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Gladiator : Book 1
 
    
 
   I was disgusted with what I saw in the mirror.
 
   My eyes drifted casually over to the torn out image from the magazine that had adorned my mirror since I was nine years old.  I thought the image was of absolute perfection.  And it had been the standard that I strived for every day.
 
   It was an image of a lovely girl that was perfectly formed in all aspects.  Or at least that’s how I saw it.  And growing up the way I did I was taught from an early age to recognize beautiful things in all regards.  From people to pieces of art, to contracts and non-disclosure agreements, I had an eye for it all.
 
   Even how the photo had been shot seemed perfect in its artistry. The woman in the image was turned to face away from the camera, wearing a red lace thong and a matching bra.  The thong was so thin it could have been made from fishing string.  The bra, though made of a similar material, actually left the tips of her breasts hanging freely.  It was a teasing garment, clearly meant to attract men – a naughty nighty, the image caption described it.  The woman was equally teasing.  Her hair was a deep auburn and it was only a shade or two brighter than the undergarments that she had on.  It was almost as if the undergarments she wore were trying to match the color of her fire-red hair.
 
   Trying and failing.
 
   The woman’s mouth was lightly agape as one hand covered her partially exposed breast while the fingers of her other hand teased lightly at her open mouth.  The expression she wore seemed to be telling me: You can look like this too.
 
   For a while I hated her for that, this nameless model that I had strived to be for nearly two decades now.  Growing up in my circle of friends you get good at recognizing when someone has had a little after-market modification done; either to their bodies, to their cars, a cell phone, a watch, to their damn dogs, whatever.  And as near as I could tell the girl in the image, whom I had only ever named ‘Red’, was perfect.
 
   You were gifted with a perfect body, I thought hatefully.  I looked at myself in the mirror.  And I got this.
 
   My twin in the mirror stared back at me with the same disdain that I looked at her with.  What looked back at me wasn’t a model worthy of naughty nighties.  Instead, there was a girl who had a little extra fluff in all the wrong places.
 
   My hips were too wide.  My breasts were… well… they were there at least… nothing that even the sexiest of bikinis could flatter.  My thighs were a bit thick and there was flab on my arms that jiggled if I waved them around.  My cheeks were rounded and my hair was jet black and refused to be anything but naturally straight.  
 
   I was fat.  I was unattractive.  It was as simple as that.
 
   I wasn’t as fat as Anna Nicole Smith before her big comeback makeover and not Kirstie Alley fat, but somewhere in between.  I suppose somewhere there was an actress or a singer with my body type by any of their names escaped me just now.  And I hated it.
 
   “You’re not fat,” my mom had once said.  
 
   She was right.  I guess I wasn’t really fat, but it sure felt that way.  We knew too many people in our circle of friends who were fat.  And I mean fat, like they needed a scooter to get them everywhere because walking-takes-too-long kind of fat.  I fully enjoyed the power to move all on my own and I definitely didn’t need some kind of mechanized transportation to get me from one side of the house to the other.  And I definitely had them beat in the weight-to-brains ratio.  But for my money, yeah, I was fat.
 
   I turned and looked at my backside.  My underwear was nothing fancy.  I favored underwear that came in various shades of scarlet and crimson, thanks to Red.  I guess I hoped that it would magically make me like her one day.  I’d been trying to get that way for years but every doctor I’d gone to had told me that genetics played a critical part in how I looked.  Sometimes it just couldn’t be overcome.
 
   I didn’t believe him.  There was too much research out there that showed that if I dedicated myself to a daily workout – like half the day – I could be rocking a bikini within a couple of weeks.  Or at least that’s what all the health and exercise gurus that cater to the rich and powerful people in Hollywood said.
 
   It would be nothing short of a miracle for me to get like that.  I suppose if I lost a little weight around my hips and got rid of some of the flab in my arms I would at least look passable in a bathing suit.  I only had the one bathing suit right now: a one piece that, when I put it on, looked like somebody was trying to squeeze 180 lbs. of me into a 20 lb. bag.  
 
   It wasn’t pretty.
 
   That’s me: Denise Shanda, the-girl-who-wanted-be-skinny.
 
   It might seem shallow of me, but I think it’s natural for all girls to feel this way.  I have friends who tell me that all the time that because we get the equivalent of saturation bombing from the media about our looks.  That we all think we should look like whichever celebrity is rocking the best body right now.  Why?  Because there are shampoo, perfume, beauty products, or diet commercials from celebrities who’ve made a nude scene or two in Hollywood and we’re expected to think that they know what they’re talking about and we should try to be like them or break bones or scar our faces trying.
 
   Yeah, good luck with that.
 
   I’d had enough of looking at how my body hadn’t changed and pulled on my jeans and one of my trademark button-up sweaters and slipped into my favorite shoes.  I loved these clothes.  My parents hated them and I loved them because my parents hated them.  My closet was filled with pretty much any designer brand that you can name and my mom, thanks to her connections, could get me the top-of-the-line stuff before it even hit the shelves.  Sometimes she could even get it before it hit the runways for its big debut.  
 
   The whole reason I don’t wear that shit is because it’s always modeled by the skinny bitches who only ever think about themselves.  I’ve seen too many fashion and reality TV shows about models or whatever when they live together and their lives are routinely filmed to pretend otherwise.  Nobody is that good an actor.  They practically kill themselves a little bit every day to lose weight, be it with Black Market diet pills or by pushing a finger down their throats to make themselves vomit every night.  The one thing that I don’t see any of them do is work out to lose those extra pounds.
 
   It’s not their looks that sicken me, really.  It’s that it actually works.  They lose the weight and despite being slightly anorexic or looking like they’re the scarecrow’s heirs, they look great.  And when they model the clothes, they look even better.  They are the embodiment of the complete inverse of me and my appearance.
 
   Those bitches.
 
   On my way out of my room I paused for my morning ritual.  Just like Red, I had another image taped up in my room.  This one was more influential on me mentally than anything and I kept it taped on the backside of my bedroom door where no one would see it.  
 
   It was an image that I tore out of one of my dad’s books from his private library.  Even after all these years he’d never read the book so I knew he wouldn’t miss a single page out of it.  Probably wouldn’t even recognize the picture from one of his books even if he saw it.
 
   It was an old black and white photo of a soldier from World War I.  It was something that had always captivated me.  The image depicted a soldier, sitting on an old wooden crate, with his rifle butt sitting between his feet and resting against his shoulder.  The bayonet of his rifle was fixed and it showed the signs of gore on it, like he had just finished putting it to good use.  His helmet was gone and his hair was long and matted.  His face was liberally spattered with muck. His uniform had rents it from fighting and was also partially covered in dark spots.  Given the medium of the photo I couldn’t tell if it was mud or blood he was covered with, but it was probably both.
 
   But the most striking feature of the photo was his eyes and hands.  His arms rested on his knees, circling his rifle, and his hands were folded casually, also covered in gore.  And his face, blackened from fighting, was looking up at the camera.  The whites of his eyes were clear and the color of his eyes, while lost due to lack of technological clarity for the period, were dark and brooding.  The look on his face seemed to say, Yeah, I just killed people… deal with it.
 
   The whole image was dark and damn sexy, I thought.  Now I’m not one of those girls that get off on death like some twisted femme fatale in a Bond movie.  But I couldn’t deny that there was something incredibly appealing about this picture.  That was why I stole it from my dad’s book.  This man… boy… whatever he was… he was dangerous and still calm.
 
   I liked that.
 
   Some girls had a thing for bad boys with ear piercings and leather jackets.  Some girls like guys with tattoos and crotch-rocket motorcycles.  Some girls like the guys who wore imported suits and never took a step without talking about how much money they made just walking down the hall.  Me?  I just liked ‘em dark and dangerous.  
 
   I kissed my fingers and placed them on the lips of the man in the image.  I imagined him kissing me back and it sent shivers down my spine.  “I’ll see you later, sweetie.”
 
   That was all that I ever called him.  Unlike Red, I never named the soldier in the picture.  It always seemed wrong to do so.  The picture was taken before they invented footnotes or captions, I guess, so the solider had never been named.  The picture was just a picture placed there for no other value than for the sake of image.  But for me to give him a name felt like I was giving him limits… giving him a finite ability to be appealing.  To me he was just a nameless soldier who got me aroused because he was so dangerous.  And the mystery of it all added to his appeal, I thought.
 
   I opened the door and left my room, passing into the hallway beyond.
 
   The high oaken walls were elaborate.  The entire house had been built nearly two centuries ago when my ancestors had first settled here in the New England area.  It was one of the oldest houses in America.  The British had marched around it – my ancestors were supporters of the crown back then before they saw the error of their ways.  The Union Army had organized troops in its field.  It was a stop-over point when freed slaves were passing north from the Underground Railroad.  It had a proud history.
 
   The house was big enough to sit on a football field – end zones included – and was made entirely or oak and granite.  I liked to think of it as a Native American Longhouse wrapped in a castle.  And it had passed from one generation to the next, all the way down to my dad.
 
   As soon as I left my room, I found one of our house staff waiting for me.
 
   “Good morning, miss,” said Andrea, one of our housemaids.  She said it with a curtsey and respectfully lowered her eyes to the ground.  She was dressed in a small gray skirt and button up blouse, her hair wrapped in one of those ridiculous white hair caps like you see the maids wear in old movies.  My parents have an affinity for tradition and making our household helpers look like they had just stepped out of the past century and into our house.
 
   If I ever run this place someday, I’m gonna change that.
 
   I sympathized with our staff for their appearance.  I really did.  If there was anything that I could sympathize with them on, it was how ridiculous we looked on the outside.  It came naturally to me.
 
   “Good morning, Andrea,” I replied in kind, giving her a slight nod of the head.  I would have curtseyed myself, but if word of it got back to my mom or dad that was I was equating myself with the hired help – and it probably would, the walls here had ears and the floors and ceilings had lips – there would be trouble.  If anyone found out about what I did, poor Andrea might be dragged out into the woods and shot while I would only get a severe scolding.  Call that justice for the rich, I guess.  “How are you today?”
 
   Andrea gave me a knowing look.  This was a game we played.  Andrea was one of the few people in the house that I could trust not to rat me out if I decided to do something negative and I could also trust her to give it to me straight, like I was a normal person.  Not like others who would tell me everything was chip-and-cheery in a sugar-coated voice like I was a child.  It had been this way since we were both younger.
 
   “I’m doing well, today, miss, thank you.  And yourself?  Did you sleep ok?”
 
   That was code.  One of Andrea’s first duties of the day was to get my mom out of bed in the morning.  And if my mom’s nightcap – which was usually something 80-proof – did well to put her to sleep at night, then she would wake up refreshed and in a better mood.  If it hadn’t worked, Andrea would have used some other adjective to describe my mom’s mood.  That were the case, we’d take appropriate measures to avoid her.
 
   “I’m doing very well, thank you,” I said.  Message received.  Mom was in a good mood.  No need to sneak out a side door and get breakfast directly from the kitchens today.
 
   Andrea held up her computer tablet and switched it on.  “Shall we go over your agenda for today?” she asked as we started to walk towards the dining hall and breakfast.  
 
   I sighed.  “Might as well.”
 
   She tapped at the surface of her touch screen and prepared to rattle off my itinerary for the day.  It wasn’t much of a duty, but it did give Andrea a slightly-elevated status among the servants that I chose her to be my ‘wakeup call’ every day.  Plus, my dad heartily approved of my selecting a servant who would remind me of my ‘duties’ for the day.  He thought it was very grown up of me and was glad to see that I was showing some initiative.
 
   “Okay, let me have it,” I said.
 
   “Yes, miss,” she said, looking at her tablet.  “Breakfast with mom at 8:00 AM.”
 
   “Check.  Next?” 
 
   “You’re scheduled to visit the docks today at 10:00.   It’s bi-annual look-over time.”
 
   “Jesus… it’s that time of the year already?”
 
   “Yes, miss.  But, according to my notes here the upside is that the inventory has already been done.  It’s just a quick inspection.  It’ll be an hour at most and you’re done for another six months.”
 
   I sighed.  There were worse ways to visit one of the businesses that kept my family in this little palace.  “Alright, shouldn’t be a problem.  What do I have after that?”
 
   “You have… lunch with Carmen and Kelly at noon.  Carmen is supposed to text you the details as soon as she’s done at her brother’s estate.”
 
   Carmen and Kelly were my two closest friends.  They were the sex appeal of our little group while I was bulky third wheel, but I liked them just the same.  They were the only ones who ever tried to help me lose weight and keep it off.  And because my extra flub didn’t go anywhere, they were determined to help me lose it and keep it off.
 
   True friends if ever there were any.
 
   “And then?”
 
   Andrea checked her tablet and her voice suddenly became solemn and sympathetic.  “Investor’s meeting with your father at the office, at 3:00.”
 
   I sighed deeper and felt my shoulders slouch at that.  My dad had this whole grand illusion that having his daughter in a room filled with men who have deep pockets was a good idea.  Like if by having me there, the guys he was trying to get to put money into our company would see me, get all horny, and do whatever my dad asked them to because they thought that they would have a chance to get in my panties.
 
   Honestly, if any of them were hot enough, I would have let anyone get in my panties for free.  But thus far, there were no takers.  But my dad still tried to use this old scheme, even though it was his know-how that made money and not my looks.  Still, I suppose my dad, in his own way, was trying to tell me that I was beautiful or something.  Disadvantage: dad.
 
   “Great,” I mumbled.  “Anything else?”
 
   Andrea checked her tablet.  “Tea with your mother at 5:00, and then your day is wide open.  Unless there’s something you’d like me to schedule for later?”
 
   This was another game she and I played.  If I scheduled something now it would be so that I wouldn’t have to deal with my mother later, depending on what kind of day she had.  I shrugged.  If there was one event that I could miss today, it would be the date with my mom.  Tea with my mom wasn’t exactly like in all of those old movies that take place in England.  There were no cheery conversations, no gossip about who had affairs with whom, no flighty talk about which girls were pregnant and which ones weren’t… yak, yak, yak.  All that my mom ever talked about – when she was in a good mood – was about things going on in the fashion world.  All of them were things that I really couldn’t care less about under the best of circumstances.  If she was in a bad moon, she would only reflect on how she could design clothes specifically for me that would put her at the center of the eye of the fashion world.  Disadvantage: mom.
 
   “Shall I give you the usual notice?” Andrea asked quietly.
 
   The usual notice would be that she would update my calendar for me – which I could read on my phone – and see what new appointment I had been scheduled for to give an excuse as why I wasn’t showing up for tea.  Some days it wasn’t bad.  Only a few days had ever actually been fun.  But most days it was like pulling teeth listening to her bitch about how this project or that had fallen through and she didn’t have anyone to share her grief with.  I knew my mom would be miffed if I didn’t show up, because she considered that to be her obligatory mother/daughter bonding time.  But by the time she got to her nightcap, she would have forgiven me for killing Kennedy if I’d confessed to it.
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “To the last asterisk,” Andrea said dutifully. 
 
   “Alright, sounds good.  Well, it’s not really good, but at least it’ll be brief.”
 
   “Will that be all, miss?” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s great, Andrea.  Thanks.”
 
   Andrea went on her own way and I went on mine.  I appreciated Andrea’s looking out for me – she’d done it since we were kids and I always did what I could to make sure that she got a little more than others.  It wasn’t much, but we seemed to have found a balancing point that was both to our benefits.  She treated me like a regular person and vice versa.  Balance if ever there was any.
 
   My mom and dad were waiting for me in the dining room already when I walked in.  They always liked to get in an early breakfast because their days could and often would become too busy before the day got too old.  Dad liked it because every second he was away from his office downtown was a nickel lost.  Mom liked it because every minute she was away from her offices was another minute that some new stitch of clothing might pass her by unnoticed.  I liked it early because by the time I got there, mom and dad were already half done with their breakfast and I wouldn’t have to listen to them gripe about their respective complaints.
 
   “Good morning, mom.  Good morning, dad,” I said mechanically as I sat at the table which was laden with an assortment of breakfast goods.  I gathered myself some oatmeal and fruit slices and settled down.
 
   “Good morning,” they both replied without looking up from their respective attention-keepers.  Dad had his nose buried in the morning paper, checking out the changes in the business world that had taken place while he was asleep.  Mom was staring intently at some fashion magazine that I knew featured an article that had been written to include her.
 
   “Did Andrea remind you about our business meeting today?” dad asked me.
 
   I suppressed the urge to gag and nodded, “Yes, she did.  She’s very good about that sort of thing, you know.”
 
   “Good.  Don’t be late.  They’re foreign nationals coming to invest.  And they hate to be kept waiting by anyone and for any reason.”
 
   “No problem,” I said, though I did wonder if it would be easy to fake being a few minutes late for no reason other than because it irritated me to have to show up in the first place.
 
   It wasn’t like I would be totally useless in the business world.  I have a degree in business administration.  I wasn’t very good at anything else.  If there was one thing that I inherited from my parents it was the ability to be able to boss people around.  I could help my dad watch for loose deals, keep a watchful eye for tricks that could cause problems for the company, check the fine print on contracts, and like that.  Occasionally I would be able to negotiate contracts all on my own and I had a decent eye for investments.  
 
   Dad’s hope was that I would marry a nice boy who would take over the company for him one day.  Dad inherited the company from his father, who inherited from his father, who inherited it from his father, whose father built the company that we started out as.  It kind of went without saying that a man had to run the company.  But a car accident had left my dad’s equipment a little broken not long after I was born.  So his hopes of having a son to inherit the company were somewhere between impossible and hopeless.  And mom was never into the whole artificial insemination thing.  So he was stuck with me.  
 
   That sounds shallow, but I actually kind of agree with it.  Dad explained the whole strategy to me.  Dad would leave a power of attorney and controlling stock in the company to me and he could arrange it so that no marriage could take that away from me.  Dad called it a puppet play.  My husband would control the company – at least he would publicly – and I would control my husband.  Easy-peasy, nothing to it.  And the idea of dominating someone like that was a tasty idea, I can’t deny.
 
   Of course, that was all assuming that I ever got a husband of my own one day.  I’m thirty now and I don’t even have a steady boyfriend, despite all the money.  And arranged marriages are – as of yet – out of the question.  Go figure.  
 
   Finally, dad looked up from his paper and saw that I was wearing the clothes that he hated.  I covered a smile by putting a slice of peach into my mouth as he grew a patient look on his face, folding his newspaper.  
 
   “You’re not going to wear that to the meeting this afternoon, are you?”  His voice was calm and it rang of being good-natured.
 
   That brought my mother’s attention up to me and her expression soured.  “Denise…” she said tolerantly, “honey, what’s wrong with the suit that we got you last week?”
 
   Mom and I had gone shopping last week.  It was the highlight of her month.  Nothing in top-notch fashion came in my size so my mom always took me to shops where things could be custom tailored while you wait.  She always had input on everything I wore, like she was actually a successful fashion designer and not just someone who invested in successful fashion designers.  
 
   “Nothing is wrong with it,” I said.  Well, I said it, but that didn’t make it true.  “I’d just forgotten that I had a business meeting this morning when I got dressed.  That’s why I have Andrea.”  In all honesty I hated that dress.  My mom had a good eye for picking compatible colors and everything, but when she did it for me it made me look… professional.  When my mom helped others do it, they turned out sexy but never me.  “And I have a lunch date with Carmen and Kelly this afternoon.  I don’t want to risk getting it dirty or anything before the meeting,” I said, covering my tracks.  “I’ll take it with me so I can change in the car if I have to.”
 
   My father pursed his lips together sternly and rolled his eyes away from me.  I always thought it was interesting to watch him do that.  It was like he was trying to decide if he was going to have a stroke or not.  “Denise,” dad said, his voice level but stern, “will you please be dressed professionally for the meeting this afternoon?”
 
   Well, since you asked nice, I thought.  “Yes, dad.  I will.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, his voice relieved.  He went back to his paper and mom went back to her magazine.  I just ate my oatmeal and fruit slices.  
 
    
 
   After my dad’s car accident he got a little paranoid about how we got where we were supposed to go.  I had my driver’s license and there were cars that I could drive all on my own if I wanted.  But if there was one thing that I did like about being a rich man’s daughter it was that my parents could afford rides that even some of the skinny and pretty girls in the area didn’t have.  Sometimes I thought that made me sound lazy, but it was worth it in the end.  
 
   So he hired a fleet of three limousines, complete with drivers.  They all catered to our every whim and to my dad it sounded a more reasonable investment instead of buying us all a car so we could drive ourselves everywhere like normal people did.  Each of the limos had been modified by a private contractor for added protection.  And by ‘added protection’ I mean dad had had the frames on each of the limos reinforced to be like the roll cages on those weird dune-buggy cars that you see in extreme sports shows that are supposed to flip over all the time.  It made me feel like I was in a James Bond movie for a while, then I started to feel like I was trapped in one of dad’s paranoid delusions.  After that, the fun was taken right out of it.
 
   The first limo was for my dad, one for my mom, and one for me.  Apart from their uniform color, each was as individual as our phones.  My dad’s had a wireless internet router so he could get to-the-minute stock information and watch the Wall Street channel with the same enthusiasm that most men would watch the Playboy channel.  
 
   My mom’s limo had the same toys in it, more or less, but it was also stocked with fashion magazines and even a store of art supplies in case the muse descended while she was on the road.  That’s what she does – fashion designer.  And her TV was set to auto-rotate to all of the fashion channels so nothing slipped by her.  It was a death sentence to show up at a meeting and not have ‘seen what new pumps’ that this designer or that had come out with in the last fifteen minutes.
 
   Then there’s mine.  Mine was about as normal as I’d expect any normal person’s limo to be.  It’s got all the extras that someone would expect to find in a rich kid’s car: TV, Blue Ray, killer sound system, and a mini fridge that I always keep stocked with whatever the trending fashion diet drinks are.  
 
   Normal.
 
   Victor was my driver.  He was an older guy, somewhere in his sixties, with blonde hair that had yet to show any signs of age.  He had a few smiles lines and crows’ feet in the corners of his eyes and he was a good guy.  He was like Andrea, he was one of the few that wouldn’t give me a bum steer and wouldn’t rat me out to my parents for anything that I did or said.  He wore a suit that always made me think that he was on his way to a business meeting.  I’d told him that he could wear whatever made him comfortable the first time I’d met him.  Secretly I kept hoping he would show up one day for work wearing a Rolling Stones shirt or something.  The only part of his uniform that he did away with was the goofy hat that he was supposed to wear.  That was as good as it was going to get, I guess.
 
   Dad and mom’s limo were both already gone by the time I got there, already off on their busy days.  I stopped by my room and picked up the suit that mom got for me last week.  It was wrapped in plastic and would hang on a hook inside the car until it was time for me to make the change.  
 
   “Morning miss,” Victor said as I approached the limo. 
 
   “Good morning, Victor.”
 
   “Where will it be to, miss?” he asked and opened the door for me.
 
   “The docks, it’s six month inspection time.”
 
   “Already?” Victor said, his face souring.  “I thought you just did that?”
 
   “So did I,” I replied.  
 
   “Very well, miss.  I’ll get you there.”  He rolled his eyes and deliberately studied his shoes for a moment.   This was just like the little game I played with Andrea.  He had something to tell me and was signaling me to let me know. 
 
   I was able to guess what it was without really asking.  “My dad told you to remind me about the investor’s meeting at 3 PM today, didn’t he?” 
 
   “I’m afraid so, miss,” he said, looking a little relieved that he was free from under the burden of having to do reminders later.  He pointed at the suit that I was carrying, “But I’m glad to see that won’t be necessary.”
 
   I smiled.  “Thanks, Victor.” 
 
   The trip to the docks actually took more time than I thought it would, regretfully.  Andrea had told me that it would take an hour at the most but it took only about twice that.  The docks were always a bit problematic and thanks to what I did know about how dad wanted the place run I was able to make the necessary corrections.  No one could accuse me of being disinterested in the family business or not knowing how it was run, at least.
 
   “I’ve got to document all of this, Ms. Shanda,” the dock master had told me nervously.  If there was one thing that I knew about men who worked for my dad it’s that they hated doing paperwork.  I could completely understand.  Paperwork was the equivalent of driving with all four tires flat – grinding the machine to a slow and steady halt.  It was enough to ruin anyone’s day, especially if it detracted from the regular duties.  
 
   I’d managed to quiet his fears simply by saying, “Tell you what… I’ll save you the trouble.  I’ll just report to the boys in the suits that you found a few problems and had corrected them by the time I got here and that you just cleared them with me.  It’ll look good on your part, don’t you think?”
 
   The dock master looked as though he were ready to debate the point but after I gave him a reassuring look he nodded appreciatively.  The day would go on like normal and everybody stayed happy, especially me.
 
   I checked a few more things around the docks while I was there and found that there wasn’t really anything critical to report or change.  Small things aside, the place was tip-top.  The staff was friendly and not just because I was the boss’ daughter – or at least I hoped not – and I was able to make a few small improvements that boosted the morale of the workers in general.  That put a smile on my face.
 
   I thanked the dock master and all of the assorted staff before I left.  I got the feeling that they liked dealing with me more than they did my dad.  If my dad had been the one to review this place, he would have brought everything to a screeching halt until every last paperclip was accounted for and every incident report had been read.  The inspections were as much a bore to me as they were to the people who ran the place.  But I never told my dad that.
 
   When I returned to the limo Victor was waiting for me.  He smiled as he opened the door and let me in and once he climbed into the driver seat he asked, “Shall we return to the estate now, miss?  Or are there other adventures to be had before your father’s meeting?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said, getting my phone out.  “I’m supposed to have lunch with Carmen and Kelly.  Let me see what they have to say.”  I checked my phone and found a text message from Carmen waiting for me.  I got excited when I saw what she had sent me.  The message was short but it was terribly intriguing.
 
   We have to talk!
 
   Exciting news!
 
   Caesar’s at noon!
 
    
 
   “Take me to the club, Victor.”
 
   “Yes, miss,” he said as he climbed into the car, started it up and drove us away.  
 
   Now, of course there are many ‘clubs’ in area that my parents and I call home.  Going to a club is the thing to do when you have so much money onshore and off.  You wouldn’t find someone even of modest wealth sitting at the food court in the mall or, god forbid, inside a fast food restaurant.  Nope, when you’re rich, you eat only the food that has to be imported from another country or prepared by chefs who are from another country.  It’s a requisite, like eating at a suit and tie restaurant.
 
   I always thought that was kind of funny and more than a bit ironic.  Before I got serious about trying to reshape my body I enjoyed an American hamburger as much as the next person and interestingly enough the food court in the mall had the best hamburgers.  Yeah, that much was my fault, but it’s so hard to say no to something that tastes so good.  And I really only ate them as another sign of rebellion, I guess.  My mother had taught me that in order to show how “high society” I was, I had to eat in restaurants where the menu was written in another language and the hosts and waiters only spoke in that language.  Supposedly it was to show how educated I was, which I guess was supposed to impress people.
 
   I’d tried to follow the example, of course.  I spoke the language of business, which of course was English.  I could speak, read, and write French, Italian, and even a little Russian to be passable.  But I wasn’t what I would call ‘fluent’ in any of them.  That also made me a little sick of myself.  Sometimes it felt like my body was detracting from my mind.  And if only I could lose a little weight, then a little extra energy would be diverted to my brain… not to mention my sex appeal.
 
   Caesar’s was only one of many clubs in the area, but like only a few others, it catered specifically to the rich and wealthy.  It was a club with a view of the ocean, a terrace that set out right on the water where the yacht enthusiast could watch other people play with their expensive floating toys.  My dad didn’t own a yacht, he already owned a shipping company, what was the point?  
 
   The tables were fancy and decorated with white table cloths, glasses made of genuine crystal, silverware that was made of silver, and the food and wine served here would cost me three bills at the least if I were eating alone.  But since Carmen and Kelly would be joining me, our collective bill would be closer to a grand.  
 
   That had seemed ludicrous to me for a while before I learned the value of a refined pallet.  And I realized that the prices were worth it.  Besides, spending a grand on a meal here at Caesar’s was so worth it.  And the bill is a spit in the ocean for me.
 
   When Victor pulled up to the curb of the club he let me out.  I gave him a hundred bucks and told him that I’d call him when I was done with lunch.  Sometimes lunch with Carmen and Kelly could run for three hours and I had plenty of time to kill before my dad’s meeting.
 
   “Thank you, miss,” he said appreciatively.  “I’ll have my phone handy.”
 
   “Thank you, Victor,” I said as I went inside.
 
   The club was deceptive in its appearance.  It looked like an ordinary restaurant on the outside, but when I got close enough the door man and even the valets gave me a curious look.  That made me feel better.  They were used to dealing with people who showed up in fancy suits, expensive dresses, and enough jewelry to start their own store.  So when someone as ‘average’ looking as me, dressed in jeans, a sweater, and my favorite comfortable shoes shows up in a limo, they all give each other this weird look like they don’t know how to react.  Should they send me away?  Should they call for a manger to come deal with me?  Should they tell me that only rich people get in here?  Should they do all of it?
 
   It was like play Russian Roulette and they did it every time I came here.  The staff was never the same when I came here.  Their turnover rate was higher than a call center.  Too many customers – or maybe even the management – often complained about they were served or how customers were treated.  I’d heard a story once about how a woman had demanded that her waiter be fired because he served her from her left handed side when she preferred to be served from her right handed side.  I don’t know if it was true or not, but I wouldn’t put it past a few of the people that lived around here.
 
   “Good afternoon, miss,” one of the doormen said politely to me.  “Do you, uh, have a reservation with this today?”
 
   I smiled.  “I do.  There should be a reservation for Carmen and Kelly Buford, party of three?” 
 
   Both doormen straightened up at once and nodded.  They knew the name and that told me that Carmen and Kelly were both here already and that they had told the doormen to expect me.  “Yes, miss, right this way.  A hostess will show you to your table,” one of the doormen said, opening the door and allowing me to pass.
 
   One of the hostesses showed me to where Kelly and Carmen were sitting.  They had managed to get a table outside and they were alone, so I figured whatever news Carmen had to share it must have been important.  They smiled brightly when they saw me coming.  
 
   Carmen and Kelly were twins and like me, they made every effort to try and look as dissimilar from each other as well as from everyone else as they could.  They had the same round face and pouty lips, their skin was fair and they had the same color of light blue eyes.  They also had perfect breasts and matching waists and asses, I thought.  Their similarities stopped there.
 
   Carmen allowed for her hair to remain its natural color, a deep and dark brown.  She also had it tied up in a bun.  She wore her trademark dark business suit, a skirt and business jacket with a lapel pin that bore her family’s coat of arms.  I also couldn’t help but notice that each and every one of her suits was cut low enough to allow for a generous amount of cleavage to show.  It made me wonder how successful I might be in my dad’s meeting if I could show up looking like her.
 
   Kelly on the other hand was the wilder of the two of them.  She had put so many blonde highlights into her hair that her natural brown hair was almost entirely consumed by it.  She allowed her hair to flow freely from her head and it reached down to her waist.  She wore a pair of casual slacks and an almost businesslike jacket, but like her sister the shirt beneath it was cut just low enough to reveal some cleavage.  
 
   I’d hate them both if I didn’t already love them.
 
   “Hey!” Kelly said as she saw me coming.  She rose up from her chair and began to approach me.  
 
   I thanked the hostess for her help and she assured me that someone would be along soon to take our order.
 
   Kelly gave me a squeezing hug and I returned it, but because I had more mass I was able to squeeze a little bit harder.  Kelly laughed at me for my display; this was a long-running thing we’d had since high school.  And soon enough Carmen came over and I gave her more of the same.
 
   “Busy day?” Carmen asked me once we settled into our chairs.
 
   I half-shrugged.  “Today was bi-annual inspection time down at the docks.  Took a couple hours.  Nothing too terrible.”
 
   “Good, good,” Carmen acknowledged.
 
   “Any cute boys down there?” Kelly asked interestedly.
 
   I smirked.  Kelly’s mind was on sex almost as much as mine was on getting skinny.  The difference was that I don’t think Kelly would have had any difficulty filling her bed.  I knew she’d done it a dozen times already and nobody apart from me and Carmen knew it.  “There were a few,” I said truthfully.  “If you’ve got a thing for eighteen year olds.”
 
   She licked her lips mischievously.  “They’re like the opposite of wine… the younger the better.”
 
   I laughed.  “Better not let your dad hear you say that,” I cautioned.
 
   “Hey, our mom was nineteen when we were born,” Carmen put in.  “It runs in the family.”
 
   I shrugged.  “If you say so.”
 
   We passed the time with small talk until a waiter came and took our orders.  Kelly had a good taste for wine so she ordered us an expensive bottle of French wine and we ordered lunch to compliment it.  It took only a few minutes for the waiter to take our order and once we had our privacy again, I looked across the table at Carmen with intent.
 
   “So… what’s this exciting news that you have?”
 
   Carmen looked at Kelly with delighted anticipation and she leaned on the table to whisper to me, even though we were alone out on the terrace.  She looked as though she were about to burst with excitement and with a grin she said, “We found a new club to visit.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes in frustration.  This was nothing new to me.  Kelly was an expert at finding clubs to visit.  She usually ventured out on her own to find them and I credited her for her efforts, she usually did it in the hopes that even I might get laid someday.  When she found a good one she would tell Carmen, Carmen would do a little research on the place and determine its viability as a decent party spot where the three of us might enjoy ourselves.  
 
   “Oh, yeah,” I said sarcastically.  “That’s big news alright.”
 
   “No, no, no, honey,” Carmen said enthusiastically.  “You’ve never been to a club like this.  And I promise you… you’ll never want to go to another club after this one.  This place is a solid gold star,” she said intently.
 
   A high score, I realized.  That intrigued me.  Carmen was a good judge of things and I trusted her to know what was what.  She had a scale on how to judge things that reminded me of kindergarten.  A blank star was a place that was a total loss, not worth the effort.  A bronze star was a place worth a visit, maybe a second.  A silver star was the kind of place that was good to visit from time to time but without going frequently.  A gold star was her highest mark, the kind of place we could go to every night and not get tired of.
 
   “Go on,” I said.
 
   Carmen and Kelly looked mischievously at each other and I got the feeling that they might have been playing a trick on me and that I had just swallowed the bait.  But I waited for one of them to explain.
 
   Kelly spoke up first.  “It’s kind of a long story,” she said enthusiastically.  “It actually started a couple of weeks ago for me…”
 
   “A couple of weeks?!” Carmen said, outraged.  Clearly she had just caught her sister in a lie.  “You slut!  You said you’d only been there once!” She took a fake swing at her sister and Kelly held up her hands in equally mock defense.
 
   “I couldn’t help it!” Kelly defended.  “It was too good to share then!”
 
   “Bitch!” Carmen said snappishly.
 
   I’d only ever seen them act that way once before and that was when they both realized that they had actually be sleeping with the same guy and not realized it.  They had gotten into a heated argument over who had been sleeping with him longer – not that either of them really cared for him – but apparently sibling rivalry had depths to it that I was thankful that I had missed out on.
 
   “Hello?” I said, waving my arms and getting both of their attentions back.  “You were saying?” 
 
   Kelly looked back to me but kept watch on her sister out of the corner of her eye.  “It started when I was invited by Bobby McGuiness.  You know the one?”
 
   I thought for a minute.  “The railroad guy’s son, right?” I asked.  I wasn’t overly familiar with everyone in the New England area who had money but the name sounded familiar to me. 
 
   “That’s the one,” Kelly confirmed.  “Anyway, he and I had a nice little dinner and he asked me if I wanted to do something wild.”
 
   “Have sex on the table in the restaurant?” Carmen said venomously.  “I’m sure you haven’t done that before.”
 
   Kelly ignored her.  “He asked me if I wanted to see something… special.”
 
   It was easy for me to imagine what Bobby McGuiness could have been thinking of showing Kelly.  Like she’s never seen one before?  Disadvantage: Bobby McGuiness.  But I let her keep talking.  
 
   “Something that was old… but unique,” she said cryptically.
 
   “Let me guess,” I said, rolling my eyes in silent contemplation.  “He had something to show you at one of the museums?  Like he’s got pull with a curator or something and was able to arrange a private showing or something like that?”  I figured I’d laid the innuendo on pretty obviously and waited for Carmen to give me a laugh for it, but even she remained neutral, biting back her excitement.
 
   Kelly just shook her head.  “No.  Nothing like that, sweetie.  What I saw that night…”
 
   “Bitch,” Carmen uttered under her breath.
 
   Kelly ignored her sister, “It’s amazing,” she said.  “Like nothing that I’ve ever experienced before.  And sweetie, I’m positive that we can get you to have a little fun there, too.”
 
   She said it with such a cool air that I waited to see if she would give me some kind of sign that she was just bullshitting me.  But there were none of her usual tells.  Her lips didn’t tremble like she was dying to laugh at me.  She didn’t blink her eyes in rapid succession like she was trying to hide a swelling emotion.  And her skin didn’t flush as though laughter was threatening to erupt from inside of her like a volcano.  She simply sat there, looking calm and collected.
 
   I suppose there were a lot of things that I could have said, but the only thing that rose to my lips was, “Huh?”
 
   Carmen took over and reached across the table, taking my hand in both of hers.  “Denise… how badly do you want to act crazy?”
 
   By our group definition, me acting ‘crazy’ was code for ‘getting laid’.  But just like with her sister, I could see no signs that she was playing some kind of a joke on me.  I guess it must have showed because Carmen squeezed my hand to show how serious she was.  “We’re not being mean, sweetie!  This is for real!  But we need to know because tonight is… well, it’s special.”
 
   I looked intently at Carmen and then at Kelly.  Their expressions were identical; filled with excitement and anticipation, but no hidden agenda.  “Why can’t you just tell me?”
 
   “Because you have to show up with us, sweetie or they won’t let you in.  They don’t let in anyone that hasn’t been there before.  So you have to show up with someone that they recognize if you ever hope to get in again.  And they’re very careful about that sort of thing.”
 
   “Well I’ll just have Victor drive me…”
 
   “No!” Kelly protested, her hand shooting out to my shoulder.  “No,” she repeated, firmly.  “You have to get in with us or you don’t get in at all.  That’s the rule.  No unfamiliar drivers, no unfamiliar faces are allowed without escorts, no cell phones, no tablets… nothing.  But I promise you, it will be so worth it.”
 
   Again I was confused by all of this and looked at both my friends.  Both of them looked as though they were on edge and dying for me to say yes.  They looked like they might die from disappointment if I didn’t.  Something told me that I had a chance to get a look at something unique and I’d regret it if I didn’t.
 
   Why not?  I’m only going to be young once.
 
   “Okay,” I said, nodding my head.  “I’ll go.”
 
   Carmen squeezed my hand and Kelly squeezed my shoulder with delight.  “Outstanding!” they said in unison.
 
   “I’ll make the call,” Kelly said getting up from the table and pulling out her cell phone to make a discreet call.
 
   “We’ll be by your place to pick you up tonight, sweetie,” Carmen said.  “Eight o’clock.  Tell your mom and dad that we’re dragging you to a dinner or something at our place.  They can’t know where we’re really going.”
 
   “Okay,” I said with another nod.
 
   “Oh, and one more thing, sweetie,” Carmen said, “wear something that’s… easy to get out of.” 
 
   There were so many twitches of excitement that worked their way up my back it was like my spine had suddenly been fitted with guitar strings and every pluck was a fresh shiver.
 
    
 
   I sat through my dad’s meeting half paying attention to everything that was going on.  My mind kept going back to what Carmen and Kelly had told me.  And it tugged at my imagination like the strings on a puppet.  I was convinced that they hadn’t been lying to me about what they’d said, but I couldn’t help but wonder what it was that they had been talking about.
 
   What the hell has to be so secret about a club?
 
   Carmen’s words kept coming back to me: ‘Wear something that’s easy to get out of’.  Why would she say that unless there was a chance that I was going to get to undressed?  Was this some kind of club where you had to strip to get in?  I’d heard of clubs like that, but for three high-class girls like us to be seen in a place like that was somewhere between finding a snowball in a supernova and finding a snowball in hell.  
 
   I just couldn’t make sense of it.
 
   My dad’s meeting went on longer than I had thought it would and it felt like my body was on automatic pilot the whole time.  I gave an interested nod when I thought it was appropriate.  One of the investors was Italian and I was able to loosely understand some of what he said and interpreted it for my dad.  I mechanically turned pages in my notepad to take notes about things that I wasn’t even paying attention to.
 
   I couldn’t stop thinking about tonight and what it meant.  And by the time the meeting with the investors was done it felt like hours had gone by but a quick look at the clock on the wall told me we’d only been sitting there for an hour at most.  And the men that had come – I didn’t even really notice how many or how few there were – were now gone.  Dad and I were alone and apparently the meeting had reached a successful conclusion judging from my dad’s exultant smile.
 
   I was surprised to see that, but even more surprised when my dad came up and hugged me afterwards.  Not just one of those ‘thanks for being here’ kind of hugs, but a real hug.  Like the kind you give someone when you haven’t seen them in years and are ecstatic to see them again.
 
   “Thank you, Denise,” dad said as he half-squeezed the life out of me.
 
   “Uh… you’re welcome,” I said as soon as he released me.  
 
   He looked at me fondly; like he was proud of all the money he’d spent sending me to business school.  I think he was actually close to tears.  “Without you… I would have come away with half of what they offered.”  He put a doting hand on my cheek.  “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   Of course… that’s the important thing.
 
   I managed to sneak a look at my notepad before I closed it up.  A single figure jumped out at me and I almost felt myself falter at the sight of it.  Did I really negotiate that?  “Yeah…” I said, trying to sound like I knew what he was talking about.  “Twenty five million is a lot.”  
 
   “Yes!” he said enthusiastically as he gathered up his own papers.  “Oh, honey!  The things that I can put into production now… oh!”  I thought he was going to swoon.  I had always thought that he made more money than this when I wasn’t around.  “I should bring you to these meetings more often!  I thought you weren’t paying attention at first… but I was wrong!  I’d love to know where your head was at for those first few minutes.”  He paused.  “Wait!  No!  I take it back!  I don’t want to mess with a good thing.  But honey, I’m proud of you.”
 
   And with that, he flashed me one of his patented million-dollar smiles and fished his phone out of his pocket.  “Get me research!  Tell them I’m about to make their day!”
 
   I was left standing in the board room alone with nothing but a feeling of everlasting confusion because I didn’t know what the hell I just did.  Where was my mind?  It was on other things, of course, like maybe my thirty-year streak of virginity might be coming to an end tonight had taken priority.  But that it should be there when it should have been here and that I had done well to the point of earning my dad’s business admiration… that was something I had not expected.
 
   I’ve gotta do this more often, I decided.
 
   The pending excitement of tonight was enough even to help me get through my tea session with my mom.  Andrea hadn’t given me the sign that I should avoid her and I probably wouldn’t really have noticed if I had.  Mom was in an alright mood, glum about a couple of things sure, but she’d managed to make some money.  She probably didn’t make twenty-five million during the course of the day, but she’d made enough to keep her happy enough.
 
   Tea was done before I realized it and I was sure to let mom know that I would be going to a dinner with Carmen and Kelly.  I’d never really lied too much to my parents before.  I lied plenty about little things: getting errands done… seeing this person or that… reading this article in a magazine… like that.  But somehow this seemed like something else altogether.  There was something about it that was far more exciting.
 
   Mom hadn’t been happy that I was missing dinner but dad, still in his jovial mood, had been so happy that he’d told me to ‘have fun’.
 
   If only you knew, dad.  If only you knew, I had thought.
 
   I spent an hour trying to decide what to wear that was club worthy – I hadn’t worked out any reason why wherever it was that we would be going would be anything other than a club – and couldn’t make up my mind what to wear.  It needs to be something easy to get out of, I reminded myself.  Well, when you have my body type that doesn’t exactly make it a grocery list of items.  I had some one-piece dresses to wear and I would be wearing my overcoat.  That seemed like a good choice.
 
   I picked a dress that was black and looked fashionable enough, but looked classy enough to pass for a dinner dress in case anyone happened to see me.  I gathered up everything that I figured I might need for a night at a club – including a five pack of condoms.  With luck I would need all of them, I hoped.  I decided I was ready, called Carmen to tell her that I was set and she told me that they would be around to pick me up in a few minutes.
 
    
 
   Carmen and Kelly’s private limo was even more normal than mine.  They had a TV that was only ever used to watch reality TV, the fridge was stocked with mini bottles of alcohol and fresh fruit, and the windows were tinted to protect our privacy.
 
   Carmen and Kelly were, again, dressed as polar opposites.  Carmen was dressed in a dark tube-dress that looked as though it were struggling to keep her cleavage inside, but she had let her hair down.  Kelly was dressed in a garment of the exact same shape, but was white instead.  Suddenly I felt like I was the one overdressed.
 
   “So where are we going?” I asked as we drove along.
 
   Both of them smiled at me.  “You’ll see,” Carmen said.
 
   “And you won’t be sorry,” Kelly added.
 
   That was all that I was going to get out of them, I knew.  So we passed the rest of the trip in silence.  I was half tempted to pull out my phone and check the GPS to see where it was that we were heading, but I decided that I wanted to be surprised instead.  And so I waited, hoping that whatever happened tonight would be memorable.
 
   Wherever it was that we were going, the trip took an hour to get there.  When the limo stopped I could hear an exchange of voices outside.  Voices that sounded foreign to me but as I listened, I realized what language they were speaking in.  I knew the language, though I wasn’t fluent with it myself.  One couldn’t learn Italian without learning the language that it was based on, really.
 
   “Was that Latin?” I asked.
 
   Carmen and Kelly both nodded.  “It’s like a password,” Carmen explained.  “It’s one of the safeguards here.”
 
   “I didn’t know your driver spoke Latin,” I said, impressed.  
 
   “He doesn’t,” Kelly said, “But we had to give him a crash course when we learned what the rules were for getting in.”
 
   Somehow, that felt like it had let the air out of my tires.  A club where you had to speak Latin to get in?  This place reeked of high society like no other.  It was as if someone had just put a new rung on the evolutionary ladder.  My hopes of being able to have a night of honest debauchery where I could get some guy drunk so he could tell me how beautiful I was and have drunken-sex with me began to fade.
 
   The driver had given the right password, I guess, because when we started moving again, Carmen and Kelly looked so excited they reminded me of kids getting their first trip to a theme park or something.  And when the car parked they reminded me of race horses at the starting gate: ready to take off running with every muscle in their body.
 
   When the driver let us out I got a look at the place we had come to and I was impressed beyond all measure.  It wasn’t a club that we were parked at; it was an estate of some kind.  A huge mansion loomed over us, probably one that was older even than my house.  It even had its own little tower in it that looked like it could have been a functioning clock tower once upon a time.  
 
   I looked around.  I could see high walls in the distance, maybe a mile off.  Even though it was dark the grounds were richly illuminated.  There were fountains that sparkled with light around them.  Every tree, garden, potted plant, statue, and hedge had lights shining on it.  I grew a little concerned when I saw pairs of men walking dogs that looked ferocious enough to be attack dogs.  
 
   “Uh… is there something I should know?” I asked, pointing out the patrolling Dobermans and Rottweilers.  But when I received no answer I turned to look at my friends and saw that they were halfway to the mansion already.  I chose to ignore the dogs and trotted after them.
 
   I looked around as I followed.  Their limo wasn’t the only one here, I saw.  There were a lot of them.  Upwards of eighty of them or so, I figured.  And I saw that the license plates on all of them had been covered and the drivers were nowhere in sight.  
 
   “They take secrecy very seriously here, I’m guessing?” I asked.
 
   “Sweetie, you have no idea,” Carmen said as we reached the door and she knocked.
 
   It wasn’t the front door, I saw.  It was something else: a metal side door like a servant’s entrance or something, but more heavy duty.  It reminded me of one of those doors you see on a submarine.  A view slot opened inside the door and what I saw there shocked me at first, but it seemed to excite Carmen and Kelly all the more.
 
   A pair of dead eyes stared back at us, surrounded by scales.  I realized after a moment’s deliberation that it was a mask shaped like a dragon’s head.
 
   The man behind the door offered a string of words that I recognized as Latin.  Carmen looked to me and explained, “If you can’t translate, you can’t get in,” she said.  
 
   “Let the buyer beware,” I translated.  “I know that much.”
 
   The view slot slid shut and the heavy bolts that kept it secured slid back and the door swung open slowly.  Carmen and Kelly both looked at me, impressed, and we went in.  I expected to hear the pounding of music or something.  I thought that I would hear the sound of people having a good time, but there was nothing.  The hall beyond was as quiet as a tomb.
 
   What I found was even more surprising.  In the hallway beyond, the walls were covered floor to ceiling with masks of every shape and design.  Each was a full mask, concealing the whole of one’s facial features.  There were clown and demon masks, jester and tyrants, angels and obscurities, and I couldn’t help but be intrigued as to the reason why so many masks of so many shapes and sizes would be required here.
 
   The door closed behind us and the man who had permitted us was more clearly visible.  He may have worn a dragon’s mask, but he was dressed in a white tuxedo and sported a pair of white gloves.  His identity was all but concealed.  He merely stood right where he had been and crossed his arms, his dragon eyes watching us.
 
   “There are rules here,” Carmen explained as she looked at the masks on the walls.  “You can’t bring anything inside the club with you.  There’s a counter down the hall where we turn in our purses and everything has to be in there, except cash.  We’ll show you how that works later.  But your phone, wallet, anything that can show who you are has to be checked in.”
 
   “Also, you can’t wear the same mask twice,” Kelly said.  “You have to change it up every time.” 
 
   “How will anyone know if I don’t?”
 
   Carmen shrugged as she plucked a pixie mask from off the wall and slipped in on.  The color of it matched her dress perfectly.  “We’ve heard that they have ways.  Just do it, okay?”
 
   I nodded.  “Okay.”  I found a black mask that was shaped like a butterfly with its wings extended while Kelly found one that made her look like a unicorn and I followed them down the hallway.  We came to the counter that they had spoken of and there was another man inside there, dressed in a tux and sporting a mask that made him look like a Cyclops.  
 
   We turned in our purses and kept our cash, but I didn’t have more than a few hundred dollars and I wondered how this was going to work in the end.  And Carmen and Kelly escorted me down the hall where we came to a second heavy door.  This one, I was happy to see, was guarded by a pair of men that could have been Chip N’ Dale dancers.  They were shirtless and their pants were tight enough to be ballet dancers.  They even wore the trademark tuxedo neck ties, but their faces were concealed behind a pair of masks that matched in shape, but were opposites: comedy and tragedy.
 
   “If a man should travel the road…?” Comedy asked in Latin.
 
   “Then he should guard well his purse,” Carmen replied.
 
   Both men turned to look at me.  “A new face?” Tragedy asked.
 
   “A friend,” Kelly put in.  “She’s with us.  We’ve made all the arrangements for her.”
 
   Comedy looked at me and wiggled a finger, gesturing me forward.  I obeyed and he looked at me inquiringly.  “Fama malum quo non aliud velocius ullum,” he said.
 
   “Nothing moves faster than gossip,” I translated.  I also recognized the line from Virgil in the Aeneid, but I didn’t tell him that.
 
   He gave me an approving nod.  “Your friends have explained the rules of our house to you?”
 
   I nodded.  “Nothing goes in, nothing come out.” I had only guessed it, Kelly and Carmen hadn’t really told me the rules, but judging from their secrecy and from the lengths people were taking to maintain their discretion here, I was able to put it together.
 
   “Very good,” Comedy said to me.  “You would do well to remember that.  And please, enjoy yourself while you are here with us tonight.”
 
   Tragedy turned to the door and with his massive muscles – God, I felt myself getting damp in my panties just watching him flex – he opened the door.  The sound of cheers and roaring delight rushed out to greet us and I was able to discern that the true enjoyment of the place was within.  Carmen and Kelly gently pushed on my back, encouraging me to go in and I did.  They followed and the door closed behind us.
 
   Kelly took the lead and I followed her to a metal staircase that dropped us down one level.  And when we got there I found that this mansion was a lot bigger than it looked on the outside.  And what I saw was like something out of a spy novel.
 
   The room looked like it was some kind of a converted car garage.  The room smelled of motor oil and gasoline, but I saw no signs of its origin, it was just one of those smells that lingered, I guess.  The room itself was at least two hundred feet square and surrounding it was a mezzanine.  And filling that mezzanine was a crowd of masked people looking down into the lower level of the garage and they cheered and groaned in equal measure at what they saw there.
 
   Carmen and Kelly took my arms and practically carried me to a vacant spot along the mezzanine.  There were no tables, no chairs, nothing to provide comfort.  It seemed that the place was standing room only.  The people, though masked, were dressed in an assortment of fine clothes: tuxes and dresses, suits and gowns of every make, color, and label that I could recognize.  But with their masks on, they seemed almost alien.
 
   Then I saw what they were cheering on.  Down on the next level my heart leapt into my throat.  The next level down was filled entirely with a sandy floor.  And in it were a dozen pairs of men that took my breath away.
 
   They were all as naked as the day that they were born and I felt myself growing wetter at the sight of so much manhood.  But they wore masks to hide their faces, which kind of ruined it for me, but as I stood there thinking about I realized that I’d rather see what they were showing rather than what they weren’t.  The masks that they were not fancy masks like mine or anyone else cheering them on.  But these masks were thin, padded, leaving room only enough for the eyes and mouth.  And I saw why the crowd was cheering.
 
   The naked men were attempting to beat each other’s brains out.
 
   A chorus of cheers and calls filled the room that was drowned in the collective noise, but I was able to get some of the words out.
 
   “Kill him!”
 
   “Take his head off!”
 
   “The groin!  The groin!”
 
   “Faster, you bastard!”
 
   “Keep those hands up!”
 
   “Go for his legs!”
 
   “Watch the jab!”
 
   “Grapple!”
 
   “Get out of there!”
 
   “Watch out!”
 
   It was hard to tell who was rooting for whom, things were moving so fast.  I could barely understand what it was that I was looking at.  It was like a scene from an epic battle in movie… but more enjoyable.
 
   I’d never seen so many penises before in my life.  And that these men were fighting stark naked filled me with an excitement I’d never felt before.  It was like they were so close I could just reach out and touch them… stroke them… suck on them if I wanted.
 
   And I wanted to.
 
   Carmen and Kelly started jumping up and down with excitement almost as soon as we’d secured a spot overlooking the fray.  I jumped too, but I think I was excited for reasons different from theirs.  They cheered for this fighter or that, shouting words of encouragement.  I just liked seeing so many cocks flailing around freely.  I barely noticed that they were all so nicely built that their muscles made Comedy and Tragedy look positively weak.
 
   It was hard to determine if there were rules that the fighters had to abide by but I didn’t care so long as there were cocks for me to savor the sight of.  Some of them were knocked down and got right back up.  Others were knocked over and didn’t get back up at all.  Meanwhile their partners would simply turn and fight someone else while a quartet of people dressed in white clothes rushed out, gathered the unconscious – hopefully not the dead – fighters and carried them away through side doors.  
 
   I cheered, swept up in the mood of the mob, and whistling like a girl trying to get a man’s attention.  That was exactly what I was trying to do, but I don’t think anyone picked up on that. 
 
   “It’s called a Battle Royale,” Carmen explained when the remaining fighters dwindled down to about a dozen.  “It’s the specialty for tonight.  Normally they fight one at a time.  But sometimes, they all get thrown in and they fight until there’s only one man standing.”
 
   “Standing erect?” I joked, but I don’t think she heard me.  
 
   The fighters continued to assault each other, throwing punches and kicks, grappling on the ground, throwing each other with such tenacity that my bones began to hurt.  Dirt and blood flew, even though the fighters’ heads were protected by their fighting masks and their hands were gloved.  Even so, some of them took hits that were hard enough to break skin and draw blood.
 
   Some of them fell over, clutching at their sides, arms, or legs, and unable to rise.  In such cases the medical men – I didn’t know what else to call them – came out, this time with stretchers, and carried the injured fighters away.
 
   Soon, there was only a single pair of men remaining.  One of them a large Hispanic looking man, the other was clearly of African-American stock.  Both were equal in their mass but I couldn’t help but notice that the darker man’s cock was larger.  I knew who I favored to win right off.
 
   Both men still moved fairly well, considering that each of them must have had a fair number of fights to get this far.  They sportingly tapped their gloves together before they started swinging away at each other’s heads.  The sight of so much sweat as it gleamed on their muscles made me wet too.  I found my breath coming in ragged gasps as I watched them circle and jab at each other.  It was like they could have been dancing around me and every prod of their fists or lift of their feet was their cock moving in and out of me and I loved it.
 
   This trip is so worth it, I realized.
 
   Before I knew it, the fight was over.  My hero had triumphed.  The Hispanic fighter was on his back, sweaty and unconscious.  My dark warrior raised his hands aloft and in a deep and thunderous voice he cried victory to the watching spectators.  Some cheered and some did not.  A few of the ladies – me included – wolf whistled at our champion, though I did so mostly because I enjoyed the sight of his cock.  Others booed at him and turned and walked away.  Suddenly it seemed that the festivity was over as more of the medics came out to collect the unconscious fighter while a pair of men – also masked – came and escorted my throbbing fighter out a side door.
 
   The desires of the crowd appeared to be fulfilled and the intensity of the match abated as people began to file towards other doors that surrounded the mezzanine on all sides.  I checked my watch and saw that we’d been standing here for nearly two hours before turned away from the dirt-filled arena and rested my weight against the railing, taking in steady breaths.  I felt like I had been on the road to having an amazing orgasm but had fallen short of the mark, but I enjoyed it nonetheless.  Images of naked men dancing in my head as they spilled blood had excited me like I had never thought that it would.
 
   The image of my World War I soldier on my bedroom door came back to me.  I’ve seen you descendants, I thought, and I love them!  I looked to Carmen and Kelly and from the portions of their bodies that were bare I could see that they had begun to sweat just as much as I had.  It did seem warm in here, but not for the reasons that I thought.
 
   “Holy… shit…” I said, almost breathlessly.
 
   Kelly nodded.  “And it gets better,” she said, her voice full of delight.
 
   I looked at her interestedly, though I could not see her face.  “It does?”
 
   Both she and Carmen reached into the pocket between their cleavage where they had hidden their cash.  “How would you like to buy one of those fighters for a night?”
 
   I pushed them towards the nearest door and half-shouted, “Show me, show me, show me, show me, show me, show me, show me…”
 
   I’ve never moved so fast in my life.  They guided me to this foyer where I found a whole slew of alcoves that were sectioned off with curtains.  The fighters stood up on pedestals like statues as men and women both – though mostly women – looked them over.  It reminded me of one of those fashion shows that my mom had taken me to where people could bid on the clothes that designers were willing to part with after a show.  The clothes were usually presented by living models and the same was true here.  The only difference was, the clothes were absent.  The only thing that these models had to cover them was those familiar fight masks.  That made me even hotter, being so close.
 
   “Don’t touch any of them,” Kelly cautioned.  “Come on.”
 
   I followed the sisters around and we inspected the goods.  Some of them were sweaty and still breathing hard, but none of them looked injured.  From what I could tell there were fewer fighters here than there had been in the arena.  That made sense.  I doubted that any of them that had been hurt would be up for what I wanted them to do to me.
 
   “What is this?” I whispered to Kelly.  “Is it like some kind of prostitution ring or something?  If it is, it’s very fucked up!  I like it… but it’s still fucked up!”  I don’t know why I said that, but it felt like my hormones were rushing to my head and silently thinking, Someone is going to fuck me!  Someone is going to fuck me!
 
   Kelly patted me friendly-like on the shoulder.  “It’s not prostitution, sweetie.  And it’s perfectly legal.  And it’s actually an old tradition from the days of the old Republic that’s found new ground in the modern world.”
 
   It suddenly hit me all at once.  The Latin, the disguises, the fighters, paying to have them after the fight…  It all made perfect sense and I counted myself an idiot for not having realized it sooner.  “Modern gladiators,” I half-whispered.
 
   It was Carmen that nodded as we inspected a man with tattoos of snakes across his belly.  “In ancient Rome, women of wealth could purchase a gladiator for a night.  They could do whatever they wanted with them because, well, gladiators were still slaves.”
 
   “And we can do the same here?” I asked hopefully.  “Anything we want.”
 
   “No, not anything,” Kelly said, almost mournfully.  “No sex allowed, sweetie.”
 
   It suddenly felt like Kelly could have just told me that Caesar had risen and was just as quickly murdered.  “What?”
 
   “No physical contact,” Carmen explained.  “Not directly at least.  That’s the rule.  In case word of this ever does get it, there won’t be any legal problems.”
 
   I grabbed both of their arms so firmly they winced at the pain and through their masks I was starring daggers at them.  “You mean… I’m not going to get laid tonight?” I said heatedly, my teeth clenched.
 
   “I told you she’d do this,” Carmen said to Kelly pointedly.  I had no doubts that they had had this discussion before picking me up tonight.  “No, honey,” she explained.  “No sex.”
 
   I suddenly felt like I could have killed them both.  My hopes had been higher than they ever had been and suddenly they had tied ACME anvils to them and brought my hopes crashing back to Earth.
 
   “Then what the fuck are we doing here?” I asked tersely.  
 
   “Having fun,” Kelly said soothingly to me.  Her hand went to my shoulder and I could tell she was trying to keep me calm.  “Trust me, you can still have fun.”
 
   There was something in her words that made me feel like all hope was not lost, but I maintained my grip on the both of them and drew them closer.  I was certain that I was going to leave a bruise on their arms where I gripped them.  “Then guess what… both of you just agreed to buy my man for the night for your lack of communication.”
 
   Even though they were masked and I could not see their faces, I could tell that they were both frightened.  They both nodded.
 
   They took me to a table that sat in the midst of all the canvassed viewing stalls.  On the table sat a small machine that reminded me of a cash counter like one I might see in a bank.  It wasn’t manned and there were a number of torn up pieces of paper that littered the ground around it.  
 
   I looked back at the stalls of fighters and occasionally, I saw some of the fighters being led away by men in white suits, not the medics, and they were escorted to unseen places.
 
   “So how does this work?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a silent auction,” Carmen explained.  “Each of the fighters has a number assigned to his stall.  Did you see them?”
 
   I hadn’t been looking at their numbers but I nodded just the same.  “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, you bid like this: you pick a fighter – one that’s still in his stall.  You punch his number into the keypad here and enter how much you’re willing to bid to have him in this machine here,” she said, tapping the machine on its top.  “Then the machine tells you if you win or not.  If someone else has already won the bid, the machine will tell you.”
 
   At that I understood what the torn pieces of paper on the floor symbolized: shattered hopes.  “So what happens when I win?”
 
   “The machine will give you a slip of paper and tell you where to go.  Your fighter will meet you there.” 
 
   “But no sex?” I asked again, hoping that they would tell me otherwise.
 
   “No, sweetie.  I’m sorry.”
 
   I decided a little fun was better than nothing.  “Alright, how much money do you two have?”
 
   They both exchanged looks at each other through their masks and I could tell that they resented each other – however loosely – for bringing me here without telling me beforehand that I wasn’t going to get my damn cherry popped.  But for the sake of their own wellbeing I knew that they were willing to go along with a lot.  “Eighteen hundred,” Kelly said, counting their collective money.  
 
   I threw in my $300.  “It’s twenty-one hundred now.  Give me number… eighteen,” I said, guessing wildly.
 
   Kelly entered the number and the amount and the machine chewed on it.  It spit out a small slip of paper and Kelly shook her head.  “Taken.”
 
   “Fuck!” I groaned.  “Another one then.  I don’t care which.”
 
   Kelly entered more data and again it was a loss.  Carmen entered the next two sets of numbers, but again, I lost.  I was beginning to grow aggravated when Kelly punched in the fifth number and she jumped up and down excitedly.  “Winner!  Number thirty-six.  Here’s where you go!” she said, passing me the piece of paper.  I took it and felt my spirits rise.  
 
   “We’ll wait for you in the car,” Carmen said as she took Kelly’s hand and like an older sister guiding away her troublesome younger sister, she pulled Kelly towards the doors that they had entered in through.
 
    
 
   I found the room where I was supposed to meet my fighter.  The mansion, it seemed, was entirely at the disposal of the guests.  The slip of paper that showed me where to go was labeled with a floor and room number and when I got there, I was uncertain as how to proceed.
 
   The business-part of my brain took over and I decided to take charge.  I opened the door and found that it was totally dark inside.  Even the light from outside in the grounds didn’t leak into the room.  It was so dark I couldn’t even tell how large the room was.
 
   “Hello?” I asked, my voice echoing in the darkness.
 
   I began to remove my mask so that I could see more clearly, but a voice from inside the darkness stopped me as if I had just turned to stone.
 
   “If you take off your mask, you’ll never be welcome here again.”  It was a man’s voice.  Deep, brooding, sexy, and commanding, as if he had spun the darkness with his voice.  I replaced my mask and obeyed, suddenly feeling very helpless.  I was excited, but I felt helpless.  “Come inside,” the voice added.
 
   I looked up and down the hall to see if there was anyone else present.  I was determined to be fucked before this night was out… if only there were no witnesses close at hand.  Who would know?
 
   “Come inside or go away.  We don’t offer refunds,” the voice said.
 
   I did like he said and stepped inside.
 
   “Close the door.”
 
   When I shut the door the darkness was all consuming.  I’d been on a trip once to a local cavern for a school trip and they had shown us what cave darkness was like.  This felt just like that.  It excited me.
 
   “Step forward,” the voice commanded, “three paces.”
 
   “How do I know I won’t crash into anything?”
 
   “You won’t.  This room is a ballroom when it’s fulfilling its regular duties.  It’s quite empty right now, apart from us… and my friends here.”
 
   “Friends?” I asked, interestedly.  “Did I win more than one of you?”
 
   “Step forward, three paces,” he repeated, evading my question.
 
   I licked my lips.  “I was told that I could do whatever I wanted once I won the bidding.  I’d like to have sex.  That’s what the ladies of the old Roman Republic were allowed to do, right?”  It was a wild hope and I guess I was hoping that this fighter was willing to do anything that I wanted since I’d won him.  
 
   No such luck.
 
   There was a chuckle in the dark and it came from a direction different from where it had come before.  I could tell he was moving and I wondered how he was able to see in the dark so well.  Either he had night vision equipment or he had done this so many times that the routine was muscle memory.  “This is not a whorehouse, miss,” the voice said.  “Here… you do as I say.  And I say: step forward, three paces… or step back and go away.”
 
   I felt like an intern at the office, being bossed around.  But somehow, there was something exciting about it.  This wasn’t business… this was pleasure.
 
   I took three steps forward and stopped.  
 
   “Take off your dress.”
 
   I found the zipper on my dress and undid it quickly and stepped out of it.
 
   “On your left and right, there are two bars.  Hold your arms out upright, you’ll feel them level at your shoulders.  Once you’ve found them, take hold of them.”
 
   I did like he told me, raising my arms out slowly like I was going to get ready to take off and fly away.  I felt the bars right where he had said that they would be.  I grasped the bars and the metal was cool in my grip.  
 
   Click!
 
   I felt the cool of steel around my left right.  
 
   Click!
 
   The same on the right.
 
   Reflexively, I tried to move my hands away and felt the restraints check my progress.  I was handcuffed to a metal frame that I could not see by a man that I did not know.  
 
   “Safe word?” 
 
   I suddenly got that cold guitar feeling in my back again and every nerve in my body began to discharge.  “Uh… Latin,” I said, inventing wildly.
 
   “We can stop any time you like,” the voice said, circling me.  “All you have to do is say your safe word.”
 
   I nodded, uncertain if he could see me.  But given how quickly he’d put me in the cuffs I began to think that must have had some edge to help him see in the darkness.  
 
   “Let me introduce you to my first friend,” he said from somewhere behind me.  I heard a sound that sent shivers down my spine.  It reminded me of hearing rain on a metal rooftop, but the sound was silenced almost as soon as I’d heard it.
 
   Whack!
 
   I felt a gentle impact on my ass cheeks.  I had chosen to wear the skimpiest underwear that I had tonight for hopes of getting laid.  I’d worn a thong, which I don’t think really looks flattering on someone of my body size, but that didn’t stop me from hoping.  But suddenly, I knew where this was heading, and I was okay with it.  
 
                 Whack! 
 
   The second impact was fractionally more intense than the first and the cold guitar plucks up my spine turned to fire.  My skin began to tingle and I liked it.  
 
   Whack!  Whack!  Whack!
 
   The three quick successions of the whip gave me some clue as to its shape and design.  It was like the cat o’ nine tails that sailors used to be flogged with in the old days of tall ships and pirates.  Each of the tails was capped with something that felt like a plastic bead, which accounted for the rain-like sound I’d heard before.  That told me that there was a nearby cart with other assorted ‘friends’ close by.
 
   “I like that,” the voice offered.  “It makes a nice sound.”
 
   Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!   Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!   Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!  Whack!
 
   It felt like he’d gone on with the routine for hours.  And every hit stayed the same.  He wasn’t attacking me like I was a mutineer.  I doubted each hit was enough to do more than leave a slight blemish on my skin.  It felt raw and I liked it.
 
   “Do you like that?” he finally asked me.
 
   “Yes,” I said, my legs felt a little wobbly.  “I want you to do it some more.”
 
   “No,” he said and I could hear his feet on the hardwood floor.  “This friend is tired of you.  I think it’s time for you to meet another friend of mine.  
 
   I waited, wondering with excited anticipation what it was that he was going to do next.  I was surprised, even through the darkness, that I could tell he was standing in front of me.  I could feel him close to me… so close it was like he was going to kiss me.
 
   He didn’t.  I felt a piece of cloth on my eyes – or rather on the eyes of my mask – and he tied it around my head, blindfolding me inside my disguise.  I wasn’t sure what to think of that, so I asked, “But I already can’t see…”
 
   I felt something else on my chest that stole the very breath from out of me.  It was cold… like something from the arctic had just been brought here and pressed against my skin.  It stole my breath away and I reflexively tried to get away from it, but the cuffs held me fast.
 
   “Did I say you could talk?” he asked me.
 
   “No,” I replied hastily and the chill stopped.  
 
   “You don’t talk unless I ask you a question.  Remember that.”  And just like that, the icy kiss was upon my skin again.  I tried to back away by the metal frame held me in place.  Whatever the frame was, it was heavy, and wouldn’t allow me to travel more than a single step in either direction.
 
   The kiss vanished.  Then it reappeared on my back and I lurched forward.  It was gone again.  I felt it on the front of my knee.  Then it was gone.  I felt it on my shoulder.  My neck.  My hand.  The underside of my arm.  My inner thigh.  The underside of my chin.  Behind my ear.  The tops of my toes.  The back of my calf.  My left ass check.  My breasts.  The small of my back.
 
   I slumped against the chains and would have fallen to my knees if the cuffs had permitted it, but I could sink no lower.  The metal bit into my skin but it felt wonderful.  There was something sexy about the pain and I wanted him to do it some more.
 
   The ice prodded at me more and more and never in the same place twice.  
 
   He switched tactics, introducing me to another friend.  This one felt like a feather.  He used it to trace all over my body in the same places that the icy kiss had ventured.  The effect was different.  It made me want to laugh and itch at the same time.  He teased my neck, my shoulders, my belly, the valley between my breasts, the bottoms of my feet, and the spaces between my dingers.  And I couldn’t stop him.
 
   And I loved it.  Years of bossing people around had taught me the value of control.  But now, in the course of… well, I didn’t really know how long he’d been at it… but here I was, learning the value of vulnerability.
 
   It wasn’t until he began to use the feather to tease the outside of my pussy that I suddenly felt like I couldn’t take it anymore.  I was so wet that if I didn’t get him to fuck me I was going to burst or slouch against these chains and die here on the spot.  I didn’t want him to stop, but I didn’t want him to continue either.
 
   I chose the lesser of the two evils.
 
   “Latin!” I shouted, feeling stupid because part of me wanted to go on and I felt like a chump for ending this pleasure tirade so soon.  “Latin!” I repeated, feeling twice as dumb.
 
   I felt the cuff on my right hand released first.  And then as the left one came free, I almost fell and reached out for something – anything – to steady myself.  I felt a pair of hands catch me and my hands reached out to the arms that had saved me.  I felt something there, almost like a bump… but with symmetry… a shape in my host’s skin.  I grinned at it.
 
   I’m not allowed to physically touch anyone, eh?
 
   “Here is your dress,” he said and I felt my dress draped over my arm.  
 
   I pulled myself into it, removed the blindfold from off of my mask, and asked the darkness, “How do I get out of here?”
 
   I felt his hands on my shoulders and they turned me, pointing me in a single direction in the darkness and I knew that he was pointing me in the direction of the way out.  “That way,” he said, “three paces.  The doorknob is on your right hand side.”
 
   I swallowed a lump that had formed in my throat and asked.  “What… what if I want to do this again?”
 
   “Bid and win.  Use my number.  Same as anyone else, miss.”
 
   “No…” I said, trying to muster my courage.  “I mean outside of these walls… outside this room?”
 
   There was a silence that lingered that made me think that he was giving my question some serious consideration.  “You mean, you’d like to meet me?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, feeling somewhat hopeful.
 
   I could hear him chuckle.  “It doesn’t work that way, miss,” he said dismissively.  “It only works here because of how well we keep our secrets.  I’m sorry.”
 
   I nodded, mostly to myself, but I knew that I wasn’t done.  I took my three steps forward once I was sure that my dress was secured.  I found the doorknob right where he said it would be and opened the door.  The light from the hall outside spilled in, practically blinding me.  
 
   I tried to look back into the room, hoping to see some sign of my host and get an image of what he looked like at least.  I was hoping to take some sensation of tonight from out of this place for tonight, but all I could see was darkness.  The wash of the light consumed everything in the empty room and not even the metal frame to which I had been bound was visible.
 
   “Close the door,” he commanded from inside.
 
   Unsure of how else I should respond, I nodded and closed the door behind me.  His voice, though seemingly disembodied was still empowered over me.  And all that I could do was comply and I closed the door and left the room and all of the experience it had held behind.  It had all seemed so simple, but lasting.
 
   I wanted more.
 
   When I arrived at the limo, after having retrieved my purse and returned my mask, Kelly and Carmen were waiting for me.  There was an expectant look on their faces, as if they expected me to tell the story detail for detail once I was safe inside their limo like a school girl relating the story of my first kiss.  They looked resentfully at me for a moment, doubtless because I had robbed them of whatever debaucheries that they had hoped to indulge in tonight, but I didn’t care.
 
   Call it a fat chick’s revenge, skinny bitches, I thought, lightly hating them for keeping something like this a secret from me.  Even if only for a couple of weeks.
 
   “Well?” Kelly pressed.  “What did you do?”
 
   I smiled and felt the same mischievous feeling that I was sure that they must have had when they withheld information from me from time to time and for no reason greater than because it was enjoyable.  And the memory of that same bump that I had felt on my host’s arm filled my mind.
 
   “What do you know about brands?” I asked.
 
   Both Kelly and Carmen looked at me confusedly.  “Brands?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, my voice serious.  “Like the kind that you use a hot iron to burn into somebody’s skin like a slave or something.  That kind of brand?”
 
   Both Kelly and Carmen continued their looks of confusion.  “Uh… I’m not sure,” Kelly said.  “I don’t think anybody really uses them anymore.  Why?”
 
   I smirked.  “Because… my fighter… he was really good at what he did… and he had a brand on his right forearm.  It was in the shape of a round shield with two spears crossing behind it.  I’m certain that I’ve seen that mark before.  And I intend to find it.”
 
   -end-
 
   Get Gladiator Book 2 below:
 
   Gladiator : Book 2 (A BBW BDSM Erotic Romance Novella Series)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Erotic Romance Novella Series by Freya Isabel:
 
   Dangerous Pleasure Book 1 (FREE on Amazon.com!)
 
   Dangerous Pleasure Book 2
 
   Dangerous Pleasure Book 3
 
   Dangerous Pleasure Book 4
 
   Dangerous Pleasure Book 5
 
   Dangerous Pleasure Book 6 finale
 
    
 
   Gladiator : Book 1 (A BBW BDSM Erotic Romance Novella Series)
 
   Gladiator : Book 2 (A BBW BDSM Erotic Romance Novella Series)
 
   Gladiator : Book 3 (A BBW BDSM Erotic Romance Novella Series)
 
   Gladiator: Other books in the series coming out soon!
 
    
 
   Erotic Romance Short Stories by Freya Isabel:
 
   Heat: 10 Erotic Romance Short Stories
 
   Mirror Seduction
 
   The Touch Of Silence
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
A BBW BDSM ) book 1

Romance Nov ella Series





