t played in public, they’d attended a number of parties where they’d played the parts of the voyeur. She stepped up on the platform. Theo secured the other end of each cuff to the restraints already attached to the cross.
 
   “Test the quick releases.”
 
   Darcy angled her fingers and groped for the button. It took a little maneuvering, but she was able to push it and free herself on each side. In this position, there would be no accidental release. Part of her wished he would push her by using the leather cuffs that dangled from chains attached to the top of the cross, and then she shoved the thought away. She’d discovered the submissive side of her nature with Scott. Developing desires she hadn’t felt when she was with him seemed disloyal, as if she was leaving him behind. She wasn’t sure she was ready to do that.
 
   “If you pull too much on these, it’ll take the skin off your wrists or leave horrible bruises. Hold on to the leather cuffs. You’re going to need something to hang on to.” Theo closed the cuffs around her wrists again.
 
   A blindfold covered her eyes, not that she could see anything except the stabilizing beam of the cross and the bare wall. Silence and the absence of stimulation followed. In the lingering nothingness, her clit heated and pulsed as if sending signals of invitation to Theo. He didn’t respond.
 
   Darcy liked stimulation. She liked being petted and stroked, whipped and fucked. She could live with not coming, but she didn’t like not being touched in any way. A whimper of protest escaped before she could stop it.
 
   Nothing happened. Finally Theo touched her back lightly. She sucked in her breath, and her whole body twitched. “You’re not much of a screamer unless you’re coming, so I’m not going to gag you. However if you want to be gagged, you only have to ask. I’d rather not have the neighbors notify the cops about the screaming woman being tortured next door.”
 
   His chest brushed against her back, and she realized he had removed his shirt. She wanted to lean into his warmth and feel his arms around her body, supporting and lending strength.
 
   The soft heat of his breath feathered over the sensitive skin of her neck. “And make no mistake, sweetheart. You will be tortured.”
 
   It was already torture, and he hadn’t even begun. Softness and affection were her downfall. They could reduce her to a sobbing mass faster than any combination of whips and clitoral stimulation ever could.
 
   “Spread your legs. I won’t tie them to the posts unless you move them.”
 
   She braced her legs shoulder-width apart. Something cold and wet smeared over her anus, and a plug pushed inside. Though it wasn’t long, it was wide enough to stretch her uncomfortably. She struggled to not squirm it into a better position.
 
   “This is to remind you about your upcoming punishment.” His hand cracked against her ass, shoving the plug a little deeper before it settled back where it had been. If he sought to punish her with anal stimulation, he was in for a rude awakening. It only made her hornier. Crap. With the ban on climaxing, that might very well be part of the punishment.
 
   “I’m going to warm you up before I deliver your reward. Any questions, sweetheart?”
 
   God, he smelled good. With the impairment of her vision and tactile abilities, her senses of smell and hearing had become more acute. “I’m not allowed to come during the reward, am I, Sir?”
 
   “No. No coming tonight for you.”
 
   “What if I do come, Sir?” She whispered the question, terrified of the answer.
 
   As if he sensed her insecurity, he chuckled and drew the falls of a whip down her back. “That won’t be a problem, sweetheart. You’re going to prove to me how much you can take.”
 
   Oh Lord. She prayed for strength as she felt open air behind her. He had stepped back.
 
   Falls landed near her right shoulder. Taking his cues from earlier sessions, he wasn’t going to start with a heater and work his way to the painful stuff. He had begun with a flogger and a heavy hand. As the first streaks of burning pain receded, the whip struck again.
 
   Theo set a steady rhythm, and he didn’t pause between licks to tease or torment her in other ways. Darcy appreciated his pure approach, and her knees weakened at this show of dominance. Oh, but she loved a merciless man.
 
   Before long her back, ass, and thighs were on fire. When being whipped, it was natural to flinch or try to move away from the pain. She hadn’t moved an inch or made a sound, and she gloried in her accomplishment.
 
   Theo traced the handle of the whip across flesh that was no doubt bright red. At first, she thought he was writing his name with the white streaks that would result at the small pressure, but the only letter she could make out was the o, and it wasn’t at the end of the word.
 
   Since he didn’t play a guessing game and she didn’t have permission to speak, his word remained a mystery.
 
   “I’m going to pause after the first one. If you feel you need to be gagged, tell me then. Otherwise I’ll expect you to be as quiet as you are now.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Her answer came out strong and even. She felt calm and centered. A blaze burned over her back, and she couldn’t be happier.
 
   A whistle, louder and more ominous than anything she’d ever heard before, reached her ears a split second before a resounding crack filled the room. The pain didn’t register for several seconds.
 
   It started slow, a tingling on her left ass cheek to let her know where he’d struck. Just when disappointment at the lack of pain registered, her nerves kicked into high gear. Searing pain sucked the oxygen from her lungs and all thoughts from her head.
 
   “Do you need a gag?”
 
   Darcy shook her head. “No, Sir.” The words came automatically, generated by her ego and not common sense. Keeping quiet and still during this would take a concentrated effort. She didn’t know how long she would be able to keep it up. It was a good thing he’d only promised ten lashes. Twenty might have her squirming and screaming.
 
   For one moment, she yearned for the freedom to squirm and scream. Then the feeling fled as the second lash fell high on her right side. Before that pain made itself known, the lash licked against her tenderized flesh three more times.
 
   That heady, floaty feeling came over her. She tried to resist it because it took her to the place where she had no control. Seizing on the only concrete things in her reach, she counted six, seven, eight, and she tightened her fists around the leather cuffs that weren’t holding her in place.
 
   The ninth lash found her knees buckling, and the tenth struck when she fell. Awareness slipped away. She knew where she was, but she didn’t know if Theo had meant to send her to subspace. It might ruin his planned punishment. She struggled to embrace the calmness, not the senselessness.
 
   But the single tail took those choices away from her. She floated on a sea of nothingness. Ahead, blurred images waited. She knew what they would look like in focus, but she was powerless to keep from approaching them. Slowly, grainy images of her fears came into focus. Scott, alive somewhere, locked away in a dank and dark place, beaten and bloody, waiting for her to rescue him. The police, going through her things, laughing and making crude jokes, judging her and finding her guilty of something she hadn’t done. Next to that, the images of working for Victor and public speaking didn’t seem so bleak.
 
   She came back to find her face pressed to Theo’s shoulder. He held her on the sofa. He’d wrapped her in a blanket, and his arms cocooned her from the world. She snuggled into him, her fingertips grasping desperately at his chest.
 
   Hooking one fingertip under her chin, he gently urged her face to his. Without saying anything, he feathered a kiss across her lips. The slow, reverent strokes betrayed a depth of feeling she didn’t expect. It humbled her greatly. Resisting orgasm during her punishment became about pleasing him and not about an egotistical proving of her endurance.
 
   When the kiss ended, he pushed her head back to his shoulder. She relaxed against him for a little longer, but she feared falling into such a calm state that she fell asleep. “Thank you, Sir. I’m ready for my punishment.”
 
   “Are you, Darcy? I plan to push you hard. After what just happened, I’m not sure you can handle it. Perhaps we should wait until tomorrow.”
 
   Okay, maybe it was still a little about her ego. Her head jerked up, and she nailed him with her most resolute stare. “I can handle anything you dish out, Sir.” She didn’t want to know what had happened to give him doubt. Judging by the rawness of her throat and the stuffiness in her sinuses, she’d cried like a baby.
 
   She made a mental note that he didn’t like when she broke down. It had disconcerted Scott too. That was how she learned to have such iron control in the first place.
 
   His jaw ticked a few times, and she thought she heard his teeth grind. Finally he nodded. “Okay, take a minute in the bathroom to wash your face, and then get your ass back out here.”
 
   Walking the short distance to the bathroom proved challenging. The single tail had left blazing trails down and across muscles that hadn’t benefited from a regular beating in almost a year. She sucked strength from those sensations.
 
   Once she looked into the bathroom mirror, she realized why Theo had sent her here instead of cleaning her up himself. He wanted her to have a moment to reflect on how completely ten lashes had broken her down. The image that greeted her in the mirror bore little resemblance to the cocky, clear-eyed woman who had undressed in there a half hour earlier.
 
   She wet a washcloth and put it over her puffy, bloodshot eyes. Holding it with one hand, she blew her nose with the other. After several minutes, she removed the cloth. Some of the puffiness was gone. Turning to see what the single tail had done to her back, she found the redness from the flogger almost faded. Ten perfect lines, each about two inches long and an eighth of an inch thick, occurred at regular intervals from her ass to her shoulders. He’d placed five on each side.
 
   Running a fingertip over one produced heat that shot straight to her pussy. While she had no desire to revisit the place where ten lashes drove her, she wanted to feel this part of it again. Then she shook her head. This kind of emotion made Theo uncomfortable.
 
   Three deep breaths later, she returned to the living room. Theo leaned against a window, staring out at the city below. He’d dimmed the lights considerably. She knelt in the center of the room and waited.
 
   When he turned to acknowledge her, she couldn’t make out enough of his face to gauge his emotions. He approached and stopped in front of her, holding out a glass of water. “Drink it.”
 
   She downed the whole thing, suddenly aware of how thirsty she’d become. “Thank you, Sir.” She handed it back.
 
   He took it and regarded her with narrowed eyes. “Give me your color.”
 
   “Green, Sir.”
 
   The long expelled breath told her he’d hoped for another answer. “Darcy, are you sure?”
 
   She wasn’t the only one who could use the safe words. “If you can’t trust me to know my colors, Sir, then perhaps you’d better end this.” In her head, the sentiment had been more like a challenge. Spoken, they came out as an ultimatum. Theo tensed.
 
   He set the glass on the windowsill and circled to stand behind her. “Perhaps you’re right. Let’s start with you telling me exactly how your back feels.”
 
   The coolness of his light touch on a welt made her gasp. Electricity zinged to her pussy. “There’s a fire burning that shoots straight to my clit when you do that.”
 
   “Touch your clit.”
 
   Her inner thigh twitched, and her ass clenched. She realized he’d removed the plug when he held her so tenderly on the sofa. Knowing he would want to check out her back, her hands had been resting on her thighs to give him access. It took all her willpower to move one hand to where she could reach her clit.
 
   Breathing deeply and evenly, she pressed one finger into her slit. Theo knelt in front of her and watched. She drew her finger up and down, slowly rubbing her labia.
 
   He reached forward with both hands and pulled her lips apart to give him an unobstructed view. A half smile crooked his lips. “Touch the tip, sweetheart. That little hard peak is begging for your attention.”
 
   She licked her lips and wished he would forget about her clit and just fuck her mouth again. His attention didn’t divert, so she slid her finger to the tip of her clit. It felt so fucking good. The muscles in her cunt pulsed in anticipation.
 
   Theo shifted his hands so that he held her open with the thumb and forefinger of one hand. The other slid over her shoulder to caress the welt he’d created there. A whimpering moan tore from her depths, and she had to bite her lip to keep from begging.
 
   “You’re biting your lip, Darcy.”
 
   Before she could respond, he closed his mouth over hers and sucked her bottom lip deep into his mouth. At first he soothed the sting with his tongue. He set the rhythm she echoed with the swirling of her finger around her clit. He pinched a welt on her back as he sucked hard at her lip. The sharp pain brought tears to her eyes, and she knew he’d left a hickey on her lip. Bastard. Now she’d have to wear dark lipstick for a week.
 
   She gasped. When he pulled away, he regarded her with a smirk, and she realized he had been playing nice for the past week. The demanding man she’d met at the conference reappeared. She liked him. She liked the softer him too, but this one was a better Dom.
 
   Abruptly he pulled her finger away from her clit. “Stand up.”
 
   Once she obeyed, he took her hand and led her to his bedroom. She stood next to him as he peeled out of his slacks and shorts, admiring the way muscles corded his arms and legs. They bunched and moved in his back and abdomen as he bent and straightened. She hadn’t seen him work out yet. He must fit it in during the workday.
 
   He climbed onto the queen-size bed and settled himself in the center with his legs slightly apart. Waving his hand in the direction of the dresser, he indicated she should open a drawer. “Get a condom and put it on me.”
 
   It looked like he was pointing toward the top right drawer. A search revealed various sex toys in unopened packages, some of which she really liked. Others had toys she hadn’t yet tried. He’d gone shopping for her. Just as warm fuzzies threatened to envelop her heart, he broke the spell. “Those aren’t mine. They belong to my buddy who owns this apartment. He’s in Mexico until next month. The drawers on the left are mine.”
 
   That top drawer yielded clean underwear and a monster package of condoms. She grabbed several and closed the drawer. Throwing all but one on the nightstand, she climbed onto the bed next to him and ripped open the foil wrapper.
 
   “Wait. First lick my balls. Keep those hands behind your back.”
 
   Oh, the trust was gone. Leaning down, she darted out her tongue for an initial taste. The precarious way she bent over him gave in to gravity, and her shoulder crashed into his thigh. It would have been so much easier to use her hands for balance.
 
   He didn’t help her regain her balance, and he didn’t comment on her clumsiness. He slapped her ass hard over one of the welts. Tears came to her eyes, and cream rushed to her pussy. The scent of her arousal filled the room. She spread her bent knees a little wider for better balance and leaned down again.
 
   Just as she sucked one of his balls into her mouth, he plunged two fingers into her pussy. Her moan vibrated against his testicle.
 
   “Oh fuck yes! Put my cock in your mouth while I play with this wet pussy. Use one of your hands to touch your clit.”
 
   If this had been a reward or a scene, she wouldn’t have groaned at the command. Because she couldn’t come, she desperately wished he wouldn’t pay so much attention to her pussy. She complied with the letter of the order.
 
   “With enthusiasm, sweetheart. Rock those hips. Fuck my fingers.”
 
   It felt so freaking wonderful. Theo knew how to curve his fingers to find her sweet spot. He jabbed against it until she sobbed against the cock in her mouth. Perhaps he took pity on her. He stopped and withdrew his fingers.
 
   “Sit up.”
 
   She kept her finger on her clit because he hadn’t told her to stop. Kneeling at his side, she faced him as he licked his fingers with open enjoyment.
 
   “You taste so fucking good. One day I’m going to tie you to my bed and feast on that beautiful pink pussy.” His promise answered her earlier ultimatum. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He planned to be around at least long enough to make her comfortable with total bondage. “Now put that condom on my cock and climb on, sweetheart. You’re going for a ride.”
 
   She groaned. He knew how much torture it would be for her to ride on top of him and not come. In that position, she orgasmed the easiest and fastest. Second to that, she liked when he fucked her from behind and pulled her hair. Add in a few swats to her ass, and an orgasm was imminent.
 
   She could hold out the longest in the missionary position. She rarely came that way without a lot of foreplay and additional stimulation during the act itself. She hoped to hell the late hour and the physical demands of what they’d done so far had sapped his stamina.
 
   She rolled the condom over his cock and straddled him.
 
   “Lower down slowly.”
 
   He gave her his cock by millimeters. Every time she lifted her hips, he would let her have a little bit more. If she thought this was getting him off, she wouldn’t have minded, but she knew he was playing with her. Sometimes she wished she was the kind of woman who found a spanking to be punishment. Her Dom would have spanked her and fucked her. She would have likely been allowed to come.
 
   Damn him. She slammed down onto his cock and tightened her vaginal muscles. That show of defiance nearly sent her over the edge. She cried out, and he slapped her ass. It took every ounce of her willpower to refrain from coming.
 
   She gazed down at him without bothering to hide her fury from his eyes. He met her challenge with a self-satisfied smirk and intense hunger in his gaze. He wanted her to come, and he wasn’t going to do anything to help keep her orgasm at bay.
 
   The bastard was playing a head game with her. New respect crept into her heart and strengthened her resolve. She would not fail.
 
   “Fuck me.”
 
   Leaning forward, she rested her weight on her hands. She lifted her hips and slammed down. His climax was her goal, so she didn’t do anything fancy like roll or swivel her hips. Those things made it better for her, not him.
 
   He plucked at her nipples and pinched the welts on her back and ass. She knew she had hit a great rhythm when he dug his fingers into her hips and lifted from the bed to meet her thrusts. She ignored the need throbbing between her legs and kept the rhythm he liked best.
 
   Sweat gleamed from his chest and trickled down her back. When his body bowed and his arms encased her in their brand of heavy steel, she knew she’d met his challenge and fulfilled her punishment. He roared and held her tight against his body.
 
   With her ear plastered to his chest, she listened as his heartbeat slowed to normal. His arms relaxed, and she climbed off his softening cock. She took care of the condom and returned to bed with a glass of water.
 
   He eyed her suspiciously when she handed him the water, but he drank it anyway. Instead of handing it back to her, he set it on the nightstand.
 
   “Get your ass back in this bed. I didn’t ask you for aftercare.”
 
   Now she understood the reason for his displeasure. In her quest to please him and alleviate some of the nervous energy bottled up inside her in the form of a dormant orgasm, she had stepped on his toes.
 
   “Sorry, Sir.” She slid into his waiting arms and relaxed into his embrace.
 
   He ran his hands over her body, soothing her and keeping the fact that she needed to come in the front of her mind. After a while, he left the bed only to return a few minutes later and scoop her up in his arms.
 
   She rested her cheek against his shoulder and wished he was the kind of man who fell asleep after sex. She was definitely the kind of woman who fell asleep after a good orgasm. Given the pent-up energy coursing through her body, she might need to run a marathon before she slept.
 
   The hiss of the shower roused her away from her misery. He set her inside the stall and washed her with a soft cloth. He cleaned away her sweat and the tears she hadn’t known were leaking from her eyes, and then he washed the residue of her juices from her pussy.
 
   She debated offering to clean him, but she didn’t want to take the chance he’d want another round. She would incinerate if he touched her again.
 
   By the time he finished pampering her body and putting salve on her welts, exhaustion had caught up with Darcy. She fell asleep in his arms, consciousness fading away before he set her down and eased his arms from under her body.
 
   __________
 
   Malcolm watched Darcy as she lay asleep next to him. Tendrils of her long brown hair, matted in several places, spread over the pillow. He’d pushed her hard last night, and she hadn’t cracked.
 
   He did wonder about what had happened when he whipped her. The subspace had come on strong, claiming her for nearly twenty minutes. He loved holding her while her mind had taken flight, but he wondered at the destination. During that last flick of the whip, he’d clearly heard her shout, “Scott, no!”
 
   The exclamation had held more than a little hint of fear. He’d given her the option of delaying the rest of the night. If he’d taken her to a vulnerable place, he didn’t want to do anything she couldn’t handle emotionally. But she had insisted on continuing. Part of him admired her strength, and part of him wanted to show her that she didn’t need to always be so strong for him. He was willing to be strong for her.
 
   She had held on beautifully when she’d endured his merciless teasing. If he’d fucked her again, she would have failed to fulfill the terms of her punishment, and it would have been humiliating. He wasn’t out to humiliate her. The caveman instincts that drove his need to be a Dom did demand her total submission. She hadn’t yet given it, not from the soul.
 
   And he wanted it. He wanted her to give herself to him completely, to trust him with her heart and her life. He recognized that something so precious couldn’t be forced. True submission went hand in hand with falling in love. It came in tiny pieces that went unnoticed until the whole heart was committed and it was too late for anything else.
 
   Malcolm had already given the majority of his heart to this woman who’d managed to land in a whole heap of trouble without knowing it. He greedily guarded the last minuscule crumbs of it because he knew she would trample it in her stampede for the exit the moment she found out his true identity. He wanted her to fall in love with him, but he dreaded it at the same time. Too many issues—Scott, his investigation, her role in Snyder Corp—were unresolved. He couldn’t hit the brakes, and he refused to rush forward.
 
   Light filled the room, and the time on the clock showed a little past eleven. It had been almost three by the time he’d put her to bed. He wondered if eight hours was enough sleep after the physicality of their evening.
 
   She shifted, and the sheet fell down to expose one breast and half of the other. His mouth watered at the sight of those perfect globes and their smooth, rosy tips. Uncertainty fell away, pulled down her body with the sheet. Leaning up on one elbow, he latched his mouth onto her exposed nipple. It pebbled under the delicate worship of his tongue. She made a quiet, whimpering noise, but her eyes didn’t open.
 
   He slid the sheet away from her other breast and paid it the same homage. She tasted warm and sweet. His mouth watered for a taste of her pussy, but he waited on that. Women could be so unpredictable concerning oral sex in the morning. From what he’d seen so far, Darcy was far more pleasant in the morning than he was. He didn’t want to tamper with that.
 
   Curiosity had him lifting the sheet completely away to test whether or not her pussy was wet. He’d cleaned her up before bed, but her passion hadn’t been sated, so it had continued to weep and beg for attention. Once he got to know her better, perhaps when they started living together, he’d put her to bed wet most nights just to have her ready for him in the morning.
 
   He parted her labia to find her cream waiting for him. Reaching across to the nightstand, he reflected that she had been thoughtful in bringing multiple condoms from the drawer. He sheathed his cock and positioned himself between her legs.
 
   Her eyes opened the second his cockhead breached her cunt. He waited ten seconds, giving her the choice to refuse him. Her knees lifted, and she widened her legs to give him better access. He pressed forward, claiming her soft, yielding body with his larger, harder one.
 
   She lifted her hips, meeting his thrusts. A blush spread across her chest, and he knew she wasn’t going to ask to come. This vanilla sex would provide some of the relief he had denied her the night before. Dipping his head, he took a nipple in his mouth and rolled it with his tongue. His thumb and forefinger provided the same stimulation to her other nipple.
 
   Her fingers threaded in his hair. She squeezed handfuls in her fists, arched her back, and shouted her climax.
 
    
 
   Darcy’s eyes watered from one of the shortest, most intense morning climaxes she could remember. Normally morning sex meant Scott wanted to get off before he went to work. She often went back to sleep without having climaxed. Sometimes she barely woke up for it. That was part of their D/s arrangement.
 
   She gave him what he needed, and he gave her what she needed. It had worked.
 
   Theo, however, was a different story. He didn’t just take his pleasure and run. He’d given her an orgasm with his slow thrusts, and now his pace increased. He had rammed his cock into her pussy so deep she thought he might become part of her. She couldn’t say the thought wasn’t appealing. Molten heat trod the recent path of her climax.
 
   A second orgasm sent her flying, and Theo’s loud roar announced his climax. He collapsed on her chest, his heart hammering against her sternum and flattened breasts. She wrapped her arms around him and ran her shaking fingers through his hair to help him come down.
 
   He rolled and took her with him, shifting them so that she lay in his arms with her head pillowed on his chest. “Good morning.”
 
   Her hand played up and down his chest, exploring the soft skin and the firm muscles. “Yes, it’s a very good morning.”
 
   “Do you mind telling me what got into you last night?”
 
   She stopped caressing his chest. His hand covered her dormant one, and he squeezed reassuringly. He wasn’t angry. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “I mean, did I pass your test?”
 
   “Test?” She hadn’t been testing him. What in the world was he talking about?
 
   “It’s okay, sweetheart. I expect someone of your intelligence and spirit to push me and test my limits. You wanted to see how I would enforce the rules. Perhaps you wanted to know if breaking the rules meant you would forego a reward. It doesn’t. I’ll never promise a reward and then take it away once you’ve earned it.”
 
   She thought back to the way he’d promised to reduce the number of strokes she would receive with the flogger in the hotel room. These things were nice to know. However his real meaning was just beginning to dawn on her. “Theo, I didn’t push your limits to test you. I did it because I thought you wanted me to.”
 
   He started. His whole body moved, and he dropped her hand. Pushing her away, he sat up and twisted to look down at her. “You thought I wanted you to stick your finger up my ass after I specifically told you that was a hard limit?”
 
   Darcy fought the urges to stare at his magnificent body and to scramble for her clothes. The edge of his anger cut sharp and deep. She swallowed. “Well, yes. I didn’t think you had the same definition of hard limit as I did.”
 
   “The definition of hard limit doesn’t change depending on the context. Darcy, a hard limit is a measure set in place for safety and to make sure that what happens in a scene is consensual.” His eyes glittered dark and hard.
 
   Easing from bed, she grabbed one of his shirts from the back of a chair. Like prey trying to escape the notice of a predator, she moved slowly as she slipped her arms into it and held it closed over her chest. “I know what a hard limit is, Theo. But you can’t expect me to treat your hard limits as hard when you treat mine as soft.”
 
   That deflated his sails. He grabbed his shorts and jammed his feet through the holes. “How have I not honored your hard limits?”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “You tie me up every chance you get. Last night you handcuffed me to a St. Andrew’s cross.”
 
   “It was necessary for your safety, and you liked it! For Christ’s sake, I told you what was going to happen ahead of time. Every time I’ve bound you, I’ve told you what was going to happen ahead of time. You could have refused or negotiated something else, but you didn’t.” The redness suffusing his chest and neck had nothing to do with their recent passion.
 
   Darcy wasn’t about to back down from a fight. “I told you from the beginning that bondage was a hard limit, but you treat it like a soft limit and you push it every chance you get. Yes, I have enjoyed it so far, but bondage appeals to you, not to me. No matter what you may tell yourself, that’s all about you getting what you want.”
 
   The ruddy color drained from his skin, and he paused with his pants in hand. “Are you telling me you only put up with it because you think I won’t stick around if you refuse to let me tie you up?”
 
   She sat on the chair, thinking about that one for a minute. Was she afraid? She couldn’t recall thinking or feeling anything along those lines, but what if she subconsciously went along with it so she wouldn’t lose him?
 
   He’d never once presented bondage with an ultimatum. She shook her head. “No. I’m not afraid you’ll leave. I seriously thought you meant no anal as a soft limit. Pushing limits isn’t the exclusive purview of a Dom. Both parties in a relationship push the other person to become more. That’s why relationships work or they fail. I thought this was a relationship.”
 
   Biting her lip only reminded her of the hickey he’d left. It was swollen and no doubt purple. Bastard.
 
   Lifting her gaze, she met his. “If I’m wrong and this isn’t going anywhere, you need to tell me that now. I won’t end it, but I do need to know your intentions.”
 
   “No.” He shook his head and stopped fastening his fly. He rounded the bed to kneel in front of her. “I know it’s early, but I’m all in, Darcy. This is serious for me.”
 
   Her heart started beating again, and a weight lifted from her shoulders. She breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh good. Theo, you should know that I will push your soft limits, and I will test you. I can be a bratty sub, and I sometimes require a firm hand. I’ll lose respect for you if you let too much of my shit slide. If that’s not the kind of woman you’re looking for, I understand.”
 
   He pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. She realized she must look frightful, but he didn’t seem to notice. “You’re exactly the woman I’m looking for.”
 
   His lips claimed hers, and he followed his declaration with a tender kiss that morning breath did not diminish in any way.
 
   “Now tell me why you accepted your punishment if you didn’t think you did anything wrong.”
 
   Never comfortable with analyzing something naughty she did, she fidgeted, as if that would put off the inevitable. Theo wasn’t going to let her circumvent the question. “Well, I didn’t ask first. When you tie me up or tie a rope around me, you always tell me what you’re going to do beforehand, and then you ask for my color, my consent. I didn’t give you the same courtesy. It was an impulsive action I can’t regret because you came so hard, but I do regret not asking first. I’m sorry, Theo.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, he gathered her in his arms. “Life with you promises to be interesting.”
 
   He held her like that until her stomach loudly demanded food. “Sorry. I usually have breakfast long before now. That protein you gave me last night only goes so far.”
 
   “Protein?” He stepped back and allowed her to stand.
 
   She took his hand and led him toward the kitchen. “Yeah, protein. Your sperm was the last thing I ate.”
 
   He dropped her hand to grab her ass with both hands. “Well, there’s plenty more where that came from. Say the word or fall to your knees. I won’t turn down a blowjob.”
 
   She couldn’t help but giggle. “If you’re very nice, I might even massage your prostate again. Maybe you’ll come twice.”
 
   The room whirled. She found herself pressed against the doorjamb leading to the kitchen. Theo’s arms bracketed her, holding her prisoner. “You touch my ass again, and I promise I’ll tie you up, put handprints all over your ass, shove a vibrator in your pussy, and fuck your mouth until you beg me to stop.”
 
   Cream and heat rushed to her pussy. “You have to know how much most of that idea, and your entire threatening demeanor, is turning me on right now.”
 
   He pressed his forehead to hers. “Clover nipple clamps.”
 
   “Love them.”
 
   “On your clit.”
 
   She shivered. “I’ll come the moment you take it off. Thinking about it has me halfway there.”
 
   “I’ll tie you so you can’t move your arms. They’ll be pinned behind your back and attached to a hook in the ceiling. You’ll be bent over, your mouth perfectly aligned with my cock. If I want your pussy, it will be in the perfect position as well. You’ll have no leverage to counteract anything I want to do to you. You’ll be completely helpless.”
 
   That idea didn’t appeal to her, but her ego had rebounded nicely from the night before. She couldn’t lose face now. “I don’t see that happening anytime soon. And it doesn’t take away from the fact that you have some serious anal issues. You said you started out as a bottom. Have you ever had anal sex?”
 
   His arms dropped away, and he disappeared into the kitchen. She couldn’t tell if he was frustrated with her or upset because her question had been too close to a sore subject.
 
   While he fiddled with the coffeemaker, she checked out the contents of the refrigerator. It was packed full of good things, and she extracted the ingredients for a vegetable omelet. She set about making breakfast and let him stew. Time had a way of shaking up thoughts so that they came together and revealed new understandings. Men were like that. By the time they finished kicking around the items she’d planted, they thought the original idea belonged to them.
 
   He didn’t say anything substantive until after he’d finished his first mug of coffee. “Are you busy today? If not, I thought you could stick around and we could do some role-playing. I have a drawer full of new toys I bought just for you.”
 
   The image of that drawer full of sex toys flashed over her omelet. “I thought you said those belonged to your friend.”
 
   “You looked entirely too happy when you found those. I lied. Those are mine, sweetheart.”
 
   His proposal more than appealed to her, but she couldn’t reward him for lying to her. That was a serious offense. “You lied to me? Theo, please, no lies between us. I can’t abide dishonesty. It’s the ultimate betrayal.”
 
   Longing, desperate and deep, froze his face and sharpened his features.
 
   She set her hand on top of his. “I’m not going to break up with you. But you need to know this is one of those things I won’t budge on. If we’re not completely honest with one another, this will never work. You can start by telling me why you’re so afraid of anyone touching your anus. You’re going to have to let a doctor do that sooner or later. He’s going to hold your testicles and tell you to cough when he does it.”
 
   He sighed. “Not everyone enjoys that kind of stimulation. I know you do. While I’ll use plugs on you, don’t expect my dick to ever be in your ass.”
 
   “But you came so hard.”
 
   “Do you want me to stop tying you up? Is that what this is about?”
 
   Bondage didn’t generate the same fear in her it used to, not the way he did it. “No. What you’ve done so far is okay. I didn’t care to have both of my wrists bound, but you used the handcuffs, so it wasn’t as bad. I’m not sure I would be okay with more.” She nailed him with another direct stare. “Don’t change the subject.”
 
   “It’s not like you ever talk about Scott.” He gathered up his plate and turned away from her as if he dreaded how she would react to him bringing up Scott. “What did he do that made you hate bondage so much?”
 
   She frowned. She hadn’t thought she set herself up as unapproachable or labeled Scott as an off-limits topic. “I told you. We tried it. I didn’t like it, so we didn’t try it again. He didn’t care to have me restrained. Perhaps I got used to not being restrained. Maybe it’s a good thing you’re pushing me to explore bondage a little more. Maybe it’s a good thing I’m pushing you to explore anal stimulation a little more.”
 
   He rinsed his plate and put it in the dishwasher. She handed her empty plate over, and he did the same thing with it. “Are you saying that if I insist on tying you up, you’ll insist on sticking your finger up my ass?”
 
   “No.” She ran her hand up his back in what she meant as a soothing caress. His pants tented, so he hadn’t taken it that way. “I’m saying that maybe anal stimulation is a soft limit, and it’s on the table for a future scene. Maybe when you trust me more.”
 
   “I trust you.” He turned off the faucet and closed the dishwasher. She goosed his ass, and he jumped out of her grasp.
 
   “But not completely. That’s okay. We’ve only known each other for a couple of weeks. Trust takes time to build. It shouldn’t be blind.”
 
   He inhaled sharply, but he let it out slow and loud. “Okay, how about this? For every time you feel compelled to stimulate my anus, I get to add one element to your restraint. Say for example, I put you into a corselet like I did last week. Your hands are free. You touch my anus, I can bind your elbows to limit your movement. It can be how you tell me you’re ready for more.”
 
   Darcy opened her mouth to argue, but there really wasn’t anything to argue. He’d basically given her free rein to touch him, and he’d outlined the consequences of her actions. She wouldn’t be punished, but it would trigger a response she might not particularly like. He was such a clever Dom. She liked that.
 
   “Deal. Are we doing a scene today, or did you want to just stay in bed and fuck all day?”
 
   He pinned her between his erection and the edge of the counter. “When you put it like that, the choice is obvious.”
 
   It wasn’t obvious to her. She played a card, not really caring if it got her anywhere. “Okay, but if we’re going vanilla today, it doesn’t count against me if I touch your ass.”
 
   He laughed and snorted derisively. “Vanilla is for pussies other than yours. Speaking of pussies, how about this? You’re a cat burglar who is robbing this apartment while the owner is on vacation. The alarm has gone off and a handsome cop shows up.”
 
   She could see where this was going. She would need to persuade the cop to not arrest her. “No. No cops. I hate cops. They are not sexy or fun. They’re not called pigs for nothing. They are imbecilic, moronic assholes who couldn’t find their dicks if the path was lit with neon signs.”
 
   His jaw dropped from the shock. Perhaps she’d used a little too much venom, but even the mention of police left her feeling cold and used.
 
   “Okay, no cops. Is this because they never solved Scott’s murder?” He ran his palms up and down her arms and refused to let her move away.
 
   “No. I didn’t even blame them for suspecting me. I opened my home and all my records to them from the first day, hoping they could find some kind of clue. They found nothing, but that didn’t stop the lazy bastards from refusing to look anywhere but at me. They treated me like crap, and then they took off and gave up when that didn’t get them anywhere. As far as I’m concerned, the governor can cut the law enforcement budget to nothing because he’s just pouring money down a bottomless, useless pit.”
 
   She didn’t realize how badly she was shaking until he pulled her against his body and held her tight.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to dump this on you. How about I’m a cat burglar, but you’re an international art thief. I’m robbing you of a valuable painting. When you catch me, you threaten to turn me in for the original theft. I’ll service you in any way in return for your silence.” She winked at him in an attempt to show she was okay. “Even anally if you suddenly get over your shyness.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and kissed her forehead, but she got the feeling he hadn’t let her outburst go. Eventually she would have to tell him the whole, horrible, humiliating story.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Six weeks had passed since that fateful conference. Darcy floated on clouds of softly soothing emotions, tight bondage ropes, and whips whistling through the air. Theo always bound her in some way, even when they didn’t have sex. Twice she had massaged his anus and pressed his prostate to make him come harder and faster. He didn’t always immediately reciprocate in the bondage department, but he got there eventually.
 
   She had grown used to being handcuffed as she rode next to him in the car, having those smooth nylon ropes wrapped and intricately tied around her wrists or ankles as they watched a movie, and having them on her body as he did what he pleased. Since it also pleased her and the ropes were surprisingly comfortable, she had come to like his brand of bondage.
 
   Thank goodness he hadn’t pushed the issue of total bondage. She could tolerate having her legs bound during sex. She didn’t mind having one hand bound, but she couldn’t seem to enjoy having both of them immobilized. Both times they had tried it, she’d fought the urge to kick him in the nuts until she was forced to call yellow. He used the quick-release handcuffs when she earned a session with the single tail.
 
   For his part, Theo never seemed disappointed in her. He always praised her for trying, and that made her want to overcome her fear of being completely tied down just to give him the kind of pleasure he so richly deserved. When she thought about it, she wasn’t afraid of being tied down. She just couldn’t seem to overcome the compulsion to fight him in a very vicious way. Since she didn’t want to actually hurt him, she erred on the side of safety.
 
   He also didn’t push the relationship. While he had stayed overnight with her several times and she had stayed at his place, that was as far as it had gone. He made himself at home in her house, but he didn’t try to pretend he lived there.
 
   She entered the restaurant where her sister waited. Since that first tense meeting, Amy had thawed toward Theo. She’d joined them several times for meals, and she’d even accompanied them to the Detroit Institute of Arts for a Van Gogh retrospective.
 
   Their server arrived just as Darcy sat down. The young woman smiled and set down a glass of water. “Can I bring you something to drink?”
 
   With a presentation this afternoon that could net her a six-month contract that wasn’t for a company affiliated with Snyder Corporation, Darcy needed something to calm her nerves. “I’ll have a mai tai.”
 
   When the server left, Amy raised a brow. “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drink at lunch before. Bad day? Want to talk about it?”
 
   Darcy shook her head at the first question. “It’s nothing big. I have a presentation this afternoon. I always get really nervous when I have to speak to a group of people, especially when I’m asking them to spend money on me.”
 
   A plate of artichoke dip and multicolored tortilla chips sat between them. Amy spooned some dip onto a plate and grabbed a chip. “I didn’t know you still had stage fright. I thought you got over that in college.”
 
   Darcy took a chance that her sister’s new openness meant she would understand Darcy’s coping mechanisms. “Scott helped me deal with the stress.”
 
   Amy’s light blue eyes widened. Wheels churned, and her eyes returned to normal. “Okay, even a month ago, I wouldn’t have asked because I thought I knew the answer, but now I’m asking. How did he help you deal with the stress?”
 
   Darcy spooned some dip onto her appetizer plate. The churning in her stomach had a little to do with Amy’s question. She still wasn’t used to her sister’s enlightened perspective. She didn’t want Amy to judge Scott as harshly as she had before. “He used to spank me, sometimes more. It depended on how much of a mess I was.”
 
   “Define ‘sometimes more.’” Amy dipped the tip of a red tortilla into the cheesy concoction.
 
   “If I needed it and we had time, he would flog me.”
 
   Amy’s face lost a little color. The chip in her hand broke. “And you wanted him to do that to you? Darcy, it sounds so painful.”
 
   Darcy shrugged. She didn’t want to sugarcoat it. “It was painful, but I happen to like that kind of pain. It calms me down and lets me focus on what’s important.”
 
   To her credit, Amy looked thoughtful. “So, since Theo prefers bondage to sadism, meaning he likes to tie you up more than he likes to deliver pain, he doesn’t help you with this the way Scott did. Scott preferred to flog you?”
 
   The waitress set Darcy’s drink on a coaster. Her expression gave no indication she had overheard Amy’s question. “Are you ready to order?”
 
   Amy ordered more carbs. Darcy kept her lunch light, knowing a heavy meal wouldn’t help her in the afternoon meeting. She’d battled queasy feelings all week as she prepared for the presentation. For the past three afternoons, she’d practiced the pitch, choreographing how and when to use the visuals she’d prepared. Each time, she’d had to sit with her head between her knees to calm down and center herself. The churning in her stomach sometimes took an entire hour to subside. It was a bit disconcerting because nerves usually only made her feel keyed up and unfocused, not nauseated.
 
   Once the server left, Darcy answered Amy’s question.
 
   “Scott was more of a sadist. It worked well with my masochism. But Theo didn’t stay the night last night. He took me out for dinner, but then he dropped me home afterward so I could finish preparing for this presentation. He likes spanking and whipping me, but he does prefer to tie me up.” She rubbed her hand over her wrist. The night before, he had tied an intricately braided rope that had looked like a bracelet. He’d instructed her to sleep with it on and remove it in the morning. She’d left it on until her shower, and now the memory of the feel of it brought her some measure of peace. She should have left it on. “If I had asked him last night, he would have done either. I didn’t ask.”
 
   Amy spooned more dip onto her plate. An amused smile accompanied the glimmer in her eye. “You didn’t want to have to ask. You wanted him to read your mind.”
 
   Darcy opened her mouth to deny it, but Amy had hit the nail on the head. She wanted Theo to be in tune with her needs. It would be a sign their relationship was meant to be. It would affirm that her feelings for Theo weren’t misplaced or disloyal. Most of the time, being with Theo felt right, but every now and again, guilt would seize her gut.
 
   “It’s stupid. I know it’s not realistic to expect anyone to read my mind, but part of having a Dom is knowing that someone is looking out for you. Someone cares about your physical and emotional well-being, and he takes steps to makes sure you get what you need.” She didn’t feel disheartened or discouraged. Knowing someone that deeply took time. She had only been dating Theo for six weeks.
 
   The spoon Amy was toying with clattered onto the plate. “So that’s why you adored Scott so much. I don’t understand this craving you have for pain, but I do understand the need to have that kind of deep connection with someone. I wish Scott was here so I could apologize to him. I treated him pretty crappy.”
 
   Darcy reached across the table and squeezed her sister’s hand. “Scott didn’t take it personally. We got used to having that kind of reaction from people. If he was here, he’d hug you and steal your artichoke dip.”
 
   Amy laughed, but she sobered quickly. “What if he’s alive, Darcy? What if Scott suddenly shows up at your doorstep and you’re with Theo?”
 
   The thought had occurred to Darcy more than once, especially when Theo sent her to that place she had to pass in order to get to subspace. She shook her head. “I knew the worst from the beginning. Even when the police wouldn’t take a report of his absence, I knew he was dead. Maybe that’s why I didn’t push it.”
 
   “You were in shock. Don’t beat yourself up. You walked around like a zombie for the first month. It wasn’t until they started treating you like a suspect that you snapped out of it.” Amy’s soft tone took a hard edge. She had been very pissed off at the police for their treatment of Darcy.
 
   Darcy blinked back tears, not at the remembered pain, but at the way in which Theo had opened Amy’s eyes and enabled their friendship to grow more authentic. “I love you, Amy.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   The sappiness of the moment crested, and then they laughed it off. Darcy shook her head and took out a three-ring binder. “Let’s get to work. Mom and Dad’s thirty-fifth anniversary is in three months. I rented that place in downtown Ann Arbor where Dad proposed. It’s still there, and the food is so good.”
 
   __________
 
   After lunch, Darcy trudged the three blocks to the building that housed Victor’s headquarters. Six weeks ago, she’d thought she was finished with that place. While she adored Victor and she appreciated how he had been there for her when she really needed someone, just going into the building made her tense and edgy. It always had.
 
   It didn’t help that Amy had been right. She wanted Theo to read her mind. More than that, she wanted him to live up to his end of the bargain. He had promised to push her boundaries. While he had done that a little, he hadn’t done it to the extent she’d thought he would. Perhaps it wasn’t fair to expect more from him at this point in their relationship, especially since she wasn’t quite in a place where he could push her without feeling like an ass.
 
   Whether she liked it or not, her needs were changing, evolving into something more compatible with Theo and less like the woman she had been with Scott. A pang of guilt rocked through her, and she struggled to squelch it before she got to the Snyder Corp building.
 
   At least Scott had known about the case of nerves she got every time she had to meet with Victor. Somehow just having him know made it easier to face. She hadn’t burdened Theo with this aspect of her neurosis. This was something she wanted to conquer on her own. Plus she didn’t have to meet with Victor today.
 
   She shook off the disquiet agitating her stomach and pulled the front door open. The heavy glass moved easily, due more to springs or hydraulics than the presence of significant arm muscles. Theo was in this building, no doubt buried in the basement making slow progress on the system that would process the grant structure Darcy had built.
 
   The thought of him so near soothed her, even as she wished to hell he would hurry up and finish building the site. Victor was paying him for the job, not by the hour. He wasn’t going to make any more money by taking longer.
 
   But then again, she didn’t know much about programming. Theo was no slouch when it came to computers. He’d completely debugged her entire system. It had taken him a few days, but now her computer ran faster and more efficiently. He’d even written protocols to make the programs she needed automatically open when she booted up each morning.
 
   She berated herself for impatience and schooled her features to be as placid as possible. Dealing with Victor required she draw upon her reserves to maintain poise. Though she didn’t have an appointment with him, he knew she would be in the building today. Knowing Vic, he would find a way to meet with her. A glance at her watch showed she had an hour before she had to be on her way to her pitch session with the new client.
 
   Signing in at the desk, she glanced up at the security guard and gave a warm smile that froze when she saw that creepy man who had been at the conference. Victor had said this man, Halter, worked on his personal security detail.
 
   Halter grinned a greeting. The fact that he had all his teeth surprised Darcy. If she took a step back and took into account only his physical appearance, she could admit he was handsome. He was, physically, better looking than Theo. However his personality seeped through, and he might as well have slime oozing from his pores.
 
   “Good afternoon, Darcy. Mr. Snyder isn’t expecting you today.”
 
   “I’m not here to see Victor.”
 
   He bared his teeth in an imitation of a smile, and she thought she heard a low growl. “Of course. You’re here to see Stevenson. Not a bad choice, that one. If he should suddenly fall out of the picture, you do have other options.”
 
   Prickles crawled up her spine, a million centipedes on the march. “Why would he suddenly fall out of the picture?”
 
   Halter shrugged. “Men leave, darlin’. But not me. I’d never leave a sweet thing like you, not for a second. I’d put you on a leash and take you everywhere with me.”
 
   Darcy recoiled, not sure if he’d threatened Theo or if he sought to elicit certain reactions from her. Either way, she seriously didn’t like Mickey Halter. She decided to face this pig head-on. “That’s never going to happen, any of it.”
 
   Hiking the strap of her bag higher on her shoulder, she strode across the lobby and caught the next elevator. As it dropped, it caught up with her stomach.
 
   The basement office Theo occupied didn’t look like it was housed belowground. The bright, cheerful lighting and decor echoed anything found in the floors above. Darcy barely noticed the absence of windows, though if she had to work in that environment every day, she would begin to see beneath the camouflage and feel closed in.
 
   The door to Theo’s office was open, but she paused in the frame and knocked on the open door. Hidden behind a bank of computers, the top of his dark hair was the only thing that betrayed his presence. Half rising, he peered over the top. He motioned her closer as he said something to the person on the other end of his earpiece.
 
   Darcy wandered to his side of the room, pulling a chair from near the door with her. Theo didn’t keep more than one chair behind the monitors. He rolled his chair from one to the other as he worked on various aspects of whatever the hell he worked on.
 
   Settling into the chair she brought, she waited impatiently for him to finish his call. When the chatter turned to baseball and other small talk, she sent him a pointed look that ended his conversation sooner rather than later.
 
   With the push of his feet, he rolled closer and kissed her cheek. “So what brings you and your impatient toe-tapping to my basement hideaway?”
 
   I wanted to see you. I wanted you to calm me down. I’m hoping you’ve suddenly made progress on that website so I can stop coming to this place. She pushed air out of her lungs to avoid saying most of what she thought. “I came to check over the stuff I gave you to put on the website to make sure it’s right.”
 
   His eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch, and she wondered if she’d come off as bitchy despite her best effort. She chalked her temper up to stress and hormones. There had been whole days when Scott locked himself away from her PMS. She should probably warn Theo.
 
   “It’ll get there exactly as you gave it to me.”
 
   “I need to check it over and make sure it works the way it should.”
 
   He sat back and smoothed his thumb over his lip as he thought. The gesture emphasized the hawkishness of his nose, and she wished he’d touch her lip instead. “Is there something specific that makes you think it’s going to be messed up, or are you here for a different reason?”
 
   Rather than fidget under his discerning gaze, she sprang to her feet. “I’m trying to wrap up this job so I can concentrate on other clients. It would be nice if you’d finish the site. I don’t understand what’s taking so long.”
 
   His lips set hard, and the thumb stopped moving. He gestured to the door. “Close and lock it.”
 
   The look in his eyes should have made her tremble in fear. He never countenanced her attitude for long. To be fair, she almost never came across this badly. She just couldn’t seem to stop the borderline nasty way she spoke to him.
 
   “Theo.” She voiced a protest, but she knew it wouldn’t get her anywhere.
 
   “Now. Unless you’d like anyone walking by to witness what’s about to happen.”
 
   Walking across the room to close and lock a door didn’t take long, but it gave her enough time to put things into perspective. She didn’t have time for a punishment, but she did owe him an apology.
 
   “Theo, I’m sorry for the sharp tone I used, but I have a meeting in forty-five minutes, so I don’t have time for whatever you have in mind.”
 
   He rose to his feet. “You have the time, but not a choice. Bend over the desk.”
 
   She stopped next to him, simultaneously absorbing the strength of his nearness and trying to placate his simmering temper. Then her emotions swung in the other direction, and she couldn’t resist baiting him. Perhaps he would lose his temper and some of his iron control would slip and he’d push her faster and farther than he’d done so far. She pressed her lips together and issued a warning with her tone. “Theo.”
 
   His hand rose suddenly, and she didn’t attempt to mitigate the way she flinched. He’d never hit her in anger and he’d never laid a hand on her face, so she didn’t think he had slapping her in mind. He was going to fulfill her desire to have his thumb brushing over her bottom lip, establishing his control of the situation.
 
   Fingertips braced against her temple, he drew his thumb over her brow and across her lip. With that simple gesture, tension eased from her shoulders, but it did nothing to placate her desire for more. She tried to remind herself that it wasn’t fair to change her expectations, especially without telling him. “I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   “It’s all right, sweetheart. You need me and I’m here. I knew you had a big presentation today. I should have known you’d need a spanking. Don’t make me tell you to bend over the desk again.”
 
   She shoved a monitor over a few inches and bent over, resting her torso on the files and other office supplies he had scattered there. He moved an empty, coffee-stained mug.
 
   “Hands above you.”
 
   Stretching up, she curled her fingers over the top edge of the desk. She hadn’t realized how wide it was until the act lifted her hips onto the surface of the desk. Theo lifted her skirt and shoved it up until it bunched around her hips. He yanked her panties down until they fell to rest just above her knees.
 
   She waited in the silence. Cream coated her pussy, not because she expected sex but because she knew he was checking out her ass. If this were an erotic spanking, it would involve lots of petting before, during, and after. Since this was merely utilitarian—to calm her nerves—she didn’t require anything extra.
 
   Of course, Theo wasn’t Scott, not by any stretch of the imagination. Every aspect of their D/s relationship was erotic to him. Would he make her come or would he withhold the orgasm because she had been snippy? The weight of not knowing came out as a mewling moan.
 
   He traced his fingertips over the curve of her ass. The first smack seemed louder than normal, and she realized he wasn’t using a spanking glove. His hand would feel every bit as much of the force as her ass did.
 
   He settled into a rapid rhythm that didn’t allow for pauses between blows. Most of the impact concentrated on her right cheek. She jumped when he pushed his other hand between her legs and eased two fingers into her tightness. Her body pulsed, and her pussy seemed to pull him deeper.
 
   “You’re dripping, my little Painslut. Should I make you come, or should I just take a little taste of this sweet cream?”
 
   “Do what pleases you, Sir.” No matter how badly she wanted to come, she only needed a spanking. Her orgasms belonged to Theo, so making them happen or withholding them was entirely up to him. She whimpered and buried her face in the coolness of the papers on the desk. She tried to widen her stance and entice him with her submission, but the panties around her thighs acted as bindings. Immediately the wetness between her legs increased.
 
   He took pity on her. “I want to hear you come, sweetheart. No biting your lip or stifling those sexy noises you make. I want to hear what I do to you.”
 
   Theo pounded his fingers into her pussy, fucking her hard and fast, and smacked his palm harder against her ass. “Your cunt is so tight, sweetheart. If I had a condom, I’d ram my cock into you. As it stands, you’re going to pay me back. You’re going to come, and then you’re going to drop to your knees and I’m going to fuck that nasty mouth, teach it some respect.”
 
   The heat blooming over the skin of her ass combined with the inferno he generated in her pussy, and the trash talk only ramped up her desire. “Please may I come, Sir?”
 
   “Yes.” He smacked her harder, and he shoved his fingers so deep he lifted her feet from the ground.
 
   She swallowed her scream and dug her fingers into the bottom of the laminate desktop. No doubt she left gouges in the particleboard. The orgasm crashed over her body, sweeping out the tide of nerves as she rode his fingers to completion. He gentled his strokes and used the hand that had been spanking her flesh to pet that tender area.
 
   He drew out her orgasm with every slow slide against her sweet spot. She came down gradually, left with the tranquility of her climax and the sweet heat pulsing over her backside.
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “Oh, we’re not finished. You’re going to thank me properly.” The hand that had just stroked a gentle caress over her ass twisted in her hair and pulled. He guided her back until she knelt on the floor at his feet. “Open my pants, sweetheart. I’m going to fuck that luscious mouth and come deep in the back of your throat.”
 
   She fumbled with his belt and his zipper, wetting her lips with her tongue. While she often went down on him, he almost never required she deep throat him. His cock wasn’t too long, but it was thick. It would make her jaw sore rather than choke her as he rammed against her tonsils.
 
   Every word she spoke and every step she took would remind her of his domination, and she would draw strength from that soreness for the rest of the day.
 
   He twisted the hand in her hair harder, and tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. Aftershocks of her climax pulsed harder, and her pussy felt the ache of emptiness. She lifted his cock out of his shorts and looked up at him for permission.
 
   “Clasp your hands behind your back and relax your jaw.”
 
   The notion to be naughty hadn’t occurred to Darcy, but now that he’d given the order, she wished he’d just bind her wrists behind her back. Her thighs were weak, and it would be easier to hold his hips for balance, but she followed orders without arguing, trusting Theo to hold her head in place.
 
   He worked his way in slowly, wetting his cock with the saliva pooling in her mouth. She flicked her tongue over his sensitive spots when she could. Theo didn’t waste any time. Once his cock was wet enough, he pounded into her mouth. She would have swollen lips for the next several hours, a visible mark of his affection.
 
   Theo grasped her hair in both of his hands and held her still as he took his pleasure. Darcy wanted desperately to touch him, to caress his balls or grab his ass. She understood now why he had ordered her hands behind her back. In her quest to give him more pleasure, she would have gone for his prostate. It never failed to make him come so hard his eyes rolled back in his head, yet the stubborn bastard fought her on this issue.
 
   Thinking about it made her moan around his cock. He thrust twice more, buried his cock in her mouth, and muffled a shout. Hot streams of semen jetted to the back of her throat.
 
   He sank down on his chair and pulled her closer so that her head rested on his thigh. As he absently stroked her hair, they both came down from their respective sexual highs.
 
   “I have something for you.”
 
   She lifted her head to look up at him. The serenity in his brown eyes made her heart throb with guilt when she realized he took pleasure from a submission she hadn’t truly given. While pleasing Theo gave her a great sense of satisfaction, the tenderness that would remain in her lips and jaw gave her more.
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   From his grin, she wondered if thanking him had been appropriate.
 
   “Stand up, sweetheart, and take your panties off.”
 
   Her skirt had fallen back down to her thighs while her mouth had been busy with his cock. Without rising from his seat, he took something from his desk drawer. She recognized a length of the nylon rope he liked to use. Its smoothness left grooves in her skin, but it didn’t abrade or chafe.
 
   Wordlessly he lifted her pencil skirt, turning it almost inside out. Then he wound the rope around her waist and between her legs, creating an erotic, knotted thong. Sometimes when he tied a corselet around her body, he left knots to rub in erogenous zones. He did that now with the thong.
 
   “Pay attention, Darcy. If you need to take it off, you only have to untie this knot. It’ll slide down your legs like underwear. Put it back on the same way you take it off and retie the knot. You can use any kind of knot if you can’t remember how to tie this one. Your jacket should cover the bulkiness.”
 
   He patted the knot he’d made and straightened her skirt. She looked down and realized the binding made it look like she’d gained a few pounds. He’d wound quite a bit of rope around her. With a sigh, she let it go. She’d been that weight before. At least this would come off with the rope, not copious amounts of diet and exercise.
 
   She smoothed her hand over the rope on her waist, feeling it through the layers of her skirt and jacket. Wearing it made her feel more centered than the spanking had. “You knew I would come by today.”
 
   With a tug on her hand, he drew her into his lap. The thong tightened and shifted as she bent, igniting an intimate awareness of Theo.
 
   “I knew you had a big presentation today. I didn’t know if you would need something or if you would try to get through it on your own power.” He wrapped his arms around her and held her close.
 
   Secured in his strong arms, she felt small and safe. Strangely the rope thong echoed that effect. “Is the thong punishment or incentive?”
 
   He laughed. “Maybe a little bit of both. I’ll bring takeout over for dinner tonight and remove the binding.”
 
   The promise in his answer didn’t need to be articulated. Sex and perhaps a flogger or paddle would be in it for her.
 
   “And you can stop worrying that I’m going so slow on this job that Snyder’s going to be pissed. I’ve actually done six other jobs for him. He asked me to put the charity portion on the back burner.”
 
   Cold prickles stabbed the base of her spine, replacing the warmth of their encounter.
 
   “Theo, I’m going to warn you about Victor. He’s been good to me, especially since this thing with Scott. But if you let him, he’ll suck you in and never let you go. He’ll try to take over all your time so that you work exclusively for him, so that you’re dependent on him for all your income.”
 
   Amusement crinkled in the little lines around Theo’s eyes. “Honey, don’t worry about me. Victor isn’t my only client. I know you stuck your neck out to get me this job, and I appreciate your sacrifice. Truthfully you don’t have to do anything else on this project. I’ll let you know when it’s done so you can check it over, and I’ll make sure you can do that remotely.”
 
   She lifted a hand and set her fingertips lightly on the side of his face the same way he did to signal he was going to top her. “Don’t dismiss my warning, and don’t take everything Victor says at face value. Scott did some tech work for Vic. I don’t know what happened to piss him off, but right after that, he very vocally encouraged me to break all ties here.”
 
   Gears whirled behind Theo’s eyes. He opened his mouth, glanced around the room, and closed it. Whatever he had been about to say didn’t make it into actual words, but she could see how seriously he regarded her warning.
 
   Satisfied he understood her message, she kissed him and left. She had to hit a restroom and freshen up before her meeting.
 
   __________
 
   Malcolm fixed his pants and shoved her panties into his pocket as he watched Darcy walk out the door. His instinct that she knew something more than she’d told the police was proving correct. For fuck’s sake, she didn’t trust Snyder, but she didn’t connect him with Scott’s disappearance. The bastard had cemented himself in her psyche as one of the good guys by providing a lawyer and being there when she most needed a friend.
 
   Now that he understood the problem, he could dig a little deeper to see what else she knew that she didn’t see as relevant to the case.
 
   Moments after Darcy exited, the interoffice phone on his desk rang. Malcolm grabbed it. “Stevenson, what’s up?”
 
   “Mr. Stevenson, Mr. Snyder would like to see you in his office right away.” The mechanical voice of Snyder’s administrative assistant came through sounding a little annoyed, like she had been in the middle of actual work when he told her to call Theo into his office instead of picking up the phone and doing it himself.
 
   “Thanks, Georgie. How’s that new puppy doing?” He turned on the charm. It always paid to be nice to the secretaries. They knew more than anyone about everything.
 
   She laughed a little nervously, but her officious attitude melted. “Oh, he’s still chewing on socks and sliding all over the wood floors. I’m getting used to him. At least the kids love him.”
 
   “That’s great to hear. Give it time. I bet that dog will follow you around everywhere you go.”
 
   “He already does. You better get up here fast, Mr. Stevenson. I don’t know what you did, but Mr. Snyder is very agitated.”
 
   Malcolm double-timed it to the tenth floor. Snyder had been throwing small jobs at him, and lately they had been coming faster. Even though Snyder had an IT department to take care of maintenance and operations, he seemed to only remember Malcolm when it came to anything related to technology. Malcolm looked upon some of the requests as a test of his knowledge. Others were a test of his loyalty.
 
   One day very soon, Snyder would ask him to do something legally murky, and that would open the door for Malcolm to find out about the bigger jobs.
 
   He winked at Georgie, a cute blonde in her forties whose oldest son had brought home a stray dog she didn’t want to keep. She’d taken it for its shots and had it neutered, and she was slowly becoming accustomed to having an animal underfoot.
 
   She waved him into Snyder’s office with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. He didn’t miss the way her brows pinched together and her eyes darted to the door and back to her desk.
 
   Malcolm entered Snyder’s office to find the man at his wet bar pouring a shot of Irish whiskey. His dove gray designer suit hung very nicely from his lean frame. Confidence and power radiated in all directions.
 
   In the corner, standing like a sinister sentinel, Mickey Halter leaned against a decorative table. The vase of flowers perched in the center of the table provided an incongruous backdrop.
 
   Closing the door behind him, Malcolm affected a nonchalant air. “Where’s the fire?”
 
   Snyder waved at the seat in front of his desk. When Malcolm sat, he set a double shot on the desk. “Drink up. I think you need it after that show.”
 
   Coldness coiled low in his belly, but he schooled his features and didn’t let on that he wasn’t completely composed. “What show?”
 
   From the corner, Halter chuckled. “You know there are security cameras everywhere in this building. You sure gave the boys in security one hell of a perk. It was a good performance, though I would have had her kneel at my feet and beg first. It’s never a good idea to give a sub what she wants right away. Make her work for it.”
 
   He favored Halter with a moment of distaste. “Don’t tell me how to deal with my sub.”
 
   If Snyder had confronted him about having found out Malcolm was a Fed, that would have been easier to take. He didn’t like the thought that anyone had watched him with Darcy. While he knew some Doms didn’t mind performing part of their discipline in controlled public circumstances and a few didn’t mind completing the scene with others watching, Malcolm was like the majority of Doms. He didn’t want anyone witnessing his sub in a vulnerable position.
 
   The moment Darcy had walked through that door, wound up so tightly she could snap with a word or a touch, he had forgotten about the cameras. His only thought had been to calm his sub. Damn. He should have stopped by her house that morning, but he’d actually gone all the way home to his real apartment the night before.
 
   That morning he had stopped at his brother’s house for a quick breakfast and to catch up. Working undercover meant he sometimes didn’t get to see his friends or family for long periods of time.
 
   Snyder took the chair next to Malcolm instead of settling in the one behind his desk. “Gentlemen, that’s not the reason I’ve called us together today.”
 
   Malcolm raised a brow. “What’s on your mind, boss?”
 
   “Your behavior leads me to suspect certain things about you, Theo.”
 
   Now that he knew he didn’t have to brazen out spanking his girlfriend and getting sucked off on the job, Malcolm let his innate cockiness off the leash. This sounded like a way deeper into the organization. While he didn’t like sharing the intimate parts of his life, if it led to a break in the case, he would take it and deal with the fallout later.
 
   “I thought you already knew about my relationship with Darcy.”
 
   Snyder’s mouth stretched in a smile that merely indicated the truth of the previous statement. “I thought it would take a much longer time to figure her out. But then you’re a much more even-tempered person than her previous Dom. He had issues with anyone implying he should have complete control over her actions. He was a bit of a soft touch who let her run things. While I don’t engage in the violent aspects of that kind of relationship, I do believe a man should know how to control his woman.”
 
   Admiration and respect glittered in shades of light brown from Snyder’s eyes. Malcolm lifted his shoulders in an uneven manner to show that he agreed, but he didn’t necessarily want to discuss the particulars of his own habits.
 
   “I hired Mickey about a year ago because I thought he would appeal to Darcy. He’s a little better looking than either you or Scott, and he had that dangerous edge that attracts women like her. She didn’t take the bait. If you don’t mind, I’d like to know your intentions toward Darcy.”
 
   Malcolm leaned forward. “If you don’t mind, I don’t see how that’s any of your business. You don’t look like you’re particularly pissed off about the fact that I made her blow me in my office. What do you want, Victor?”
 
   With a chuckle, Snyder sat back in his chair. Halter stepped forward at Malcolm’s flippant response, ready to intervene if necessary.
 
   Snyder shook his finger at Malcolm. “Theo, I like you. You’re a team player, and when it’s my team, that’s important to me. Darcy is also important to me. I’ve been after her for two years.”
 
   Molten anger surged through Malcolm. He struggled to contain it, but he couldn’t keep it totally from his expression. He shot in the dark. “If you’re telling me to walk away from my sub, it’s not going to happen. I don’t like when people try to take what’s mine.” He threw a warning glance to Halter.
 
   Not at all threatened, Snyder spread his body out in a relaxed pose, as if they were discussing tee times. “Not that way. I have no sexual interest in Darcy. She’s a bit big-boned for my tastes. I like a petite woman, preferably blonde, even-tempered, malleable. A woman should be like that for a man, able to conform to meet his demands, don’t you think?”
 
   Malcolm matched Snyder’s pose in a psychological effort to appear he followed the man’s cues. “I don’t care for sticks, and I like a little fire. It makes disciplining them more interesting. But I agree that a woman should conform to fit a man’s needs. That’s one thing I like about having a sub. She lives to do what I want her to do.”
 
   Intuition got him far in this kind of job. Sometimes he didn’t have solid reasons to back up his decisions or his actions. He just went with what felt right. Darcy would kill him if she knew he was talking about her like a mindless piece of sexual property, but he needed to show he had the same morals as Snyder to gain the man’s trust. He sensed a turning point, and he needed to follow that sharp curve.
 
   Snyder nodded appreciatively. “I’ll be frank with you, Stevenson. I want Darcy as the spokesperson for my company. She comes off as friendly and open. Demure. Yet she tenaciously follows through with what she’s been told to do. A woman like that, who is also easy on the eyes, is rare.”
 
   Darcy’s quiet warning came back to him. Combined with Snyder’s derisive comments about the way Yataines handled Darcy, more pieces of the puzzle fell into place. Yataines had been a barrier. Malcolm needed to be a conduit.
 
   “Why haven’t you asked her?”
 
   “I have, but she’s turned me down. She thinks this company she’s trying to build can be successful. I’ve thrown her a few clients and a lot of jobs, but she’ll notice that pool is drying up. No doubt she finds herself with little to do these days.”
 
   Malcolm spread his hands wide. He wasn’t about to tell Snyder that Darcy was finding clients by herself, or that he’d hacked into her system to find out that she was in a much better financial situation than anyone would guess. The woman knew how to manage her investments. “You want me to encourage her to take the job?”
 
   Snyder’s catlike smile didn’t bode well for Darcy. “Should she accept the offer when I extend it next Thursday night, you’ll find your little tech business suddenly a hot commodity. Get ready to have to hire a staff.”
 
   Dangling the fulfillment of a dream often proved an effective negotiating tool. Malcolm needed to show his loyalties lay with Snyder, not with Darcy. He sent up a short prayer that she would find understanding when this was all over. “Thursday night?”
 
   “Seven o’clock. You’ll bring her to my place for dinner. She knows where I live.” He gestured to the untouched whiskey. “Drink up, my boy. This is just the beginning.”
 
   Malcolm lifted the drink in a silent toast to Snyder and downed it. How in hell could he convince her to accept Snyder’s offer when he knew she wanted to stop working for him?
 
   When he left Snyder’s office, he headed back downstairs to finish up a few things before he drove to Darcy’s house. He had planned to cook for her, but he was no longer in the mood. Snyder’s confidence in him was good for the case, but he dreaded what it would do to his relationship with Darcy.
 
   They’d been in a holding pattern for over a month. While she poked at his boundaries, she hadn’t exactly pushed through them the way he had expected. Part of him wanted to overpower her, not bring up the idea of safe words, and tie her down until she accepted the fact that he liked to have her restrained. Having her bound and helpless, completely at his mercy, appealed to him like nothing else.
 
   But he didn’t push her on that front either. Sure, he had done some things. He liked to rationalize not telling her what he really wanted because he wasn’t ready to accept the consequences of what that would mean.
 
   If she consented to the level of bondage in which he wanted to engage, it would mean she trusted him with her whole heart and soul. He didn’t think she quite trusted him yet, and he didn’t blame her. She had to somehow sense, even if it was just on a subconscious level, that he wasn’t being completely honest with her. He didn’t know how much longer this case would take—realistically it could take months—but he looked forward to the day he could come clean. If she developed that deep level of faith in him now, she would only be that much more devastated when she found out who and what he really was.
 
   And yet he still wanted—needed—to push her.
 
   Things with Snyder had reached a critical turning point. He needed Darcy’s cooperation. While he could attempt to manipulate her into doing what he wanted, he would hate himself for it more than she would hate him when the truth was revealed. More than anything, he wanted to come clean so he could ask for her cooperation.
 
   He texted Keith with a time and location. He couldn’t willfully break cover without permission.
 
   __________
 
   Later that afternoon, he met Keith in the parking lot of a Thai place Darcy loved. He’d phoned in an order. If things went well, he could sit her down and talk to her after dinner.
 
   Keith’s black SUV was parked in the back of the lot with the employee cars. Malcolm pulled in next to him. Keith was in his passenger seat before Malcolm put the car in park.
 
   “What’s going on?” Keith didn’t remove his dark sunglasses, but he did adjust the seat to accommodate his long legs.
 
   Malcolm led with the good news. He’d found out why Snyder was so interested in Darcy. “Snyder wants Darcy as his company’s spokesperson. He thinks she has the perfect face to handle public relations, things like that. She keeps turning him down.”
 
   “Seriously? That seems a little insane. There are tons of people who would take that job in a heartbeat. Why her?”
 
   Malcolm knew how it sounded, but he also knew there was sometimes no accounting for motivation. “I’m looking into how that would benefit him financially, but I’m not finding much. She’s an excellent public speaker, and she has a wholesome kind of charm. I can see why he’d want her.”
 
   Keith’s smirk indicated the drift of his buddy’s thoughts. However Keith wasn’t the kind of man who would give voice to those comments in a situation like this. “I’ll give you that. There’s something about her that’s really genuine. While that’s a great trait, it’s not unique enough to convince a jury that it drove Snyder to kill over it. And it does nothing to help prove fraud, embezzlement, money laundering, or the pump-and-dump schemes.”
 
   “I’m working on those.” Malcolm had found almost nothing, and it frustrated the hell out of him. If he had something, he could keep Darcy completely out of this. “I want permission to tell Darcy who I am and what I’m investigating. I think I can get her to agree to pretend to do what he wants. It’ll let me deeper into the company, and I’ll be able to access more intel.”
 
   Keith shook his head, the action both a negative answer and an expression of sympathy. “Mal, I’m under specific orders to keep her in the dark. I believe she’s innocent, but that’s because I have a faith in you that everyone at the Bureau would be questioning if they knew you were having a relationship with an asset. I know what a picky bastard you are, and so I know what she means to you for you to even consider asking for this permission.”
 
   An employee came out of the back door and threw a bag of trash into the large brown bin. Malcolm leaned his head against the seat rest. “If I manipulate her into agreeing, she’s going to hate me. I’m going to lose her.”
 
   At silence from his best friend, Malcolm turned to see if his desperate plea had any effect on Keith. His friend and handler sat still and stared out the window, facing away from Malcolm.
 
   Finally Keith sighed. “I’ll see what I can do, but don’t hold your breath.” He reached for the door handle. “For what it’s worth, Mal? If she loves you, she’ll get over being pissed off that you lied to her, especially when you bring down Snyder. If your hunch is correct and he is responsible for murdering Yataines, she can’t hold it against you forever.”
 
   Keith left, and Malcolm sat in his car, thinking about the situation. He didn’t know if she loved him. He knew she liked him a lot. He knew she had a lot of affection for him. But love? He wasn’t convinced she’d moved on enough to take that kind of leap with him. After all, she hadn’t actually submitted to him yet.
 
   And that bothered the hell out of him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   Darcy knew she had a serene smile on her face. Her ass burned pleasantly, and the lips of both her pussy and mouth tingled with occasional reminders of Theo’s affection. The pitch meeting had been in downtown Detroit, and it had taken almost three hours to talk the group of three through the benefits of hiring someone to write grants and coordinate their implementation.
 
   She hadn’t removed Theo’s little gift, though it did force her to sit still when nervousness made her want to fidget. The smallest shift in position made it rub erotically over her clit.
 
   If things went well with this project, she would be able to kiss Snyder Corporation good-bye without any financial regrets. As a matter of fact, she would actually earn more through this project because it would allow her to take on several smaller projects that each stood a good chance of gaining the notice of powerful philanthropists.
 
   Once she made it to her car, she called Layla to thank her for the referral. Without the good word her friend had put in, the selective members of the Future Beat committee wouldn’t have agreed to step outside their normal realm of contacts.
 
   “I talked you up to them a lot.” On the other end of the line, Layla hesitated. “Then I realized that I might have gushed about you too much. I’m glad it went well.”
 
   The parking garage Darcy had used exited right into construction. She inched forward, relieved when a stopped car waved for her to turn into his lane. Lifting her hand in thanks, she did just that. Who said drivers in Michigan were angry and rude?
 
   “They loved my proposal. They signed a contract right there in the room without asking to think about it first. I owe you big-time, girl. You name the favor, and I’m there.” Traffic suddenly broke, and she headed toward the freeway.
 
   Layla laughed. “Funny you should say that. I need help this Saturday putting together care packages for active-service soldiers. I don’t suppose you’re free?”
 
   Theo hadn’t mentioned having plans this Saturday, but he inevitably headed to his apartment to collect mail and pay bills. He often visited with his family. She wondered when he would begin inviting her on his trips. They were coming to that point in their relationship where they either took the plunge and met each other’s families, or they began winding down because they weren’t compatible.
 
   Her heart ached at the thought of the latter happening.
 
   She forced a laugh. “For you I’ll make sure I’m free. Text me your address and the time, and I’ll be there.”
 
   It looked like Layla was moving from the “colleague” category to the “personal friend” category. Darcy knew it would have happened sooner and faster if she hadn’t been so preoccupied with her problems for the past year. The change, the firming up of their friendship, brought Darcy a sense of happy satisfaction.
 
   When she arrived home, she found her front door open. Since she’d given Theo a key, she didn’t think anything was amiss. The coolness of the May afternoon breeze whisked through the screen door and freshened the air within.
 
   Miss Priss sat near the doorway to her office, cleaning her paw. She looked up at Darcy briefly before returning to her business. Darcy let her file-heavy shoulder bag drop to the floor. The loud thump reminded her that her laptop was in there too. “Theo?”
 
   He appeared at the other end of the hall, in the doorway to the kitchen. The afternoon sun filtered around her to bathe him in light. “Hey, sweetheart. How was the meeting?”
 
   When they were in a scene, he always called her sweetheart when issuing praise or commands. The word washed over her now, an afterglow that brought a flush of remembrance. “Excellent. They signed a contract before I left. That’s why I’m home a little late.”
 
   The spicy scent of takeout from their favorite Thai place competed with the spring breeze. He motioned her closer, and her legs obeyed without consulting her brain, not that she minded. She wanted to be in his arms.
 
   He wrapped them around her and pushed her against the door frame. His erection pressed into her abdomen, making her even more conscious of the rope wound around her waist and crotch. “That’s fabulous.”
 
   Reaching under her skirt, he loosened the magic knot that let the rope slide down her legs. He gathered it into a ball and threw it onto the cherry table along the slanted wall below the stairs.
 
   He closed his mouth over hers and swept his tongue in, taking over and demanding her surrender in a way he had never attempted. Sure, he’d been forceful and dominating, but he only did that when she expected it. This break from the pattern threw her off center, but she wound her arms around his neck and adjusted.
 
   Theo wasn’t having any of that, however. For once he demanded a complete, immediate surrender. He closed his hands around her wrists and pinned them behind her back. This position let him use the small of her back to press her body closer. Even though part of her wanted the vulnerability of this position, the urge to hit him, to fight back with everything she had almost overrode her self-control.
 
   She jerked one hand free and pushed against his chest, breaking the kiss. “Theo, what are you doing?”
 
   His eyes narrowed, and he released her. “Dinner is ready. Let’s eat.” He turned his lean, strong back on her and crossed to the counter on the far side of the kitchen.
 
   Darcy couldn’t help but think she’d done something to displease him. Mild outrage replaced any guilt she might have felt over failing to please him. She couldn’t find it in her heart to apologize for resisting his attempt to exercise dominance. They hadn’t talked about having a bondage scene this evening.
 
   He lifted two glasses filled with water and set them on the table next to plates he’d already piled with food. “Come on and eat. Tell me how you hooked them and reeled them into your web.”
 
   Sinking into her seat, she eyed him warily. “You’re mixing your metaphors.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   She reached across the small table and closed her hand over his. “Theo, what’s wrong?”
 
   Several thoughts and emotions flickered through his deep brown eyes. His jaw set. “I finished the website addition. Your documents are uploaded and your forms are finished. I can show it to you if you want to come in tomorrow. It’s not live, so we can’t access it from anywhere but there. I can have it up for remote viewing by Monday.”
 
   Heat spread up her neck as she realized he must have worked extra hard to finish, and he’d only done it because she had freaked out about it. “Thank you, Theo. I’m sorry about the way I snapped at you this afternoon. I didn’t mean to nag you.”
 
   He laughed. “I had most of it ready to go, sweetheart. It was a matter of finishing a few protocols. Also Victor invited us to dinner next Thursday.”
 
   The way he threw that caveat in there completely tore Darcy’s attention away from the other issues. She’d been to dinner parties at Victor’s house before. They always started late and ended late, and guests spent the entire time kowtowing to Victor’s ego.
 
   Echoes of the warning she’d issued earlier grew louder in her brain. Withdrawing her hands, she folded them in her lap. She dropped her gaze to stare at the mounds of food on her plate, vaguely noting there was enough there to feed three people.
 
   “I have late meetings on Thursday.”
 
   She chanced a peek at his face, though she felt like a complete coward for the way her body language clearly indicated her reticence, to see how Theo took her negative answer. A genuine smile had returned to his face, the first she’d seen since she arrived home. Pride manifested in the crinkles at the corners of his eyes.
 
   “Perhaps another time, then. I know how important making the world a better place is to you.”
 
   That he voiced his reaction without any irony further buoyed her spirits. Strain left the room, and she regaled him with the highlights of her presentation and what it meant for her career.
 
   They cleaned up the dishes and put away the leftovers, and she noticed tension had returned to his shoulders.
 
   She slipped her hands around his waist from behind and leaned her head against his back. “Theo, I wish you would tell me what’s bothering you.”
 
   He didn’t turn or face her, but his body grew tenser. He inhaled and exhaled. “I’ve been thinking about us.”
 
   Now it was her turn to tense. She withdrew her arms and braced her heart for the worst. Though she had only been in two previous long-term relationships, she had been dumped before by men she’d considered casual dates. It always started like this, and it was never pleasant.
 
   He had to have sensed her trepidation, but he didn’t turn to face her or offer comfort. “I keep thinking you’re holding back from me, and then I wonder if maybe I’m expecting too much from you. You aren’t a twenty-four/seven kind of woman, and that’s fine with me. But I get the sense you’re hiding a huge portion of yourself from me.”
 
   Stunned, she couldn’t think of a reply. Silence fell with all the comfort of a building collapsing around her head.
 
   Theo finally turned around, and she remembered how to breathe. He didn’t look angry or like he wanted out. Frustration seemed to be his primary emotion, and once he looked at her, took in a face that was no doubt pale and scared, that frustration grew.
 
   “This relationship isn’t going to work if you don’t trust me.”
 
   She nodded. “I trust you.”
 
   His lips pressed together. It wasn’t the response she had expected.
 
   “Really, I do trust you, Theo. You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”
 
   “You think I’m ending things when I’m trying to have a discussion about the fact that you have yet to truly submit to me.”
 
   That explained the roller coaster of moods he had displayed since she had come home. This was karma paying her back for giving in to PMS earlier. It was always worse when her period was late. She folded her hands over her heart. “You maybe want to lead with that one next time, Theo. This happy-unhappy thing you’ve been doing isn’t a fun ride.”
 
   Leaning back against the edge of the counter, he crossed his arms. “You admit you haven’t submitted to me.”
 
   She nodded and crossed her arms too. Where his pose betrayed a little defensiveness and a lot of aggressiveness, hers was meant to provide comfort and security. The topic he posed could leave her very vulnerable. “I’ve been submissive. I’ve played the game, but no, I haven’t actually submitted to you.”
 
   “Is it because you’re not over Scott?”
 
   Ever since Amy had thrown that brick in his face, she’d known it was going to come back to haunt her. To be fair, Scott was part of the problem. Whether or not she wanted to admit it, his presence hovered over them both.
 
   “It’s really hard to move on when I don’t even know if he’s dead. Nobody ever found his body. If the fucking police had focused on something besides me, maybe I would at least have some closure. In my heart, I know he’s gone. But then doubt creeps in and says, what if he’s not? What if he’s being held in some dank basement somewhere, being tortured while I move on with my life? What does that say about me, Theo? Do you honestly want to be with someone like me?”
 
   He reached out and brushed his thumb under her eye, and she realized she was crying. She hated crying.
 
   “Yes, Darcy, I do. If you were able to completely dismiss someone who meant so much to you, you wouldn’t be the woman I’ve already fallen in love with.” He shook his head and moved away, crossing the room and sinking down at the table. “I keep telling myself I won’t ask for too much too soon. The sane part of my brain knows you need time. A lot of time. It knows I could lose you if I force you to accept me before you’re ready.”
 
   He muttered something else, but she didn’t catch what he said. She wanted to offer comfort, but she didn’t want to force him to back down. Her heart thumped painfully, and she wished there was a manual out there with cheat codes for getting through emotionally draining moments.
 
   His words penetrated, and she realized he had admitted to having fallen in love with her. She couldn’t honestly say the words back to him, not with the way she held back key pieces of her heart.
 
   She didn’t want to lose him, but it wasn’t fair to keep him hanging on when she might never be able to give him what she had given to Scott. Flashes of images and threads of thought bombarded her brain. Opening to the possibilities, she let them coalesce into a complete idea. It was time to move forward. She had to be honest with Theo if she expected him to stick around.
 
   Taking one step, she reached out her hand, but she was still too far away to make contact. “I’m not promising it’ll be smooth sailing to be with me. I have a lot of baggage.”
 
   His dry, mirthless chuckle scraped against the nerves in the back of her neck. “Everyone has baggage. I’m not going to lie to you, though. I wish you would talk about him more. I have such a vague image of him in my head, and it’s really hard to go up against a guy who is so perfect in your eyes.”
 
   Darcy rolled her eyes before she realized it was a wasted gesture. He wasn’t looking at her. “Scott wasn’t perfect. But I accepted his faults the same way I accept your faults.”
 
   He turned and impaled her with a glare. His strong hand gripped the back of the chair next to him. “I haven’t shown you my faults.”
 
   She wiggled her finger in the air, circling the general area of his body. “This pouty thing is a fault. If you want to have a discussion with me, at least have the balls to face me while you do it. You can be arrogant, and you haven’t pushed me when it comes to bondage. Probably because you know if you go full-out, I get to do whatever I want to do with your ass. Those are definite faults.”
 
   Maybe her summation wasn’t fair, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Part of her still didn’t want to tell him what she wanted because she wanted him to figure it out by himself.
 
   Both of his brows shot up. “Is that all?” His tone dripped sarcasm. It oozed all over the floor. If she wasn’t careful, she would slip on it.
 
   This time he got to see it when she rolled her eyes. “Don’t get snippy. You have a lot of great qualities that I really like. They definitely outweigh your faults. Actually, your faults don’t bother me all that much. I find your arrogance attractive, and I’m sure you’ll get over your sexual issues in time.”
 
   His jaw worked. She watched him struggle with his inner Dom. She could almost hear the mini Theo on his shoulder telling him to throw her over his shoulder, tie her down, and spank her until her bottom glowed. That Theo would war with the sensible side of him questing for answers and solutions, the one that urged a slow breaking down of her soft limits.
 
   Finally he rose to his feet. “What exactly are you trying to accomplish by insulting me? Are you upset I brought up Scott? He’s here with us, Darcy. He’s a question, a variable, an unknown that’s keeping you from submitting to me. You can’t expect me to never breathe his name. I don’t expect you to keep it all inside, either.”
 
   Was it right to talk about this with Theo? How could she justify laying all of this at his feet? It was one thing to mention a few things in passing. She already felt bad about the things she’d revealed to him so far. Perhaps that also contributed to the frustration swirling through her chest. She’d kept the turmoil inside for so long she didn’t know how to let it out. Perhaps that was part of her problem. If she couldn’t let her feelings out, it was difficult to let new feelings in. Irritated, she rubbed her eyes.
 
   “Scott isn’t keeping me from submitting to you. It’s all the crap that happened after he disappeared. My life was hell, Theo. I had days where I didn’t get out of bed. I had weeks where I didn’t get dressed. You happened to meet me when I decided it was time to get my life back together. I presented a pretty front to you. It’s false advertising, and I’m sorry you got caught up in it.”
 
   She took three steps, closing the space between them. Tilting her head back, she stared up at him. “I’m glad you did, though. You can’t possibly know how much you’ve helped me heal. But I’ve reached a plateau. If you want more from me, you can’t ask for it. You have to take it.”
 
   His impassive expression only served to make her bolder. She ran her hands over his flat stomach and untucked his shirt from his pants. He wrapped his hands around her wrists, halting her caress.
 
   “For some reason, I can’t submit to you. You want to tie me up and fuck me, but you let me call the shots. I can’t be submissive if you let me call the shots, Theo. It doesn’t work that way. If you leave options, I’m manipulative enough to use them.”
 
   The hands imprisoning her wrists became iron bands. “If I call the shots, I will run over your soft limits because I don’t like them. You noted I was demanding and exacting on our first date. Though I haven’t been yet, I am demanding and exacting in the bedroom. I take what I want, when I want, and how I want. You won’t get a say in anything. I’ll ask for more than you think you can give, and I won’t stop until you give it to me. I have a dark side, Darcy. It doesn’t have to come out.”
 
   She didn’t quite know what to say because even though she was afraid, the pulsing in her pussy rejoiced that he seemed to finally understand what she wanted without her having to ask for it. And he had too been demanding and exacting in the bedroom. Though he had her wrists in his iron prison, he hadn’t moved them from his stomach. Her fingers twitched against his midsection.
 
   “It doesn’t stop in the bedroom, sweetheart. When I told you bondage was important to me, I meant it. You’ve spent some time with your wrists tied while we’re relaxing because I wanted you to get used to the feel of it against your skin. If I get my way, there will almost never be a time when you’re not wearing ropes.”
 
   Reflexively she jerked her wrists free. He didn’t stop her.
 
   “It’s not too late to change your mind. I see your fear. A little fear is healthy, but I don’t want you living in fear of me. I would never actually hurt you, and I will always respect your safe word. You think my approach is half-assed. I’ve only shown you my tender side. I have one of those too. It’s not a fault, and no matter what you decide tonight, you have earned a punishment for saying that.”
 
   Excited and hoping he’d follow, she backed away. “Now, see, from my perspective, calling you out on that opened up a whole area of communication we neglected. I should be rewarded for pointing that out.”
 
   He took a menacing step forward, and the temperature in her pussy shot up five degrees. “You’re saying you want me to tie you up the way I want to tie you up. You’re asking me to forget your limits, ignore that panicked look you get when I bind both your hands, and do whatever I want to you?”
 
   Wordlessly she nodded.
 
   Those brown eyes blazed across the room and seared her. “I want your submission. You can’t give it to me, but you’re willing to let me take it.”
 
   She inhaled sharply, recognizing that he couldn’t take her submission. Despite what they said and what it looked like, she would have to give it.
 
   He leaned back against her counter and crossed his arms. This time the gesture was ominous. “You have ten seconds to change your mind.”
 
   “Okay.” She held up a hand to buy a few more seconds. “But in the spirit of fair play, I should warn you that I fight back. I kick and punch. If you want my submission, you will have to fight for it. If my limits are on the table, so are yours.”
 
   “Fine. In a scene, you are allowed to fight back however you want. But touch my ass and I’ll whip you with my belt.”
 
   Her knees weakened, and the likelihood she would do exactly that the second he let down his guard shot to 100 percent. “That’s not a disincentive.”
 
   A low, evil chuckle rasped from his throat. She’d never heard him make a sound like that before. It set every nerve ending in her body on edge. Pivoting, she ran. The open front door registered as a bad idea, so she veered left to grab the heavy wood and give it a hefty push.
 
   As she spun to head up the stairs, Theo caught her around the waist. Darcy gave over to her first instinct and jabbed her elbow as close to his solar plexus as she could get it. He absorbed the hit as if it was nothing and thrust them both into the door.
 
   He twisted the deadbolt. She took advantage of his occupied hand to wiggle down and jab his stomach, reasoning it was softer than the ribs she’d ended up getting with her last attempt. She was wrong.
 
   Still, being smaller, she used his weight against him and continued the wiggling. She slid down and out under his arm, but he tackled her again, pinning her to the floor with his body. It was a good thing she had been bent over, otherwise the fall would have been jarring.
 
   She stilled for a moment, planning her next move. Theo’s breath tickled against her neck. “Good call. I closed the kitchen window too. Having the cops show up because of all your screaming would ruin the moment, and then you’d have to make it up to me wearing a gag.”
 
   His hands rested on her upper arms, and his erection pressed against her ass. A sigh of relief escaped at the blatant evidence he found this as arousing as she did.
 
   He lifted one hand off her arm and let it travel down her body. He squeezed her ass so hard she yelped. He continued on, shifting his weight to pull her skirt out of the way. Since he had removed the rope panties, no barrier existed to keep him from his goal.
 
   Darcy didn’t dwell on that. Bucking sharply, she threw him off and broke free. She scrambled for the stairs. The bathroom door had a lock, and she wasn’t above using it. Perhaps that wasn’t fair. He’d either have to pick the lock or break down the door. The image of wood splintering under the force of his kick and the subsequent menacing expression on his face fueled the fantasy.
 
   Even as part of her wondered whether wanting to be overpowered by a man and forced to do whatever he wanted was sick and wrong, she thoroughly enjoyed this chase.
 
   He caught her before she made it halfway up the steps. He had grabbed her by the hair, and the sharp tug brought tears to her eyes and tingles to her pussy. As he forced her to turn to face him, she realized he hadn’t advised her to stop one time. She kicked and found her ankle caught.
 
   Standing precariously halfway up the staircase with her ankle and hair in his possession, she used all her strength to pull away from him. She didn’t move an inch until he yanked her ankle and knocked her on her ass. She bounced hard on a step.
 
   He used her leg as leverage. Pushing it up, he forced her to lie back against the steps. The hand in her hair moved to the front of her neck. Darcy gasped. Never in her life had a lover put a hand on her neck. Under other circumstances, she would be petrified.
 
   However she knew Theo wouldn’t really harm her. The bruises she would sustain from her falls were mostly her fault.
 
   His grip slid up her leg to stop at the back of her knee. He pressed her knee to her chest. The hem of her skirt dug into her leg stubbornly before giving in and rolling up. She thought about bringing her free leg up to nail him in the balls. He must have read her expression because he shifted his knee to press against her inner thigh. The position rendered her immobile.
 
   Reaching through the railing to the cherry table, he grabbed the smooth nylon rope that she’d spent the afternoon wearing as panties.
 
   Moving quickly and with more grace than she would have thought possible given their awkward position, he straddled her stomach. The way he had positioned her on the stairs meant her legs were useless for fighting. Her upper body strength presented no real obstacle.
 
   Relieved at his fighting skill, a sense of security at the way he engulfed her body flooded her senses. Though she felt drugged, she wasn’t willing to give up. She tugged at the hand on her neck.
 
   He released her, but not because she had any effect on him. She took a swing at him, and he caught her fist in his palm. Wordlessly he looped one end of the rope around her wrist and through the banister railing. She did her best to use her free hand to stop him, but he merely tied that one to the spires on the other side that gave the living room a little bit of delineation from the stairs and hall.
 
   Hopping up, he avoided her kicking legs and captured an ankle.
 
   Uncoiling the rope farther, he wound it around her leg just above her knee and attached that leg to another spire. He’d left a lot of extra rope where he’d tied her first wrist. He used that now, threading it through the railing of the banister and securing her other leg. The man had tied her, spread-eagled, on the stairs. If she hadn’t been the one who couldn’t move, she might have appreciated the logic and beauty of his rope work.
 
   He stood over her and surveyed the bindings. A few adjustments later, he gave her an even smile. “That’ll do for now.”
 
   She sneered at him. “This does nothing for me.”
 
   “Hush, sweetheart. This isn’t about you.” He tapped his lips with one finger. “However you’re right about one thing. This does nothing for me.”
 
   He descended five steps to the foyer and disappeared into her office. She heard drawers open and close. A whistled tune preceded his return.
 
   Amazingly he had used one piece of rope to restrain all four of her limbs. He used the scissors he had purloined from her office to snip a few inches off the end. He coiled it and set it on the stairs next to her head. The scissors joined the coil, but he put them one step above and out of her reach.
 
   She studied him through the wooden bars. The pattern of evening shadows highlighted his high cheekbones and the scar crossing his left eyebrow. Funny how she no longer noticed the scar. She fought the urge to ask him how he got it because his hard features didn’t invite nervous chatter.
 
   When he finished his preparation, he came up the stairs again. Leaning down, he rested his weight on his hands and took her mouth in a searing kiss. As committed as she was to resisting him, she couldn’t fight the way his kiss sent tremors coursing through her body. She fought the urge to put her arms around him, but then it dawned on her that this bound position didn’t allow her to move. She didn’t have to think about or temper her reactions.
 
   The muscles in her arms tensed as she strained against the bonds. If she managed to pull free, she could touch him. She could tangle her fingers in his thick, dark brown hair. That would be her reward.
 
   Nevertheless tugging got her nowhere, and he made no contact any place other than her lips. She arched her back, pressing her chest upward, but the ropes around her thighs didn’t allow for much movement in that direction, either.
 
   He ended the kiss, breaking it off suddenly though it had gone on for several minutes. Darcy groaned at the loss. He stared into her eyes, and she wondered what he read in them. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t think about what she could and couldn’t do, what emotions she could show and which of those she had to suppress.
 
   Reaching up, he snagged the scissors from the step above her head. She marveled that he could hold his weight on one hand without showing any kind of strain.
 
   He drew the tip of the scissors over her shoulder and down the front of her blouse. Darcy had never been interested in edge play. Knives and other sharp objects were not on her list of erotic implements. However she knew he didn’t intend to hurt her with them, so she didn’t worry about physical injury, but she did wonder what he planned to do with them.
 
   His knee came down on the step right below her pussy, and his thigh, covered by his gray slacks, brushed against her wetness. She tried to read his face, but she could find nothing outside of his implacable calm.
 
   A snip drew her attention to her belly. He lifted the lowest button away from her shirt.
 
   “Can’t you unbutton a shirt like a normal person?”
 
   He cut another one away. “Nope. In the future, when you run from me, you should be naked or wearing clothes you don’t care about.” As he spoke, he made his way up her blouse.
 
   By the time he finished cutting away her buttons, fury stained her chest. He slid the open scissors between her breasts and cut the narrow band of fabric connecting the cups.
 
   “Damn it, Theo. This is my only white bra, and it’s almost summer.” While she knew she needed a few more light-colored bras to get her through the season, it wasn’t easy to find a comfortable one that fit well and made her breasts look good. That bra had satisfied all criteria.
 
   He lowered the scissors. “I guess you’re going to be really pissed about this, then.”
 
   Darcy watched in shock as he sliced open the skirt bunched around her thighs. He didn’t even cut on or near a seam, not that it mattered too much. The tight skirt didn’t allow for repair from this kind of damage. She struggled against the ropes, but with her feet in the air because the ropes were wrapped around her thighs, she had no leverage. Her hips thrust forward in an overtly sexual manner. That would come in handy later, she was sure, but now it just pissed her off.
 
   When her ability to speak returned, she screeched. “You son of a bitch! You didn’t have to do that. It wasn’t in your way!”
 
   He put his hand on her pelvis and pressed down when he got closer to her skin. “You might want to stop squirming for a second, sweetheart. I’d hate to nick you with the scissors. I’m not into blood or body fluids not normally associated with coming.”
 
   When he finished, he stepped back to survey his handiwork. Tied to the banisters on both sides, she reclined on the stairs with her clothing pooled around her body. The edges of the steps pressed into her back and neck, and she hoped he didn’t notice how the sleeves of her blouse still covered her arms. As it stood, the blouse was salvageable. Buttons could be sewn back on.
 
   Darcy didn’t take the moment to bask in his open appreciation. She growled. “Fucking Neanderthal. I’m surprised you didn’t just rip all my clothes off.”
 
   He grinned, easing the hawkish severity of his features. “I’m downright civilized, sweetheart. Tearing off a woman’s clothing isn’t romantic. It hurts in all the wrong ways. You like to feel stinging and heat against your skin. I don’t get the sense you care for pulled muscles or ripped tendons.”
 
   Stepping around her splayed body, he ascended the stairs. “No, scissors are the way to go. Take note because every time you run from me, I’ll take that as an invitation to cut off your clothes and use your body how I want.”
 
   She strained to hear him as he disappeared into her bedroom, but he stopped talking. She listened for sounds that would betray his intentions, but she heard nothing. Closing her eyes, she wondered what he was planning. While she couldn’t move, and she wasn’t panicking, she couldn’t say she felt a need to submit.
 
   A rule from a demonstration she and Scott had seen surfaced in her memory. “Hey! I thought you weren’t supposed to tie up anyone and leave them alone.”
 
   “You aren’t alone.”
 
   She threw her head back so fast that it thunked on the step. She grunted because she felt stupid for doing something so lacking in grace, but she didn’t wince because it hadn’t actually hurt. “Sneaking up on people isn’t nice.”
 
   He smoothed her bangs back away from her face. “Hurt your head, sweetheart?”
 
   “No.” Nobody should be able to move so quietly. It was disconcerting, and she wasn’t even blindfolded. Then silky darkness stole her vision, forcing her to adjust her previous thought.
 
   “No, what?”
 
   She rolled her eyes under the blindfold. “You cut my clothes. I revoked your title.”
 
   His low, rumbling chuckle rippled through the air. “When you misbehave, you go all out.” Hot breath warmed her neck. “I like that in a woman, sweetheart. You’re about to find out how much I like to punish my closeted smart-assed masochist.”
 
   She snorted. Being bound freed her to not resist her urges. The worst he could do with her in this position would be to flog her and fuck her. As much as she might wish for the single tail, he wouldn’t use it anywhere except on her ass, the back of her thighs, and her upper back. Because this was a punishment, he probably wouldn’t let her come, but Darcy didn’t care. Given a choice, she would take the flogging any day. An orgasm was icing on the cake.
 
   Plus she didn’t plan to hold back. One mistake and she would snatch a forbidden orgasm.
 
   His hand slid behind her neck, lifting her head and the upper part of her back. “You’re going to be here for some time before I get a chance to work on your backside.”
 
   Something plush filled the space between the hard step to pillow her back and head. She figured it for a pillow. Considering the awkwardness of the location, she was surprisingly comfortable.
 
   He slid a finger along her slit and found very little moisture. She had found the chase exhilarating, and the struggle had turned her on, but being bound and blinded did not further that arousal.
 
   He used his mouth to reverse that trend. He used it on her neck, brushing his lips against her skin so lightly he left nothing but shivering gooseflesh in his wake. He didn’t use his teeth or tongue to nip and lick as he normally did.
 
   The paths and curlicues he traveled widened. He spent time on her shoulders and chest. Her nipples hardened in anticipation, but he veered off to lavish attention on her arms. Darcy had never considered her arms erogenous zones, and Theo elicited reactions she would have never imagined when he feathered his lips over the tender skin on the undersides of her arms.
 
   Moans escaped, quiet at first, but growing louder as he kissed the insides of her ankles and the undersides of her breasts. Her body became a mass of shivers, reacting to the slightest stir of air.
 
   When he closed his hot mouth around her nipple, she screamed. “No. Yes. No. Fuck.”
 
   She wasn’t able to sense a reaction. That last word might have been an oath or a plea. She wasn’t sure which.
 
   He sucked with a gentle pressure that almost overwhelmed her senses. Comprehension eluded her. She could understand being this sensitive after she’d been flogged, but she couldn’t fathom how this gentle treatment could arouse her the same way.
 
   This time, when he ran his finger along the edge of her labia, she dripped wetness.
 
   And then his mouth was there. Slow licks gathered cream and commanded her body to make more. The tip of his tongue teased around her clit, never coming into contact with the hard nub poking from its hood and clamoring for attention.
 
   Her body strained to maneuver so that his tongue landed where she needed it. She whimpered and moaned. Her head thrashed from side to side. Even as she appreciated the deviousness of his technique, she hated the way he commanded her body’s reactions.
 
   “Please. Oh please.”
 
   He kept right on licking, circling her clit with clever strokes that kept her on the edge.
 
   She gave in a little. “Sir, please make me come.” What she meant as a command came out as a plea punctuated by sobs.
 
   His lips locked around her clit and suckled with the same gentle pressure. She threw her head back and keened as the climax washed through every part of her body he had kissed.
 
   Instead of backing off, he increased the pressure of his mouth. He sucked in short, hard bursts. Her hips jerked as much as they could, trying to escape the extra stimulation. Wanting to pull his head away, she found her intent hampered by the ropes she kept forgetting about.
 
   “Sir, please stop. I need a break. Oh fuck.”
 
   Her pleading only served to goad him to continue. He sucked harder and faster, pushing her over that cliff again. She screamed, and tears wet the blindfold where it caressed her eyelids.
 
   Now he added his fingers. They traced her folds while he kept sucking in that hard, fast rhythm. Her entire body shook. None of her muscles responded to the messages her brain sent. Either that, or her brain had forgotten how to send messages.
 
   Her clit throbbed and retreated behind its hood. Theo peeled it back with his teeth and flicked his tongue over the hard peak. He slid his fingers into her opening, curving to rub against her sweet spot. He kept her there, trembling on the brink for an excruciatingly long time, and then he pushed her over.
 
   She came again, and Theo moaned. The vibrations drew out her climax, as did the fingers in her pussy that never stopped moving. She thought he might have a heart and let her rest. Since he didn’t let her come down, she decided he was heartless and the only rest allowed would be what happened after she passed out.
 
   “One more, sweetheart. Give me one more.”
 
   Her oversensitive pussy throbbed, and she wanted to close her legs, but the ropes wouldn’t let any part of her hide. Gathering her willpower, she calmed her breathing to prepare for one more. He wanted one more. She could give him that one more, and he would let her rest.
 
   As punishments went, this was far worse than not being allowed to climax. While it felt wonderful, it sucked away all sense of control. For the first time, she began to believe he could force her surrender.
 
   “Yes, Sir. One more.”
 
   He pressed the flat of his tongue hard against her clit and used his fingers to massage her pussy in all the places he knew made her tremble and writhe. The ropes allowed only trembling, so all the energy she might have released through writhing came together between her legs. It took longer, but she managed to give him the “one more” he demanded.
 
   Light returned as he yanked off the blindfold. She lifted her head to impale him with a glare, but her face failed to form any kind of forceful expression.
 
   He sat between her legs on the step below where her ass rested. Her reclined position gave her the perfect vantage point to see everything. He leaned against her thigh and traced lazy circles around her clit with one finger. Every revolution sent electric waves of sensation through her body. It hurt and it felt good, much like those feelings generated by a thorough flogging.
 
   Lifting his finger to his mouth, he licked her juices away. The gesture drew her attention to the way her juices glistened around his lips. She whimpered at the thought he might continue and at the thought he might stop.
 
   “This is one gorgeous pussy. It’s mine, sweetheart. Say it.”
 
   She wanted to stay silent, but a primal piece of her heart and soul responded. “It’s yours, Sir.”
 
   “Nobody touches my pussy, including you, without my permission. Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded, her head rubbing against the pillow she thanked goodness he’d put there. “No masturbating without your permission.”
 
   “Very good. Let’s continue playing.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Playing? This isn’t punishment?”
 
   He shrugged. “Pleasure, punishment, play. Tonight we’re combining everything. You can try to differentiate, or you can just accept you have no control over what happens here.”
 
   He plunged his fingers back into her pussy.
 
   She rested her head on the pillow and closed her eyes. “Oh God.”
 
   He brought her to the brink and stopped. A fine sheen of sweat coated her skin, and she hadn’t even been allowed to move. Her entire body trembled. Tremors and mini shock waves shot through her even though he wasn’t touching anything.
 
   He shifted, reaching over her so close it allowed her to inhale the musky, male scent rolling from his neck. He gave her a cocky grin as he retreated to kneel at her pussy.
 
   Pleasure and trepidation kept her from returning his smile.
 
   He grasped her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, rolling the hard peak lightly. Then he squeezed. She cried out at the unexpected violence and the sparks of pleasure rocketing through her body.
 
   Without easing the pressure, he pulled her nipple toward him. She arched her back as much as she could to follow him, but he stretched her until she whimpered. He produced a nipple clamp, the kind that resembled tweezers, and slid it into place.
 
   He treated her other nipple with equal cruelty. Darcy panted at the pleasure-pain combination. Her pussy, so recently in need of a break, swelled and throbbed. Fresh cream flooded so fast it ran in a thick river to pool on the step. Thank goodness she had them finished in wood and not carpet.
 
   “Sir, oh Sir.”
 
   Holding up her largest vibrator, he turned it on. It resembled a rapier. The dildo portion formed the blade. It would fill her pussy while the anal and clitoral stimulators jutted out like a hilt.
 
   He circled the tip over her distended and swollen nipples. More pleasure-pain had her whimpering, and her cunt wept to be conquered. Drawing it down her belly, he teased the quivering muscles of her abdomen and inner thighs.
 
   She sobbed. “Please, Sir.”
 
   “Do you think my pussy is wet enough to forego lube?” He lifted a brow, but he didn’t look for her opinion. It wasn’t relevant. She whimpered, not caring whether or not he doused it in lube.
 
   He reached over her again. With one hand, he flicked open the bottle and poured it over the three-pronged vibrator. Extra dripped on her pussy, teasing with its lighter density as it slid through her juices. His fingers followed it down and made sure her anus was lubricated enough.
 
   After lining the larger dildo up at her opening, he slid it home. Her vagina stretched, adjusting to the inhuman girth. The soft vibrations rocked her cells with soothing tenderness. She felt his fingers near her anus, guiding the shorter prong into her back entrance. He snuggled the pad for the clitoral stimulator into place, but when he let go, gravity made it gape away.
 
   Reaching over her again, he snagged something. She watched with no small amount of dread as he poured lube over a soft, purple vibrating nipple clamp. It was a badly designed toy, but she had repurposed it. Having masturbated with the damn thing, she knew exactly how much power it held.
 
   He nestled it between the uncooperative part of the vibrator and her clit, not bothering to clamp it in place. Stuck between her body and the thick hilt of the vibrator, it wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   Flicking the dial at the base, he switched the setting. It pulsed, sending short bursts through her pussy. Darcy moaned. The heavy scent of her arousal filled the air, and he stood, fully dressed, looking down at her.
 
   Tension took its sweet-ass time coiling low in her belly. She didn’t know how much time passed while he watched her tremble and writhe. When her climax finally came, it took her by surprise with its intensity and duration.
 
   Sweat trickled between her breasts and ran along her hairline. Her body vibrated to a different rhythm from the plus-size dildo. Theo changed the setting so that the pulses came longer and slower.
 
   Her eyes rolled to the back of her head, completely out of her control and not at all indicative of attitude. She breathed through the powerful forces she couldn’t hope to manage. Her will slipped away. For the first time in so very long, she ceded all control to another person.
 
   Theo’s soft smile contained all the reward she craved and all the arrogance she loved. He stroked a hand over the bulge in the front of his pants. She focused on the vision he presented as he unbuckled and unzipped.
 
   He slid his hand, still lubed from earlier, over his cock. She craved the feel of him inside. He could choose her pussy or her ass. She had no preference, though she knew he did. His speed increased, and his hand twisted each time it came to the purpled head.
 
   Passion made his eyes heavy-lidded and accented the harshness of his features. She recognized the flare in his eyes that came a second before he did. His semen shot from the tip of his glorious cock, splashing from her stomach to her face.
 
   Before she could decide whether or not she liked being marked this way, or even if she wanted to have an opinion on the matter, the world went white. Always loud when she climaxed, she didn’t manage to make a sound. Her body bowed. Peripheral awareness registered how hard the ropes dug into her wrist and thighs.
 
   Theo reached between her legs. He removed the clitoral stimulator, but he fucked the dildo into her with long, even strokes. Reaching up, he removed the first nipple clamp. Fire shot through her body, feeding her orgasm.
 
   She tried to scream, to beg, to react, but she was no longer in control of her body. The other clamp came off, sending a fresh wave through her body. Darcy didn’t know where it went or when it stopped. When she woke up, she found herself in the bathtub, cradled between Theo’s legs.
 
   Cool water trickled from the tap to pool under her scorched pussy. White nylon rope bound her ankles together. Her wrists, which she lacked energy to move, had thick leather cuffs wrapped around them.
 
   “Welcome back, sweetheart.” Theo pressed a kiss to her forehead and held a bottle of water to her lips. “Drink it all. You need to stay hydrated, and we’re not finished.”
 
   She downed it, gulping greedily until it was gone.
 
   “More?”
 
   “You’re going to kill me.”
 
   He chuckled. Against her back, his chest rumbled. She felt safe and secure. “You submitted to me.”
 
   “Yes.” She took immense pride in that fact. “That doesn’t mean it’ll be easy from now on, though.”
 
   “I didn’t think it would.” He filled a cup with cool water and poured it between her breasts.
 
   “I earned your submission, and the fact that you gave it proves you trust me. I’m not a lazy man, Darcy. I’m willing to work for it, and I’ll always cherish it as the precious gift it is.”
 
   If her body hadn’t been completely relaxed, she would have nestled into him. “You’re a very romantic man. I like that about you.”
 
   “Flattery will not make me go easier on you when we get out of here.” He pressed a kiss to her temple.
 
   Manipulation hadn’t been her intention. “Why am I tied up in the bathtub?”
 
   “You’re in the bathtub because I gave you a bath. You’re tied up because I like you this way.”
 
   She leaned back against his shoulder and angled her neck so she could see his face. “And I’m yours to do with what you like, Sir.”
 
   “You sure as hell are, sweetheart.” He reached for something on the floor outside of the tub. When he brought it up, she watched him rip the foil. He leaned her forward and covered his cock. Then he lifted her up and slid into her pussy. With her ankles bound, it made for a snug fit. Surprisingly she didn’t ache unpleasantly. “Ride me, baby. I want to hear you come before I string you up and flog that gorgeous ass.”
 
   __________
 
   Light glared in her eyes, tearing her from the deep sleep into which she’d fallen after he’d flogged and fucked her. She lifted her head from his bare chest and squinted. They’d left the hall light on and the door open. If she didn’t turn it off, it would continue to impede her sleep.
 
   She shifted to get up, but his arms locked around her. He snuggled closer, brushing his unshaven cheek against her temple. “Where you going?”
 
   “To turn off the hall light and make sure the doors are locked.”
 
   “The doors are locked.”
 
   But she’d woken him up. He petted a hand down her back, which still felt the aftereffects of the very thorough flogging he’d administered. She shivered, and a tiny whimper sounded deep in her throat.
 
   He lifted his head and squinted at the display on her digital clock. “How’s your back?”
 
   She rubbed her mons against his hip. “It’s as good as my front.” When he didn’t protest, she grew bolder and rolled to lie on top of him. “I was very impressed with you last night, Sir.”
 
   The light from the hall let her see the smug smile that lifted the corners of his mouth. He dragged his fingers over her ass and thighs, his smile growing when she shivered and ground her hips against his growing erection. “I bet you were.”
 
   She kissed a path up his neck and along his rough jawline. “You used the vibrator with the anal stimulator. You’ve never shown interest in that toy before.”
 
   He squeezed her ass, no doubt in warning. “I told you I didn’t have a problem using some of the smaller toys. I’ve used a plug on you before. Don’t push it, sweetheart, or you’ll find yourself bound to the bed while I use your body and then go back to sleep.”
 
   Lifting her head, she pulled her body up his until they were face-to-face. “Theo, I feel like we’ve broken through so many barriers tonight. You took an approach I didn’t expect, and completely floored me with the doors you opened. I liked fighting you, and I really liked that you didn’t let me win. Now I’d like if you told me exactly how you came to not like anal anything.”
 
   He tapped her hip, a gesture that asked her to move off him. His leg shifted restlessly against the sheet, and the erection pressing into her upper thigh began to soften. “Darcy, now isn’t the time.”
 
   “Theo, please.” She begged quietly, the raw edge of desperation communicating exactly how much she needed to break through the barriers between them. She sensed he held back something big and important. “I’d like to think we’re to the point where we can tell each other anything and everything.”
 
   Guilt glinted softly from his eyes, darkening them to almost black. He looked away from her face, focusing on some point over her right shoulder.
 
   “Remember when I told you I started out as a sub?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   He exhaled, a long, loud sound in the silent stillness. “I subbed with two different women before I decided it wasn’t for me. Both of them explored anal sex. The first one didn’t press the issue too much. She liked butt plugs. As long as they weren’t too big, I could live with that. I could even enjoy it.”
 
   Darcy tried to imagine him wearing one. For a man like Theo, it would be a supremely submissive act. Try as she might, she couldn’t imagine him as a true submissive. She had no problem imagining him topping from the bottom. Sensing he’d come to the traumatic point, she made an encouraging noise.
 
   He took a few deep breaths, and tension stiffened his muscles. “The second Domme I was with liked to use strap-ons. She’d tie me up and fuck my ass. Sometimes it hurt, sometimes it didn’t. I hated it. No matter how much I protested, she wouldn’t stop.”
 
   She opened her mouth to ask if she didn’t honor his safe word, but the question never made it past her lips. He needed to gather his painful thoughts, and she needed to be patient.
 
   “This was before I knew that what happened in a D/s relationship was all consensual. I thought I had to take what the Domme dished out. I thought I could only call red if I was in too much pain. When I switched, I vowed to never make my subs feel that way. There’s a difference between finding pleasure in helplessness and feeling violated.”
 
   His fingertips traced a light pattern over her lower back and her ass, stimulating the places where he’d flogged her. She knew he didn’t mean it that way. He sought to gain comfort from touching her skin.
 
   His nostrils flared, and the faraway look in his eyes turned hard. “I know I’ve pushed you, Darcy, but I’ve always honored your use of the safe words. I’ve done everything I can to make sure you’ve enjoyed what we’ve done, and that you consented.” His eyes suddenly focused, and he searched her face. “I never want to make you feel like I did.”
 
   She brushed her lips over his, a kiss to comfort the emotions she knew were rioting through him. “Theo, I’m sorry you had a bad experience. But you’re letting it run your life. I’ve not only consented to having anal sex, I’ve asked for it. Have you ever been on the giving end?”
 
   He shook his head. “Darcy, it doesn’t matter. You brought up the topic and killed my hard-on. I told you I had no problem using plugs and beads on you, but that’s all you’re going to get out of me. I meant it.”
 
   From the stubborn set of his jaw, she knew asking and assuring him of her enthusiasm wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She traced his collarbone with her gaze and her finger, and she remembered the way he held her hand in the restaurant on their first date. “Theo, it seems to me you need some pleasurable sensations to replace the unpleasant ones, some good memories and experiences to wipe out the bad ones that dominate your perception.”
 
   She lifted her gaze, and he met it, locking her into place. He looked into her eyes. She recognized his steel resolve, and the depth of the love shining there hit her hard in the stomach.
 
   “You have a way of spinning something to make it sound like a good idea. Very well, sweetheart. I’ll try it your way.”
 
   She resisted pointing out that it was his way. He was the one who had originally proposed the idea of replacing the bad with the good. Lifting her torso, she reached between them and wrapped her hand around his cock.
 
   “Do you want to face me or would you prefer to take me from the back?”
 
   He blinked. “Is there really a choice?”
 
   She laughed and pumped her hand up and down his shaft. “Yes, there’s a choice.”
 
   He lifted his hips, thrusting his hardening cock into her hand. “Face-to-face. I want to know if you’re not enjoying it.”
 
   Throwing back the covers, she scrambled from the bed. “You grab a condom and some lube from the bathroom. I’ll get a towel.”
 
   When she returned from the hall closet—she left the light in the hall turned on so Theo could see what he was doing—he stood next to the bed. He scratched his cheek and regarded her with a bemused expression. “This is shaping up a lot like you’re the one in control.”
 
   She positioned a pillow in the center of the bed and spread the towel over it. “I don’t think helping you get started is topping from the bottom. I have more experience than you. But if you want to tie me up, I won’t fight you this time.” She climbed onto the bed and settled her ass on the pillow. It tilted her pelvis to give him the best angle. Turning her head to regard him, she flashed a cheeky smile. “Next time, though, all bets are off.”
 
   Baiting him worked just as well this time as it had before. He positioned himself between her legs. She bent her knees and planted her feet on the mattress, spreading her legs as wide as they would comfortably go.
 
   He drew his finger through the cream coating her pussy. “I like you in this position. I’m not going to bind you. This time.” He withdrew his finger and palmed the thick cock jutting from his nest of curls. “Touch yourself, sweetheart. I want to watch you masturbate as I fuck you.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” She adjusted the pillow under her head so that it supported her shoulders too. The visual of him stroking his cock brought more wetness rushing to her pussy. His chiseled muscles gleamed in the dim light, and she fervently wished she’d turned on the overhead light in the bedroom. She was a little jealous of his hand.
 
   Knowing he probably wasn’t in the right frame of mind to provide the full experience, she ran her palms over her breasts. They were still tender from the flogging, and they responded to light stimulation.
 
   “Pinch your nipples.”
 
   She pinched hard and rolled them between her unforgiving fingers. Leaving one hand to continue paying attention to her breasts, she slid the other down, over her stomach, through her neatly trimmed curls, to her clit.
 
   Theo’s slow thrusting of his cock against his palm stopped. He watched as she seduced him with the lazy way she trailed her fingers along the folds of her pussy. Without tearing away his gaze, he unrolled a condom over his cock and squeezed lube into his hand.
 
   He coated his cock with it, and then he reached down and massaged it into the tight muscle ringing her ass. He pressed one finger inside, testing her reaction and making sure she had enough lubricant. She thrust against his finger, moaning and flicking her nail over her clit.
 
   Satisfied at her reaction, he wiped his hand on the towel and leaned over her. She wanted a kiss, but he didn’t oblige. “Sweetheart, this is your last chance to cry off.”
 
   Abandoning her breast, she pulled him closer and planted a searing kiss on his lips. “Not a chance in the world, Sir. You can fuck me as fast or slow, as hard or gentle as you want. I’m going to make you come so hard you see stars, my dear, sweet Sir.”
 
   He disengaged himself from her grasp, and she understood that he didn’t want to be held in any way. As he positioned his cockhead at her entrance, he gave her one last, long look. “Remind me of your colors, sweetheart.”
 
   The feel of him so close to breaching her anus had her fighting the urge to writhe and push for completion. “Red, yellow, green. We’re at green.”
 
   He pushed into her at a slow, steady rate, not stopping until he was fully seated. “Good God, you’re so tight.”
 
   White heat spread through her veins, and she felt so full inside. Darcy fell into a bit of a trance. Something about having him take her this way reinforced the complete submission he’d coaxed from her on the stairs. “Please, Sir, make me yours. Only yours.”
 
   He leaned over her, and she hooked her legs high around his waist to give him the most access. While she loved being taken this way and anal stimulation did a lot to help her achieve orgasm, by itself it couldn’t make her climax. She kept her hand between them, working her clit with hard, punishing jabs. It swelled under the torture, and she closed her eyes to focus the sensation.
 
   “Please, Sir. May I come?”
 
   When he didn’t immediately answer, she opened her eyes. He held himself over her, bearing the bulk of his weight on his arms. His muscles glistened with sweat, and the veins in his neck pulsed with effort. He bit his lip, and his eyes rolled back into his head. With a groan and a shout, he came. She took that as permission to do the same.
 
   Afterward he pulled out and collapsed on top of her. He wrapped his arms around her and held on so tight she had trouble catching her breath. At last he seemed to rouse himself. Lifting up on his elbows, he regarded her with a steady and slightly awed expression. “Are you terribly sore, sweetheart?”
 
   Her heart flip-flopped in her chest, and at that moment, she knew she’d broken through her last barriers. “Wonderfully. Thank you, Sir.”
 
    
 
   Though he had never seen it before, Malcolm recognized the look in her eyes. Half of him didn’t want to hear her say it, didn’t want to have taken the leap that would eventually break her heart. The other half desperately needed to know he had it right. This woman continually amazed him. Part of the reason he’d picked a fight earlier had been because he was afraid of losing her.
 
   She’d shocked him by telling him that she wanted him to take off the gloves and force her submission. Brave, bold, and beautiful—a rare combination. She was the perfect mix of mental and physical toughness, yet she was so soft and feminine. She was his dream lover in the flesh. He couldn’t lose her.
 
   He still didn’t have all the evidence he needed. While he had enough proof to get federal warrants, he didn’t know exactly where to find some of the most sensitive information. And he needed definitive proof of Scott’s murder. If he couldn’t offer her that, he knew he might never see her look at him like this again.
 
   There were so many things he wanted to say to her. As his investigation wrapped up, the moment where he hurt her, where he shattered her faith in him loomed closer and closer. Instead he took her lips in a tender kiss.
 
   When he leaned back, light from the hall scattered over her face, and he saw the tears glinting from her lashes.
 
   “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
 
   “I love you. I just wanted you to know that.”
 
   His heart stuttered. He crushed her to his chest. “I love you too, Darcy. Never doubt it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Nothing in the dark room had roused her from the deepest sleep she’d experienced in almost a year. Darcy slid her hand up the soft sheet in search of her pillow. She found it trapped between the mattress and headboard. Without opening her eyes, she retrieved it and shoved it back under her head.
 
   Not a muscle in her body wasn’t sore. After their bath, Theo had worked her over thoroughly. Thank goodness he’d only required one more orgasm from her before he let her surrender to sleep. She smiled as she thought back to their early-morning interlude. Exactly how early had that been?
 
   She shrugged away the question. It didn’t matter. They’d crossed so many milestones in one night. Though they’d talked briefly, she knew they needed to discuss things further.
 
   With the soreness came a deep sense of peace and calm, as if she could take on any challenge, deal with any calamity life could throw her way.
 
   Darcy smiled as she remembered how things had gone when she and Scott first discovered the lifestyle. Eventually, having sex for seven hours straight had been reserved for special occasions. Last night she’d bonded completely with Theo and surrendered everything to him. It felt good. It felt right. It felt like forever.
 
   Thinking of Scott brought with it a flood of emotion. Over the past few weeks, she’d come to question whether she’d ever truly submitted to Scott. Of course she had. Perhaps navigating her new relationship with Theo played tricks with her mind. While Theo made her feel similar emotions, they weren’t the same. Her memories of Scott had become hazy and slurred, but she still remembered how it felt to be with him. She still loved him.
 
   And she loved Theo.
 
   The love she carried for Scott came with the ache of loss. It echoed in a vast, lonely well, a cavern she could see and touch but one she couldn’t truly access. His pillow had long ago lost its scent, and his clothes sat in plastic bins in the basement. She had memories and photographs, but that was all.
 
   But the love she had for Theo was bright and new. When he held her, she knew hope and her heart pulsed with vibrancy and life. With him she had a future. With him she had the strength to push forward and move on with her life.
 
   Finding herself alone in bed, nursing maudlin thoughts and sad resolutions, brought no surprises. Last night had stripped her bare and left her vulnerable. Theo had probably left soon after dawn broke, heading off to service whatever client he had put on the back burner while he spent time on Victor’s projects.
 
   She glanced at her bedside table and noticed the folded paper on her nightstand with her name written in Theo’s bold strokes.
 
   Darcy,
 
   I cancelled your appointments for this morning. Take the day off, sweetheart. You deserve some rest. I’ll be back this afternoon. I love you.
 
   She hazarded a glance at the alarm clock. The green display read 11:17. If he’d neglected to wake her up, at least he’d cleared her morning. While she wasn’t pleased about him rearranging her schedule without asking first, she could appreciate his intention. The warm shower spray shook the cobwebs from her eyes and her brain. She couldn’t take the day off. She’d promised a rough estimate to her new clients, Future Beat, by Tuesday. It would take working most of the weekend to make that deadline.
 
   Wrapped in a towel, she dried her hair and put on makeup. A twinge in her lower back suggested her period was imminent. Then, with a start, she realized she hadn’t seen her monthly visitor in longer than she had realized. Sinking down to sit on the edge of the bathtub, she did the mental math. Six weeks. The first time she slept with Theo coincided with the window of time she would have been ovulating.
 
   If the nausea she’d experienced for the past several afternoons had happened in the morning, she might have suspected something earlier. Apparently the mood swings she’d attributed to nerves were symptoms of something else entirely.
 
   But they’d used condoms every time. She shook her head, banishing the whirlwind of her thoughts. It was no use dwelling on probability. She remembered an old pregnancy test shoved in the cupboard under the sink from the last time her schedule hadn’t come out right. Though they had hoped to wait until after the wedding, she and Scott had wished for a positive result. When it came out negative, Scott had brought home another test, one that promised hospital accuracy. She hadn’t needed to use it.
 
   Digging through bottles of lotion, shampoo, conditioner, sunscreen, and a whole bunch of other half-empty bottles she should throw out produced nothing. It looked like a trip to the store was forthcoming. She sat back on the edge of the bathtub and thought about what this would mean for her relationship with Theo.
 
   It was a new relationship. Both of them had declared their love for one another, and she knew he meant what he said. She hoped it could survive something as unexpected as this without going sour. While she hated the idea of losing Theo, another part of her very much looked forward to being pregnant. Plus she had faith that he was the kind of man who didn’t scare easily. Steadfast, solid, and loyal, he epitomized the strong kind of man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.
 
   But life was full of surprises, and sometimes people didn’t react as expected.
 
   Darcy put her hand over her abdomen and imagined what it would feel like swollen with life. Eventually she drifted downstairs to make breakfast.
 
   Afterward she wandered down the short hall that led to the garage, and she paused at the door to Scott’s workroom. It had originally been meant as a family room, but he had turned it into space for his business. They hadn’t needed a family room for just the two of them.
 
   Half of his things had still been boxed up from the move when the police had removed anything electronic during one of their searches. Now, almost a year later, they still had everything.
 
   Firming up her resolve, she turned the knob and pushed open the door. It hadn’t been locked, and she hadn’t cleaned in there since the last time the police ransacked the room. A fine layer of dust covered everything, but it was surprisingly clean for a space she never used.
 
   She looked around, taking in the mess of tools and component parts for things she couldn’t identify. It was time to pack it up. Replace the carpet, repaint the walls, buy curtains for the window and drapes for the sliding door. Perhaps she’d have a deck built.
 
   Maybe Theo could help her sort through the items. He was bound to know what some of them were. It would be a way to tell him she’d moved on, that Scott would always be in her heart, but he wouldn’t be hanging between them.
 
   She backed out of the room without touching anything, but she left the door open. The room was no longer off-limits.
 
   She spent the next several hours considering how this might change her life, how this would affect her relationship with Theo, and myriad other thoughts and emotions. Between moments of bliss and panic, she managed to set down a skeleton for the Future Beat proposal.
 
   __________
 
   Malcolm spent the morning putting the finishing touches on the program that would provide a long-term back door for the FBI to gather intel on Snyder’s organization. If Darcy didn’t agree to work for Snyder or even go to his house for dinner, then Malcolm’s role in this investigation had come to an end. In failing to deliver Darcy, his career at Snyder Corporation would be finished. He would hand it off to the next person, perhaps advising they find someone like Darcy who could catch Snyder’s eye and slide into the public relations role.
 
   Staring at a mountain of data, as he had been doing for hours each day, Malcolm searched for some clue as to what Yataines had done, what he had found that could have led to his death. It couldn’t be simply over a woman. Snyder was too savvy to resort to murder over a woman in which he had no romantic interest. There had to be more.
 
   He rubbed his eyes as images of Darcy, bound and helpless, superseded the lists of file names on the display screen. She had looked so lovely last night. Her spunky, disdainful attitude had disappeared once he took control. He had no illusions she would suddenly turn into a kitten, and for that he was grateful. He had no desire to spend the rest of his life with someone who lacked passion or a spine. She stimulated his body and his mind.
 
   When her image dissolved, he frowned at the screen. The pattern of file names made sense, and they were in order. However something was missing. A deeper search of the file tree took a few hours. At the end of that time, his eyes were fatigued. He’d found places where the numeric coding for files had been erased. Deleted files were ridiculously easy to recover. Unless the hard drive was professionally scrubbed or damaged, no computer ever truly deleted information. It merely removed the link to the information. When his mother had lost several hundred pictures she downloaded from her camera, he had recovered not only those pictures, but over twelve thousand more. Every photo she had ever taken using that memory card was still there. She had been amazed with his skill, and he had let her go on appreciating his brilliance.
 
   The fact that someone had gone to such lengths to actually erase the files aroused his suspicion. He found scrubbed areas, locations that had been overwritten more than seven times, where he wouldn’t be able to recover the files. However they had been copied before they were permanently erased. Whoever did this hadn’t quite covered their tracks. After another hour elapsed, he had more than a vague hunch. Yataines had stumbled upon something. Malcolm bet he had hidden the files somewhere safe.
 
   Unfortunately he had gone through all the tech the police had seized from their search of the Markovich-Yataines residence. Nothing there hinted at hidden files, but it was nearly impossible to find something without having a clue as to what it was.
 
   Malcolm left for the day. He took the long route to headquarters and buried himself in Yataines’s stuff. At least he had an idea of what he wanted to find.
 
   __________
 
   The steady tap of keys coming from Darcy’s office meant she’d be working for at least a little while longer. His quest to find the missing files had yet to bear fruit, but he had found several clues to indicate that some of Yataines’s hard drives had been tampered with after they had come to be in police custody.
 
   He threw vegetables and shreds of leftover roast into a pot of water to make stew. Darcy was no doubt still sore from last night, so he figured they could relax with a movie tonight.
 
   The short hallway off the kitchen led to the garage and Yataines’s workroom. While she hadn’t prohibited him from entering, she had never once opened the door. She treated the room as if it didn’t exist. If Malcolm hadn’t seen footage of the police search, he wouldn’t have known Yataines’s workshop lay behind that door.
 
   The door was open now. Fading afternoon light spilled through it to penetrate the shadows in the hall.
 
   The room was a good size for hanging out and watching television or rigging out with some serious bondage equipment. The higher ceiling would let him swing the single tail easily.
 
   Had Darcy been in here, remembering the man she’d lost? Malcolm wasn’t stupid. He knew falling in love with him wasn’t easy for her to do, and it wasn’t easy for her to admit. It meant putting Scott behind her and moving forward with her life. His heart beat faster at what had to be a bittersweet process for her.
 
   But the federal agent in him knew he couldn’t pass up this opportunity.
 
   A slow, steady search revealed the husks of computers, three broken space heaters, dishwasher parts, and a lot of tools. Dust coated the tiled floor. The space heaters looked like Yataines had been using one for parts to repair the other two. The cat poked her head into the room, sniffed tentatively, and then slinked inside.
 
   The toolboxes were a mess. Though they bore labels marking them as plumbing, electrical, and technical, none of the tools inside matched their designation. A pipe wrench sat on top of a tiny soldering iron used in computer repair. Socket wrenches occupied space with a stud finder and a live-wire detector.
 
   Miss Priss hopped onto the table and peeked into a box. She batted at the frayed end of a wire poking out. Malcolm took it out and teased the cat, who swiped at it for about thirty seconds. Then she stopped and stared at Malcolm with a too-wise look in her yellow eyes.
 
   “Where is it, Miss Priss? You were Scott’s cat. Where did he hide those files?”
 
   She blinked, sneezed twice, and ran out of the room. Malcolm shook his head and got back to work.
 
   While he was occupied with sorting through the toolboxes, the door pushed open. Darcy’s gaze slid away from his face and fastened on the tools he had spread on the table in the center of the room. She looked a little like she was stuck in a daze.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I thought I’d fix the dishwasher.” He pulled out the excuse he thought would work best. “You said it never worked. It’s programmable. I thought it was a shame such an expensive piece of equipment never worked.”
 
   She pushed her hair back, tucking a strand behind her ear. “I’m sure it’s not fixable. It’s stupid to keep it around. I just haven’t gotten around to throwing it out.”
 
   He studied her closely. Small stress lines creased around her mouth, but she didn’t seem upset with him. “Are you mad that I’m in Scott’s workroom?”
 
   A bitter frown touched her lips and disappeared. She shook her head. “He’d be happy someone was using it. I don’t know what kinds of tools he has. The police left this room a complete mess. They took away so much of his equipment. I don’t think I’ll ever get it back, not that I’d know what to do with it anyway. I tried to clean it up the best I could.” She ended with a shrug.
 
   “That explains the toolboxes.” He grinned to show he was teasing.
 
   She smiled at last, but it was small and vanished quickly. “Scott gave up trying to teach me where his tools went a long time ago. I wasn’t allowed to touch his stuff.”
 
   Whatever caused her upset wasn’t coming out with this line of conversation. Malcolm went for the direct approach. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”
 
   Her face lost a little color. “I need to pack up this room.”
 
   He hadn’t meant to push her to do something she wasn’t ready to do. “Darcy, please don’t think I’m pressuring you to take that step. I understand who Scott was to you and what he meant. If me being in here bothers you, just tell me, sweetheart. I understand.”
 
   Color returned to her face. She shook her head and smiled regretfully. “It’s time. I need to move on. Though the police won’t officially rule him dead, I know he’s not alive. I know he’s never coming back. That part of me had the sense to accept your offer of a drink at that convention.”
 
   She came into the room, crossing the space and slipping into his embrace. The steady staccato of her heartbeat thumped against his chest. He brushed a kiss over her eyebrow. “I’m here for you, sweetheart.”
 
   “I need this closure. I wish they’d at least found his body. At least then I’d know for certain. There will always be a part of me that’ll look over my shoulder, searching for him.” She burrowed against him as if she could draw strength from close physical contact. He gladly gave it to her. “I meant it last night when I told you I love you. You’re my future. I want that future.”
 
   “So do I.” He pushed her away a little so he could tilt her head back. The press of her lips against his had never held such poignancy. “Can I help?”
 
   She half turned away from him, and he dropped his hands to her hips to give her the freedom to look around. “I’d love your help. I have no idea what most of this stuff is for, much less what to do with it. I mean, is there someplace where I can donate it?”
 
   The tools were in good shape, but the pieces of space heaters and dishwashers were fit only for the junkyard. Anything of value had been removed by the police department’s forensics and tech units.
 
   “You should keep some of the tools around. Every house should have wrenches, screwdrivers, a hammer, things like that. Some of these other things can be donated or sold.”
 
   She faced him suddenly. “You’re a tech guy. Is there anything you want?”
 
   The offer took him by surprise. Scott had some mighty fine tools. If he actually had time to be a computer geek, Malcolm wouldn’t mind having some of them. Still, he knew better than to refuse. “I could use some of these things. I have a buddy or two that would want some things. What about Scott’s parents? And doesn’t he have a brother?”
 
   “And a sister.” She swallowed. “His parents don’t speak to me anymore. The police have them convinced I murdered Scott because he beat me.” She drew a line on his forearm. “There were a few times he left some nasty welts or bruises because I didn’t use my safe word when I should have and we didn’t know the full effect of what we were doing. Once I had to get stitches. Scott was so pissed at me for not calling red that he refused to scene with me for a whole month.”
 
   Malcolm laughed at her bemused tone. Being upset with her wouldn’t accomplish anything, and Scott had already punished her for what she’d done. She still wasn’t entirely sorry for putting her safety at risk. He made a mental note to watch her closer when they played, just in case she wasn’t over her recklessness. “When you’re starting out, navigating those limits is definitely trial and error.”
 
   “Yeah.” She laughed, a husky sound that told him talking about this wasn’t as easy as she tried to make it appear. But it was a healthy step in the grieving process, and he wasn’t about to interfere with her progress. “And when you’re working with a masochist, those lines are even harder to find.”
 
   He pulled a high stool out from under the table. Sitting on it, he pulled her between his legs so that her back rested against his chest. “When did you want to go through this stuff? I’m free Saturday.”
 
   His mother, aunt, and cousin wanted him to do something charity related. He didn’t remember what, but he’d gladly put it off to be here for Darcy.
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not. I promised a friend I’d help with a project. How about Sunday? That’ll give me some time to get some boxes together. Plus I’ll need a break from working on this proposal for Future Beat.”
 
   He rested his chin on her shoulder. “Sounds like a plan. I’m making stew for dinner. I thought we’d curl up with a movie tonight.”
 
   She twisted to face him. “Theo, I’m not very sore, and I’ve learned my lesson from those times when I pushed things too far. I’m not saying we should do a scene tonight, but you don’t have to keep your hands off me.”
 
   It felt so good to sit there in the middle of the dusty, stale workroom and hold her in his arms. While he would welcome a chance to make love to her tonight, they first needed to discuss the scene from the night before in a little more detail.
 
   He tapped her on the ass. “How about we eat dinner and talk about last night, and then we can decide what we want to do tonight?”
 
   She nodded. “I think it’s about done. It smells divine.”
 
   As he prepared his list of questions in a way that wouldn’t sound like an interrogation, he noticed she didn’t seem to be enjoying the meal very much. She spooned bites of stew into her mouth slowly, almost as if eating made her sick. At last she stopped frowning at her dinner and pushed it away.
 
   It was decent stew. He lifted a brow. “Not hungry?”
 
   “I guess not.” She chewed her bottom lip, something she hadn’t done since their first week together. When she looked up and caught him watching, she stopped. “Did I hurt you yesterday?”
 
   His ribs were a little bruised. She packed some power in that elbow. “Nothing serious. A few bruises.”
 
   “Were you terribly upset that I hit you?” Her bright blue eyes regarded him a bit warily. “It seems we need to talk about limits.”
 
   “I have a problem with hitting for no reason. In a scene, if you’re fleeing and I’m pursuing, you can defend yourself.” He had the training to handle anything she could dish out, and one day she’d be aware of it.
 
   She pursed her lips. “I’ve taken self-defense classes. I’m a little rusty, but I can throw a nasty right hook if I need to.”
 
   He swallowed his last bit of stew and pushed the bowl away. “Breaking my nose might put a damper on the scene. I’ve had it broken three times. Hurts like hell.”
 
   Her gaze moved over his face, and he knew the exact moment she realized why his nose was so hooked. She pointed to his eyebrow. “What about that scar? How did you get it?”
 
   A perp who disagreed with being arrested had used a knife to try to get his point across. Of course, he couldn’t tell her that. “I got in a fight. Speaking of fights, did I hurt you yesterday? I did tackle you pretty hard.”
 
   Her lips curved with the sultriest smile he’d seen yet. Blood rushed to his cock so fast it nearly stopped his heart. “It was such a rush, Theo. I loved everything you did last night. It was so decadent and wicked and wonderful.”
 
   Well, he’d certainly succeeded turning her attention away from his scar. The scuffle, knowing it wasn’t a life-and-death event, and the subsequent forcing of her submission appealed to him in a way he hadn’t considered before.
 
   “You know, I never thought I’d like chasing a woman and physically subduing her, but damn, sweetheart. You made it exhilarating. I loved punishing the sass right out of you.” She had originally prohibited total bondage, but last night strict restraint had set her free. His decision to make her climax until she begged for mercy had merit as well.
 
   She leaned closer. “We’re taught that wanting those things isn’t right. It’s not like I would want this with anyone else. I feel safe with you. I know you care for me, and I know you’d never really hurt me. So I want to keep doing it. Next time I break into your condo, maybe you don’t threaten me verbally.”
 
   They’d role-played with her in the role of cat burglar twice. Both times he had blackmailed her into the submissive role. He liked the drift of this new scenario. He already felt predatory. Leaning closer, he used his best wolfish smile. “Looks like I’m going to have to get physical with my cat burglar.”
 
   “Meow.” She winked at him, but the gray cast to her face ruined the effect. She put a hand to her stomach. “I think a movie sounds great tonight. I’m more wiped out than I thought.”
 
   He knew the exertion of the strenuous scene would catch up with her eventually. Truthfully he was a little relieved she just wanted to hang out and have a lazy night. He was feeling a little wiped out himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Darcy woke the next morning feeling invigorated and energetic. Theo slumbered next to her. He slept on his stomach with both arms jammed under his pillow. The short sleeves of his cotton shirt rode up to reveal the relaxed ropes of muscles cording his arms. Even at rest, he looked like a formidable man.
 
   She traced his triceps and frowned. Though he talked about hitting the gym and jogging, she had yet to witness his engagement in either activity. She understood that his favored gym was closer to his apartment, but she didn’t see a reason for him to avoid running with her.
 
   Since he slept over at most four nights a week, she assumed he ran when he stayed at home. To be fair, she had never invited him to go for a run. Being an early riser, she often managed to jog before he woke up. Theo took a little time to get going in the morning.
 
   He stirred, and she increased the area of her forays to include his shoulder and the upper part of his back. His dark eyelashes fluttered, and he opened his eyes, focusing those bleary, chocolate irises on her.
 
   “Good morning. How are you feeling?”
 
   She grinned. “Wonderful. I’m going for a run. Want to come with me?”
 
   Burying his face in his pillow, he groaned. “Need coffee. How about you run and I’ll make breakfast?”
 
   It hadn’t taken him long to realize she didn’t cook in the morning. Her idea of a morning meal included anything she could make in a toaster. Theo required a caffeine IV the moment he woke up. When he had somewhere to be, he took a mug into the shower with him.
 
   She smacked a kiss on his shoulder and squeezed his ass. “I’ll wake you up after I shower.”
 
   An extra burst of energy let her do three miles in the time she usually did two. She attributed it to the lingering soreness from their scene two nights before. A particularly good scene always gave her a bit of a high for the next few days.
 
   She stopped at the pharmacy near her subdivision and bought a bottle of water and a pregnancy test. Not knowing anything definitive was stressful. She took the test in the bathroom, finishing off the bottle of water as she waited for the result.
 
   Positive.
 
   The anxiety and uncertainty vanished. She felt only excited and hopeful. She needed to tell Theo, but she wanted to wait for the right time. And she wanted to feel him out on the topic first. She couldn’t just spring it on him.
 
   When she got home, the house was still dark and quiet. A glance at the clock, something she hadn’t done before she left home, showed it to be only eight. She didn’t know what time Theo had come to bed, but she’d fallen asleep on the sofa with her head in his lap before nine. The plot of the movie had barely begun to develop.
 
   By the time she exited the shower, Theo had awoken. She heard the metallic clank of a pan on the stove and the dull thunk of a cupboard closing. She toweled the wetness from her hair and threw on a comfortable pair of jeans. Though it was the Saturday before Memorial Day, the day promised to be warm. That meant the holiday would probably be cold. It always seemed to work out that way.
 
   When she entered the kitchen, he was standing at the counter with his back to her, mixing something in a bowl. She took a moment to appreciate the way he filled out a pair of sweats. He had a drawer at her house. When she cleaned out Scott’s closet and the rest of his drawers, that would change. She would be able to offer Theo more space to keep his things there.
 
   Perhaps he would want to move in once he found out about the baby. Or maybe he would be upset that she’d become pregnant even though he always made sure to use a condom.
 
   Pushing aside the shadows of doubt, she crossed the room and slid her arms around his waist. He squeezed her hands where they linked together near his navel, a silent greeting that let her know he hadn’t finished his first cup of coffee.
 
   Feeling the need to shake things up, she let her hand drift lower. He froze, but he didn’t protest. His cock stirred to life, hardening as she fondled him through his sweats.
 
   He chuckled. “I should have known you’d wake up horny.”
 
   “Is that a complaint?” She kissed the back of his shoulder and slipped her hand beneath his waistband so she could feel his flesh come alive.
 
   “Nope. I have a meeting in Detroit later this morning. We have time for a quickie, but the condoms are upstairs.”
 
   Need pressed between her legs. She didn’t want to wait that long. Plus there was no longer a reason to use protection. “We don’t have to go upstairs if you don’t want to. You can have me right here, right now.”
 
   He dropped the spatula into the bowl of what looked like pancake or biscuit batter, and he turned around slowly. The rate of his move had more to do with her hold on his cock than surprise. He regarded her with a shuttered expression. “No condom? Does this mean you’ve taken care of things? I’m clean, sweetheart. I swear.”
 
   She trusted him completely, and she justified her actions by promising herself she’d tell him everything soon. She nodded and cupped his face in her hands. “I love you.”
 
   He brushed his lips across hers, teasing her with the tenderness of his caress. “I love you too, sweetheart.” Then he devoured her, kindling the flame to an inferno in the space of five seconds. He unbuttoned her jeans and shoved them out of the way. She returned the favor with his sweats.
 
   He scooted the bowl away and lifted her onto the counter. Breaking the kiss, he moved his attention to her neck. Desperate to have him inside her, to feel him without a barrier, she kicked one leg of her jeans free.
 
   “I want more time.” He murmured the demand as he nipped at her earlobe, sending tremors of need through her body. “Tonight you’re all mine. I’m going to tie you up, paddle that beautiful ass, and fuck it hard.”
 
   Heated cream rushed to her pussy at his directive. “Yes.” She guided him to her entrance. He pulled her closer. The counter barely supported her, but she didn’t worry about that. Theo would take care of her. He’d catch her if she fell.
 
   He thrust into her twice before she came. Once more and he fell over the precipice with her. Hot jets of his semen filled her pussy, and she nearly cried at the strength of the emotions welling in her heart. She wrapped her legs around his hips and clung to him as hard as she could.
 
   __________
 
   By the time she arrived at Layla’s house a few hours later, the sun beat down mercilessly. Thank goodness it wasn’t too humid. The steady spring breeze whisked comfort to those in the shade. Layla had set up the majority of the materials under two canopies. They were to grab a postage-paid box and pack it with items from the large bins. After it was filled, it was to be handed to a group of women under the second canopy armed with markers, packing tape, and a scale from the post office.
 
   Those who wanted to soak up the sun’s warmth could work the outside perimeter. Darcy tried that for a while. After being stuck inside for winter and for work, she welcomed the heat, but it drove her underneath the canopy within a half hour.
 
   A woman handed her another cardboard box, chuckling at Darcy as she fanned herself. “Wait until you get hot flashes, sweetheart. Those’ll make you long for days like this.”
 
   Darcy wondered why older women always seemed to bring up topics that dealt with bodily functions. Not a week went by where her mother failed to regale her with tales of digestive issues Darcy would rather not hear about.
 
   She gave the woman a friendly smile. “Today isn’t so bad, though I’d rather be cool than warm. You can always put on a sweater.”
 
   The woman’s smile lit her dark brown eyes. She regarded Darcy with one of those smiles unique to people who mothered everyone. Her dark brown hair was clipped close to her head, and she was pretty enough to make the style work. “I’m Donna, Layla’s aunt. How do you get roped into this?”
 
   Darcy laughed as she reached into a bin for insect repellent. “I’m Darcy Markovich. I helped Layla write the grants to expand the facilities for the community program she runs.”
 
   Donna made a knowing sound. “Well, how can you say no to a good cause like this one that supports our troops?” She grabbed a magazine from the second bin and slid it down the side of the package. “My daughter is camping in the Adirondacks with a bunch of her college friends, and my oldest son has no excuse for not being here. The kids would love to run around this place, and I’d have more excuses to take breaks.”
 
   Darcy smiled indulgently. In a year, she would probably be one of those people who talked about her kid to anyone who would listen.
 
   “My younger son spent some time in Iraq, but now he’s back. He’s with the FBI. I’m not sure that job is any safer.” She winked at Darcy and threw a small box of cereal into her box. “You might like my son, Malcolm. He’s single, just turned thirty, has all his hair. My husband isn’t bald, so Malcolm stands a good chance of keeping all of his.”
 
   It had been a long time since anyone’s mother tried to pick her up for her son. Even if she had been in the market for a date, she didn’t think she’d take that bait.
 
   “He sounds great, but I’m taken.” Darcy tried not to laugh. The poor man would probably die of embarrassment if he knew his mother was on the prowl for him. “Is this the cousin who makes fun of Layla for going into social work?”
 
   Donna waved the question away. “He treats her like a little sister. Always has. She’s the same age as my daughter. The two of them used to trail after him when they were little, alternately worshipping the ground he walked on and making his life miserable. He was the first to encourage her when she wanted to open that community center.”
 
   With Donna chattering away, the time flew. Before Darcy knew it, over half of the boxes were filled and ready to be mailed. And she knew almost everything there was to know about Donna’s three kids, M.J., Malcolm, and Katrina.
 
   When a wave of fatigue hit, she took a break. By the time she returned, Donna had found another woman to regale with her children’s exploits. Relieved, Darcy transferred herself to cleaning detail.
 
   Layla found her as she broke down the empty cardboard bins and stacked them in neat piles. Her short blonde hair had acquired a slight curl from the heat. “Hey, sorry about my aunt. I tried to come save you a couple of times, but I got sidetracked.”
 
   “That’s okay.” Darcy laughed. “She sure does want to get her son married off. She kept talking about him even after I told her I wasn’t available.”
 
   “Well, you might have a friend who is interested, and she wants more grandkids.” Layla took a box cutter and split the bottom of a bin open. She flashed a teasing grin at Darcy. “Seriously though, he’s a great guy. Don’t let Aunt Donna throw you off. If things don’t work out with Theo, I can always introduce you to Malcolm. He’s not cute, but he’s good-looking, if that makes any sense.”
 
   The fact that he worked for the FBI automatically rendered him unattractive. “No thanks. You know how I feel about cops.”
 
   Layla snorted. “Just don’t say anything like that around him. He’s liable to give you an earful, and then you’d let him have it. I can’t have that kind of carnage at my house. It’s a deed-restricted community.”
 
   Darcy laughed at the joke, but she sobered quickly. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll avoid him like the plague.”
 
   Leaning close as if she had a secret to share, Layla gestured to the other side of the yard near the gate. “That’s Malcolm. He’s four hours late. Watch him blame it on work.”
 
   She might have said more, but time had frozen. Malcolm had short dark hair that was long enough to grasp in her hands. When he turned to look toward the tent, she recognized the angular features set in his olive face. The hawkish nose that had been broken three times. The scar running through his eyebrow that he’d gotten in a fight. The high cheekbones she loved to trace with her fingertips. Those strong lips that had seared her body all over.
 
   Darcy watched Donna greet her son with a kiss on the cheek and a short hug.
 
   Layla set her hand on Darcy’s shoulder. “Darcy, are you okay?”
 
   The world narrowed, and she could only see the path to Theo. Malcolm. Son of a bitch was a cop. They’d sent an undercover cop to seduce her. Were they hoping for a pillow-talk confession?
 
   Before she knew it, she stood in front of him. Donna asked her something, but she was too focused on Theo to catch it. Malcolm.
 
   His eyes widened, and color drained from his face. “Darcy.”
 
   Her hand flew, and she slapped him across the face with the force of all the fury in her heart. The outline of her hand showed white on his cheek. She didn’t stay to watch it turn red to match her rage.
 
   With so many strangers at Layla’s house, Darcy had left her things in her car. She had her keys in her pocket, so she headed down the driveway and across the street to where she had parked.
 
   Theo—Malcolm—caught her in the middle of the street, halting her with a hand wrapped around her upper arm. “Darcy, wait. Please let me explain.”
 
   Whirling, she faced him. “There’s nothing to explain. You lied to me.”
 
   “Sweetheart, I know you’re angry, but I need you to listen to me.”
 
   She jerked her arm from his grasp. “Is this where you explain you get bonus pay for whoring yourself to the suspect? Save it, Malcolm. I don’t want to hear anything you have to say, and I never want to see you again.” She was talking too loud and too fast. She had to get out of there before she really lost it.
 
   He didn’t stop her this time when she stalked away, and she didn’t look back as she got into her car and drove. She avoided her rearview mirror until she had safely turned the corner.
 
    
 
   Malcolm watched Darcy’s sedan disappear. His chest ached, and he couldn’t breathe. He’d spent much of the day going through Yataines’s workroom, searching for something to explain those missing files. If he knew what was in there, he could make sure anything that might contain evidence or clues made it to headquarters instead of the junkyard. He’d even hacked into Darcy’s system files once again to determine if they were on her computer.
 
   This case was coming down to the wire, and he had nothing but a hunch to go on.
 
   A cool hand on his arm brought him back to the present. Malcolm glanced down to see his mother regarding him with sympathy. “I thought you would like her.”
 
   Though his mother would never let this go, he didn’t bother to deny anything. “It’s a case, Mom. I can’t talk about it.”
 
   She snorted, scoffing at him as she always did. “You mean to tell me that nice young woman is involved with drug dealers and murderers?”
 
   They didn’t suspect Snyder of dealing drugs, but they did suspect him of a number of fraud, money laundering, and antitrust charges. He had his fingers in a lot of dirty dealings.
 
   He rubbed the center of his chest, but his action did nothing to chase away the hollow ache. “I don’t mean to tell you anything. I have to catch her before she blows my cover.”
 
   “She won’t blow your cover. A woman who reacts that passionately is a woman in love. But go after her. You should be there when she cools down.” His mother patted his arm and nudged him toward his car. “I’ll tell Layla you had to go to work, but you owe her a day in her community center.”
 
   Malcolm called Keith on the way to Darcy’s house. On the plus side, the question of revealing himself to her had been decided. Now that she knew his identity, they needed to change the plan and do some damage control. While he’d wanted to tell her the truth for some time, he hadn’t wanted to do it this way. He dreaded facing the raw anger and pain he’d caused. She had a long drive to think about all the ways in which he’d lied. If ever there was a time for backup, this was it.
 
   __________
 
   The expected knock on the door came less than ten minutes after she got home. She debated not answering, but then she reasoned he’d probably just break it down. A few days ago, the idea of Theo—Malcolm—displaying that kind of aggression had turned her on. Now her heart was too sick to want to see it.
 
   Opening the heavy wood door revealed a tall man in a suit. His light brown hair was combed forward and tamed with product, yet he still managed to exude an air of authority. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes, but Darcy recognized him anyway.
 
   “You’re the man from the butterfly house.” Malcolm had introduced her to his partner before he slept with her. Was that like obtaining preapproval before spending agency resources?
 
   “I’m Special Agent Keith Rossetti. Can we come in, Ms. Markovich?”
 
   Glancing around him, she saw that Malcolm hadn’t come up on the porch. No doubt he was ready to go around back in case she made a break for it. “I suppose it’s that or you’ll drag me down to the station for questioning again. Plus Special Agent Dickhead has a key, so that’s pretty much an open invitation, isn’t it?”
 
   The dark glasses came off in a sharp, authoritative gesture worthy of any Will Smith movie. His eyes were green, his expression somber. “We don’t want to go that far. We just want to talk, that’s all.”
 
   She wanted to tell them both to go to hell, and she wanted to hear an explanation that would make the hollow ache in her chest go away. She narrowed her eyes, pivoted on one heel, and walked away. She left the door open. That was all the invitation she planned to offer.
 
   She headed to the kitchen where she’d left a sink full of breakfast dishes and ran the water to make it hot. The agents entered the kitchen when water filled the tub halfway. She added dish soap and watched the white bubbles form.
 
   “Ms. Markovich, it’s imperative we have your word that Agent Legato’s true identity will remain a secret.”
 
   She liked to wash the plates first. Doing the dishes had a soothing order about it, and packing them into the drying rack so they all fit had a rewarding symmetry. She dismissed all the nasty retorts that came to mind. “I don’t plan on bragging about this kind of humiliation to anyone. As far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t exist. We’ll all pretend we didn’t waste the last six weeks in one another’s company.”
 
   And she would pretend the father of her child hadn’t been using her as he looked for ways to put her away for a crime she hadn’t committed.
 
   Forks and cups clean, and they showed no signs of leaving. There just weren’t enough dishes to keep her busy for much longer. “Ms. Markovich, this investigation has reached a rather critical point. We’re very close to a break in the case.”
 
   She attacked a pan. Theo had made pancakes. “And what break is that, Agent Rossetti? I don’t know anything more than what I’ve told the police already. You’re wasting your time here, but that’s not surprising. Fucking cops excel at wasting time.”
 
   A hand reached over her shoulder and halted the flow of hot water. Darcy stiffened as Malcolm’s arm brushed against hers. His heady scent rocked her senses. “I saw your interview tapes, and I saw footage of what the police did to your house when they searched it. I understand why you hate cops, but you need to put this in perspective. They wanted to psych you out. They were just doing their jobs.”
 
   The desire to elbow him sharply in the ribs conflicted with the need to lean into his body and feel his strong arms holding her tight. She grasped her anger and held it like a lover. It was the only thing she could trust right now. “And you were just doing your job. Do you honestly think I had anything to do with Scott’s disappearance? Is that what you’ve found out in all the time you’ve spent with me? That I could hurt the man I loved?” She breathed through the sharp pain in her heart. Heartbreak felt a lot like a heart attack. “You’ve no doubt had a chance to search every square inch of this place. Did you find anything?”
 
   His arms came down on either side of her, and his hands rested on the ledge in front of the sink. Fortunately he didn’t touch her. She didn’t know how long she could hold out if he touched her. “No, I didn’t. I also searched the items the police confiscated as part of their investigation. It’s all in federal custody now.”
 
   She shivered and consoled herself with the false knowledge that the reaction was generated by fear. “I feel violated on a whole new level. Am I in federal custody now?”
 
   “We’re not after you, Darcy. We’re after Snyder. We know you carry a lot of weight with him. You were supposed to provide an introduction, that’s all.” The low cadence of his voice washed over her frayed nerves. It would be so easy to lean back, to let him close his arms around her and manipulate her into doing or saying whatever would make his case.
 
   She clutched her fury closer and shook her head. “If you weren’t after me, you would have told me who you were from the beginning and simply asked me for an introduction. Why are you after Victor? He’s a control freak, but he’s not a bad guy. He was there for me when your buddies dragged me in and treated me like shit.”
 
   “Would you have helped me if I came up to you and introduced myself as Special Agent Malcolm Legato with the FBI? You know as well as I do that you would have told me to fuck off.” Harsh emotion vibrated from his body.
 
   Shivering, she folded her arms over her stomach. She should have told him to fuck off anyway. What business did she have being happy while Scott… No, she couldn’t go there again. Guilt and grief would eat her alive, but this time it would be compounded by all the stupid things she’d done since then.
 
   “Darcy, I cleared you as a suspect that first night.” A throat cleared nearby, reminding them they weren’t alone. “Keith cleared you after he met you. I ended up not needing you to get an introduction to Snyder, but I did need you to land the job that let me investigate his networks for evidence of a whole host of crimes.”
 
   For a second, the sunlight glinted off something in her neighbor’s yard and blinded her through the window. She blamed it for the water in her eyes. She exhaled, her better sense winning this battle. It did explain why he’d taken forever to put up the charity part of the website.
 
   She desperately wanted this to be over so she could curl up in bed and never get up again. “Fine. You’re investigating Victor. I won’t blow the whistle on you. I’ll come in Monday, wrap up my part in this farce, and then I’m dumping Theo. You can stay in Victor’s good graces, and I never have to see you again.”
 
   “That’s not going to work.” Agent Rossetti came to stand near her right side. Malcolm removed his arm, backing off to flank her left side. “Snyder wants you as a condition to letting Theo deeper into his organization. We need you to go to that dinner party Thursday night and accept the PR job he’s going to offer you. It needs to look like Theo, as your Master, is guiding your decision.”
 
   She started and stepped back, the heat of embarrassment suffusing her neck and cheeks. “You told Victor you were my Master?”
 
   Malcolm shook his head. “I didn’t have to. He knew about your relationship with Scott. He not only assumed we had the same kind of relationship, he saw us last week on the security cameras. We had an unscheduled meeting after you left. After you warned me about him. I promised him I could deliver your cooperation.”
 
   Bile, bitter and hot, shot up her esophagus. He had used her, betrayed her, and used her again. She ran to the bathroom and lost her lunch. Gentle hands wrangled her hair out of the way. When the heaving stopped, he helped her up. This half bathroom had nowhere to sit, so he leaned her against the counter and flushed her lunch away.
 
   Darcy closed her eyes and let her head bang as it fell against the wall. Water ran, and a cool cloth wiped away the cold sweat from her face and neck.
 
   He rinsed the cloth, folded it, and put it on the back of her neck. “Hold that there. It’s shock. It’ll pass in a little while.
 
   Whether it was shock or not, his tender care tore down the last of her defenses, not that she felt very strong or brave. Sinking to the floor, she buried her face in her knees and sobbed. “You used me. You used me, and I fell for you. How could I be so stupid?”
 
   His arm came around her from one side, and he tried to raise her head with his other hand. “Sweetheart, look at me.”
 
   The anger came back full force. He had no right to call her by a term of endearment. Her head shot up, and she nailed him with all the malice in her body. “Don’t call me that. Don’t you ever call me that again.”
 
   He flinched, and sadness flickered in his eyes. “Darcy, nothing that happened between us was part of this case. I wasn’t Theo when I was with you. I was me. Every moment I spent with you, everything I said to you, that came from me. I never wanted to hurt you. You have to believe that.”
 
   The pain in his eyes was too much to bear. If she wasn’t careful, she’d fall for his lies again. She let her head fall back, not caring when she cracked it against the cabinet. “You lied to me. I find anything you have to say difficult to believe.”
 
   He exhaled hard, a tired sound. “Fine. If you won’t do it for me, do it for Scott. We have reason to believe Scott found out what Victor was doing, and that’s why Victor had him killed. I need to get into Victor’s house. I need him to trust me enough to let me deeper into his organization.”
 
   The bile tried for a repeat performance, but she had nothing left. She swallowed it down, but the pain stayed behind. Carefully she lifted her head to meet Malcolm’s eyes. “You’re telling me Victor had Scott killed because Scott had evidence of illegal activities?” She shook her head. “But Victor was good to me. He helped… Why does Victor want me to work for him so badly? It can’t be to keep me close so he can keep an eye on me. He’s been after me since before Scott went missing.”
 
   Malcolm shrugged. “He wants your face to represent his company. Have you never seen yourself speak, Darcy? Do you honestly have no idea how you captivate a room with your voice, your grace, and your friendly personality? You might battle nerves to get there, but you’re one of the most gifted speakers I’ve ever seen. He could use someone like you to smooth over lots of problems. He uses people like Mickey Halter to deal with the problems diplomacy doesn’t solve.”
 
   She turned the idea over and over in her mind. Even after she kicked Malcolm out of the bathroom so she could freshen up, little things Scott had said and done flashed through her mind. He had urged her away from Victor, and his convictions had become very resolute about six weeks before he disappeared.
 
   Whenever he got really bothered about something, he worked on the dishwasher he never could seem to fix. Her intuition kicked into gear. Exiting the bathroom, she found Malcolm and Keith sitting at her kitchen table.
 
   Malcolm looked up expectantly. His gaze roamed her body and came to rest on her face.
 
   “The dishwasher. It doesn’t make sense that Scott couldn’t fix it. He could fix anything. I don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, but he would never hide electronic evidence anywhere that could be networked.” If they found the evidence there, she wouldn’t have to continue this farce. Attending Vic’s dinner party would be completely unnecessary.
 
   Malcolm headed for Scott’s tools while Darcy found a drop cloth. She didn’t want her wood floor scuffed up. Scott had always put down a canvas cloth before he wrestled the appliance from its hidey-hole.
 
   She watched anxiously as Malcolm and Keith removed the panels, searching every inch for anything out of the ordinary. They stripped it of component parts. Each of them grabbed a piece and began taking it apart. Darcy wanted to stop watching. This was too much like what her place looked like after it had been searched, only then it wasn’t just her dishwasher. They had taken everything out of her cupboards and drawers.
 
   She stepped around the mess in her kitchen and made a pot of herbal tea.
 
   Sitting at the table, sipping tea, she battled the feeling that reality was disintegrating as she watched. Victor, the man she thought of as a friend, was responsible for having Scott killed. He had destroyed her life to stop Scott from exposing him and to make her dependent on him. Victor had lied to her and used her.
 
   Theo, the man on whom she had allowed herself to become dependent, didn’t exist. Malcolm, whose mother said he saw the seedy underbelly of humanity all the time, had also lied to her and used her. His motives were honorable, but his methods had left her with a broken heart.
 
   Clouds dimmed the weakening sun as afternoon turned to evening. She had another cup of tea and some stew from the night before.
 
   The two men on the floor worked silently, breaking the tense stillness with occasional short questions or comments. Keith removed his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves. Malcolm—how easily she fell into calling him by the different name—wore the same pants and polo shirt he’d donned before leaving the house that morning. He looked like the same man. He smelled like the same man. He moved like the same man. But he wasn’t the same man. Was he?
 
   Suddenly she couldn’t take it anymore. She went upstairs and packed an overnight bag. His toothbrush stuck out from the holder right next to hers. He’d left his watch on her dresser. An issue of Popular Science lay on the nightstand next to a coiled length of rope.
 
   Who was this man who had insinuated himself so deeply into her life?
 
   She put her bag by the front door. Muted sounds of conversation drifted from the kitchen. She forced herself to put one foot in front of the other until she stood in the doorway. They hadn’t moved much.
 
   Malcolm held up a chip that was about twice the size of her camera’s memory card. “That’s a huge processor.”
 
   Keith took it and studied it closely. “Huge.”
 
   “I’m leaving.” The statement had come out a little froggy, so Darcy cleared her throat. Both men looked up, but she found it easier to speak if she addressed Keith. “Please lock up when you finish here.”
 
   Keith’s gaze slid to Malcolm.
 
   Darcy had to look at him as well. “Leave your key under the doormat. I’ll get it when I come home.”
 
   Malcolm got to his feet slowly, as if moving too quickly would startle her. “Darcy, it’s late. You’ve had a hell of a day, and you’re wiped out. I can see how tired you are. Why don’t you just go to bed?”
 
   And sleep in the bed where he’d made love to her so often and so well? No, not with those memories still fresh, and not with his things littering her house.
 
   “Please make sure you take your personal things with you when you go.”
 
   Before she could say more or make a fool of herself by falling in his arms and begging him to stay, she turned on her heel and exited the room. Tears blurred her vision, but she managed to hold off the deluge until she got to her sister’s house.
 
   Amy’s little brick ranch on the north side of Ann Arbor wasn’t far away, but the eight-minute drive took forever. She hadn’t called first, and she didn’t know if her sister would be home. After all, it was Saturday night, and Amy might have a date.
 
   The moment her sister opened the door, Darcy fell inside and a mass of tears cascaded from her eyes. Amy guided her to the couch, grabbed tissues and a glass of water from the kitchen, and then drew Darcy’s head to her shoulder.
 
   “Darcy, did something happen with Theo?”
 
   Unable to speak or raise her head, Darcy nodded. Amy smoothed her hand along her sister’s hair, petting her until she calmed down enough to speak. The pang in her heart just wouldn’t subside.
 
   “He’s an undercover FBI agent, and I’m his case.” She drew away from the shock and horror that made Amy’s body go stiff, and blew her nose. Then she looked back at her sister’s wide blue eyes. They really did resemble one another, something she didn’t often notice.
 
   Amy shook her head. “I saw you together. You’re not just a case to him.”
 
   Malcolm had said much the same thing, most likely to spare her feelings. He needed her cooperation, which meant he had to either have her goodwill or he had to blackmail her.
 
   Darcy shook her head. “He said he cleared me of Scott’s murder, but he needed me to get close to Victor because he thinks Vic is into some dirty dealings, and he thinks Vic did something to Scott because Scott found out about them.” She sniffled and grabbed for more tissue.
 
   For several seconds, Amy stared in silent surprise. Then she squeezed Darcy’s hand. “Do you think that’s true?”
 
   Darcy shrugged her shoulder in a way that indicated she truly didn’t know, but she didn’t doubt the validity of the claim. “Vic paid for my lawyer when the cops brought me in for questioning that one time. He’s been so supportive of me. But Scott didn’t like him. He didn’t want me working for Vic. He was particularly adamant those last few weeks.”
 
   She thought about it all again, random snapshots of events playing through her head. Amy handed her the glass of water, and she drank it.
 
   “At least he’s working a different angle to the case. And he told you about himself, so that counts in his favor.”
 
   Darcy narrowed her eyes and stared at the half-empty glass in her hand. “He didn’t tell me. It turns out he’s the cousin of a friend of mine. We showed up at the same event.”
 
   Seeing him there, smiling at his mother in greeting, had made her feel hollow inside. He had used her. She had fallen in love with a man who had used her for her connections.
 
   Amy stared at her, studying her with a calculating expression. “What did he say when you confronted him? Exactly.”
 
   The worst of her tears had dried. “He showed up at my house with another agent and explained what he suspects about Victor.” She dabbed a fresh tissue at the remaining wetness on her cheeks. “I got so upset at the whole situation that I threw up. Malcolm—that’s his name—told me he wasn’t pretending. That he’d meant every moment he spent with me.”
 
   She desperately wanted to believe it was true, but he had too many reasons for needing her cooperation.
 
   Amy smoothed a strand of hair back from Darcy’s face. “I don’t think he lied about that. I’ve seen the two of you together. The way he looks at you, the way he touches you, the way he talks to you—it wasn’t an act. Nobody is that good.”
 
   Wanting to believe it and afraid to trust in something that would just crush her even more, Darcy shook her head. “It’s funny. I woke up yesterday morning and decided to clean out Scott’s stuff so I could move forward with my life. Then I discovered I was pregnant. I was going to tell Theo tonight, but he’s not Theo anymore, and I don’t know who Malcolm is.”
 
   Amy did her best to digest that nugget. Darcy had to give her sister credit. She was holding it together far better than she had when Scott had disappeared. Perhaps that crisis practice had prepared her for this one. “You’re pregnant? Oh honey, no wonder you’re so upset. I bet that’s why you threw up. Congratulations.”
 
   Whether it was or not, Malcolm’s deception had triggered it. “Thanks. It took me a little time to get used to the idea. Whatever happens, I don’t regret that.”
 
   “I think cleaning out Scott’s stuff is a good idea. Even if you subtract Malcolm from the equation, it’s time for you to close the book on that chapter in your life.” Amy closed her hand over Darcy’s. “Hon, I know it’s hard, especially because you don’t know for sure what happened. But you have to say good-bye to him.”
 
   Darcy nodded. Her relationship and the pregnancy had spurred her to make that decision, but it was the right choice. Packing up his things would give her a chance for some kind of closure. It was likely all she would ever have. “I know. I need to do that. But it doesn’t mean I’ll be building a life with Theo.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. Those should be separate events anyway. Malcolm isn’t replacing Scott. Nobody can replace Scott. But I still think you need to give him another chance.”
 
   Darcy shook her head. She couldn’t even think of forgiving Malcolm. Yet she couldn’t imagine never luxuriating in the strength of his embrace again, never burying her face in his neck to inhale his comforting scent.
 
   Amy continued, ignoring Darcy’s silent protest. “You’re not looking at this objectively. If this was just an undercover assignment to him, he wouldn’t have slept with you. He risked this entire operation, which they had to have spent months planning, and his job by doing so.”
 
   She shook her head harder and remembered Amy’s blind rage over Darcy’s long depression after Scott’s disappearance. “You’re one to talk about being objective.”
 
   “Yeah, I am one to talk. Malcolm—I have to call him that because I firmly believe he wasn’t playing a role when he was with you—showed me how to be objective. I judged you and Scott without even trying to understand the nature of your relationship. Malcolm talked to me a lot about being dominant, what he did for you, and why.”
 
   Darcy stared at Amy. She hadn’t been aware of more than a handful of conversations. While they would have given Amy some insight, they wouldn’t have generated this level of acceptance.
 
   “From the first time you brought Scott home, I loved him like a brother. We all did. That’s why we were so shocked and appalled when you started showing up with bruises and welts. I can’t pretend to understand this need for pain you have. But Malcolm actually spent time trying to help me figure this out. He sends me links to articles and websites, places that have objective information.”
 
   Darcy pressed the back of her hand to her hot eyes. Scott hadn’t seen the need to reach out. Instead he had taken steps to insulate them from the harshness of the misunderstandings. Darcy had reacted the same way.
 
   Malcolm had gone out of his way to help repair her relationship with her sister. He’d taken steps to deepen the tenuous strands of their fragile bond.
 
   “I’m so fucking confused.”
 
   “You have every right to be. You don’t have to sort this out tonight. I have ice cream and chocolate and a ton of movies awaiting our beck and call. Let’s watch a sappy tearjerker and avoid thinking for the rest of the night.”
 
   That sounded good to Darcy. She was exhausted, physically and emotionally. Letting her hand drop to her lap, she faced Amy. “I love you. Thanks for always being here for me.”
 
   Amy smiled, a brilliant, beautiful thing. “I love you too. I’m warning you right now that I get to have the next meltdown and you have to supply the comfort food.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   The front door closed softly, and that defeated sound pierced Malcolm’s heart more than if she’d slammed it. At least if she took out some of her anger on the door, it would tell him that her feelings were still strong.
 
   “I told you not to sleep with her.”
 
   Leave it to Keith to cut right to the core of an issue. Malcolm glanced up to see that Keith hadn’t stopped methodically tearing apart the inner workings of the dishwasher. Their friendship, forged in the stress of combat duty, could withstand pretty much anything.
 
   Even so, Malcolm wasn’t in the mood for Keith’s smug superiority. He rubbed the inside of his wrist across his forehead and nodded to the piece of equipment in Keith’s gloved hand. “What do you think of that huge processor?”
 
   Keith held it up and turned it around several times. “I can’t say I’ve taken apart many dishwashers. I’m the planning genius. You’re the tech geek.” He handed it back to his partner.
 
   Malcolm studied the large chip and admired Scott’s resourcefulness. Nobody would think to take apart a dishwasher to hide something there. It explained why someone who was supposed to be such a talented technician couldn’t seem to fix a dishwasher. He likely had disabled it in the first place.
 
   “Bag it. I need to strip the information before we turn it over to forensics for fingerprinting.” Yataines had spent several summers working as a lifeguard at a community pool, which meant his fingerprints were on file with the state. That would be enough evidence to connect him to the processor.
 
   He continued looking through the skeleton of the dishwasher, but he knew he wouldn’t find anything else. Most of the hardware was in the front, and they’d pretty well dismantled the entire thing. The search was over. He should leave, follow Keith downtown, and get to work on the first solid lead in the case.
 
   But he didn’t want to leave without knowing Darcy was safe. Even then, he didn’t want to leave.
 
   “Give her time, Mal. You lied to her. She has to come to terms with that. It was a necessary part of the job. You had to do it.” Keith gathered some of the mechanical guts together. “We’re done here, right?”
 
   Malcolm nodded. He was done here in too many ways. If he hadn’t slept with her, if he hadn’t dominated her, if he hadn’t asked for the gift of her submission, his subterfuge wouldn’t matter so much. They had built a relationship that relied on trust and communication, and he had knowingly laid a weak foundation. His earlier optimism faded.
 
   “I’m going to put it back together, see if I can get it to work.”
 
   Keith shook his head. “You’re going to wait here until she gets back. Mal, she left because she needed to get away from you. Give her time. Let her grieve, and let her come back to you on her own. If you don’t, you’re always going to doubt whether she’s with you because she loves you or because you tapped into her submissiveness and forced her to stay with you.”
 
   While his buddy’s advice had merit, Malcolm couldn’t bring himself to walk out the door. Besides, Darcy wasn’t weak-minded. She wouldn’t stay in a relationship unless she wanted to be there. He nodded, accepting the wisdom and rejecting the action. “I’ll just be a few hours.”
 
   __________
 
   The click of a lock and the sucking sound of a heavy door pushing open woke him faster than a cup of black coffee. Malcolm sat up from his slumped position on Darcy’s sofa. He rolled his neck, and the aching joints crackled.
 
   Darcy came in, set down a bag, and turned to wrestle the lock for possession of the key. She won, closed the door, and turned, stopping cold when she saw him.
 
   He took advantage of her silence to cross the room and enter the front hall. She wore sweats and a simple cotton shirt. Her face was bare of any trace of makeup, and her hair was pulled back into a single tail. The skin around her eyes was a bit puffy, but her blue eyes were clear.
 
   He stuck his hands into his pockets and offered up his excuse for still being there. “I didn’t know when you were coming back.”
 
   She dropped her gaze to the floor, avoiding him the easiest way she could. He wanted so badly to draw her into his arms. He ached with the need to hold her close.
 
   She swallowed twice before she spoke. “Did you finish in the kitchen?”
 
   He nodded. “I put your dishwasher back together and hooked it up. It works now.” It had taken him most of the night and a trip to the parts store, but he’d delivered a working appliance.
 
   She didn’t thank him, but he hadn’t expected gratitude. A broken dishwasher had been a memento of Scott. She took a step backward, putting more distance between them. The gulf already felt too wide.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.” She scratched out the admonishment, and her low volume didn’t hide the lingering pain from him.
 
   “Darcy, please hear me out.” He couldn’t help it. The need to be near her overrode his good sense. He took a step closer.
 
   She held up her hand, a small but effective barrier. “I listened to you. I understand why you did what you did.”
 
   His heart soared. Taking another step put her hand against his chest. When she didn’t move, he took that as a good sign. He lifted his hand and rested it on the side of her face. She trembled at the familiar touch. He didn’t know whether brushing his thumb over her brow and her lip would make her submit to him, but he did know it was too precious to force, so he didn’t make the move.
 
   She moved her hand, sliding it up his arm and stopping when she reached the point when it covered his. She caressed the back of his hand. “But I don’t know who you are. I thought I did, but it turns out I didn’t even know your name. And you’re not even close to being a tech geek.”
 
   Closing her fingers around his hand, she squeezed it lightly, and then she lifted it away from her face and pushed him away. He wanted to reach for her, to chase her, to tackle her to the ground, but he knew it would only kill any chance he had with her.
 
   “My name is Malcolm Legato. I am a tech geek. I’m also an FBI agent. Nothing else I told you was a lie. It should have been, but I couldn’t bring myself to invent a past or a different life—”
 
   She put her hand over his mouth. “Malcolm, I can’t do this right now. You feel bad about hurting me. I can see that. I don’t have the energy or the will to say or do anything to make you feel better about what happened. Please, I need you to leave.”
 
   Keith had been right. It was too soon. He couldn’t force this, and he had to give her the space she needed to come to terms with the situation.
 
    
 
   Darcy locked the door after him, but she didn’t look out the long windows flanking the solid door to watch him go. She blocked the image of pain clouding his eyes and tightening the lines around his mouth. She believed he was sorry he’d hurt her, and she would deal with that, but not now. The plan of action she and Amy had devised provided guidance now. She picked up the phone and called Scott’s parents.
 
   She and Scott had made wills as part of their preparation for marriage, so when he went missing, his parents hadn’t been able to take any of his things. When they had turned on her, Darcy had kept everything from them. She had felt justified at the time. Now she felt a hollow pang for the loss of not just Scott, but of the closeness and support of his family. There was a time when his parents and siblings had been a second family to her.
 
   It was time to release all that pain and anger, pack it up with Scott’s clothes and a future that wasn’t meant to be.
 
   She let Scott’s mother know she was going to box up his things, and his mother agreed to send his father and brother out later that day to pick up whatever Darcy wasn’t keeping or donating to charity. She also felt they needed to know the FBI hadn’t given up on closing the case. While they weren’t overjoyed to hear from her, things were less tense once they understood the new focus of the case.
 
   She spent the day packing, and she helped load the boxes in the back of the pickup truck Scott’s father brought. As she watched the truck pull away, a sudden wave of exhaustion nearly knocked her off her feet. She went inside, washed her hands and face, and crashed on the sofa.
 
   __________
 
   The phone rang Monday afternoon, pulling her from deep in the closet of an empty bedroom where she’d been sorting through clothes. She had never realized how many clothes she’d accumulated. In the past year, she’d completely changed her wardrobe, opting for a bland style that matched her bland mood. Her other clothes, more colorful ensembles Scott had liked to see her wear, had been shuffled off to closets she never visited. Though she had been wearing more colors lately, those had come from new clothes she had purchased with Malcolm in mind.
 
   While she debated answering, the phone went to voice mail. It wasn’t Malcolm’s ring tone, but she really didn’t feel like talking to anyone. Now that she’d begun the clean out, she threw herself into it with a manic sense that catharsis waited at the end.
 
   Around four in the afternoon, she hit the same wall she’d hit for the past few days. An hour’s nap had done the trick the night before, though when she woke up, she’d spent time fighting waves of nausea. The intensity and duration varied, but it had come in the evening. So much for the idea of morning sickness.
 
   When the landline rang that evening, she was at her computer, working on the Future Beat project she needed to present in the morning. A package of opened saltine crackers beckoned. She hated such bland foods, but the websites she’d surfed for answers recommended them and they did help.
 
   She picked up the phone without looking at the handset to see who was on the other end. “Hello?”
 
   “Darcy, you missed our appointment today.”
 
   Her stomach clenched at the sound of Malcolm’s voice. She reached for a cracker and reminded herself to breathe. “I thought we were done with that. You got what you wanted.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “I’m not sure what we have yet. We’re still analyzing it. However nothing we find there will help us find evidence of what happened to Scott. We can’t drop the act yet. I need you to come into Theo’s office at Snyder’s and check over his work on the foundation’s website.”
 
   Hearing him talk about his cover identity like that threw her for a loop. In her mind, she struggled to figure out the difference between Malcolm and Theo. Malcolm had told her there wasn’t one, not really. Yet he attributed his work to Theo.
 
   “Darcy?”
 
   She had been quiet for too long. “Yes?”
 
   “This will fall apart without your cooperation. I wish I could do this without involving you, but you’re the key to infiltrating Snyder’s inner circle. We need you.”
 
   Longing wrapped around her core, and she wished he was there to hold her in his arms. She ached for him, but she wasn’t ready to have him in her life. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   “You can.” He used his Dom voice, the one that had carried her through that first speech. “You are the strongest woman I’ve ever met. It won’t be easy and I’m sorry for that, but you can’t give up now. You can’t let him win.”
 
   No, she couldn’t let the person who’d hurt Scott win. However she still hadn’t seen evidence of Victor’s guilt. Based on nothing but suspicion and probability, the police had hounded her. She couldn’t do that to another person, especially not someone who had helped her so much. “Malcolm, how can you be so sure Victor is the one? What if you’re wrong?”
 
   “I’m not wrong.” His confidence came through loud and clear. She wanted to cling to his surety, his strength, and his body, just to inhale his scent.
 
   But what if he wasn’t right? What if Victor was guilty of money laundering and all those financial crimes, but he had nothing to do with Scott’s disappearance?
 
   “Darcy, come in tomorrow. Meet with me. I’m working my ass off to extract data from the processor we found. I’ll bring over what evidence I can show you on Wednesday. We have a witness that places Scott in Snyder’s neighborhood the night he went missing.”
 
   It sounded like a good compromise, but she wasn’t free tomorrow. And the longer she put off meeting with him, the longer she put off having to confront the tattered state of their relationship. “I have a meeting tomorrow, and I’m busy the rest of the day.” She still had more clothes to clean out, and she hadn’t begun to pack up Scott’s workroom. Plus she had to schedule in her daily nap and bouts of nausea. The next seven and a half months had better not be like this.
 
   “Come after your meeting. Just stop by for twenty minutes, enough to keep up appearances.”
 
   She munched the cracker. “I’ll try.”
 
   __________
 
   When she missed their meeting the next day, Malcolm wasn’t surprised. She hadn’t exactly committed to the appointment. He headed to Victor’s office without her. He would present the finished website for Snyder Foundation, and if things went well, Snyder would offer him more work.
 
   Victor’s admin, Georgie, waved him inside. She spoke into her phone, pausing long enough to flash a friendly smile.
 
   The inner sanctum looked exactly the same, but the stakes were much higher. This was the point where Malcolm either became a trusted associate or was shown the door.
 
   Victor shook his hand and clapped him on the back, but he declined to see the site. “I looked it over this morning. Nice work. Darcy approves?”
 
   “Of course.” He lied smoothly. Mickey Halter slunk forward, and Malcolm nodded in greeting as he conducted a silent threat assessment. Though the thug was bulkier than Malcolm, he was a little shorter. Despite the ease with which Malcolm had overpowered Halter in the stairwell, he suspected it wouldn’t be so easy to win a fight Halter actually wanted to win.
 
   Halter handed Malcolm an envelope. “And how is Darcy? I haven’t seen her around this week. She usually finds a reason to stop by at least every other day.”
 
   Victor poured two brandies and set one in front of Malcolm.
 
   “She’s been busy.” He examined the outside of the manila envelope.
 
   Victor took a sip and leaned back in his chair. “So I saw.”
 
   Malcolm didn’t know what that meant. Darcy’s recent radio silence had cut him out of her life. He had no ready response, so he said what Victor needed to hear. “She’ll be there. I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   How, he had no idea. If she refused to go, they couldn’t very well force her to cooperate.
 
   Victor nodded sagely. “I’m impressed, Stevenson. I drove by Darcy’s house yesterday afternoon, and I saw something that’s been a long time coming. She’s spending the days clearing out evidence of her former relationships and her nights with you. There was a time when I thought she’d never move forward.”
 
   Clearing out evidence of former relationships? She had said she wanted to clean out Scott’s things, but he didn’t think she would feel she still had a reason to do it. No wonder she sounded so tired and worn when he’d spoken with her the night before. She shouldn’t have to go through that alone. Struggling to not show how Snyder’s statement affected him, Malcolm reached for his glass. He sat back and lifted the corner of his mouth into a smirky smile. “Her triggers took some time to find, but they were a pleasure to uncover.”
 
   The three shared a laugh that made Malcolm a little sick inside.
 
   Two days later, he still hadn’t heard from Darcy. He’d called, but she hadn’t answered. When he’d cruised by her house, he saw her car in the driveway and the lights on, but he hadn’t possessed the courage to intrude. She’d asked for time.
 
   But time was up. In a little under four hours, he needed to have her to Snyder’s house.
 
   __________
 
    “Darcy? Sweetheart, it’s time to wake up.”
 
   Without opening her eyes, Darcy rolled toward the delicious sounds of his honeyed words. If she gave in and opened them, the voice would be gone and she would awaken to an empty room and pangs of loneliness.
 
   Reaching out, she found warm flesh. She ran her fingertips over his cheeks and across his lips. Then she buried her fingers in his hair and pulled him down. With her heart and soul, she yearned for his kiss. She didn’t open her eyes or say anything, though by this point she was awake enough to know Malcolm was in her bedroom.
 
   He hadn’t surrendered his key, and now he teased her mouth with the gentle pressure of his almost kiss. The entire week had been so horribly draining. Right now she wanted to forget any of it had happened. She wanted to drown in his arms.
 
   Parting her lips in an unmistakable invitation, she managed a mewling plea. With a groan, he braced his hands on either side of her head, crushing her pillow flat and releasing the passion bottled inside both of them.
 
   It exploded, liquid and hot. She moaned and clutched his shirt. She wanted him closer, and she wanted no clothing barriers between them. Still ravaging her mouth, he captured her hands and held them above her head. She arched, lifting her body closer, but since he stood next to the bed and she was trapped beneath the covers, it did no good.
 
   Just when she thought she’d expire from the sweet bliss, he broke the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. Her oxygen-starved chest heaved, and she was happy to see him similarly out of breath. He lifted his head, depriving her of that contact.
 
   She tried to reach for him, but he still had her wrists pinned. “Don’t go.”
 
   “I’d have been here days ago if I thought this was how you’d greet me.”
 
   Days ago she would have rewarded his bravery with a fat lip. Sometime yesterday, a few hours after she finished clearing the last of Scott’s things from his workroom, the ache left by his lies had morphed into an ache for him.
 
   Before she could say anything, her afternoon companion made waves in her stomach. She fought his hold. “Let me up.”
 
   He didn’t, and she didn’t have time for an explanation.
 
   She didn’t know how else to call a quick end to the game they were or weren’t playing. “Red.”
 
   Not only did he release her wrists, he took a step back. That turned out to be fortuitous. She shot out of bed and through the bathroom door in record time. Fortunately she managed to slam it closed before she lost her lunch.
 
   When she was finished, she stumbled to the sink to brush her teeth and wash the clamminess from her face and neck. The cool water always felt good.
 
   The door’s handle jiggled, but it didn’t turn. Thank goodness the door had locked when it closed. She couldn’t do that trick again if she tried it a hundred more times. Malcolm pounded on the wood. “Darcy? What’s wrong? Are you sick?”
 
   “Fine.” Her voice sounded weak and thin, but it had enough volume to carry. “I’m going to take a shower.”
 
   He jiggled the handle again. “Open the door, Darcy. You don’t get to call red and then disappear to take a shower.”
 
   She patted her face dry and opened the door. Light from the bathroom spilled into the bedroom, illuminating how handsome he looked in a black suit. She braced her hand against the jamb. “It was either that or throw up on your nice suit.”
 
   Those warm brown eyes roamed her body from head to toe. No doubt she looked pale. It always took her an hour or so to recover to the point she didn’t look in the mirror and cringe. “You’re sick. You never nap this late in the day, and that’s twice you’ve…” He trailed off and gestured toward the toilet.
 
   Though the nausea had been an evening companion, she didn’t always vomit. She leaned to glance around him at the digital clock. It showed less than an hour before they had to leave the house if they wanted to get to Victor’s on time. It wasn’t polite to show up late at these formal occasions.
 
   “I’m feeling a little under the weather, but I’ll be okay tonight. Just don’t be shocked if I don’t eat much.” She stepped back into the bathroom and put her hand on the door to indicate she was about to close it. “Now if you don’t mind, I need a shower.”

 
   The argument in his head played out across his face, but at last he nodded. “I’ll be downstairs.”
 
   Darcy had never showered and dressed so quickly. Her hair wasn’t going to do anything elegant without a lot of work, and she only had time to blow it out. So she opted to use barrettes to sweep it out of her face and let it fall freely between her shoulder blades.
 
   The black dress wasn’t new, but it looked good. The straps that went over her shoulders crossed in back. The neckline scooped down, but not too deep, and the long skirt was split up both sides to the knees.
 
   Keith whistled as she came down the stairs. She hadn’t known he was in the house. Dressed in a sharp suit, hair cropped close to his head, he looked exactly like Hollywood’s idea of a hot federal agent that nobody should mess with. “That’ll go great with some jewelry I have for you to wear.”
 
   “She’s not wearing a camera or a wire. If we’re caught, then I don’t want anything implicating her.”
 
   Darcy turned to see Malcolm standing in the hall. Determination glittered in his eyes, and his hungry gaze roamed over her curves.
 
   “Attending with you implicates me. I don’t mind wearing whatever it takes to find Scott’s killer.” She closed the distance. Her heels gave her enough height to kiss him. She studied his lips, but she didn’t take advantage of the opportunity. She was no longer half-asleep, and there was too much at stake.
 
   He didn’t reach for her and he didn’t move closer, but he did hold her prisoner with his gaze. “We’re going to talk tonight, Darcy. We’re going to clear the air.”
 
   Trust would take time to reestablish, but she agreed it was time to talk. Over the past few days, she had done more soul-searching than she had originally anticipated. She straightened his tie, her hands steady despite her nerves, and nodded. “I’ve done a lot of thinking about us. We’ll talk tonight, when this is all over.”
 
   As she finished with his tie, Malcolm took each of her hands in his and kissed her fingertips. “Darcy, there’s very little chance this will come to a head tonight. I’m looking to embed myself deeper into Snyder’s organization. He’s not going to consent to letting me search his house, and we don’t have enough for a warrant yet. This investigation could take months.”
 
   That might be his goal, but hers was much different, and it would probably blow his operation to bits. She didn’t care about the money laundering or pump-and-dump schemes. The more she turned the situation over in her head, the more she could see this from Malcolm’s point of view. If Victor hadn’t killed Scott himself, he’d ordered that slimeball Halter to do it. She could see the cold logic of it all, and that gave her a clarity of purpose—she would expose Scott’s killer and bring justice to the man she’d loved.
 
   He set his jaw hard. “If anything happens, you abandon me at once. You didn’t know. You’re appalled that I could be so disloyal. Whatever angle you have to play to stay safe, you play it.”
 
   She set her jaw to match and shook her head. “I’ll play whatever angle I have to play to get him to admit to what he did to Scott. Agent Legato, you and I are going into this with different goals. I’ll help you with yours, but I’ll never forgive you if you stand in the way of mine. I can take care of myself.”
 
   He closed in on her, pinning her against the railing with his proximity. “It’s my job to take care of you. This isn’t open for discussion, and disobeying me will have unpleasant consequences.”
 
   She disregarded his threat. It didn’t matter what he did to her afterward. It only mattered that she found out once and for all what happened to Scott. The stage fright she normally experienced was absent. Keith stepped forward and ran his finger over her left shoulder strap, effectively breaking Malcolm’s spell. “I have something that’ll go here. It’ll give us a visual. I’m going to replace your barrettes with jewelry to match. Those will have directional mikes that’ll pick up conversations going on around you.”
 
   She nodded. She’d wear anything to gain justice for Scott. “Okay. What should I be looking for?”
 
   “Stay close to Snyder, but take your cues from Malcolm.” He clipped a thin brooch onto her shoulder strap just above her breast, and then he worked on her hair. “We’ll have a team in the street. We won’t be able to get onto the estate, so backup will be about four minutes away.”
 
   Malcolm fit an earpiece into his ear. His hair was just long enough to provide cover. Then he slid a small gun into a holster around his calf and a knife into another holster on his other ankle. “Darcy, I expect you to run at the first sign of trouble.”
 
   She had no intention of running until she got Victor to admit to what he’d done to Scott, but she just nodded at Malcolm and flashed her most benign smile. “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He smiled tightly, not fooled for a second. Darcy looked away. She could almost detect the delicate tingle of butterflies brushing against her skin, and she couldn’t decide if the feeling was disconcerting or soothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   Victor’s estate had never held any special charm for Darcy. She always wondered why anyone would want to live in a house so large it would incur roaming fees to call someone at the other end.
 
   He lived in an exclusive neighborhood in a bedroom community southwest of Ann Arbor. Malcolm handed his keys to the valet and offered his arm to Darcy. She wrapped her arm under his, laying her hand loosely on his bicep. It flexed under her soft grip, and she didn’t wonder how a computer geek came by such substantial muscles.
 
   They arrived in time for cocktails. Victor greeted her with a kiss on each cheek. He shook Malcolm’s hand and clapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “I’m glad you changed your mind. Darcy, you do so much to benefit this community. It’s okay to take some time to enjoy yourself. Come, I have a mai tai for you.” He gestured to his wet bar.
 
   She favored Victor with a sweet smile. “I promised Theo I would go virgin tonight. We have plans later. You understand.” She refused to look at Malcolm to see his reaction to her response.
 
   Shaking his head, he lifted a brow at Malcolm. “Stevenson, what’s your poison?”
 
   Darcy recognized several of the couples in the room, so she let the men go off to get drinks while she mingled. Keith had told her to stay close to Victor, but she figured that didn’t include the times Malcolm was with him. Though she had been in the room a dozen times, she looked at it with new eyes. Somewhere in this massive house, information or evidence hid that could lead to the capture of Scott’s killer.
 
   She did what she normally did at Victor’s dinner parties. She conversed with a variety of people on a variety of topics and ate a decadent meal. For once that week, her stomach cooperated and let her enjoy the fruits of the personal chef’s labor. Still, she was careful to not overdo it.
 
   Afterward they retired to the library and the conservatory for more drinks and conversation. Darcy stuck to sparkling cider. Malcolm didn’t comment, and she noticed he didn’t actually do more than take a few sips from each glass of wine given to him.
 
   Malcolm left her side often. She suspected he was searching the house for evidence, but she didn’t know what he was looking for or where he searched. She also didn’t know what he hoped to accomplish without a search warrant. Far better to take her with him so she could rifle through drawers and cabinets. That way it wouldn’t get thrown out of court. Because, really, he couldn’t control her actions.
 
   She did her best to keep attention to his absences to a minimum. Toward the end of the evening, she was nearly dead on her feet. A discreet glance at the clock showed it was after eleven, two hours past her recently acquired bedtime. She leaned against the edge of the wing chair behind her and listened to a woman whose name she couldn’t recall. She was the wife of one of the vice presidents. If Darcy wasn’t so tired, she would be able to remember the woman’s name.
 
   A hand slid around her waist to rest on her hip. She leaned into Malcolm’s body. His touch was so familiar, so good. It felt as if nothing had changed.
 
   “Are you all right, sweetheart?”
 
   Her heart beat faster to hear him call her by that name again, but doubt niggled at the back of her mind. She smiled up at him. “Fine. Just tired.”
 
   The woman offered her hand to Malcolm. “Mr. Stevenson, I’m Marlene Shaw. My husband, Jack, has raved about you so often lately that I feel like you’re a regular dinner guest.”
 
   Malcolm slid his arm from behind Darcy and greeted the lady. “It’s great to meet you, Marlene. Jack has told me a lot about you. Please call me Theo.”
 
   Now the woman’s identity clicked. Darcy had worked with Jack briefly several years ago on a project for Victor. She couldn’t recall him ever mentioning his wife, but he had several photographs of her, one a wedding portrait that had to be a couple of decades old, on his desk.
 
   Marlene leaned closer to Darcy, making it obvious she wanted to impart confidential information, probably juicy gossip. “It gets better in the second trimester. The fatigue disappears almost overnight, and you feel like you have boundless energy. Take advantage of it to get everything ready for the baby before you feel like an elephant tromping around the house. Are you experiencing any other symptoms?”
 
   Horrified, Darcy stared at Marlene. What possessed people to ask such personal questions? Nobody but Amy knew about the pregnancy, so Marlene’s assurance was based on pure assumption. Being tired late at night didn’t mean someone was pregnant.
 
   The silence stretched on for too long. Marlene looked from Darcy to Malcolm and back to Darcy. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I say things I shouldn’t.” She looked at Malcolm again, squeezed Darcy’s wrist reassuringly, and fled.
 
   Malcolm wrapped his hand around her arm, an iron shackle she had no hope of escaping, and stalked from the room, dragging her after him. With the fatigue temporarily displaced by anxiety, she lengthened her stride to keep up with him and to lessen the appearance that he was taking her away for a private argument.
 
   He pulled her into a vacant room and turned on the lights. Darcy recognized Victor’s home office. She stood in the center of the room and watched as he closed the door, sealing her fate. She hadn’t wanted to tell him like this. After last weekend, she wasn’t sure what to say or how he’d take the news.
 
   He stalked toward her, a man on a mission. He removed the discreet earpiece that let him communicate with Keith, turned it off, and slipped it into his pocket.
 
   Darcy held up a hand. “This isn’t something we have to talk about right now.”
 
   “No.” He shook his head.
 
   She didn’t know if he was agreeing with her, denying the pregnancy, or something altogether different. He continued closer. His predatory bearing made her heart beat from somewhere in her throat. She swallowed, urging it down, and backed up. When her behind hit the rear of a sofa, she was forced to stop moving.
 
   Malcolm rested his hands on top of the couch, parking them on either side of her body and caging her in his arms. His dark eyes, less than six inches from her face, glittered with a dangerous light. “You’re pregnant?”
 
   Unable to speak, she nodded.
 
   He closed his eyes and exhaled harshly. She could feel the tension radiating from his body.
 
   “I don’t expect anything from you.” Until that moment, she had actually expected something from him. Whether or not they decided to stay together, she never took him for the kind of man to walk away from his child. She was more than a little miffed at his reaction.
 
   His eyes popped open, and she saw layers of anger and fear behind the steely determination. “You don’t expect anything from me?”
 
   She shook her head slowly, not certain it was the right thing to do.
 
   “This is my child, Darcy. My baby. Our baby. And you don’t expect anything from me?” He spoke in a low tone that only underscored his vehemence.
 
   She lifted her hands to his chest and shoved hard, but he didn’t move an inch. “I only meant that I’m having this baby no matter what happens between us. If this isn’t what you want, I’ll understand. I’ll resent you and hate you, but I’ll understand.”
 
   Stiffness left his shoulders, and he gathered her in his arms. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart.” He smoothed his hand over her hair and massaged the base of her neck. “This explains why you’ve been throwing up and why you’re tired and moody.”
 
   She tried to jerk from his arms at that crack, but he held her tighter. “Finding out the man I love isn’t who I thought he was definitely has something to do with all those things.”
 
   He smiled. She felt his grin stretch against her temple, and he peppered kisses there. “But seeing me doesn’t make you sick, and you’re not so depressed that you just lie in bed all the time. I love you, Darcy. I know this is fast, but I think we’ll make good parents. My family is going to love you so much.”
 
   He sounded too satisfied with himself. Still, she had needed to hear him say those things. She needed to know he still loved her. Since her arms were pinned between them, she couldn’t hug him back. She rested her cheek on his shoulder, closed her eyes, and basked in his embrace. “This doesn’t mean everything is okay between us.”
 
   “But it will be.” He kissed her temple again, and then he trailed his lips down the side of her face. “It will be.” Then he released her and took a step back. Tilting his head to the side, he studied her critically. “I’m going to have to rethink how I’ll punish you for this.”
 
   Partly shocked and partly worried, she put her hand over her heart. “I haven’t given you back the right to punish me, and besides, I’ve done nothing needing punishment. You, on the other hand, you lied to me.” She jabbed her finger at his chest to emphasize her point.
 
   He shoved her finger away. “And you withheld vital information. How long have you known you were pregnant?”
 
   In some ways, the past week seemed to stretch forever. In others, it seemed to have been no more than a strange night’s dream. She did the mental math. “Almost a week. I suspected last Friday, so I took a test Saturday morning.”
 
   He stepped back, putting even more space between them. “I understand that you wouldn’t want to tell me yet because of the state of our relationship. I get that. But you let me bring you here. You let me…keep you out late. That earns a punishment.”
 
   She knew he was furious because he’d unwittingly put their baby into a dangerous situation. While she accepted this part of being the submissive party in a relationship, she didn’t like his logic, and she had no intention of accepting the punishment. Crossing her arms over her chest, she narrowed her eyes at him. “So you’re okay with keeping me out late as long as I’m not pregnant?” She still wasn’t completely convinced Victor presented a danger to her.
 
   The gap between them disappeared. He grabbed her roughly, his fingers digging into her upper arms. “You need your rest, sweetheart. That’s more important than anything else.”
 
   She struggled against his hold, and he released her. “You wouldn’t be welcome here without me. Victor doesn’t want you; he wants me. He’ll take you in order to have me. My original motivation for coming hasn’t changed.”
 
   Even though she didn’t know where her relationship with Malcolm would end up, she realized Amy had been right. She needed closure. She needed to mourn Scott, say her good-byes, and let him go. Whether the next stage of her life brought love and a child or just motherhood, she needed to move on.
 
   Malcolm shook his head. “It’s not worth it. I’m pulling the plug on this entire evening. We’re getting you out of here.”
 
   He took her by the arm, gently this time, but she fought him hard. “You don’t get to make that decision. I’m here because I want to be here. Do you honestly think I would help the FBI with the case they have against Victor if you didn’t have something to point to Scott’s involvement? Hell no!”
 
   In two moves, he had both of her arms pinned behind her back and her body once again pressed between his and the back of the sofa. Danger glinted from his eyes, sending shivers of anticipation down her spine to curl her toes. No wonder he’d been so skilled at subduing her. And to think, she’d been afraid of hurting him if she fought back too hard.
 
   “Don’t push me on this issue, sweetheart.” He savaged her lips with a punishing kiss that only fueled her desire. “You won’t win. I’ll never agree to put my child in harm’s way. There are other ways to accomplish your goals.”
 
   She shook her head. If there was another way, if there was any evidence at all, then the case would have been closed by now. But before she could defend her position, the door opened. She peeked over Malcolm’s shoulder, and she was instantly glad he held her so firmly. All the strength fled from her legs. She would have collapsed.
 
   Victor came in first. Mickey Halter followed at his heels. The two men, one distinguished and one slickly handsome, wore grim expressions. Mickey closed and locked the door. He held a big gun in his hand. Victor pulled one from under his jacket. A sick feeling formed in the pit of her stomach. It made her earlier nausea feel like a small twinge of discomfort.
 
   “Gun?” Malcolm’s whisper wasn’t much more than a mumble.
 
   She made a girly sound that was almost a squeak, and then she berated herself to get her act together.
 
   “How many?”
 
   With her arms held behind her back, she could flash numbers at him. She held up two fingers.
 
   “You are to hide, Darcy. When you see an opening, run and don’t look back.”
 
   She wasn’t going to abandon Malcolm, and she wasn’t about to go anywhere until she knew the truth.
 
   Malcolm cleared his throat loudly. He didn’t release her wrists, but he loosened his grip a lot. “We’re having a private moment here. Can you give us just a few more minutes?”
 
   Victor lifted the gun, and it made a clicking noise she knew indicated he meant business. She wasn’t sure if that was the sound of the safety turning off or a bullet loading into the chamber. Either way, it was ominous. She felt her eyes widen.
 
   Victor smiled reassuringly. “Darcy, step away from this man. He’s going to try to put you in prison for the rest of your life.”
 
   Seizing the opportunity, she jerked her arms free. To her surprise, Malcolm let her go. He turned to face Victor and Mickey, careful to keep his body in front of her. She debated making a break for it, dashing across the room so she could seem to be on Victor’s side.
 
   But that was unlikely to make him confess. So she whispered a prayer to Scott and tried to walk around Malcolm. Victor would never hurt her, so she could use her body to shield Malcolm. But he moved with her, protecting her despite her best effort to turn that table.
 
   She inhaled, breathed through her frustration at his interference, and prepared for Malcolm to get really, really angry with her. “I know who he is, Victor. I brought him here because I know you killed Scott. We needed proof, which Agent Legato found. You’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison.”
 
   Malcolm, who had remained calm from the moment danger approached, went stiff, and she knew that fury was directed at her. “Darcy, I’ll handle this.”
 
   Victor chuckled and shook his head. “Scott Yataines. I didn’t understand what you saw in him, Darcy. Really I didn’t. I offered him a job, a huge paycheck, stock options, anything he wanted. In return, I wanted you to be the face of Snyder Corporation, and I wanted him to design and run all the computer-related parts of the business. I offered the two of you everything, and he threw it all in my face. And he had the balls to threaten me. Nobody threatens me and gets away with it.”
 
   He was entirely too patronizing and smug. His statement wasn’t a denial, and it clarified his guilt. Scott had been trying to protect her from this monster, and he’d been killed because of it. Darcy saw red, and then she exploded. “You wanted to own us. Scott wouldn’t do what you wanted, so you killed him!”
 
    
 
   One more word from her mouth, and Malcolm was going to lose it. He couldn’t attend to her the way he wanted and keep his eyes on Halter and Snyder. She seemed to be unaware that Halter was moving steadily to his right to close in on them. Reaching back, he did his best to hold her still while safeguarding her with his arm.
 
   “Darcy, shut up. Don’t say another word.”
 
   Snyder waved the gun. “Get on your knees.”
 
   If he had been alone, Malcolm would have complied right away. Though he’d turned off his comm, he realized Keith still had eyes and ears through the microphone and camera in Darcy’s accessories. He’d forgotten about those when he’d dragged her in here to confront her about being pregnant.
 
   His team knew they were in trouble.
 
   But Darcy escaped from where he’d forced her to stay behind him. She stood next to him with her hands on her hips. “I’m not getting on my knees for you or any man.”
 
   He flashed her a look, and he hoped she understood the message. When they got out of this, he was going to punish her for disobedience. And he was pissed that she’d confirmed his identity. She hadn’t given him a chance to talk his way out of the situation. He could have turned it around to get Snyder to trust him with deeper levels of access to his organization.
 
   She’d ruined months of prep work, seven weeks of undercover work, and any chance they had of finding evidence that connected Snyder to Yataines. That last part was punishment enough for that transgression. However he still had to address her blatant insubordination.
 
   The look was wasted. She concentrated on Snyder with laserlike precision.
 
   But she’d distracted Malcolm enough to take his eyes from Halter. The man moved in close and pressed the gun against Malcolm’s temple.
 
   “On your knees. Now.” Halter growled the command. “Both of you.”
 
   Malcolm put the flat of his hand on her shoulder and shoved her to the ground. If she’d been cooperative, he could have been nicer about it. She looked at the place where Halter’s gun met his temple. Fear was absent from her clear blue eyes. He’d never seen her so furious.
 
   When she’d discovered his identity, she’d lashed out at him. She’d growled and shouted and slapped his face. Now she looked like she’d use a gun if she had one. Cold rage radiated from her pores. Darcy with such iron control of her temper was an eerie thing.
 
   Snyder threw zip ties at them. “You broke into my home, crashed a dinner party, tried to steal from me, and then you threatened my life. But my trusted personal guard came to the rescue. Unfortunately you couldn’t be stopped peaceably. Put these on.”
 
   Malcolm hated zip ties. They had no give. Why couldn’t Snyder go the old-fashioned route and use rope like a good bad guy? He picked one up from the floor and held it to Darcy.
 
   She stared at the foreign object and shook her head.
 
   He couldn’t assure her that everything would be okay, that he was in control of the situation and she was safe with him. She wasn’t safe, and she damn well knew that. “Breathe, sweetheart. You can do this.”
 
   She rubbed one wrist and protested with a more insistent head shake.
 
   Halter shoved his gun in the waistband of his pants, took the zip tie, grabbed her wrists, and did the deed. Darcy struggled, but her attempt was pathetically futile. She had more fight in her than that. Malcolm frowned at her game. He made a mental note to keep her out of future operations. She was too much of a wild card.
 
   He put the zip on himself, leaving it as loose as he could without drawing suspicion.
 
   “Victor, is this really necessary?” Darcy lifted her wrists. She came up fast and nailed Halter between the legs with a double fist.
 
   Halter lifted his hand to retaliate. As soon as he saw the man’s intention, Malcolm lunged, knocking Darcy to the ground and out of harm’s way. The sharp report of a gun firing registered a second before searing pain shot through his side.
 
   He had to give her credit for not screaming. She grabbed for him even as he fell on top of her.
 
   “He shot you.” She said the words incredulously, as if she hadn’t believed the guns were real or that they would really use them. “The son of a bitch shot you.”
 
   Malcolm concentrated on breathing through the pain and using his body as a shield to keep her safe from Snyder. It was a little more than a flesh wound, but he still had some time before he lost too much blood.
 
   “Get her. Take her out of here. Then come back and dispose of this one.” Disgust laced Snyder’s voice.
 
   Three minutes, Malcolm thought. Just keep it going for three more minutes.
 
   Halter grabbed Darcy by the hair and pulled. Darcy choked back a sob. He could see that she wanted to resist, and he shook his head. Getting her out of the room meant he could overpower Snyder without having to worry about Darcy. Halter wouldn’t do anything to her until after they’d eliminated Malcolm.
 
   He’d disable Snyder and then go after Darcy. Even if Halter disregarded Snyder’s order and tried to kidnap Darcy, the FBI was en route. Halter wouldn’t get off the property.
 
   She tried to slide out from beneath him gently. With his hands bound, he couldn’t lift up. He rolled to his good side to help her out. As soon as she was clear of him, she kicked at Halter.
 
   “Get your slimy hands off me, you fucking asswipe!”
 
   Maybe the pain in his side got to him. Malcolm snapped. “Damn it, Darcy. Cooperate with him. Don’t bait him.”
 
   She looked at him, fear dilating her pupils, and chewed on her lower lip. She kept looking at his side. He pressed the flat of his arm against the wound to put pressure on it.
 
   Halter dragged her toward the door and into the hall. She stumbled after him. Malcolm hoped she would continue to cooperate. Keith wasn’t too far out, just over two minutes by his estimation.
 
   Snyder came closer, adjusting his aim as the angle changed. Malcolm stayed where he was, playing weak and vulnerable to the best of his ability, and waited for Snyder to come within reach.
 
   “This is very disappointing,” Snyder said. “I thought you were the one. So malleable. Eager to please. Handsome enough to catch Darcy’s attention. Dominant enough to keep it. I really thought you could be the one.”
 
   A few more steps. Silently Malcolm urged Snyder forward. “What gave me away?”
 
   Snyder smiled through his disappointment. He gestured to his desk. “You were too eager. Things happened too perfectly. You followed my lead too well, and you have a solution for every problem. I hired a detective to dig into your past, and he definitely earned his fee. And then, of course, I have a well-placed friend who looks out for me, warned me that things were about to heat up.”
 
   Malcolm filed away that information. They had a leak somewhere in the chain of command.
 
   Grunting with the effort, he held up a hand. “Don’t hurt Darcy. I didn’t give her a choice in her part of this.”
 
   Snyder seemed to consider that point. Then he lifted a shoulder. “She’s useless to me. And now she knows too much. I don’t keep liabilities around.”
 
   It didn’t look like Snyder was going to oblige him by taking that final step. Malcolm lunged for Snyder’s legs, knocking him to the ground and ruining his aim. They rolled together. Malcolm didn’t try for the gun, but he did slam his fist into Snyder’s wrist to knock the weapon away.
 
   Snyder went for Malcolm’s wounded side. He brought up his knee and jabbed hard. Malcolm saw stars, but he wasn’t about to pass out while Darcy was in danger. Through the sheer strength of his will, he managed to grapple with Snyder. They rolled, each struggling for dominance. Malcolm used the momentum to his advantage, and he nailed Snyder hard with his right fist. He cocked his arm for a second blow just as backup burst through the door.
 
   One agent held his gun on Snyder while two others pulled him to his feet. Malcolm rolled onto his back with every intention of getting up and going after Darcy.
 
   Keith pressed down on his shoulder to keep him from sitting up. He lifted Malcolm’s shirt to assess the damage. “Ambulance is on the way. Stay put.”
 
   “Get Darcy.”
 
   Keith’s green eyes darkened, shuttering in the way they did when he wanted to keep the exact nature of his thoughts to himself. “Not yet. We need Halter’s confession.”
 
   “She’s pregnant.”
 
   The lack of emotion gave way to a combination of annoyance, vexation, and subtle joy. “You turned off your comm, but the mics in her jewelry were still on. Congratulations. Asshole.”
 
   Keith showed no signs of movement. He listened intently to something in his earpiece. Malcolm wasn’t going to leave her to fate, and he didn’t understand why his best friend wouldn’t rush to save the woman Malcolm loved. He chopped at Keith’s forearm, knocking it away from his shoulder, and rolled out of reach.
 
   From somewhere in the house, Darcy screamed. Two of his men jumped on him, holding him down and keeping him quiet with their hands over his mouth. He glared at Keith, but the motherfucker wouldn’t look at him.
 
    
 
   That last image of Malcolm floated before her eyes. Blood seeped through the layers of his clothing low on his left side, leaving a dark, growing stain that scared the hell out of her. His olive skin turned paler by the second. She didn’t know how long he could hold on. She couldn’t countenance the thought of losing him.
 
   “Come on.” Mickey’s iron grip dug into her upper arm. He hauled her down the wide hall. Fifteen minutes ago, the decor had struck her as warm and elegant. Now it seemed cheap and dirty like the man taking her away from Malcolm.
 
   He pushed her toward the stairs to the basement. The wide, curving staircase was carpeted and bright, not like the stairs to her basement.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” She no longer harbored the hope that Victor’s apparent affection for her meant he wouldn’t let anyone harm her.
 
   In lieu of an answer, he shoved her hard. She lurched, and her ankle rolled painfully. She tripped down five steps and fell with her back against the wall. The curved design saved her from falling down the entire flight.
 
   He pinned her in place with his hip in her stomach and his hand on her throat. “Vic said I could keep you for as long as I want. Did you know this house has a subbasement? It has a great dungeon down there, and I’ve spent some time building a little enclosure you’ll come to love.”
 
   He lifted the gun to where her skin showed above the plunging neckline of her dress. With the barrel, he caressed a path down to her belly. She swallowed convulsively and gathered her courage. Under no circumstances would she beg for her life. Mickey Halter had to think she accepted her fate.
 
   “Is that what you did with Scott?” She kept her voice soft, and she was careful to hide the edge of disgust and hate.
 
   He shook his head. “There was no need to keep him. He pissed Vic off. Vic is a generous man. Turning down that offer was probably the biggest mistake in your Master’s life. Vic got tired of diplomacy and Yataines threatened to go to the police with evidence he said he had, so Vic shot him. He had no choice, not really. In exchange for the rights to you, I buried him under the foundation of that new pool out back.”
 
   He crushed her lips with his mouth and slobbered his version of a kiss on her face. She shoved hard and brought her knee up sharply. Her docility had lulled him into relaxing his guard, but she hadn’t completely taken him unaware. As he teetered on the edge of the step, he grabbed her and pulled her down with him.
 
   Gravity and physics worked together so that they rolled. The steps seemed to go on forever. Half crushed under Halter’s weight and unable to maneuver her arms, she hit at awkward angles. The suddenness and the unexpected lack of control knocked away the tremulous calm she thought she held.
 
   She screamed.
 
   A thunder of hooves and the cavalry arrived. A woman’s voice identified the FBI and strong hands peeled Halter’s weight from on top of her. Winded, she struggled to breathe.
 
   The neutral tans of the paint in the hall mixed with brighter swatches lit by sconces. She recognized Keith’s stoic features looming over her.
 
   “Darcy? Where are you hurt?” He cut the zip tie binding her wrists.
 
   Her injuries didn’t matter. She could only see the circle of blood spreading on Malcolm’s jacket. “Malcolm. Victor shot Malcolm.”
 
   “The EMTs are with him now. He’s awake and alert.”
 
   She grasped Keith’s arms. “Help me up. I have to see him.”
 
   Keith lifted her easily and set her on her feet. Her ankle buckled under her weight, and he caught her. “Is it broken?”
 
   Darcy buried her face into his nylon jacket just below his shoulder, breathed through the sharp twinges, and shook her head. “Sprained. It’ll be a while before I wear heels again.”
 
   He scooped her up and carried her all the way to the ambulance where they’d loaded Malcolm. On the way, he congratulated her on her impending motherhood. “We recorded everything. You’ll have to give your statement, and we’ll likely need you to testify if Snyder or Halter go to trial.”
 
   Heat crept up her neck as she realized they had been listening in the whole time. Part of her had thought that when Malcolm turned off his comm, it meant their conversation would be private. It had only meant he couldn’t hear Keith in his ear, cautioning him against taking an ill-advised time-out from his cover.
 
   “Keith? You were the shot caller on this, right?”
 
   He blinked down at her, and his brows drew together in a frown. “Shot caller?”
 
   “Yeah. You ran the whole thing, coordinated all the agents. Right?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You and Malcolm are close friends?”
 
   “Yeah. We were in Iraq together. We took turns saving each other’s asses.”
 
   She touched his cheek because he wasn’t looking at her and because she heard the undertones of worry and affection he had for his friend. “Thank you for this. I needed to know what happened to Scott. I was sure Mickey would spill the story, especially if he thought he had me under his control. You knew that too.”
 
   Keith cleared his throat, and if she wasn’t mistaken, the hint of a blush stained his cheeks. It could have been exertion from carrying her up a flight of stairs, through the house, and out to the driveway where the ambulance waited. “Mal knew that too, but he didn’t like putting you in danger. Don’t be surprised if he covers you in protective padding and chains you to the bed.”
 
   The EMTs had Malcolm’s stretcher ready to load into the ambulance. Keith put her down, but he kept one arm around her waist and acted as support for her ankle. Malcolm stared up at her, his dark eyes shiny in the glare of the lights from the ambulance, the house, and headlights from a dozen or more federal vehicles. His shirt had been torn open, and his wound had been packed and covered. Blood seeped through the layers of gauze, and he looked so very pale. EMTs worked on one side, so they approached from the other.
 
   “You’re hurt.” He turned his glare to Keith. “Son of a bitch. You waited too long. You let her get hurt.”
 
   Not sure where it was safe to touch him, she put her hand on his arm. “I’m okay. It’s just my ankle. Heels, stairs, and a pushy guy.”
 
   “You’re bleeding.” His voice grew stronger, and he tried to sit up.
 
   Darcy wiped away the moisture on her lip and confirmed it was blood. The area throbbed. She didn’t know if Mickey’s attempted kiss had done the damage or if the tumble down the steps was to blame.
 
   Keith pushed him back down. “She fell down the stairs. I’ll make sure she sees a doctor and gets an ultrasound. You stop giving the medical crew a hard time. You’re the worst fucking patient in the world.”
 
   Malcolm finished his glare, settled back, and closed his eyes. “You’re the worst fucking best friend in the world.”
 
   Horrified, Darcy gasped. She wanted to say something, to defend Keith’s decision. If he had come for her right away, she wouldn’t have been able to get the confession from Mickey, and they would likely never know where they’d buried Scott’s body. The case was solved, and she could finally do right by Scott. But tears choked her throat and poured from her eyes. She couldn’t speak a word.
 
   Keith squeezed her in a comforting hug. “It’s okay. Like I said, he’s a bad patient. He doesn’t do injured well. If you two can survive his convalescence without you killing him, you’re golden.”
 
   She shook her head. The damage to their friendship wasn’t even her primary concern. The events of the night converged. She bent over and buried her face in Malcolm’s shoulder on his good side. He wrapped his arm around her as best he could.
 
   “Let it all out, sweetheart.”
 
   She twisted her fingers in his jacket and hung on as tightly as she could. “I thought you were going to die. I love you, and I just found you. I can’t lose you.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “Never gonna happen. I’m too stubborn to die, especially since I haven’t yet convinced you to play cop and robber with me.”
 
   Her laughter at his attempt at a joke was short-lived. The tears took over once again. He held her tightly, smoothing her hair away from her temple and peppering her face with kisses. He murmured promises and assurances in a low voice.
 
   “I love you, Darcy. I swear I’m not going to die.”
 
   She sobbed until her stomach heaved, which didn’t take too long, and she was sick on the pavement.
 
   Keith held her so she wouldn’t fall. She felt weak and spent, and not in a good way. In the future, she could do without this kind of drama.
 
   When she went to return to the comfort of his embrace, one of the EMTs put a restraining hand on her arm. “Ma’am, we need to get him in the bus. Surgery is prepped, and they’re waiting on him.”
 
   She wanted to follow him into the ambulance and ride at his side. Keith must have read her mind. He shook his head and scooped her back up. “I have a car waiting for you.”
 
   She tried to protest, but Malcolm turned Keith’s insistent statement into a command. “Sweetheart, stay with Keith until the doctor checks you out.”
 
   Her first instinct was to argue and refuse, but one close look at his face showed just how pale he’d become. Lines of pain etched around his mouth and eyes. She swallowed her protest and nodded.
 
   __________
 
   The endless stream of fellow agents, family, and friends visiting Malcolm began before Darcy was released from the observation unit and continued until the nurses shooed everyone out of the room. Seeing as it was well past visiting hours and Malcolm was exhausted, he fell asleep just after he mumbled an order for Darcy to go home and get some rest.
 
   She elected to disobey him and stay by his side. Keith, who had silently taken her as his responsibility, simply nodded his agreement, cast a long look in Malcolm’s direction, and left.
 
   An oversize chair converted into a sleeper. She hopped around as silently as she could on her swollen ankle, making up the bed and brushing her teeth—Amy had brought a bag and a change of clothes to the ER—before crashing.
 
   She woke sometime later. The dim moonlight leaked through the upper part of the tangled horizontal blinds to lend some definition to the objects in the room. A warm weight pressed against her hip and thigh. She blinked away a vague and anxious dream she couldn’t remember.
 
   Reaching out, she set her hand on his leg. “You’re up.” Then she realized Malcolm wasn’t in bed. She sat up quickly. “You’re out of bed. You’re not supposed to get out of bed.”
 
   He shrugged. Then he leaned over and pressed the button to turn on the small light next to her chair. “I don’t sleep well in strange places.”
 
   She remembered him saying something similar in the hotel all those weeks ago. A hospital wasn’t much different. It was certainly noisier, and the nurses came in regularly to check on him. Lowering her lashes, she realized he’d never had a problem sleeping deeply at her house. “They’re going to keep you for at least another day. You just had major surgery, and you shouldn’t be out of bed.”
 
   She tried to move, to help him return to bed, but he put a firm hand on her opposite hip and held her in place. His smile was small and short-lived. “It was minor surgery. They just took out the bullet and stitched me up. The faster I get out of bed and show them I can move around, the faster they’ll release me. But I didn’t wake you up to talk about that.”
 
   Even if he had been wrong about the degree of his injury, she didn’t have the heart to argue with him, to tell him how terrified she was of losing him. His tone hinted at something serious on his mind. They really hadn’t been alone since Victor interrupted them in his office. She blinked hard. “You didn’t?”
 
   “I thought I told you to go home and get some rest.”
 
   She searched his deep, dark eyes for a sign that he was upset with her, but she found nothing. For a response, she settled on the simple truth. “I don’t want to be away from you.”
 
   He’d woken up from surgery calling for her. He’d made the nurses find out how she was doing in the observation unit, and he’d had his sister visit her often and report her status back to him. When the nurses had evicted his visitors, they’d treated her like a spouse and brought extra blankets for her to use.
 
   Malcolm nodded, accepting her reasoning. “I know, sweetheart. I don’t want to be away from you either, but you’re sleeping for two. We have to think about more than just ourselves right now.”
 
   She chuckled quietly at his admonition. “I’ll go home and nap during the day, while your entourage is here to keep you company. You’re going to have to learn to live with the fact that I’m not going to leave you alone.”
 
   Emotion clouded his eyes. He lifted his hand and rested it on the side of her face, a gentle caress that held the potential to turn into so much more. “I’m sorry I lied to you. I never wanted to hurt you. I can’t promise life with me will be all sunshine and roses, but I can promise that I’ll never lie to you again.”
 
   A stab of pain clutched at her heart and disappeared. “Thank you. I know being with you won’t always be easy. I can deal with that as long as I can trust you.”
 
   He leaned a little closer, grimacing at the pain in his side. “I love you, sweetheart. I knew my number was up the moment I first looked into your eyes. I wanted to make everything better. I wanted to give you the world. I still do.”
 
   She lifted her hand to his cheek, mirroring his caress. “I love you too, no matter what name you’re using.”
 
   Shifting carefully, she closed the distance between them and rested her lips against his. He took the bait, feathering a lingering caress over her mouth, urging her to part for him. Tendrils of heat ignited a fire that wouldn’t be quenched anytime soon. She opened for him with a soft moan, and he seared her with his possessive domination.
 
   When he drew back, leaving them both panting with desire, he peppered her face with soft kisses. “I was thinking that I could go by another name with you.”
 
   Drugged by his lips and his nearness, she sighed in contentment and dropped her hands to grip his arms. “Okay. I’ll play cops and robbers with you. But I get to be the cop.”
 
   He laughed, but he didn’t pause in his attentions. His mouth explored her neck and shoulder. “We’ll see about that. I was thinking that I’d like you to call me Master.”
 
   Darcy tilted her head to the other side to give him the access he sought. She grinned. “I’d like that, Master.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Three Months Later
 
   Malcolm took her to put flowers on Scott’s grave. Victor had lawyered up immediately, but his attempt to murder a federal agent had been enough to hold him without bail. The FBI had searched the video and audio hidden in a basement vault and found plenty of evidence to prove their point. Of course, Victor had put all his financial resources into trying to get the evidence thrown out of court.
 
   Halter had cut a deal for a lesser sentence in return for his testimony against Victor and information about Scott’s death. Apparently he was intelligent enough to know Victor planned to pin everything on him.
 
   At long last, Scott had a final resting place, and those responsible for his murder were being punished. Scott’s parents had been over several times to visit. They made tentative overtures, which she accepted. She forgave them. An apology would have been nice, but it no longer mattered. She had too many good things going on in her life to worry about holding grudges.
 
   Malcolm caressed her back. “Sweetheart, we have to go. Layla has threatened my life if I bring you late.”
 
   She glanced up, over her shoulder. The first week after his surgery, he’d proven Keith’s assessment true. He was a grouchy patient. The nurses had been happy to see him go. Once she had him home, Darcy was able to change his attitude for the next few weeks until he was cleared to go back to work.
 
   He wore long checkered cargo shorts and a bright blue tee. The entire time she’d known him as Theo, he had never worn anything but pants and dress shirts. Now that he was Malcolm full-time—his promotion had netted him a job that meant his undercover days were over—he wore more casual clothes. She liked the way his shirt molded to the muscles of his shoulders and arms.
 
   “Keith is going to be there. She wants you to be nice to him.”
 
   Malcolm shook his head. “He had two guys hold me down so I couldn’t save you.”
 
   “He knew I was getting a confession. Plus he knew I needed closure. I couldn’t be here with you like this if he hadn’t let me bait Halter the way I did.”
 
   But she knew what it was like to lose someone, and she understood Malcolm’s fear. “Give me one more minute.”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll wait in the car.”
 
   She watched him cross the expanse of grass for a second before turning back to face Scott’s headstone. “You’d like him, Scott. I think you would approve, even though he lied to me about who he was at first. It was for a good cause. You’d be the first one to tell me to get over it. I love you, and I miss you every day. I know you’re happy for me. That matters a lot.”
 
   Rising to her feet, she automatically put her hand over the small bump in her abdomen.
 
   “Rest in peace, Scott.” She blew him a kiss and headed to the car.
 
   Malcolm didn’t comment. He never did when he took her to the cemetery. “I saw you holding your stomach. Is the baby okay?”
 
   Darcy smiled and turned two of the air conditioning vents to blow directly at her face. “She’s fine.” The pronoun was a guess. It was a game she played where one day she used a masculine pronoun, and the next day she used a feminine one.
 
   He chuckled and ran his finger along the intricately tied rope on her wrist. Her heart stuttered at the raw desire in his eyes and in his gesture. “The ultrasound is tomorrow. Don’t you want to be surprised?”
 
   “Nope. I’m no longer a fan of surprises.”
 
   He put the car in gear and headed for the exit. “I’m going to put you in a crotch rope for the ride home.”
 
   Her pussy clenched at his promise. “See, no surprise there.”
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