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   EZRA
 
    
 
    
 
   We'd stayed up long into the night talking. Held in his embrace, I felt soft. Lucid. As if in a dream.
 
   Blake Strong lived up to his name. When he spoke about the trauma of losing his sister, of being informed of her death having heard his mother's frantic cries on the phone, and then rushing to the hospital to find out she'd been murdered, I realized that despite what he'd been through he'd remained capable and kind. He had the strength I needed.
 
   I told him more about Tyler, what had evolved in that basement where he'd held me captive for six months of my early adult life.
 
   'We're kindred spirits,' I said, nestling my head between his outstretched arm and chest so that I could feel his heartbeat on my face.
 
   'The man who was sentenced for her murder committed suicide.'
 
   'But, you said you thought it was someone else?'
 
   'His brother, yes.'
 
   'What will you do?'
 
   'Wait. I've got someone looking into it.'
 
   I had to give him credit, he hadn't allowed the past to change him. Which was more than could be said for I.
 
   Having spent years trying to come to terms with the nightmares that filled my sleep and flashbacks that took over every waking moment, I thought I'd finally learned to live with them. But since I'd met Blake I'd had to confront things I hadn't had the guts to face before. One of which had been my fear of men, of allowing myself to feel something for another person, and to trust. But I'd been intimate with Blake. And I felt as though I'd finally breached one of my own rules: to allow a man who genuinely cared into my life.
 
   But I was also scared of what kind of future lay before me. This was new territory. I was still broken. And it would take Blake's loyalty to heal me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BLAKE
 
    
 
    
 
   We'd had a difficult start to our relationship. How Ezra was able to cope in such traumatic circumstances was visible in the way she still censored her thoughts. But I knew, in time, she'd learn to overcome her trust issues and give herself to me fully, without hesitation. And I would wait because she really was a very special woman, and I could no longer imagine my life without her. I had no intention of letting her go.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EZRA
 
    
 
    
 
   A week had gone by since Madison's arrest. The police had informed me that she was being held on remand until a court date was set. It could be months before I saw her being sent down to the cells. I imagined her face as the prison van appeared at the gates and grew hot with anger.
 
   I hadn't bothered to challenge Blake since he'd returned with the rest of my things. He'd managed to collect up every last ounce of my old life, bringing it with him to my new one. Something I should have felt annoyed and upset about, but didn't. The London apartment now sat empty except for the furniture which wouldn't fit inside the cottage even if I'd melted it down, but I was happy there.
 
   The quaint little house, overlooking the fields was only a mile long walk to the beach. It was perfect. Except, it felt wrong. Wrong was probably not the right word. Different then. It felt different. I felt different. Not myself. Like Ezra DeSilva had been eradicated, along with Maddie, my best friend. I guess I was still smarting from her betrayal. I wondered how she could hurt me. How could she stand by me, hold my hand, and look me in the eye, knowing that I was scared and upset because of something she'd done?
 
   All along I'd thought I should be careful around Blake when it was she who'd lied to me, who'd tossed the wool over my eyes.
 
   We'd had a few cross words, my spite getting the better of me, but Blake and I hadn't had a full-on spat since I'd agreed to move in with him on a more permanent basis. However, things had begun to stagnate: our raucous lovemaking thankfully wasn't one of them, but now that things had returned to normal, I felt as though I was on the brink of losing it. Stoking the fire of my emotions with angry words I'd wanted to spit at Maddie, but was unable to left me teetering on the edge of an angry outburst. I knew I didn't want to let it out on Blake. It wasn't his fault. He deserved better, but the only way I could cool down from my hot-headed thoughts was to go for a walk. I walked miles that week, over the hills, and down to the coast, following the sea via the cliffs all along Hove. Walking off my anger had worked, but that day, I felt fit to burst with it.
 
   It didn't help that I knew sooner or later I would disappoint Blake in some way. I'd let him down. Just as I always did. Not having the guts to apologise would get me into all kinds of bother before, but then, I knew the consequences were much more serious. I could lose him. And that thought frightened me more than the thought of upsetting him.
 
   The first week had passed in a blur of flying colours but then he had to arouse my inner bitch by telling me that I couldn't visit my ex-best friend, who was now awaiting trial for stalking, harassing and threatening me.
 
   'Don't tell me what I can and cannot do, please.'
 
   I added the please on the end at the last minute, hopeful it would give me some reprieve from his obvious distaste at my decision to see what the bitch had to say for herself.
 
   'I need to speak to her. I have to know why she did this to me,' I pointed at the four walls, hoping he'd understand that I wouldn't be there with him if it hadn't been for her.
 
   'Is that who you were speaking to on the phone earlier?'
 
   There was no point in lying to him.
 
   'Yes.'
 
   'Did she apologise to you. Did she explain-'
 
   'Why she did it? No.'
 
   'Please don't interrupt me.'
 
   I pouted.
 
   'So you're going to visit her, despite my concerns?'
 
   I'd thought about it. I'd thought long and hard about it, and I'd decided that yes, I was going to visit her. I had questions that needed answering.
 
   'I have to know why she left those letters in my apartment and made those phone calls, scaring me half to death.'
 
   'That's the only reason you're going?'
 
   'Yes.'
 
   'Ezra?'
 
   'No, alright. I was going to see if . . .'
 
   'You could rekindle your friendship?'
 
   'Of course not. I need to see her reaction.'
 
   I was determined to have my way despite his concerns. When I'd mentioned it the day before, he'd said he was worried I'd get hurt again. He said that dragging it all up so soon could leave me feeling worse. But I doubted I could feel any more hate towards her.
 
   'Would you have told me if I hadn't have asked?'
 
   'Of course, I would. Look, I don't see what the problem is.'
 
   'The problem is that if I hadn't have asked you who'd called, you might not have told me you were going. You're putting yourself in danger.'
 
   'What could she do to me in a prison?'
 
   'You've no idea what convicts are capable of, Ezra.'
 
   'She hasn't been convicted.'
 
   He blanched at my forthright manner. Then he seemed to soften.
 
   'I'll give you a lift.'
 
   'Where?'
 
   'To the prison. What date is the visiting order for?'
 
   'Wednesday. But I . . .'
 
   'You have it already?'
 
   It was a trick question. I'd already made my decision and I wasn't going to back out of it now.
 
   'I'll come with you.'
 
   'What, inside the place?'
 
   'Of course.'
 
   'To keep me safe from perverted shoplifting lesbian's?'
 
   'There's no need to get sassy with me.'
 
   'I wasn't being sarcastic.'
 
   'Must you always have the final word?'
 
   'Yes.'
 
   'Maybe you need to calm down,' he said, noticing my tense posture. But saying that only riled me more.
 
   'I am calm.'
 
   'You're stressed.'
 
   'I'm bored.'
 
   'Then find something to do.'
 
   The evening continued in much the same way. I thought at first I must be about to start my period, having been short-tempered all afternoon and even quicker to react when he'd questioned me over the fact that I'd already received a VO before discussing it with him first. I didn't think I should need to tell him everything so I stuck to my guns and pointed out that he was acting like a closed book when he sauntered off for meetings with client's late at night, and that his secrecy was the real problem. But none of that was getting to me as much as being holed up in the cottage was.
 
   I was irritable. There was only so much housework a small cottage needed doing. Only so much cooking, cleaning, polishing, vacuuming and washing. I was bored senseless. And instead of understanding me, Blake refused to acknowledge there was even a problem.
 
   'I need to go back to work.'
 
   'Okay.'
 
   'How am I supposed to get there when you have the car?'
 
   'I'll take you to London in the morning, drop you off to work, head into the office, meet my client for lunch, return to the office and pick you up on my way home.'
 
   'You think of everything.'
 
   'That's my job.'
 
   'Then what is mine?'
 
   'You'll have to figure that out yourself.'
 
   'What the fuck is that supposed to mean?'
 
   I hadn't realised I'd sworn until his eyes narrowed.
 
   If the truth were to be told, I never would have believed Blake had it in him to force me to acknowledge the carnal desires I'd held dear to my heart since I'd met him. Even as I saw the temptation in his eyes, the thought that he'd actually act out those dormant fantasies I'd replayed in my mind since I'd laid eyes on him, despite saying otherwise, sent a cold shiver down my spine.
 
   'Come here,' he said, edging towards the sofa.
 
   'What?'
 
   If in doubt play dumb.
 
   'Come here.'
 
   'Why?'
 
   'You know why.'
 
   I shook my head, no, but my head said yes. I knew why he wanted me to come towards him, but I did and I didn't want him to. I wasn't going to make it easy for him because then he'd think he'd won, and over my dead body would any man think he'd got one over on me.
 
   'You've been asking for it for a long time.'
 
   The urge to run over-powered all rational thought when I heard those words and I turned on my heels towards the door.
 
   'Don't walk away from me.'
 
   It was an order.
 
   I stood there staring at the door, waiting. Waiting for him to take the lead. Waiting for my feet to get into gear with my brain. I stood there praying for an opportunity to run, thinking up an excuse to leave.
 
   'Ezra?'
 
   I turned. His voice was enticing. My legs trembled. I felt as though they would give way at any moment, but they didn't. I remained rooted to the spot, my eyes fixed on the floor.
 
   'Come here.'
 
   'Why?' If I was trying to act naive it wasn't working. My voice shook almost as much as my quivering legs.
 
   'It's about time you started showing me some respect.'
 
   I agreed, but I wasn't going to cave into his desires for an excuse to turn me over his knee.
 
   My hand reached the handle and before I had the time to digest his words my feet had begun to pummel the floor and I found myself outside, breathing in the crisp early October air.
 
   The time had come for me to run. Just as I always had.
 
   Down to the bottom of the garden I flew, jumping over the herbaceous borders and up onto the slimline stone wall, dropping down onto the thick grass and out onto the open plains. From there I could see the sea on a background of mist, like a veil separating me and the fields from the high tide of the Atlantic ocean.
 
   I'd escaped.
 
   I tasted freedom in the air and to prove that it was real I breathed in the scent of Jasmine and Clove that came to me in the wind from the herb garden several feet behind me, where I saw Blake stood in the doorway of the house.
 
   I caught the look of relief on his face, settling his anxious features when he realised that I hadn't really gone anywhere. I was still on the property. I was still considering my next move when he began to slowly walk up behind me.
 
   Draping my arms across my waist with his, I felt the panic subside. Taken over with longing, for his touch, for his strength, I knew I had to be frank with him, but I was still too uncomfortable to say the words.
 
   'I can't do it.'
 
   'You can,' he said. 'You're stronger than you think.'
 
   'I can't let go. I can't give that to you. That's not who I am.'
 
   My eyes pricked with tears found his.
 
   'This isn't going to go away. It will niggle in the back of your mind until we deal with it. It has to be taken care of now. I'm not going to let it fester.'
 
   I felt as though I'd made a deal with the devil. A pact that gave him the right to decide what was good for me, and what wasn't.
 
   He released my arms and took hold of my wrist, gently tugging on it until I could no longer fight the inevitable.
 
   I allowed him to lead me inside the house, where the warmth from the open doorway invited me into the unknown with a gentle glimmer of hope.
 
   Maybe it wouldn't be so bad after all, I thought.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BLAKE
 
    
 
    
 
   I valued her unbeaten strength, but I couldn't ignore the fact that it had been barely a week since Ezra had escaped her lunatic ex-best friend's attempt at sending her over the edge with frightening phone calls, threatening letters and a break-in. It was too soon for her to expect an apology or an explanation. I loved her determination, but I didn't want her to get hurt again. I wasn't going to allow her to put herself in danger. She was my girlfriend now. I had promised to protect her, and if that included protecting her from herself then so be it.
 
   But there was more to it than that, and she knew it. That's why she ran. There were things we still hadn't dealt with. Things I'd allowed to fester and accumulate dust because I'd thought it might have been too soon to get her to face them.
 
   When Ezra stopped at the foot of the wide expanding field and didn't make any attempt at continuing to run away from her problems I knew that it was time. When she allowed me to take her hand and lead her into the cottage, I felt her give a small piece of herself to me, to treasure.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EZRA
 
    
 
    
 
   He closed the back door behind us and lead me into the living room.
 
   He turned to face me and said, 'I think it's time I taught you a lesson in respect.'
 
   My stomach knotted up.
 
   'I do respect you.'
 
   'You've got a funny way of showing it.'
 
   A beat of silence passed between us, and I hoped he was going to let it go as he'd done all the other times, but then he dropped down onto the sofa, releasing my hand from his as he did.
 
   Stood two feet in front of him and fifteen feet from the door I knew there was no way I was going to get out of it by running again.
 
   'Come here Ezra, I won't ask you again.'
 
   I shuffled closer, unable to meet his eyes as he spoke.
 
   'Over my knee.'
 
   My chest tightened at his words. I was going to tell him under no uncertain terms to get stuffed, but there was a hard lump in my throat. A knot of dread that halted my voice.
 
   I glanced up and caught his eyes. He wasn't angry, but instead smiling. This was a game. He enjoyed the show. I wasn't afraid of him.
 
   'You're joking,' I said, breathing a sigh of relief.
 
   'Do I look like I'm joking?'
 
   No, I thought, seeing his face grow stern. You don't.
 
   I swallowed hard.
 
   I looked back at the door, but before I could seize my chance of escape he'd clamped his hand around my wrist and in one movement pulled me across his lap.
 
   'What are you doing?!'
 
   My pulse began to beat wildly.
 
   'What does it look like?'
 
   He didn't wait for me to answer before he struck me once on my clothed arse.
 
   I froze, unable to gain the energy to respond as he'd wished. He wanted me to fight him. I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction.
 
   'Blake?'
 
   'I'm going to spank you.'
 
   'No, you're not.' I struggled to pull myself off his lap with one hand shielding my rear, but he lifted my wrist and held it firmly behind my back with one solid palm.
 
   'You're my girlfriend, and while you live under my roof you'll respect me. That includes no swearing, answering me back, or raising your voice to me. Do you understand?'
 
   'Ow.' I felt a sharp slap to my cotton-clad cheek.
 
   'Do you understand?'
 
   He struck me once more, but this time the sharp sting caused my nipples to harden. I understood, but I wasn't going to tell him so I continued to struggle as though I wanted him to stop.
 
   'Let go of me.'
 
   The sinking feeling in my chest expanded to a longing. I was confused and angry with myself for enjoying it.
 
   'Ow.' Another slap, this time to my other cheek.
 
   'Get off me.' And again back to the other cheek, repeating the cycle.
 
   'Ow.' I tried to pull away from him but he gripped me tight.
 
   'You can't do this.'
 
   'Ow.' This time it felt harder.
 
   'Who's going to stop me?'
 
   'I-'
 
   The sharp slap when it came knocked the wind from me.
 
   A yearning ache filled my stomach. I wanted this so bad it almost hurt.
 
   'When you're being punished I expect you to be quiet and keep still.'
 
   'Ow.'
 
   He paused for a few moments and I thought that it was over, but then I felt his hands fumbling to lift my dress. My instinct kicked in and I flung my hand out to conceal my knicker-clad arse.
 
   'No, not like that.'
 
   'I'll only spank you on the bare.'
 
   He pulled my hand away and held it above my head. With his arm outstretched and covering one hand with his, I could reach out with my other. He tugged my knickers down to reveal my naked backside just as I covered one naked cheek.
 
   'Please?'
 
   'You can beg and plead all you like but you're going to get the spanking you deserve.'
 
   There were no neighbours nearby. The cottage was completely detached from civilisation. Nobody would hear me scream. Not that I would, because despite my show of reluctance I was aroused. Heat brushed my cheeks as I felt my pussy pulsating. My nipples grazed the sofa as I wriggled, sending shockwaves of pleasure to spread down to the cleft of my pussy as I rubbed it hard against his denim-clad thigh.
 
   He held both of my wrists above my head in one hand without strain and began to slap my cheeks one at a time with his large flat palm. It stung more now that I had no clothes to cover my pale skin.
 
   'Ow,' it hurts.'
 
   'It's meant to hurt.'
 
   My face flushed crimson. I was embarrassed. Despite rocking and twisting in the hope that I'd be able to free myself from his grip he continued to spank me. Each stroke felt harder than the last.
 
   'Ow, ow, ow.'
 
   My pleas fell on deaf ears. He let go of my wrists and held one hand, the only one I could have used to cover my arse from each firm stroke he applied to my now stinging rear. And as he did a wave of euphoria took over me.
 
   His hand reined down several slaps, hard and fast.
 
   'Stop!'
 
   'I'm going to spank you until you're sore, like it or not.'
 
   My eyes watered from the humiliation of being bent over my boyfriend's knee. My arse exposed and vulnerable.
 
   With each stroke I felt a little more of my anger dissipate, only to be replaced by fear. Would this ever end?
 
   'Please, stop,' I said as the rush of pleasure I'd felt earlier began to wane.
 
   Again he ignored my pleas. I tried to blink back the tears that welled in my eyes but it was pointless. I was going to cry like a bloody child. Pissed off with myself and not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry I buried my head in my free arm, but this only meant that he couldn't hear my muffled cries.
 
   I was sore and praying for it to be over when he said, 'I don't want to do this you know.'
 
   I heard myself saying, 'then why are you?'
 
   'Because you need it.'
 
   I didn't have time to reply with a sassy comment as he rained down a rapid succession of firm whacks that left me gasping for air.
 
   I'd begun to understand what he meant later. After he'd applied several hard whacks to my stinging rear my fight was beginning to wane. My arse was sore, but my ego had been well and truly beaten.
 
   'I'm not going to put up with your trashy mouth,' he said, applying a few more slaps to my already raw backside.
 
   I could no longer hold in the disappointment I felt for upsetting him. The anger and tension I'd been trying to contain had almost disintegrated. All that was left was my bare behind, scarlet red just like my face. I was mortified that I could have allowed Blake to do this to me, but more than that I was embarrassed I'd forced him to resolve to such a method. I guessed then he was right. He'd never intended to spank me that day, I'd pushed him to react, knowing exactly what I was doing. Testing him was second nature to me.
 
   Several more firm handed strikes really made it hit home how much I'd hurt him. I clenched my fists in an attempt to contain my distress.
 
   'Ow, that's too hard,' I cried, realising that no matter what I did, Blake wasn't going to release me until he thought I'd received what I'd earned. The trouble was, I knew how much that was.
 
   'You're lucky I'm only using my hand.'
 
   That was when the floodgates opened and I began to howl. I was a hot sobbing mess when his strikes increased in frequency. I didn't have the time to react because no sooner had his hand left the tender skin of my rear it would return once more. I cried loudly, hoping it would arouse his good nature but it only seemed to annoy him.
 
   'You can scream as loud as you want, but nobody is going to save you. The only way you're getting out of this is if you let go.'
 
   'Never!'
 
   As his strikes grew more intense, I realised that I'd better consider his words because if I didn't I was sure to be there a long time, and I knew I couldn't cope with much more.
 
   I breathed in deeply as I'd been taught in counselling all those years ago and allowed my body to soften. I wept silently into the sofa, feeling the fabric of Blake's jeans beneath my bare thighs. Knowing my arse was on fire in front of him where he not only had a good aim but could also see my wounded flesh sent ripples of shame to flood my loins. I was ashamed that I hadn't fought him off me but more than that I was ashamed of my own actions. He'd resorted to the very thing he told me he would if I continued to disrespect him. And what had I done? I'd continued to disrespect him, knowing how it would end, but still, somehow, believing I was invincible and could by-pass the consequences.
 
   A shockwave of guilt rose up from my bowels and filled me with the sickness I'd only before experienced when I'd stolen Blake's car to attack Nate, Madison's boyfriend, the week before. Accusing him of being responsible for her disappearance when she'd gone AWOL, knowing the police were coming after her because she was a suspect. I had betrayed Blake and lied to him. Ashamed of my actions, determined to seek his forgiveness, and wanting it to be over with quickly, I apologised.
 
   He stopped, his hand on my hot rear. The pain was intense but no worse than the feel of his sweaty palm which caused it to sting even more.
 
   'I'm sorry,' I cried, this time the meaning was obvious.
 
   'You're forgiven,' he said, releasing his grip on my hand enough that I was able to instinctively reach back and rub my swollen arse. But it hurt like hell so I left it alone and sat up.
 
   Unable to meet Blake's eyes, I was grateful he pulled me towards him and held me close. The problem was in that position I had no choice but to sit my tender backside on his jean-clad thighs, and the denim caused my arse to throb.
 
   He held me tight so I couldn't move, not that I wanted to. Because there, in that position, I was able to sink my face into his neck. His skin smelt of sweat and cologne. His masculine scent and the feel of his strong arms, holding me firmly against his chest made me want to melt into his body. Still breathless, and with tears streaming down my face I felt his warm hand on my back, stroking and soothing me as though I was the most precious thing in his world. I was reassured by his embrace that I would continue to be cared for and protected by this man, who when he felt it necessary would also discipline me.
 
   Despite what he had just inflicted on me, I didn't hate him. I couldn't hate him. If anything I felt more warmth towards him. Because if he cared enough to hold me with the same hands he'd used to hold me to account for my actions, actions that were detrimental to myself, to him, to our relationship, then I must have held a very special place in his heart.
 
   'It's over,' he said, stroking my hair with one hand and applying just enough pressure to my back to let me know that so long as I didn't commit the same offences, any residual hurt he'd felt over my recent behaviour was forgiven.
 
   It was truly gratifying to know that Blake wouldn't hold any of my past misdemeanours against me. I should expect not to hear another word from Blake about my decision to visit Madison in prison, stealing Blake's car, attacking Nate, or my loud mouth.
 
   So long as I continued to submit to his rules.
 
   I made a silent promise not to give him cause to correct me again. I had no intention of being put in that position a second time. Once was enough.
 
   He cradled me in his strong arms as I relaxed, allowing my body to soak up his positively calm energy. My fractured breathing slowly returned to normal. The tears dried on my face. I stayed there until he released me and told me to stand.
 
   He lifted my chin with his hand and I looked up to him. My eyes red and my face still flushed from the experience.
 
   'You know I only did it because I care. I won't let you hurt me or yourself.'
 
   I knew what he meant. I had to look after myself better. I had to remember to eat even when I was busy or stressed. When I was tired or had something on my mind, I only needed to say so. I had to be open and honest with him as he had been to me. I had deserved his punishment. I knew I did. That didn't make me weak. I gained strength from the knowledge that I was a powerful woman who demanded attention and had decided to accept the consequences of my attention seeking behaviours. Blake wanted a peaceful life and so did I. It would be easier if I stopped pushing and shoving him for a reaction.
 
   I guessed he was right about one thing. I knew exactly how to push his buttons, but I also knew  how to take it when I went too far. That was something he hadn't been expecting.
 
   I gazed up at him, noticing a slight tick above one eye. Realising I had to reassure him that I wasn't going to run for the hills just because he'd spanked me, I decided to play down my sincere pleasure at having met a man, who could finally, and quite literally whip me from my feet.
 
   'Thank you.'
 
   'For what?' he said, appearing to be genuinely stunned by my reaction.
 
   'For being you.'
 
   I stood on tip-toes and raised my head to kiss him. He didn't protest, but instead of comforting me by wrapping his thick arms around me as I'd expected, he looked me straight in the eyes and said, 'I could love you.'
 
   I laughed, nervously.
 
   'What's so funny?'
 
   Despite being sore from his hand, I felt something strong pulsing between us. A connection I'd never felt with another man.
 
   'Could you love me?'
 
   I did accept that I'd needed his guidance. But could I fall in love with a man who would take me in hand to keep me on the right path, as he was suggesting?
 
   'I . . . I don't know.'
 
   I saw the adoration in his eyes. The knowledge that he'd met his match with me, but self-assured enough to know that I'd been searching for a real man to take the place of Joe, a man who didn't know what he wanted, and Tyler, a man who had a warped idea of what he wanted. All those other men in between had only been after one thing- my body, and I'd thought I'd wanted that too, only it was superficial. Just as Blake had suggested our conversations had been before I'd opened up to him and told him why I was so afraid of commitment and intimacy. But being exposed and vulnerable in front of Blake had ripped away some of my armour.
 
   'Could you love me?'
 
   'I suppose so,' I said.
 
   Was he trying to tell me that he loved me?
 
   And just like that my fear returned. But that time I wasn't scared of Blake. I wasn't even scared of what he would do if I hurt him. I was afraid of giving him a reason to do it again so I kept silent whilst I collected my knickers from the floor. I walked into the bathroom and locked the door. Lifting my dress I saw the devastation he'd inflicted on me. My entire backside was bright red. I slid my knickers up over the skin, and let my dress fall down over my arse.
 
   Later, lying on my front on top of the bed, unable to bare my sore bottom touching anything I thought about what it might be like if this were made a more permanent arrangement. Could I handle living like this full-time?
 
   I had plenty of time to decide. I'd only committed to being his girlfriend, to move in with him. I could still walk away at any time.
 
   I breathed in the newly washed sheets and tried to shove the doubt to the back of my mind.
 
   I needed some air, but I didn't want Blake to think that I was running away again. I needed to face him and tell him how I felt.
 
   He appeared in the bedroom doorway as I was sliding my feet into my sandals.
 
   'Where are you going?'
 
   'I need some fresh air. I was going to take a walk to the beach.'
 
   'Alone, or can I come with?'
 
   'Alone, if you don't mind.'
 
   'Not at all. I'll get some lunch on the go, shall I?'
 
   The thought of what he might draw up from his culinary skills made my mouth water.
 
   'Please?'
 
   I pulled my cardigan from the back of the chair beside the mirrored wardrobe and headed towards the door.
 
   'You're not having second thoughts about us, this lifestyle, are you?' he said, halting me in my tracks.
 
   'No.' I smiled.
 
   But I needed some air to my backside. The thought of the wind whipping against the thin cotton of my dress, cooling the hot skin beneath it was a welcome thought.
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   She was beautiful and sexy and perfect. And, I thought I'd fallen in love with her. The only problem was I wasn't sure she felt the same way. Especially after I'd battered her behind.
 
   She left the house to take a walk on the beach. I suspected she needed the time alone to process things, and I was only too glad to give her the space she needed. I also secretly suspected that she needed the cool wind to whip up her legs and soothe her scorching rear. I welcomed the thought that when she returned home seeking warmth and comfort, she'd want nothing more than for me to give it to her.
 
   When she didn't return for lunch I wasn't too worried. But as the afternoon wore on and the sky turned dark, I began to grow increasingly concerned.
 
   Had I frightened her away? Had I shown her too soon, what she could have if she loved me too? Had she fled believing she wasn't worthy? Or had she realised this wasn't the lifestyle she craved?
 
   By 7:00pm I had searched everywhere nearby and had begun to traipse the cliffs for a sign that she'd been there. By 9:00am I was sill searching, anxious enough to consider calling the police.
 
   I imagined she'd been attacked, hit by a car, had fallen to her death. I was scared. But more than that, I was angry with myself for letting her go out alone in an area she was still getting used to, and not offering to go with her. But she'd said she wanted to be alone, and I couldn't force her to stay. I wasn't a monster. I knew I had traditional views, but she had welcomed that, hadn't she?
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   When he caught up with me he looked about ready to paint my arse red again. Only when he held out his arms and pulled me towards him I felt his shoulders relax around the slim curve of my body and his tone was soft.
 
   I'd been stood watching the sunset on the horizon. I'd felt secure. I hadn't noticed the time, having forgotten to wear a watch. I still hadn't bought a new phone since giving my old one to the police. They hadn't managed to trace the caller who'd breathed down the line at me, and despite pleading her innocence I'd believed it had been Maddie. Since I'd arrived back in Brighton my sense of timing had gone caput. The sky had looked so beautiful bleached blood red and burnt orange, and the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks had lulled me into a false sense of presence. I was there, but I was not. I was at one with the universe. A beautifully constructed world in which I was a small element. A small pebble on the shore like the stones I held in my palm, flicking them down one at a time as Blake came drew away from me. The world was bigger than me. But my actions had a ripple effect. I could upset the man who'd almost declared his love for me, but was I prepared for a future that involved what he'd shown me?
 
   'Where have you been?'
 
   'I wanted to watch the sunset.'
 
   'It's cold,' he said. 'Here, take this.'
 
   He placed his suit jacket over my shoulders and my arms ceased shaking. My hands gripped tightly onto the sleeves of his coat so as not to let him see my nerves had got the better of me.
 
   'What are you thinking?'
 
   I had given him permission to my body but I would not allow him access to my mind. Privacy was important to me. But intimacy was important to him. I felt conflicted and confused.
 
   My earlier reminder to respect him remained. I hadn't been able to sit down for hours. My legs ached and my feet hurt from walking across sandy terrains, the pebble beach and rocks. The coastal walk was a dirt track that covered one end of the town and traveled to the other. I'd probably walked three miles and back across Hove. Lying was second nature to me but Blake valued honesty.
 
   'I needed time to think.'
 
   'About what?'
 
   'About us.'
 
   'Us?'
 
   I glared at him. Was he deliberately pretending not to be able to hear me or was it selective?
 
   'I was thinking about what you said,' I shouted above the sound of the waves crashing below, realizing the wind had caught our breath and he probably hadn't heard me because of that, not because he hadn't been listening.
 
   'What I said?'
 
   'About love.'
 
   'Does it scare you?'
 
   'No. But I . . . I don't know if . . . I can . . .'
 
   My voice was carried away in the gale-force winds which whipped my hair in front of my face.
 
   He stepped forwards and pulled me close, escorting me away from the windy lip of the hill where the cliffs stood, branched off in all directions directly below us. I imagined he wanted to move me to safety but was surprised when he told me he'd considered calling the police.
 
   'I didn't know where you were. I've been looking for you everywhere.'
 
   'The police? But I wasn't missing?'
 
   'I'd like to know where you are, that's all. It's not safe out here alone. What if you fell?'
 
   'I'm sorry,' I said, and I meant it. I knew he cared, I knew he wanted to protect me. But how could he if he didn't know where I was?
 
   'Come here,' he said, smiling.
 
   I allowed him to embrace me. He stood like a barrier between the wind and I.
 
   'I worry because I care. I care because-'
 
   'Don't say it.'
 
   'I love you,' he said.
 
   But I still wasn't sure I felt the same way about him. I liked him a lot. Did that count?
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   What man doesn't fantasize about his girlfriend's reaction when he threatens to turn her over his knee? Every man has the desire to put an end to misery.
 
   Ezra wasn't the first and she wouldn't be the last to end up in that position. It goes on behind closed doors, a secret society, a rare breed of men who refuse to be subordinated by a woman. Through the ages in all societies women expected it, even accepted it as part of the deal of marriage, then feminism took over and decided to abolish it. They only succeeded in keeping it quiet. Silencing the very act that saved marriages and created a calm household. Even Ezra seemed to understand this.
 
   The very act of baring Ezra of her modesty aroused me, and I knew by the way she writhed about on my lap that it aroused her too. She was wet as she climbed off me. I felt her pussy graze my denim covered knee and I wished to god to take her right there and then. But that would ruin the moment. She needed to feel accountable. She needed a clear head. She needed to process things. I understood that.
 
   I kissed her hard, sending shockwaves of pleasure down my loins. I wanted to kiss her better. To taste her. But to do so would detract from the point I was trying to make so I held on to her with kid gloves and didn't fall for her whining apology, knowing exactly where she was trying to take me.
 
   'Touch me,' she said.
 
   'Not now.'
 
   'But I need you.'
 
   'Your sexual feelings are a result of our closeness. But that's not how it's going to be.'
 
   'You can't deny me sex.'
 
   'I deny you the right to control me.'
 
   Her eyes sparkled, but she didn't back away. She allowed me to hold her. Her need to feel cherished outweighed her need to nurture. She knew how far she could push me. I had reassured her that no matter what she said or did I would be there for her.
 
   'Okay,' she said.
 
   Ezra might have felt vulnerable, powerless, weak even but I saw a strong, independent, capable woman who had let go of her need to control and had given in to her deep-rooted desire to be loved. Loved enough to be taken in hand. Loved enough to submit to me.
 
   Because despite what the media leads you to believe women don't fall into these kinds of relationships by accident. Neither are they forced into them kicking and screaming. Ezra walked into it willingly, with an open heart and her head held high. And for that, I loved her more. That attraction is not from seeing her cry or from seeing her sore. I had no intention of hurting her, above what would be expected. I felt honored she had chosen me to show her the way. She respected me to decide for her what was needed.
 
   What I hoped was for her to learn to love as I had done, because I had fallen for her, completely.
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   The week continued in a blur of happiness and serenity; a kind of peace I'd never known before took over us both. I was in a quiet contemplative mood when it dawned on me that it might have had something to do with Blake's refusal to let me get away with the things I had done when we'd first met. It might also have had something to do with the fact we were miles from anyone and the cottage was always filled with the sounds and smells of fresh linen being washed, home cooked meals and the radio blasting classical music from Blake's office upstairs.
 
   I felt as though I'd wandered into an old western film, and I couldn't help liking it. It was an easier way of life. All the usual daily stresses of work and commuting were gone. Except of course, for Blake they had only worsened. He spent most evenings traveling home. We barely saw one another during the week. The only problem was, I knew the honeymoon period wouldn't last forever. I was trying to eek it out for as long as possible. But real life doesn't work out like a western. There isn't always a happy ending. And sooner or later, I was going to have to accept that I wasn't on holiday. This was my life now, like it or not, I'd made a decision, and being the stubborn woman I am, I wasn't going to admit to Blake that I'd probably bitten off more than I could chew. I didn't want him to think that I'd lost faith in him. Because I hadn't. But, I guess, I'd started to lose faith in myself. I wasn't sure if I could stick to the arrangements we'd made. I wasn't sure I could continue forth on the path to mastering submission. It was going to take a lot to change my deeply embedded attitude.
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   Each time I returned home, Ezra seemed to have drifted further into her own head. I'd begun to suspect that she was suffering some form of mild depression. My only concern was that she felt she needed to change her whole persona, rather than just the way she spoke and behaved when she was angry or scared, which these days wasn't often at all because she didn't seem to be able to feel anything.
 
   I was used to her emotions taking over her head, not the other way around. She hadn't bothered to brush her hair when I returned from another long day at the London office, and I noticed her eyeliner was smudged. Ezra would never leave the house without a fine coating of foundation applied to her already perfect pale skin. But there was none covering her dry complexion. No lipstick accentuating her soft lips.
 
   I'd discovered no connection between Abe and my sister. Leaving me with no choice but to accept that my sister's murderer must have been David Poole, now buried in the London cemetery. I wasn't feeling good about letting it lie, but I had no choice. I had more pressing concerns to contend with.
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   I was tired. I hadn't bothered with the housework, filling my time instead with reading and drinking tea. He'd got home from work tense, and the energy in the room shifted the moment he took in the mess. I knew it was my responsibility. My only responsibility, but I was still struggling with having to contend with the chores whilst he ate lunch with clients and faffed about in his office, making calls and filing paperwork.
 
   He'd offered me the job of being his secretary, but the position wasn't what I'd had in mind as I pictured him working. I imagined I'd spend far too much time bent over his desk and the thought excited me. We'd never get any work done. I'd offer him my seductive smile and tease and flirt with him until he gave in, giving me what I wanted.
 
   He tutted, but I ignored him because he wasn't mad. He smiled and glanced around the room at the piles of magazines littering the coffee table. The carpet not vacuumed for days spread with crumbs. The dirty laundry still waiting to be washed on the kitchen floor. I knew his mock annoyance meant 'what have you been doing today?' but how could I tell him?
 
   I'd managed to get a signal online and had discovered via Google that Blake had been right all along, not that I was going to admit that to him, of course. Tyler Black was on license and living in a small supported housing complex with his mother, Joan. He hadn't attempted to leave the city since his release from HMP Marshfield six weeks earlier. Which meant that Maddie had been the only person responsible for breaking into my flat and leaving notes (not that she'd had to actually break in as I'd given her a key), calling me from withheld numbers, and dumping a cat in my apartment. The cat may have climbed up the fire escape to enter, but I hadn't ruled out Madison's prior knowledge that I hadn't owned a cat since Tyler had buried one in front of me.
 
   I snapped out of my self-absorbed misery to hear Blake's voice intruding on my thoughts.
 
   'Could you wash my pinstripe suit?'
 
   'I'll do it later,' I mumbled to Blake. And he turned towards the stairs.
 
   As he showered and changed into something I noticed the receipt on the table, left deliberately in view for me to see. He'd booked us a table at an Italian restaurant. I felt guilty for not having the balls to thank him when he returned to the room a while later. I made my way upstairs, dressed, combed back my new short bob haircut he'd paid for, and slipped on a pair of tights. Now that it was colder, the end of summer rubbing away, I decided on a pair of heeled boots with fur lining to keep the chill in the air from seeping through to my toes.
 
   I was glad to be out of the house, when he opened the car door for me to get in beside him. The car smelt clean and I felt under-dressed in my little black dress. The one I wore a lot. It was Friday and the week had been hectic and stressful for Blake who'd had to rearrange an investigation and cancel a last minute meeting. Paperwork was 'flooding in' apparently, and I got the impression he wanted an answer to his invitation to work with him. But how could I work with the man I slept with. He would be my boss. The dynamic would be unsettling, and so I did what I always did in uncomfortable situations and pushed it to the back of my mind. Denial was a reaction of the weak he'd told me a few days ago, but I didn't care.
 
   The meal went well, but my mind wasn't on the meal. My thoughts kept retreating back to my conscience which told me to run for the hills. What are you doing letting him take over? Why are you worrying over housework when you're young and childless? Only boring couples go out for meals?
 
   I wanted to go out clubbing. I wanted to get drunk. I wanted Blake to sweep me off my feet and treat me like a princess. He was far too old for me. Ten years was a long time when you thought about it. I was bored and it showed.
 
   'What's the matter?' he asked from across the table.
 
   'Nothing,' I said, placing another forkful of pasta into my mouth, hoping it would stop me from screaming with irritation.
 
   I was in a foul mood by the time we left and felt like snapping his head off, so decided it would be easier to keep my mouth shut. I feigned tiredness, and as he drew the car up outside the house the overwhelming feeling to run took over me once more. I was fighting an inner demon, the very one he'd warned me about.
 
   'When you feel like it's too much you know that your old ways are trying to take over. To banish them you need to be honest with yourself. Look at the problem, find a way to solve it and move on,' he'd said.
 
   But I was stuck. I couldn't get past the over-thinking stage to even begin to search inside myself for the answers. And I had no intention of looking at my issues. There were too many of them to deal with so I sat silently, listening to the drumming rain hitting the shiny car bonnet.
 
   'Do you want to talk about it?'
 
   'No.'
 
   I continued staring ahead, watching the rain fall down onto the willow trees and off again, springing to the floor in droplets, coating the grassy ground so that the mud sloshed into puddles beneath it.
 
   'I'm here for you, no matter what.'
 
   'I know,' I sighed.
 
   I could tell that my silence was grating on him, but I couldn't find the words to explain my misery, least of all to him.
 
   He placed a hand on my arm to soothe me, but it only ignited my nerves further. I moved away from his touch and shook my head.
 
   'If there's something bothering you and it's affecting us both then I really think you need to talk about it.
 
   'You need to let off steam, you mean?'
 
   'Sorry?'
 
   'You heard.' I could no longer bridle my tongue, The words felt good as they fired off one by one, landing like bullets on Blake, who sat there and listened thoughtfully.
 
   'You need to vent,' I said.
 
   He replied, but I wasn't listening. Too self-absorbed to see the damage I was doing, yet again.
 
   'Enough, Ezra. I'm not the enemy here.'
 
   'You think I'm a nag?'
 
   'Do you think you're nagging me?'
 
   'Don't turn it around on me. Answer the damned question.'
 
   'Please don't raise your voice to me.'
 
   'Oh, this is bullshit.'
 
   'I won't tolerate that language.'
 
   'You won't tolerate anything.'
 
   'Last warning.'
 
   I breathed in deeply, looked him straight in the eyes and said, 'you enjoy this don't you.'
 
   Because it seemed he did. He wound me up to the point of no return and then blamed me for his reaction.
 
   'I don't enjoy being spoken to like that. I don't enjoy being embarrassed like that either.'
 
   'Embarrassed?'
 
   'In the restaurant. You deliberately shunned me in front of the waiter.'
 
   'Shunned you?'
 
   'Ignored me, refused to speak to me-'
 
   'I was thinking.'
 
   'About what?'
 
   'About, how . . . okay.'
 
   'Okay, what?'
 
   'I don't know if I could do this forever.'
 
   'I'm not asking for forever.'
 
   'That's not what I'm saying.'
 
   'Then what are you saying?'
 
   'I think I'm falling for you.'
 
   'You-'
 
   'There, I've said it. But I'm scared.'
 
   'Scared of what?'
 
   I didn't want to talk any more. I wanted to kiss him. To melt into his arms and forget this conversation ever happened. I leaned towards him but he held out his hand to stop me.
 
   'Talk.'
 
   His request was decent, but my body tensed at my vulnerability.
 
   'Do I have to spank it out of you?'
 
   How could I tell him the threat of a spanking made me desire him more? If he cared enough to stop an argument before it got out of control, if he cared enough to keep me in a peaceful, nurturing mindset, then he was doing his job. I wasn't doing mine if I didn't give him what he wanted.
 
   'Your interests . . .'
 
   I couldn't get my words out. They stumbled from me like pins falling from a cushion. I wasn't making any sense.
 
   'It's not a kink, a fetish. You know that don't you?'
 
   'Then what is it?'
 
   'It's a way of being. The way it's meant to be.'
 
   'But it's not, is it?'
 
   He shook his head. 'Why are you doing this?'
 
   When I thought about it, I realized that I'd continued to fend him off at every chance. I couldn't help it. It was in my blood. My DNA. The primal instinct to, at any god-given opportunity, start a fight. The problem was I'd met a man who wasn't afraid to end them.
 
   'I think . . .' I knew what I was going to say, but the words froze in my throat.
 
   I was trying to see how far he'd go. I knew what he was capable of, but I had no idea where the boundaries stood. I pushed and pushed until he snapped and then when it was over I'd ask myself the same question again and again, 'what's his stopping point?'
 
   'Speak?' he said, impatient.
 
   Was he really going to make me say this?
 
   I looked down at the floor, tears prickling my eyes.
 
   The words felt hollow and sounded wooden when they came
 
   'I'm scared you'll lose control. Take it too far.'
 
   'I see,' he said, realization dawning on him. 'It's a huge responsibility that I, not you, should concern yourself with. I'm in control of myself and I promise to only give you what you need. Nothing more.'
 
   I still hadn't been given an answer, but I was assured by his soothing voice.
 
   I'd made this decision. I'd chosen this man. The least I could do would be to make the best of what we had. Despite my misgivings, I'd fallen for him big time. I'd fancied him from the moment I laid eyes on him because he was mine. He was everything I needed and more. He cared deeply and loved firmly. He was the man I needed. But could he be the man I'd desire?
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   There were unspoken rules to this lifestyle. I had no problem with controlling the tempo, but I feared any misgivings Ezra had were not about us or our lifestyle choice, but about her pain threshold. Ezra feared the unknown. The most basic of all were linked to the close intensity of orgasm. The mini-death. She feared I'd go too far. That I'd break her.
 
   'I would never hurt you for real. You know that don't you?'
 
   'I know.'
 
   She looked sad. I held her close and breathed in the soft scent of her hair. Noticing her dewy complexion.
 
   I knew there were questions she had, but I knew when to divulge them and when to remain silent. Now wasn't the time to go over every minute detail. It would be too much information all at once and I didn't want to scare her away.
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   The dynamics had shifted. I felt as though I was falling through space, ungrounded. Blake was everything I had expected him to be and more, but it wasn't enough. I was still being hounded by the press after Madison had pleaded her innocence to a reporter from prison. And I was still none the wiser as to why Madison had betrayed me and hurt me the way she had. Since I'd come off-radar I felt I was losing a part of myself. My online presence had gone in the blink of an eye the moment I'd accepted Blake's offer of refuge.
 
   Spending so much time alone in the cottage had turned me into a recluse. I needed to get back to work. I was beginning to reconsider knocking back Blake's proposal to work for him. At least it would get me out of the house and I'd have something other than the housework to do.
 
   He interrupted my thoughts when he appeared in the doorway clutching the phone in his shaking hand. I'd never seen him look so broken before. There he was, a man of steel turned suddenly into a quivering wreck.
 
   'What's the matter,' I said, rushing to his side.
 
   'I've got to go out. Don't go anywhere. Don't speak to anyone. Just stay here while I . . . I . . .'
 
   'Blake, you're scaring me. What is it, what's wrong?'
 
   He turned and ran to the door, collecting his keys from the mantlepiece in one movement, his coat, already applied to his broad shoulders. I followed him to the door and stood there watching him jump into his car and drive off without another word. Wherever he was going he was in too much of a rush to notice me slipping on my shoes and running out the door to chase after him.
 
   'Where are you going?' I called, but he couldn't hear me. The car swerved over a pothole and disappeared round the bend before I'd made it to the gate.
 
   Sweaty and out of breath I imagined all sorts. He'd never dismissed me like that before. He'd never laid himself bare, enabling me to see the fear in his eyes. Whatever had taken him away from me left an unsettling feeling in my stomach, that didn't leave me until he returned. But that was almost twelve hours later.
 
   I spent the rest of day agonizing over what had sent Blake Strong tearing out of the house and from his self-confessed responsibility of keeping me safe from harm. I felt vulnerable and scared. But not as scared as I was when somebody appeared at the glass of the front door, their form an ominous shadow against the sunlight filtering in through thick oppressive clouds overhead.
 
   My mind was as overcast as much as the sky was with dark thoughts, turning grey, threatening rain. I still didn't know much about his sister's death. Blake had drip-fed me the tale about a psychotic patient gaining her trust, that Tyler had known him, but I still had no further clue as to what caused Blake's eyes to darken at the sight of blood or the mere mention of a knife attack that had occurred in a newsagent's nearby. The botched robbery left a man injured and a stain on Blake's heart he wouldn't allow me to fully enter.
 
   I hid behind the sofa until the person, whoever he or she was had left, sure that whoever it was would return. Unable to stop the voice inside my head from telling me that it was Tyler and that he'd finally come to get me.
 
   No matter where I was I would never be safe unless I was in Blake's company. I would always be looking over my shoulder. This thought made me shiver. Could it be possible that I'd become too dependent on Blake for protection?
 
   I couldn't dispute the fact that I'd been praying he'd return home soon to comfort me with words of wisdom and hold me in his thick arms. I could picture him there whispering words of encouragement into my ear, 'you're safe now. I won't let anyone or anything hurt you.'
 
   My thoughts were broken by the sound of something heavy thudding against the house. Something had hit the kitchen window. It took me a while to register the tree branch, its thick branches sweeping backward and forwards in the wind, catching the stone wall in its arms.
 
   I opened the back door quietly with a knife in hand in case someone appeared from the side of the house to attack me, but was shocked to see that the only thing nearby was the willow tree. Its branches like hands outstretched to greet me. I lunged forwards, determined and filled with rage. I began hacking away at the long thin branches and set to work to rid the inner turmoil that kept me invigorated as I chopped off more and more of the branches until all that was left on that side of the tree were a few stragglers.
 
   It was cold and dark by the time Blake arrived home. I'd already settled on the sofa, clock-watching, every now and again turning towards the window to see if he'd returned.
 
   When I saw the car headlights, I'd felt relieved. The door flung open, bringing with it an autumnal wind, rain and a few fallen leaves which fell across the floor of the entrance. I was blissfully unaware of the state of his shoes, bringing clogged mud into the living room, decorating the pristine floor with brown filth and small stones.
 
   When I looked up to meet his eyes I could tell he'd been crying. A strong man could only be moved to tears by one of two things: grief or loss. I'd guessed it was both, and I was right.
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   I knew I was acting hostile, but the look on Ezra's face told me she was far from pleased with me for my hasty exit and sudden reappearance so late at night.
 
   It was almost 10:30pm when I finally returned home, a little drunk, a little pissed off, a little ashamed I'd fallen apart in front of the very woman I was supposed to be there for. But she didn't seem to notice.
 
   'You're allowed to be cared for too,' she said.
 
   But I didn't want her pity.
 
   'Not now,' I brushed her off.
 
   She looked tired and on edge, but not as much as I felt in that moment.
 
   'I need some space.'
 
   She left the room in a huff but I wasn't in the mood to respond to her amateur dramatics. I needed to be left alone when the darkness consumed me. The loss of manhood, the threat to my masculinity only angered me. Knowing I couldn't save my sister and was incapable of protecting Ezra in that moment only exasperated my dented ego. What I wanted more than anything was to teach that no good son of a gun Tony, a lesson. Firstly, for feeding me misconstrued information. And, secondly, for not admitting he'd hit a brick wall when he had. None of this would have happened if he'd have kept to his side of the bargain: to hunt down Tyler. Instead, he'd given me a false lead, an address to a property that was owned by a young single mother in Leeds. But how could I tell her that the Tyler we'd been informed was living in Leeds with his mother might not be the Tyler Black who'd held her captive?
 
   He could be anywhere.
 
   When Ezra turned away from me in bed I'd already had enough of her winging and complaining.
 
   I flung her over onto her front so that she had no option but to look at me.
 
   'Leave me alone.'
 
   She knew I could do no such thing.
 
   I glanced out of the window and saw the willow tree, bare on one side.
 
   'Got handy with the knife, I see.'
 
   'The noise was getting on my nerves.'
 
   I moved her hair aside so I could see her face properly. Her arms were raised above her head where she'd left them. I imagined what they'd look like in handcuffs, but knew if I'd have tied her up then it would be dangerous. My emotions were out of my depth. I wouldn't be able to control myself.
 
   'You left the house when I told you not to.'
 
   'So what?'
 
   I didn't want to be the one to start a fight. I leaned down and kissed her tenderly on the lips but she drew her head back and looked at me with stone cold eyes.
 
   'I could have died tonight and you wouldn't have known.'
 
   'I'm sorry, I had to find out. It was important to me.'
 
   'I thought I was important to you?'
 
   'You are,' I said stroking her face.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   'I have needs.'
 
   'So do I.'
 
   I had no intention of allowing her to argue with me. I was in no mood for it.
 
   I kissed her again, harder this time to stop her talking.
 
   'You left me alone.'
 
   'I shouldn't have.'
 
   'No, you shouldn't.'
 
   She leaped up and hit her head on the wooden beam over the bed.
 
   'Ow.'
 
   I leaned towards her to stroke away the pain from her forehead but she drew away from me as though I'd stung her.
 
   'What do you want me to say?'
 
   'Sorry.'
 
   'Okay, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have been so selfish. Can I fuck you now?'
 
   'No.'
 
   'No?'
 
   I knew she really meant yes, but was too stubborn to say it.
 
   'Fine,' I turned towards the wall.
 
   I could feel her eyes on the back of my head, but I'd had a long day and I couldn't take her passive aggressive shit right then.
 
   'Blake?'
 
   'What?'
 
   'I'm sorry.'
 
   'For what?'
 
   'For nagging you.'
 
   'Okay.'
 
   'Do you forgive me?'
 
   'Can I please get some rest?'
 
   'Hey!' she said, jolting me in the ribs.
 
   'What?' I sat up.
 
   'You're too tired,' she said, realizing I was in no mood for games.
 
   'Too tired for what?'
 
   'Forget it,' she said, having aroused my patience to its limit.
 
   'If you want something, just say it.'
 
   'I want you.'
 
   'You've got me.'
 
   'I want you to . . .'
 
   'Ezra, I'm not going to try and guess.
 
   'I'm cranky.'
 
   And in those two words, I knew what she wanted, but I couldn't provide it to her.
 
   'Not now.'
 
   'Why not? Is it because I asked?'
 
   I didn't want to spank her.
 
   She pulled my face towards hers and began to breathe on my neck, nibbling my earlobe the way she knew I liked.
 
   'You can relieve your stress on me if you like,' she said, fluttering her eyelashes in the way she did when she wanted to peak my interest in something.
 
   'You don't want me to.'
 
   'I do,' she said.
 
   I saw the light in her eyes fade when I shook my head.
 
   'You won't be able to handle it.'
 
   'Try me,' she said.
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   I'd been pushing him to see how far he'd go since he'd spanked me. I had no idea what I was letting myself in for, not really. He'd warned me, but I'd pushed him anyway, begging for his hand. What I'd got was far more than I'd bargained for.
 
   'Over the bed,' he'd ordered me.
 
   I heard the clasp of his belt loop break free. The smell of leather in the air. The taste of fear on my tongue. The unthinkable was about to happen, and I'd denied it was possible that Blake might actually get his kicks out of hurting me.
 
   'Stop.'
 
   'I thought you wanted this?'
 
   'Not like this. Not now.'
 
   'But, I thought that's what you wanted?'
 
   That wasn't what I'd had in mind and he knew it. He'd been using my fears to undo me, and it had worked.
 
   He cracked the belt and I felt the sting in the air as my legs began to shake.
 
   'Turn around,' he said.
 
   I knew it wasn't wise to disobey him, but I also knew when I'd had enough.
 
   'I don't want this. I can't.'
 
   Okay,' he said, dropping the belt to the floor.
 
   I ran from the room, my eyes blurred with tears.
 
   Why did I feel the need to push him so far?
 
   'Ezra,' he appeared beside me, his arms outstretched. 'Come here.'
 
   I ran into his arms, needing to feel his strength soaking through my weakness. I wanted the ground to swallow me up.
 
   'I don't want that either.'
 
   'I know.'
 
   He didn't want to hurt me. He would never be vindictive or spiteful or cruel, not unless I asked him to be. And we both knew now that wasn't why I was here. I needed a man to be a man, not a monster. The thick line between consent and nonconsensual abuse had been drawn and I was only too glad he'd passed my test.
 
   I looked up at him and felt the same bubble of excitement take over me the moment he'd told me to get onto the bed.
 
   'Tie me up.'
 
   'You want me to dominate you?' he said, a smile skittering on the edge of his stiff mouth.
 
   He was still unsure how to take me, but I wasn't going to back out of this one.
 
   'I'll do whatever you want so long as you're not too rough with me.'
 
   He saw me wink and shoved me down onto the bed, his face above mine, his hands binding my wrists above my head.
 
   Before long, a set of handcuffs, real, from his time in the military police were clasped tightly around my wrists, holding my arms above my head to the bedpost.
 
   He straddled me, his heavy arms planted either side of me as I lay there naked.
 
   He looked down at me with such tender concentration, he appeared to have left his physical body behind.
 
   'Blake?'
 
   He glanced up and caught the uncertainty in my eyes. He leaned down and kissed me, gently. Running his fingers lightly down from my neck to my stomach and over my hips, teasing me, tickling me.
 
   I'd imagined being tied to the bed for so long, unable to break free, not wanting to, that when I found myself in that exact position I'd felt we'd already played the part a thousand times before.
 
   I blinked back images of Tyler above me, securing my wrists to the wall so I couldn't move, couldn't leave and looked into Blake's eyes.
 
   He ran a hand behind my back and scooped me up, my wrists sore from the handcuffs as he flipped me over onto my stomach.
 
   'Blake?'
 
   'Shhh,' he said, kissing my neck, breathing into my hair. His lips moved lower and lower until they reached my arse. He nipped the skin with his teeth and spread my legs apart with his hands.
 
   I lay there, exposed, my skin growing cold from his lack of touch when I felt silk between my legs. I turned my head, straining my neck to see the tie he held in his hand. Placing it over my eyes, he bound it tightly with a double knot at the nape of my head. Unable to visualize what he was actually doing meant I was only able to hear and smell. The belt was on the floor at my feet. The note of leather still punctured the air as I felt a breeze on my back. Knowing he was behind me and could do anything he wanted made me wet.
 
   'Blake . . .'
 
   I felt something being tugged from the bed. Before I realized it, a ripped shred of cotton from a pillow was torn away from the beautiful bedspread and held in front of my mouth. Tied from behind, I could no longer see or speak.
 
   'I'm going to have my wicked way with you,' he said.
 
   His voice enticing. My vulnerability making me hot.
 
   I felt the first touch of his hand on my neck, gently tracing my spine. When it reached my arse I clenched my buttocks and felt the skin of his thick cock pressing against my arse.
 
   'Oh, Blake . . .'
 
   'Call me master,' he said.
 
   I was glad he couldn't see my face turn crimson at the mere mention of the word I'd dreamed of calling him for the past three weeks.
 
   I'd wanted to experience sex like that in so long my body ached with desire. My limbs trembled with anticipation.
 
   I felt his hand reach down to hold his cock, pressing it between my arse cheeks. The threat of it was enough to make me gasp without the need to feel it attempting to make its way inside me. Arse or pussy, I didn't care. I just wanted him to fuck me.
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   I was tired and testy. I hadn't been planning on a tie-up adventure that would go on all night. I thought that if I teased her enough, I'd eventually get to release some of my pent-up energy that boiled and fizzled beneath the surface. But seeing her lying there with her wrists bound, her face pressed into the pillow so that the only part of her face that was visible was her nose between a self-made blindfold of torn pillow and the tie that covered her mouth, sent ripples of pleasure shooting down my chest and into my hard cock pressed against her arse cheeks.
 
   I'd show her who was boss. I'd fuck her up.
 
   I drew my knees down to hers and opened her legs as wide as they'd go, feeling her thigh muscles tense as I dug my cock into the pit of her arse. But I didn't want her there, like that. Not yet.
 
   She gasped, a moan of pleasure or pain I wasn't sure, as I reached out for the willow branch and folded it in half, tracing the contours of her arse with its weeping structure. I'd found it on the floor in the hall. She must have brought it in with her earlier when she decided to cull the branches of the large tree.
 
   I wondered what she'd do if I marked her, branded her as mine, with the thin floppy string of willow.
 
   She arched her back the moment I pulled it away from her pale flesh before standing up over her and letting the branch fall lightly onto her arse. I could tell by her rigid body, her lack of a response that it wasn't enough for her.
 
   The next time I brought it up I caught her on the lower hem of her arse where the skin met thigh and she shuddered. The second time, a little harder. Aiming to swing for a forth, I clenched tightly onto the branch to stop it from slipping from my sweaty palm and lay it down against her arse in the same spot. She yelped. That was enough for me. I had no intention of hurting her, not for pleasure anyway. It wasn't my thing.
 
   I'd acted the master of the bedroom for her. Binding her, gagging her, whipping her, because she'd asked me to. But I wasn't into dominating her with implements. I wanted to dominate her mind. I waited for her body to tense before I turned her over onto her back in one sweep and pulled the blindfold from her face. I wanted to see her reaction when I told her what I knew.
 
   About Tyler.
 
   About her.
 
   About the lies.
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   'Do you want to know what sent me away from you earlier in such a hurry?'
 
   'Okay . . .'
 
   'I was with Tony.'
 
   'Tony?'
 
   'The man who-'
 
   'Oh, yes, the surveillance guy.'
 
   He nodded. 'He had some interesting things to tell me.'
 
   'About?'
 
   'You.'
 
   'Oh, Blake, I haven't got time for this.'
 
   'Then I'll cut to the chase, shall I?'
 
   'Please?'
 
   'Tyler was your lover.'
 
   I was powerless. Completely under his control. He'd waited until then to tell me what he knew. He'd waited until I was tied to the bed, unable to run, unable to hide my face from his knowing gaze, before he told me.
 
   'I don't know what you're talking about.'
 
   'Don't lie to me, Ezra. I know.'
 
   And in that sentence he had me, completely under his spell, not just beneath his body.
 
   His captivating eyes were fearless, but my heart pounded beneath my ribs. He knew. He knew I'd lied. He knew that I was Tyler's mistress. But Tyler's actions had still put paid to that notion the moment he'd held me captive in the dark basement that became my home for six months.
 
   'It wasn't like that.'
 
   'I know exactly what it was like.'
 
   'We had an affair. He wouldn't let me go.'
 
   'You used him to fulfill some kind of sick fantasy you had about being chained up. All the time you were accusing me of being into that kind of kink, it was you. You were pulling me in.'
 
   'No, Blake. I didn't lie to you.'
 
   'Tell me the truth. Tell me who Ezra DeSilva is.'
 
   'Mother fu-.' I mumbled under my breath.
 
   'What?'
 
   'Uh, my mother.'
 
   'What about her?'
 
   He was as shocked as I when the words came tumbling out of my mouth, uncensored because I was helpless below him, handcuffed to the bed.
 
   'Ezra was my mother's name.'
 
   He sprung back off the bed and I immediately regretted telling him. He didn't look mad but I could smell the danger emanating from his pores.
 
   'Then who are you?'
 
   'My real name is Bethany. Bethany Stone.'
 
   'Why did you lie?' he said, combing his hands through his hair in disbelief.
 
   'I needed a name. A dead person's name to escape my past. I thought . . . I thought that if I could pretend it hadn't happened . . . then . . .'
 
   'Then what?'
 
   'Then I met you.'
 
   'You know your step-father is looking for you?'
 
   'I know.'
 
   'He thinks you're in danger. He thinks-'
 
   'Wait. How do you know all this?'
 
   'He contacted me.'
 
   'Contacted you? When? How? I mean . . .'
 
   And then it dawned on me. Blake was a private investigator. He'd been searching for me the whole time. And I never knew. How could I have been so stupid?
 
   'I hadn't planned on falling in love with you Ezra, or Bethany, whatever your name is.'
 
   'I'm Ezra now, and . . . what?'
 
   He stood there staring at me as if he'd never known me at all.
 
   'You said . . .'
 
   'I fell in love with you.'
 
   'How can you if I've-'
 
   'Lied to me?'
 
   I nodded.
 
   'I don't know. I just feel like with you, there's this connection.'
 
   'I feel that too,' I said, instantly regretting my honesty.
 
   'But how can you if-'
 
   'I'm not a bad person.'
 
   'I never said that.'
 
   'You're not either, otherwise we wouldn't be here.'
 
   My wrists were sore and my arms ached from their position above my head.
 
   'Can you release me.'
 
   'Sure,' he said, 'after.'
 
   'After what?'
 
   'After I've had my way with you, you lying wench.'
 
   The fear I'd felt the first time he'd used such words now aroused me more than ever.
 
   'I'm going to fuck you until you scream.'
 
   But what he really meant was until I begged for more.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a long night, made so by his demands that I bend this way and move that way. He withdrew his cock and came on my arse. My body shuddered from the sudden heat of his seed on my cold skin.
 
   I was physically and emotionally exhausted, ready to fall asleep in his arms as I nestled my head between his chest and arm. I felt the heat of his breath on my neck, warm in the knowledge that I was no longer afraid to be myself with him. I had to continue to be honest with him. I knew it meant a lot to him that I told him the truth. Lying could no longer be second nature to the woman I had become. It didn't fit in my life anymore. It would destroy us.
 
   I'd forgotten all about our earlier visitor until the familiar knocking came from the front door just as sleep had come to find me.
 
   Blake shot up from the bed. My head dropped down onto the soft mattress, my vision blurred from the sweet sensual, if a little kinky sex, that had only minutes before ended. I hadn't told him about our unwelcome visitor, but I wished to God I had. Maybe what happened next might not have had to happen at all.
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   She couldn't help herself. Keeping secrets was almost as bad as lying to me. But I had no intention of dealing with her then. I had more important issues to contend with.
 
   The press vans were parked outside, faced diagonally across the driveway. A group of reporters permeated the lane. There was no way out. No escape for Ezra, Bethany, whatever she wanted me to call her. They were there because of her.
 
   'Leave now,' I ordered a young woman and her slim colleague, wearing a scornful look and a goatee.
 
   I tried hard not to listen to the litany of one-lined questions each of the reporters threw at me.
 
   'Could you tell us how you know Bethany Stone?'
 
   'Do you feel the police made the right decision to arrest madison Shaw, her closest friend?'
 
   'Did you know that she gained a profit from her ordeal, despite-'
 
   'I've heard it all, seen it all, and read it all. It doesn't concern me. But what does, is that you're trespassing. This is my property, the lane and all, so if you don't mind . . .'
 
   'Okay, okay, we're leaving.'
 
   The man responsible for calling forward the leeches of others misery stepped out onto the grass verge and, like a sheepdog rounded them up and shoveled them away from the cottage, and back towards the lane.
 
   When Ezra appeared in the doorway, looking visibly shaken and timid, I pointed behind her and said, 'inside now.'
 
   I meant only that they'd be wanting to snap pictures of the poor victim, Bethany Stone, and knew nothing about the woman who stood before me.
 
   Ezra DeSilva was more than a challenge. She was too hot to handle. But, I knew in my heart, even then, I wouldn't back down. I couldn't let her go, even if she'd begged me to. Because, despite the secrets and the lies, the shrunken woman before me was the one I'd wanted to protect the moment I'd laid eyes on her. I'd vowed to keep her safe, and I would. Even if that meant sacrificing one of my own rules.
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   I hadn't spoken to the press. But I had spoken to someone who did, regularly. I knew it would only be a matter of time before Blake found out, but I still couldn't bring myself to tell him the truth.
 
   Not then.
 
   Despite the fact that I had, I didn't want him thinking I'd betrayed him because I knew only too well what that felt like.
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   I vowed I'd never allow myself to get too close to a woman. My own rules to dating had been to never get close enough to love a woman. To get hurt, as I'd been hurt when my sister had been taken from me. And I'd managed to stand by my ideals until I almost lost her. The day Ezra went missing I realized that I couldn't live without her.
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   There was something in the air that day. It was cold and a fine mist coated the space in front of me. I drew my coat up over my neck to hide the lovebites Blake had marked my throat with, and tread carefully along the icy pavement. I didn't see him at first. His form appeared as if from nowhere. Black against the night covered in a cotton wool fog that surrounded me. I couldn't hear his footsteps over the wind until it was too late.
 
   Tyler Black stood in front of me on the deserted pavement. His hair left to grow long accentuated his hillbilly look. His eyes gave away the clarity he still had, though. They frightened me more than the rope he held in his hand.
 
   I'd enjoyed Blake binding my wrists together, my ankles to the bedpost, gagging me with pieces of ripped pillow or using his tie as a blindfold. But when Tyler held the rope out towards me, fear replaced the dread I felt before Blake took me in hand. Tyler wanted revenge. He wanted to hurt me for pleasure. There was a huge difference.
 
   I turned to look behind me but there was nobody nearby. Not a soul on the early evening road, nobody to run to, nowhere to hide, out there, alone in the cold.
 
   I'd left Blake to sleep off his hefty workload that had taken him from the cottage and into the bustling London streets. He had no idea I'd left the house. I hadn't even left him a note. I'd only meant to walk as far as the local newsagent's to buy bread and milk, something we always seemed to run out of. But with Tyler's eyes on me, his frame too large for me to escape, having built himself up in the prison gym, I was well and truly screwed.
 
   I tugged the hat from my head, hoping that by leaving a print, a sign I'd been there, Blake would know something bad had happened to me and would stop at nothing to find discover my whereabouts. I only hoped in those few seconds I had to gauge Tyler's level of anger towards me, that the hat wasn't blown away by the wind, or that Blake would think my disappearance was an act, aimed at getting a response to our earlier argument.
 
   Tyler walked softly towards me, holding out his arms as though enveloping me into a loving hug. But I knew what those hands could do, and I backed away, skidding on ice and falling to the ground below him.
 
   He stood over me, smiled, and said, 'Bethany. My Bethany. It's been a long time coming, but I've found you at last.'
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   She should have known better than to run off like that. It was cold, dark, and icy. It was November, and the air was thick with the threat of snow. I hadn't had time to shave. I'd been busy with a tight work schedule, and since Ezra had decided to help me with the paperwork side of things, my business was thriving. She'd done a good job of filing things, sorting through documents and even managed to begin working on my accounts, which were several weeks behind. I'd enjoyed having her around, and she'd seemed pleased to have been given something to do, out of the house, where she said she felt 'oppressed.'
 
   She was still smarting from the fall-out but hadn't yet formally apologized. In her own way, her tea-making and lack of speech meant she was quietly contemplating how to broach the subject and say those two words I was longing to hear: I'm sorry.
 
   But she never got the chance before leaving the cottage and not bothering to tell me where she'd gone.
 
   It was dark by the time I'd tripped over something on the pavement heading home. I'd been calling her name for ten minutes or more when I saw the item in my hand was, in fact, her hat.
 
   She'd never leave the cottage without it so it must have fallen from her head. But what could cause her to not realize she'd dropped it?
 
   Unless . . .
 
   Unless, she'd had an accident. Fallen over and hit her head.
 
   Or she'd been caught unaware by something or someone.
 
   'Ezra?'
 
   But even as I said her name, I knew she was gone. The silence was too quiet. The darkness too black. The cold too . . .
 
   And then it hit me. Black. Tyler Black.
 
   What if he'd found her?
 
   The air surrounding the cottage was still, but I could sense it. A note of urgency. The atmosphere had been interrupted.
 
   Then I heard it.
 
   The faint sound of a car tyre. The crackle of gears changing. Wheels spinning on wet tarmac.
 
   Where?
 
   I ran back, skidding and tripping on the icy snow that had fallen the night before, and early Christmas present that seemed to want to discourage me from getting to the wall, overlooking the hill.
 
   Then I saw it.
 
   Out in the distance, a lone car, traveling slowly away. Blue or green in the ghostly mist.
 
   Car headlights sprang on as it crawled towards the steep slope.
 
   And then my pulse quickened as I realized that something had been left behind.
 
   I ran towards the vehicle as it plodded onwards. Only realizing when I reached the marked ground where ice had turned to sludge that there was a boot on the ground.
 
   A suede fur-lined boot.
 
   A woman's boot.
 
   Ezra's.
 
   'Hey?' I called.
 
   But it was too late. The car picked up speed as soon as it reached the corner and swung out onto the main road, narrowly missing a lorry entering the street.
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   Tyler bent down and pulled me up off the cold hard ground. In one instant I was on my toes, running through endless fields that crunched underfoot. When the ice covered grass had ended I reached the verge of the hilly road. Further down it lead to a fork where I chose to turn right, dodging a car and narrowly missing being hit by a white lorry. Alas, I found myself facing The Crow, an old-fashioned pub on the corner of the street.
 
   I ran inside for shelter. It was warm and smelt of beer and cheese and onion crisps. I ordered half a lager and sat as far away from the entrance as possible with the toilets close by in case Tyler appeared in the doorway. I could have made a run for it if I'd needed to, except I'd lost one of my boots.
 
   I stayed until the dark skies became a distant figure against the pouring rain. At least the ice would disintegrate, I thought.
 
   I hadn't brought my phone and I had no other way of letting Blake know I was okay. I didn't want to annoy the barman by asking to use the phone. The payphone beside the toilets wasn't working and I didn't want to draw attention to myself. I'd just ordered a second glass when I saw Tyler stride across the small car park at the front of the pub, heading God knew where.
 
   I had to get out of there but didn't know how to without arousing notice from the regulars. I couldn't escape Tyler outside, but I couldn't stay there forever.
 
   I stayed until closing and followed a group of men heading off for the night to a club. They seemed far less threatening to me than Tyler Black who, I was sure was hiding out there somewhere behind a bush or between the walls of the alley, waiting for a chance to catch me alone and off-guard.
 
   By the time I reached the deserted shopping center I was a hysterical mess. Shivering from the cold and with my nerves rattling around me I thumbed a taxi just as it was parking up onto the curb.
 
   'The Cottage, on the hill,' I said, clasping the seatbelt across me and darting a look through each window, hoping Tyler hadn't seen where I was headed.
 
   By the time the taxi had pulled up outside the gates, my breathing had slowed enough for me to realize I didn't have the right amount of cash.
 
   'I'll have to go inside to get the rest,' I said. 'Give me two minutes.'
 
   When I got to the unlocked gate I saw that all of the lights in the cottage were on. Blake stood in the entrance with his phone pressed to his ear. He darted me a look that said, 'where the hell have you been?' and I shook my head, hoping he understood that I meant I didn't want to talk about it.
 
   I took Blake's wallet from the coffee table and ran down to the waiting taxi driver who didn't seem to care I had one boot missing and obviously no money of my own.
 
   When I returned to the cottage I gave Blake the brief, less frightening version of events before he told me to call the police.
 
   'What can they do?'
 
   'Arrest him for harassment, make sure he doesn't come here again?'
 
   'You know they can't keep tabs on him forever.'
 
   He wasn't listening, though. His mind was ticking. He often held his ear when he was considering something.
 
   'How did he know where to find you?'
 
   'I've no idea.'
 
   'He must have known for sure you'd be here otherwise why breach the conditions of his release?'
 
   How could I tell him that it was probably a reporter? The one Maddie was using. They wanted a story. And what better way of adding to Maddie's innocence plea than to create another twist; place Tyler as a spanner in the works and see what he did? It would enable the public to vindicate him for the phone calls and letters. It might have even been enough to get Maddie freed from prison.
 
   'Have you still got the VO for Maddie?'
 
   'No, I threw it out.'
 
   'So, you haven't been to see her then?'
 
   'Of course not.'
 
   'Okay,' he said, but I could tell his mind was already onto another possibility. One that was far more realistic.
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   'Anything could have happened to you.'
 
   She took her coat off and flung it onto one of the hooks behind the door.
 
   'You should have taken your phone. I just bought it for you, to keep you safe. You could have called me, or texted me or-'
 
   'I didn't take my phone. I wasn't thinking. I guess I was naive in thinking this was all over, that I could move on fully and never have to lay eyes on him again.'
 
   'We have to find him and put a stop to this, once and for all.'
 
   'I agree,' she said.
 
   'You need closure.'
 
   'I do.'
 
   'Come here.'
 
   Her body stiffened, but when she saw the fire in my eyes was only a blaze of love she crept up towards me, allowing me to comfort her.
 
   I breathed in the scent of coconut in her hair, and with one hand on the crook of her neck brought her face gently towards mine.
 
   That kiss was gentle and soft. As she was becoming.
 
   Gentle.
 
   Soft.
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   That night with the wood burner lit, the warmth emanating out into the hall, I fell into Blake's arms. His kisses tender, his movements slow as he guided me into the living room and undid the clasp of my bra, allowing it to fall free down my arms as he levered the straps of my vest top down to reveal my breasts. He caressed them gently before his hands found their way down to the jogging trousers I'd thrown on for comfort the moment I'd closed the door of the little cottage, and the dark, terrifying night behind me.
 
   I stepped out of my knickers and lay down on the sheepskin rug in front of the burning wood. The scent of fire and the soft fur beneath me made me feel centered. Winter was closing in, albeit slowly, but for me, it was the best part of the year.
 
   Blake dropped to the floor, knees either side of me and cradled me in his arms as we made slow sensual love. It was everything I wanted it to be, except there was no kink this time. It was lovemaking, not sex.
 
   After, we lay in each other's arms, stroking and touching and kissing one another until we realized how late it was.
 
   Curling up beside each other in bed, later, I listened to Blake's heart beating in his chest. I fell asleep to the slow thudding of his pulse, his hand on my breast, his chest to my back, and I thought I didn't want to be anywhere else.
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   I forgave her for disappearing. I had no qualms with her being too afraid to run home that she'd found herself in a pub. I was glad she'd thought ahead and instead of relying on instinct, which may have lead to further danger, she'd found respite somewhere public. But I couldn't understand why she resented the police.
 
   When I saw how strong she'd become being in the cottage, free to do as she pleased without looking over her shoulder, knowing I had her back, it turned me on more than anything.
 
   I fell asleep in the knowledge that she'd discarded her rash decision making for thoughtful sincere actions. And I was pleased that my guidance had finally paid off. The nagging uncertainty throbbed in my skull, though. So much so that I couldn't sleep, wondering what plagued her reliance on the very people who could help her.
 
   What was she hiding from me?
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   In the morning I awoke to the smell of fried bacon and eggs. I shot down the stairs, two at a time to find Blake cooking up a storm. Pots and pans had been left everywhere and I knew I'd be expected to clear them away.
 
   I tried to hide my irritability behind a smile, which as the morning wore on grew to a restrained anger. I was agitated when he'd told me he was going to speak to a solicitor on my behalf for an injunction. I was also terrified of being left alone in the cottage.
 
   By lunchtime, I was as tearful as I'd been anxious.
 
   'Do you have to go?'
 
   'Yes.' He eyed me wearily.
 
   'And I suppose you expect me to stay here and play house until you get back?'
 
   'Actually, I was going to take you with me. You didn't think I was going to leave you here alone did you?'
 
   I felt like a fool.
 
   'You did?' he said, shocked.
 
   'I meant what I said, you know. I won't let you down.'
 
   I remembered what he'd said as we'd made love. In the throws of passion, my back arched on the rug, his body above mine, he'd told me that being his woman meant that no matter what happened, no matter where life took us, he'd always be there for me. And, I'd obviously not believed him.
 
   'I didn't mean-'
 
   'Shhh,' he said, placing a finger to my lips. 'Not now. You are my queen and you shall enjoy the feast.'
 
   I ate without tasting a morsel.
 
   The moment I felt strong enough to hold the reins on my life I shoved Blake aside and stopped believing in his love. My lack of trust would have to die along with my maiden name if we were to become one, I thought. Then I almost said aloud, 'as if that will ever happen.'
 
   He was my soulmate. My best friend. My rock. Did I truly believe myself to be unworthy, even now that he'd proven his loyalty?
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   Blake caught the look of guilt on my face and I turned my head away.
 
   'How does Maddie know where to find you?'
 
   'The VO?'
 
   I tried to disguise the waves of panic that rose up to flood my cheeks.
 
   'The VO was sent to your apartment in London.'
 
   I knew that. Why did I think I could get one over on Blake, an ex-military policeman, a private investigator?'
 
   'You've spoken to her?'
 
   'I . . . okay, I did.'
 
   'What did she have to say for herself?'
 
   'That she was sorry. That she wasn't in the right frame of mind. That she was jealous.'
 
   'Of you?'
 
   'Of us.'
 
   'I see.'
 
   He rested his hands on my shoulders. I could feel his body tense and relax. Tense and relax.
 
   'I'm sorry I kept it from you. I know I should have told you, but-'
 
   'You should.'
 
   'Blake,' I turned around to face him. 'Please, don't hate me?'
 
   'I could never hate you,' he said, threading his fingers through my hair and gently tugging it so that my head fell back, my face inches from his.
 
   He leaned down and kissed me hard.
 
   'Didn't I tell you not to lie to me?'
 
   'You did,' I swallowed back words of anger.
 
   I shouldn't have to confide in you over everything, though, I thought.
 
   'I'll let it pass.'
 
   He released his woven fingers from my tangled hair and turned to walk away.
 
   But I didn't want him to.
 
   The fact that I'd betrayed him once again, caused me to steel myself for a rebuke.
 
   'Forgive me. I need you to.'
 
   'I already have.'
 
   That was the first time I'd ever sought his forgiveness without the need for a reprisal.
 
   I waited until he'd gone upstairs to shower before I opened the card that Maddie had posted from HMP Somerton. The prison she was residing in, awaiting trial.
 
   I read the first line before tearing it in half and tossing the pieces into the bin outside.
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   I found the card stuffed inside the waste bin at the side of the house. I hadn't intended to read it, but I was glad I did.
 
   Ezra's lies only intensified my annoyance at the entire judicial system as it was. The police, the prison service, and the courts were all doing their job but was I doing mine if I continually allowed Ezra to hold the fort when it came to her friendship with the woman who'd caused all this. Okay, so Maddie had sent Ezra running into my arms. I'd found the love of my life through her. But not because of her friendship to Ezra, but because of her dishonesty and jealousy.
 
   I couldn't understand why Ezra would want to speak to Maddie, let alone give her a forwarding address. Had she really felt threatened by Maddie's actions, or was it all a ploy to wind me around her little finger as she so regularly tried to do.
 
   My patience was wearing thin when Ezra stormed out of the house and snatched the ripped card from my hands.
 
   'I would have given it to you if you'd have asked.'
 
   'You have no right to read my personal things,' she said.
 
   'It was a housewarming card to us.'
 
   She turned her nose up at me.
 
   'Why didn't you want me to read it?'
 
   'Because.'
 
   'Because?'
 
   'You're suffocating me.'
 
   'You're hiding things from me- again.'
 
   'So what?'
 
   'I'll give you what, young lady.'
 
   She stepped back, but I wasn't frightened she'd run off. Not this time. She was my responsibility. I'd vowed to protect her. And I would. But right then her only danger was herself.
 
   'You're your own undoing, you know that?'
 
   'Yes,' she sighed.
 
   'Am I that difficult to live with? Am I that hard to talk to?'
 
   'No,' she said.
 
   'Then why must you hide this?' I said, pointing to the two pieces of card in her hand.
 
   'I didn't want to read it myself. Our friendship is over. I just thought I could throw it away and pretend-'
 
   'It hadn't existed.'
 
   'Yes,' she said coyly.
 
   'Ezra, you really are a bad girl.'
 
   'I know,' she said, smiling.
 
   'I winked at her.'
 
   'I think it's time you started to behave, don't you?'
 
   'Yes,' she said.
 
   'Upstairs, now.'
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EZRA
 
    
 
    
 
   'Yes, Sir.'
 
   It was all part of the game. A power-play between two hungry people. He was my boyfriend, my guardian. And, I, his woman.
 
   He wanted my complete surrender. I expected nothing less of him. But the moment he produced the thick wooden paddle hairbrush, my desire began to wane.
 
   Okay, It had taken a while for me to tell him the truth, but I had, hadn't I? So what was the big deal?
 
   I had enjoyed the intimacy of his intense gaze as I lay across his lap. But that. That was all he was interested in, it seemed. And I was bored of it.
 
   Bored of playing the dutiful submissive housewife, already.
 
   I couldn't imagine spending another week living under Blake's watchful gaze.
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   'If you use that, I'm walking out that door,' she said, not a trace of a threat in her voice.
 
   She didn't mean it.
 
   'You will do as you're told.'
 
   'No, I won't.'
 
   'Clothes off.'
 
   'What all of them?'
 
   She still hadn't declined to receive a spanking, she'd only refused to allow me to use the brush, and remove her clothes. I dismissed her concerns as fear and realised I'd need to prepare her for this one with extra gentleness.
 
   'Ezra?'
 
   'Fine,' she said, walking towards me. 'But you'll be sorry.'
 
   'No, you will be sorry.'
 
   'What is this for, having my own mind?' she said as she stepped out of her knickers and pulled the dress up over her head.
 
   'For lying to me. Something I thought we'd already dealt with.'
 
   'Oh, you did, alright.'
 
   'Clearly, it wasn't enough.'
 
   I ignored her sarcasm and motioned with my head for her to lay across my lap as I perched on the end of the bed. She knew what to do, and this time didn't hesitate. Glancing back, her eye on the paddle brush held in my hand, I noted a look of fear flit briefly across her eyes.
 
   'This is going to hurt.'
 
   I felt her bottom clench. The muscles in her thighs bit hard into mine. Where my thighs were hard, her's were soft even when she tensed.
 
   I didn't give her time to relax. I wanted her to feel the thick, heavy wood connect with her tense arse cheek before she realised it would hurt less if she surrendered to her punishment.
 
   'Ow,' she cried.
 
   When the brush landed on her other cheek I saw the faint pink mark where the previous slap had landed on the skin of her other, and my cock throbbed in my trousers.
 
   She didn't fight me off or beg for it to end. Neither did she plead with me to stop. Unlike all the other times, she submitted to me gracefully, like a woman. She accepted every hard strike with a female beauty I'd never seen in her before.
 
   I was beyond aroused, but I had to focus on the task at hand.
 
   I could not mix punishment with pleasure. I would not allow pleasure to ease her pain. Because to do so, to touch her, or to allow her to feel my breath catching in my throat as I reddened her arse, would only accentuate her need for closeness. The final release would be her cathartic tears, not my cock pumping in and out of her. No matter how hard I tried to envision otherwise, images of her sore behind as I mounted her attempted to tattoo themselves to my retinas.
 
   I thought of the lies she'd told me. The secrets she'd kept from me. And I allowed the disappointment and hurt to override the satisfaction of burning her cheeks with the brush and the alpha man inside me roared above the salient need to comfort her.
 
   As I pelted her harder, I saw the first visible traces of bruising appear on her tender, red arse. Turning her swollen sore, and raw to the touch behind a mottled shade of purple, I felt the first waves of relief grab at me. The tentacles of an inner need to correct her unruly behaviour enabled me to finish the job with a few more hard whacks until she cried out in distress.
 
   As soon as I placed the brush down on the bed, she moved to release herself from my lap.
 
   'It's not over yet, Babe.'
 
   I brought my hand out to hold one of hers against the crook of her back to keep her still.
 
    
 
    
 
   EZRA
 
    
 
    
 
   I'd expected to feel the thudding whack of the brush, but instead, I felt his fingers working their way up my thigh, caressing the skin between them and my pussy. They stroked, prodded and finally entered me. I let out a gasp of breath as he spun them around in the way he knew I liked. The rush of pleasure soaked his hand and I came with a moan. The searing pain of my behind was soon forgotten.
 
   I apologised, thinking it was over. But that was just the beginning. He had planned to be thorough with me this time. And I let him.
 
   I was bent over the bed, just as I'd imagined all those months ago. Only this time, there were no fingers inside me. No Kisses. No light fun slaps to my rear. My arse was on full display and his hands groped my hips from behind placing me into the position he wanted me in.
 
   There were no words spoken between us. There didn't need to be. I had expected this. I had fought hard to find out how far I could push him before Blake did the unthinkable. He would use the one item I had dreaded more than any other.
 
   His belt.
 
   When I heard it break free of its loop, the sound of it snapping the air, the smell of leather caught between the moment of apprehension, and the moment it landed on my already aching arse, wasn't as bad as I'd expected.
 
   It stung. It hurt more so because I was already bruised. But it was bearable. The sting felt different to anything I'd experienced before. Over the agony of my spanking, it was a soothing difference.
 
   It left me agonising to feel Blake's cock, I had already caught pulsating beneath his trousers earlier. When finally the tears came, I was glad. I felt relieved. I felt as though I was being unblocked. Choked up and clogged with anger and fear, I was, afterwards sent to a place of peace. A wonderful feeling enveloped me. A blessing. Peace washed over me, and I basked in its radiant glory.
 
   It was the feeling I'd been searching for. To truly feel loved and appreciated and worthy. And I did.
 
   Tears fell, unbidden from my eyes, turning to sobs before I shuddered and whimpered. Even if I'd have been able to speak, I wouldn't have. I didn't want to break the silence that fell between us as Blake gave me what I needed, what I deserved. Not daring to stop until he'd decided he could forgive me.
 
   I'd promised him my body, and then, as I lay draped over the bed, humbled and freed, I felt I'd given him my soul.
 
   I was no longer afraid to let him in. He'd seen me at my lowest. He'd raised me to my highest. He'd seen me bared and bruised, and still, he'd loved me. He'd wanted me.
 
   'How do you feel?' he said, through a relaxed jaw.
 
   'Mmm.' I forced a smile through my red-eyed, flushed face.
 
   He released his hand from mine and I turned towards him, unbelievably sore and sorry, but still with a glint in my eye for the man who cared enough to treat me as his queen. And what was a king, but a strong, powerful leader who ruled over his dominion with a firm hand and a gentle spirit?
 
   I wanted so bad to feel his arms around me, his skin on mine, his lips to my own, but I knew that to ask for him then would discredit everything he had so far taught me. I had to be patient. I was glad when fell back on the bed, pulling me towards him, and cradled me to his warm body. Despite the agony I was in, I kept still and didn't complain because that was how a queen behaved. And I was his queen. Forever.
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   A strong woman, to me, was one who willingly accepted the consequences of her mistakes. Ezra was a strong woman. She had already learnt what disrespect and dishonesty lead to. I didn't think she'd want to repeat those offences too soon. But her emotions often got the better of her.
 
   Of course, I knew how to take care of her. Being practical, I'd learnt to nip things in the bud before they got out of hand. Things were good, for a while. Until Maddie was released without charge, and I received a call from the serious crimes unit at Brighton and Hove Constabulary.
 
   What they had to tell me changed everything. In that instant, I looked at Ezra, and saw for the first time, that I'd been wrong. Very wrong. I'd known nothing about her at all.
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   Blake had just that minute got off the phone. I could tell by the way he could hardly bring himself to look at me that he'd discovered my secret. The very reason I'd left the small town of Bude behind six months prior to meeting him in London. I'd always known the truth would come out in the end. That was the trouble with lies they always caught you out, usually when you were least expecting it. I'd played him for a fool. I thought on some level he'd known, but he'd fallen in love with me and I hadn't the guts to ruin that for him. The problem was he could never love me after everything I'd done. And, believe me, I'd done a lot of bad things. Things I wasn't proud of. I'd been stupid to think I could sweep it all under the carpet. But I must have done, because I'd never told him, about the money.
 
   When he walked towards me and held me in his arms, throwing his head back in mock laughter, I almost smiled. He held my face in his hands and kissed me. His kisses were tender, passionate and loving. But as his hand reached out to where my jumper had ridden up over my leggings, I felt the firm pat of his hand on the back of my thigh. The light tug of his fingers on the elastic of my knickers.
 
   'It turns out my girlfriend is a little thief.'
 
   The excuses I'd been thinking up froze on my tongue the moment I looked into his eyes.
 
   'A thief and a liar.'
 
   'B-'
 
   'These are coming off.'
 
   I looked down to where his hand rested on my thigh, patting the skin, trying to gauge my resilience to his touch.
 
   I wanted to make him wait. I wasn't ready. But it wasn't my place to make such decisions. If he felt I'd warranted it I had to surrender to him. That was unconditional.
 
   My conscience pricked more than my skin with the anxious knowledge I contained. I'd hurt that man so many times. I'd kept things from him. I'd lied to him. I'd upset him far more than I ever would have if I'd slept with him and not bothered to return his call the next day, just as I'd done with all the other men. Blake Strong, the man who adored me, who worshipped me, had never given up on me. Despite his soft touch, the glint in his eye told me what was coming.
 
   It was the anticipation, the build up, that killed me. I dreaded it, but only because I knew I'd disappointed him. And that hurt far more than anything else ever could.
 
   He took my hand and lead me towards the desk. The one he'd recently bought for his office. To spruce the place up a bit, he'd said. But it had other uses.
 
   He didn't give me the time to protest.
 
   He took my head in his hand and applied just enough pressure to ease me faced down over the desk without hurting me.
 
   I didn't dare move. Or look back. Not until I heard him leave the room.
 
   I was wondering what he was doing when in an instant I saw the flash of a leather paddle.
 
   'I've been keeping it for occasions such as this one,' he said.
 
   The handle gripped tightly in his palm looked both scary and erotic.
 
   Fear and pleasure flooded through me as I took in the size of it. It must have been at least ten inches long and five wide. It was made of solid untouched leather. It reminded me of . . .
 
   Pain.
 
   Red hot pain on my legging covered arse.
 
   The thwack when it landed jolted me forwards in surprise.
 
   Again, this time harder. His aim was to get his message across with as little time as necessary. But it hurt. It hurt like hell.
 
   After a succession of stinging whacks, my skin was searing. Raw.
 
   But he had no intention of stopping.
 
   I had to bite my lip to stop myself from crying out because I knew that was what he wanted. He wanted me to feel the anger and pain he'd felt at the thought of losing me. And, I did. But deep inside, I knew his harsh punishment was no more than a loving, but firm reminder of who wore the trousers in this house.
 
   My arse was on fire, scorching hot to the touch, when finally he removed my leggings and knickers in one tug, leaving them to fall down to my ankles.
 
   He landed several more slaps of the paddle to my already red behind, before dropping it to the floor and leaving me exposed, bent over his desk.
 
   I went to move, but he returned before I could grip the edge of the desk in order to haul myself up. My legs trembled so much I couldn't bear any weight on them so slumped forwards to accept whatever else he had designed for me.
 
   My punishment wasn't over.
 
   Not by a long shot.
 
   But what he had in mind could hardly be considered a punishment at all.
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   I moved her shoulder, initiating the turn I wanted her to perform.
 
   'Don't cry,' I said, catching a rolling tear in my hand as she moved to face me.
 
   I guessed it was her reaction to seeing me reappear without another implement. But what I had in mind didn't require one.
 
   I lifted her up from the desk and carried her into the bedroom, feeling her arse burning on my arm. She flinched when I dropped her down onto her back, but she didn't try to resist me when I pulled her legs apart and slid myself between them.
 
   She gasped as I entered her. Deep, longing surged inside me as I tried hard not to cum too soon. My balls gleamed with her juice.
 
   I took her breasts in my hands and squeezed her nipples until they sprung out like two pins on a board.
 
   As I went deeper, her red arse pressed against the tops of my thighs, she moaned.
 
   'You know I only spank you because I desire a quiet life.'
 
   'Mmm.'
 
   'Why didn't you walk away that first day I threatened you?'
 
   'Can we not talk now?' she said, as I pumped her harder.
 
   She lay there, spread eagle on the bed. Feet barely touching the floor. Her arse stinging from the blows of the thick, heavy leather paddle I'd used to spank her with moments ago. And even facing me, she couldn't give me an honest answer.
 
   'Fine, have it your way,' I said, pulling out of her, grabbing her arm and flipping her onto her stomach.
 
   'Blake?'
 
   She was uncertain of what I was about to do. Her legs quivered. Goosebumps covered her arms.
 
   I struck her hard, once, on each cheek.
 
   'Speak.'
 
   She didn't.
 
   So I struck her again, and again, and again until my hand hurt.
 
   She didn't cry. She barely moved. Just rocked from side to side as each blow landed down harder than the last, maybe too hard, on her already swollen bright red cheeks. By the time I became breathless, and looked down at the devastation left in my moment of madnesses, I knew I had to regain control.
 
   I leant down and whispered into her ear that I loved her. Her hands reached back and tugged me towards her. Despite the fact that her face was ablaze, her arse crimson, marked by my hand - the hand that had held her, caressed her, pleasured her - she wanted me.
 
   She glanced back at me, begging me with her eyes to take her from behind. I held her close and breathed in the scent of her quiet anticipation. I felt her knees buckle as I slid my cock into her wet pussy.
 
   Just as I was about to come I pulled out of her and she flung herself onto her back, wincing from her sore behind as she leapt up off the bed. I went to grab her hand but she pulled me forwards and I stood in front of her. Her eyes were sparkling with desire.
 
   She shoved me in jest, and I pretended to fall onto the floor where she lunged at me. Straddling me, she took my hands and moved them down towards her arse. She flinched as my palms found the warm tender skin of her behind, but she let me keep them there as she ran her hand up and down the shaft of my cock sending shockwaves of pleasure to flood me.
 
   She shifted her weight down slowly so that the tip of my cock entered her, one inch at a time until the full length of it was inside her. Her soft pussy opened up to me and I felt myself melting as her juices eased the journey.
 
   Then she fucked me. Hard. And I let her.
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   I knew I'd deserved it, but the sight of the welts on my arse in the mirror was enough to send me running to the bedroom, flushed with the heat of shame and the unfamiliar creeping pleasure that fingered its way up my thighs and left me panting with one hand holding the edge of the bath, the other stroking my pussy. The skin of my rear was scorching as if Blake had held a flame to it.
 
   What he'd inflicted on me was no more than I'd asked for, but I couldn't handle the apology that came with it as I left the bathroom, gasping in shock to find him leaning on the doorframe.
 
   Had he heard me fingering myself?
 
   'Are you okay?'
 
   'Yeah, why?'
 
   'What's wrong?'
 
   'Nothing.'
 
   'Something's going on in there,' he said, pointing to my head. 'Let me in.'
 
   Embarrassed and feeling guilty for enjoying what was supposed to have been a punishment, I immediately jumped to my defence, unable to handle my emotions that for the briefest of moments had been quelled by Blake's unrelenting use of discipline.
 
   'All of this,' I said, shovelling clothes into a suitcase. 'I can't deal with it.'
 
   'Me?'
 
   'You have no right to apologise to me.'
 
   He looked to the floor, shame in his features.
 
   'No right at all.'
 
   'I should have waited. I'm-'
 
   'Don't you dare. Don't you dare say you're sorry. I . . .'
 
   I couldn't get the words out.
 
   I'd gone to him willingly. I'd lain over the bed and accepted his need to chastise me. But I needed him to be strong. If he couldn't handle this, how the fuck was I supposed to?
 
   'Come here,' he said, sensing he'd lost my belief in him to remain the stable figure between us.
 
   Despite my reluctance to allow him to see the pain I'd felt at his own self-administered humiliation, I walked towards him and allowed him to embrace me in his arms.
 
   I would not accept his apology, but I would accept his love.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BLAKE
 
    
 
    
 
   I was afraid sometimes, of my own strength. Of my own demons trying to clamber out of my solid cold heart. But I'd learnt to love and I'd grown wisdom from that. Ezra had been right all along. I'd kept as many secrets from her as she'd kept from me. I had no right to punish her for that.
 
   I stared at the man in the mirror reflected back at me. No longer hardened by pain and sadness, but by something else. The loss of my sister had broken me. Her death had been in vain, and I'd tried unsuccessfully to avenge her murder. But the killer was dead now. It was time to lay her murder to rest.
 
   Ezra swept my arms up and over her head, planting a firm but gentle kiss on my mouth. She tasted of vanilla, she smelt of sex. She was my undoing. She was kind natured, sharp thinking and gorgeous. She was the woman I'd marry in a heartbeat. But did she feel the same?
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   I'd learnt a lot about trust. Blake had taught me that not every man out there was a monster. I'd slowly learned to allow another man to break the boundaries between what was considered the norm and what was no longer tolerated in a society that convicted men for their desires.
 
   I needed Blake. I needed him like a sun-drenched meadow needed rain. He'd awoken my carnal desire to be lead. To be cherished. To be loved. I was no longer afraid to submit myself to him, but forever?
 
   Forever was a long time, and I wasn't sure if Blake's strength and persistence could pave the way to that kind of future. Commitment wasn't my strong point, but it seemed to be his.
 
   He waltzed into the room holding a small black velvet box. He got down on one knee and said, 'Ezra DeSilva, Bethany Stone, will you do me the honour of agreeing to become my wife?'
 
   And I did what I always did when forced into an uncomfortable situation.
 
   I ran.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Continue the journey by reading an extract from The Man I Love, the third installment of the trilogy which is available to pre-order now for release in March 2017
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   I ran into his arms.
 
   The black velvet box, now empty dropped to the floor as he lifted me up in the air and swung me around.
 
   'Yes, I'll marry you,' I said, glancing down to the huge diamond ring that glinted even in the dimly lit living room.
 
   I knew what marriage meant to him. It was more than just a commitment to love one another. It was a contract. I'd promised to be his, forever. And in turn, he'd promised to protect me. To love me. To shower me with affection. And to stand up to me, like a man. The man I needed. The man I desired.
 
   The man I loved.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I hope you have enjoyed reading The Man I Desire.
 
   Please leave your review on Amazon.UK/Amazon.US and Goodreads to enable other erotic thriller lovers to find my work.
 
    
 
   Stay in touch by 'liking' and sharing my Facebook author page: https://www.facebook.com/TheManINeed/
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