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Chapter One

Visitors

She would always take his breath away; something fiercely animal, wild and untamed about her forced him to squelch his rising libido. That kind of instant chemical reaction could be dangerous, especially in this situation. The statuesque female stood on his doorstep dressed in a navy, custom cut business suit, snug-fitting and slim to match the curves of her womanly shape, even if she looked more like a Sunday school teacher than the Michelle Monroe he knew. No high necked blouse and knee-length skirt could hide what smoldered behind the pearls, the white clutch purse, the demure make-up—a trace of blush, rosy lips, sensible mascara to accentuate her eyes. When she bowed her head, she looked like the personification of womanly modesty and good manners. What kind of farce was this?

If it weren’t for the subtle glint in her eye and the shrewd half-smile, he’d be left to wonder if she had actually changed since they were last together two years before.

Daniel wanted to laugh.

“You coming in, or should we do this on the porch?”

As she stepped through the doorway of his old Georgetown house, he could see her tremble and her lips part. He sensed her racing heart, her anxious breath. She could barely meet his eyes with hers and was tempted to study his friend, Marcus, who stood nearby just to observe. Neither man provided any comfort in their cool expressions; their hardened eyes were keenly studying her. The air crackled. Nerves were drawn to the bitter edge. Under the bright spotlight of their concentrated efforts, what poise she displayed on his doorstep turned brittle and began to crack at the seams. With it, her carefully fabricated façade began to splinter.

Daniel’s front door slammed behind her and she jumped.

“Daniel, really,” she rushed in. “I just need a moment of your time—”

“On your knees, whore!” he cut her off with his curt command splitting the air. 

She gazed at him dazed, shaken, hesitating a moment too long.

“I said, on your knees, whore.” He came at her like a beast, eyes flashing as he smacked her cheek with the palm of his hand. She reeled back, defenseless, confused. Off balance, she teetered in her high heels then collapsed to the marble floor, on her knees, at his feet. She looked up, praying for mercy.

But there was none from the man hovering above her, angry and bullish. And no explanation.

“Strip, slut!”

She blanched in horror, anxiously gazing upward from one man to the other, from the man in the business suit to the Texas mercenary Daniel Broc who she’d come to see. Once her eyes caught Daniel’s, they wouldn’t waver. The rugged face, the square cut jaw, the cool blue eyes would always hold her enthralled. The man was a rock. A force of nature. A cowboy, a maverick—muscled body, barrel-chested, fit, hard-boiled and as cynical as the life he led. He would have been better suited to an earlier century when men were men and women knew their place…that sort of thing.

Seeing little response from the terrified woman, he snatched a four-foot whip from the hall table and snapped it against her nyloned thigh. She flinched, but panic struck, she didn’t budge until he snapped the whip against her arm, then her thigh and back and forth, until she began to back further away with each strike. “Strip, slut!” Her clothes protected her from the pain that would have seared the flesh had he hit bare skin, but nothing could protect her from the furious emotion that fueled the man’s attack. 

She tried the buttons on her coat but her fingers refused to work. “Daniel, please!”

The whip lashed out again and she backed up another six inches. “Please, nothing, bitch. I said strip!” He delivered the message for the third time with another slash across her thighs—still sufficiently protected by her slim skirt. 

He glared at her, she glared at him. “Stop with the fucking whip and I’ll do what you want,” she finally lashed back. The fury in her rose like a storm down a riverbed.

“And you stop with the fucking theatrics. And don’t go telling me you’re in pain, I know better, you smart-mouthed masochist. Strip down now on your own or I’ll string you up and lash you till your clothes are nothing but shreds.” 

Her dazed mind tried to make sense of the assault, but time warped in a curious loop; she was back in the sand, the desert, amongst the terrorists and thieves who stole her life for three years. She stared into the eyes of the man responsible for that grueling ordeal and suddenly her hands flew to her jacket, then the blouse, removing them both, then they continued their struggling effort to remove her skirt, her bra, her panties and pantyhose as he drove her back to the far end of the hallway, the whip cutting and slashing every bit of bare flesh she uncovered until her body was streaked with red. Cornered, there was no retreat left, no way to stave off the flailing weapon that struck her thighs and ass, even her breasts when she jerked enough to expose them. She fought him all the way in a yanking, tugging, groaning battle. Finally crouched in the corner with her back to the man and his snapping whip, she took a steady rain of blows across her shoulders, jerking as she did before, though not as violently. As the whip raised welt after welt on her flawless flesh something in her spirit eased. Letting go the need to fight the man her body wilted. Something bigger than pain and horror took charge, and so surrendered, for nearly a minute she succumbed to the blows and welcomed each one as if they could drive away whatever demon was clinging to her soul.

When he stopped, she took a deep breath, but it wasn’t time enough to recover before he delivered his next command.

“On your knees, Monroe. On your hands and knees.”

With no fight left, no will at all, she untangled herself from the corner and struggled to assume the position he demanded. Her pantyhose were bunched around her ankles, snarled inside her shoes, and she twisted around to remove them.

“Leave them be,” he snapped. “Just crawl.”

She gazed up, meeting his hard-edged eyes and fearsome scowl. She felt him claw his way inside her, with his invisible hand grabbing her sex and shaking it. A man in control was her aphrodisiac and her cunt exploded in spasms just knowing how he viewed her lowly crawl.

In small steps she made the awkward journey across his marble floor to the living room, to the comfort of the rug between the facing sofas and the bright rays of sunlight streaming through the front windows. The two men followed her in, Daniel snapping the whip against her ass from time to time to keep her moving, his companion along for the ride. Daniel whipped her till she reached the center of the room where the hot sun burned a hole in the ancient carpet. 

“On your feet!” He ripped off the crisp command and her battle began anew.

With the tangle of shoes and pantyhose frustrating her attempts to rise, he barked, “Leave them on!” then watched as she made the awkward struggle to steady herself in the four inch heels. She looked as bungling and ineffective as she must have felt. A woman known for ‘keeping it together’ under extreme circumstances struggling with the simple act of staying upright; this was the woman he wanted to see. “And you think you couldn’t do that?” he sneered. “No female is better at this game than you, Monroe. You think I’d forget that?” He chuckled to himself as he coolly paced before her. The hot ire in him had eased. 

She shook her head, and whispered a faint, “No, sir.”

“What was that? I didn’t hear.” Just showing off now for Marcus, who’d plopped himself in a nearby chair and sat back to watch, his glee-filled expression plainly evident.

“Yes, sir,” she spoke louder this time. 

“Hands behind you. At your waist. Stick out those pretty tits; I want a good look at those stripes.” 

With her hands behind her, her heaving breasts stuck out proudly from her chest, high and firm, her nipples pink and forming purplish buds at the very tips. Her lush body invited the eye to move downward from those perfect breasts to the trim waist and flat belly and the lovely curve of her hips. 

“How humiliating for you.” Smiling, Daniel stopped his pacing directly in front of her. 

She bit her lip then took a breath. Worry creased her brow, while a layer of sweat from the blazing sun made her body glow. The cruel sun beat on her as hard as the man’s callous eyes. For a moment, one would think he despised her when the opposite was actually true.  

Daniel turned to his friend as if he needed advice. “You think they’re sufficiently marked?” This, too, was just for show.

“Her husband going to care if they’re welted?” the man answered back.

Daniel answered the question looking directly at his naked victim. “He’d be disappointed if they weren’t.”

Hearing his reply, her dreamy eyes shot open then her face went pale as if someone had sucked the life from her body. 

He laughed in her face. “You think he doesn’t know about this, Monroe?”

Her mouth opened but nothing came out. She could barely shake her head. 

“Cat got your tongue?”

Still not a word. Whatever peaceful interlude the whipping provided seemed to have vanished.

Daniel watched her, his mood darkening, growing anxious and edgy as he mulled the speech he was determined to deliver. Whipping a slut was easy; giving her hell for bad behavior was quite another matter, especially since she was another man’s wife. If she were his, she’d be crawling the floor of his dungeon, eating bugs for a week to pay for this last stupid stunt. But that was not an option here. 

“Shall I repeat what Steven told me?”

She found her voice with this one, “Oh, no, please,” she adamantly shook her head. 

“And you think I’d follow your advice?” he chortled. “I have a feeling that your mild-mannered Steven Vandenberg can hit the roof as well as any man when his wife deliberately puts her life, and his, at risk.”

“I didn’t!”

“Oh, but you did!” He moved in so far that he was practically stepping on her feet, stepping on that bunched up nylon pantyhose. She couldn’t have backed up without falling. He grabbed her by the throat and squeezed firmly. “Do know what it feels like to have the life squeezed from your body? What it feels like to have a barrel of a gun pressed to your temple? The trigger pulled? How about being stabbed? You know the danger, Monroe. You’ve seen it. You’ve been its victim and still you want to dredge up an old and very public career because you can find nothing else to do? What a foolish broad you are.”

His eyes were no longer remote, not so cool, so hard, so unmoving. What emanated from them was hot and passionate and filled with concern; his emotions washing over her like a tsunami. She struggled to remain on her feet, even with his hand at her throat. She was starting to swoon and he shook her. 

“Stay with me, Shelly! I’m not choking you. You can breathe. And you can listen until I finish. You hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” came her weak reply. 

“There is…no…more…public Michelle Monroe or Vandenberg or Michelle anything-you-want-to-call-her. That woman no longer exists. I thought the point was made two years ago.” He paused a moment to catch his breath. “But you get lax, you get casual, you get sloppy. You start letting yourself believe you’re safe, that the underworld we both championed many moons ago won’t grab you back. Your name surfaces again and you can count your remaining days of freedom on one hand. The agents are out there. What they wouldn’t give to snatch back a trained whore. Especially you! Especially you! They tried to do it once before and almost won. You want to tempt them again? Do you? Is that it? You want to die?”

Her taut emotions suddenly snapped and she practically wailed: “No, I don’t want to die!” 

His grip on her throat eased but he did not let go. For the next sixty seconds, they remained an immovable one soul; Daniel Broc with his hand at the woman’s throat and she with her will thoroughly conquered.

“Then you understand my message?”

She nodded through her tears. A merciful sun sank lower in the sky so she was no longer standing in the center of a beam of dust-filled light, no longer scorched by the penetrating fire.  

He let go his hand and stepped back. The tension in his body eased some, but he still regarded her carefully—as if one false move, one questionable inflection, one tiny glint of defiance in her eyes, would find her smashed against the wall with his hand at her throat again. 

“And what’s my message?” he asked.

She took a breath. “I sit tight. I stay put. I play the good little housewife to Steven and pretend I have no mind.”

His eyes flared. “How about you try that again? Real fast unless you’d like me to tell Steven that you’re obstinate and unrepentant.”

“No, no! I got the message, Daniel,” she sighed, looking as if she was about to go limp. “I’m sorry. Sorry for wanting something I can’t have. It makes me crazy sometimes. But I won’t do it again. No more documentaries. I promise.” 

“What else?” He waited for more. 

She sighed impatiently. “I won’t make phone calls, no courting my old friends. I won’t test the waters. I won’t even think about picking up a camera.”

“And…?”

“And what?”

“Keep talking.”

She flashed him an annoyed glance then immediately softened. 

“My life is in danger. No matter what I do or how many years pass, that is not going to change.”

“And…?”

She really hated this, and she sighed heavily again. “I have to be vigilant every day of my life.”

“And especially when you’re in the city, any city. This one. New York. London. LA. Take your pick.”

She gulped back the last of her dreams one more time, squashing them down to that subterranean place of unfulfilled glory where worn out aspirations reside waiting for a fresh burst of desire to spark them back to life. There could be no fresh burst of desire for Michelle Monroe. But as much as the woman needed to hear this message loud and clear, Daniel winced seeing the defeat in her eyes and knowing the part he played in redefining the woman’s life. He would never confess to her the role she’d played in redefining his own life, but he was certain she understood that as clearly as he did. 

“Your life isn’t over, sweetheart. But you need to accept the rules you live by. You need to take the danger and the adrenalin rush to a safe venue. Take it home and be crazy. Have some nasty sex. Let Steven beat you to a pulp, like he ever could. And do that every day if you need it. Be at peace, sweetheart. Go about your life. Write your books, be the reclusive documentarian no one sees and enjoy a long and blissful life. You think you can do that?”

“I think I have to.” 

Maybe for the first time since he snatched her from the Orient Express seven years before, he saw what he hoped to see in her expression. Her being softened. Her lips trembled and her eyes were wet with tears, but maybe this time she got it. Had the message finally sunk in? Or would he get another anxious call from her husband in another two years?

He laid his hand against her cheek more tenderly than she deserved, but he couldn’t help himself. Still his message would not waver. “You get that now,” he said, speaking to her sternly, “you go and sin no more, or,” and his eyes flashed again, “I’ll see that you’re bound and locked in my basement until you can prove you can be trusted.”

“Yes, Daniel. I’m sorry I forced this.”

“You should be sorry, Shelly,” he said, sounding more sad than angry now. “But if it’s any comfort to you, I live with the same fears dogging me every day. It’s not a safe world for either one of us. I just know how to protect myself. You don’t.” He gave her seductive body one last admiring glance. “Now get dressed. I have things to do.”

He let her free to grab her clothes from the hallway floor and dress in the downstairs bath. When he met her in the foyer fifteen minutes later he saw a line of tears making a slow journey down her cheeks; the soft, acquiescent woman was still plainly evident. To see her as he loved her most would have wrenched the gut of most men. Daniel felt the painful stab, but for only as long as it took him to beat it back. He stepped in, putting his arm around her waist and led her to the door. 

“Behave yourself, Monroe. Maybe if you really need to see me you can invite me to the beach house for dinner and we can engage in something normal.”

This made her laugh. She wiped her tears with the back of her hand.

“Is that really so funny?”

“Kind of. But it’s not a bad idea.” 

“Aw, go back to Steven.” He gave her a brusque kiss on the mouth and let her go. She was out the door and down the steps, quickly moving along the sidewalk to the nearby Metro station and nearly out of sight by the time he returned to the living room. 

Marcus Rathburn sat in an easy chair thumbing absently through a hunting magazine and immediately looked up when Daniel entered. 

“Didn’t you want to fuck her…?” he asked.

“I did. I always want to fuck that bitch… but she’s not mine to fuck anymore.” 

“And who made that rule? Doesn’t sound like Daniel Broc.”

“I made that rule. She’s another man’s whore, not mine.” 

“And she’s the one that turned you safe and sane?”

He laughed. “Yeah, she’s the one that made me give up that nasty gig.”

“You ever wonder what it would be like if you’d made her yours?”

“Yeah. I did that once and gave up. It didn’t take much thought. Shelly and I would tear each other apart in a week. Not a hard call to make.”

“But you loved her…maybe still love her?”

Daniel shrugged. “Yeah, I love her. But I’d have no patience with her. Soon as any female starts the finagling and the whining and the manipulation, I get pissed. Shelly wouldn’t be any different. Some women you use and let them go; it’s better for everyone that way. Let the memory of the moment fuel a little lust, but you take it to whore, who’s just a whore, not someone you care about.”

“And that’s the essence of Daniel Broc and women,” Marcus nodded. “So how about that drink? If it’s not too early for you.”

“Not too early for me.” He strode to the drink cart and poured a Scotch for himself, Bourbon and water for his friend. After handing the drink to Marcus, he downed his own, poured himself another and sank into his leather sofa with satisfied sigh. “Now, maybe you can tell me why you’re here?” He looked toward the man and waited as Marcus Rathburn shifted in his seat, uncomfortably so. He looked thoughtful, almost troubled, his mood changing from his earlier light-hearted amusement to something far more serious. 

In his mid-thirties, the lanky Marcus had the body of a basketball player: nearly six feet four, lean, muscled with long arms and legs. His grey suit was perfectly tailored, in fact everything about him from his short dark hair to his cleanly shaved face to the manicured nails were perfectly groomed. He pulled off the look with a certain savvy that speaks of wealthy circumstances and the arrogance that wealth breeds. All the bells and whistles turned an average looking guy into the handsome kind of man women fight for in bars and at fashionable DC parties. 

Such a contrast to Daniel Broc who never made his appearance his concern. He spent his life in jeans and t-shirts, adding a leather bomber jacket when it was cold enough to need one. He had the suit, the tux, the sport coat and fancy shirts in his closet—pushed way to the back. He rarely wore them. In fact, he would have been happier in the military fatigues he’d worn when he was in the Middle East than anything else. He had, grudgingly, made some changes moving from the terrorist environment in which he thrived for over twenty years back to the civilized world. In his late forties he was too old to change. DC life would never be a comfortable fit, but he made do, just as Michelle Monroe would make do once she finally accepted the hand fate dealt her. 

“So what’s this about? Why the sudden visit?”

Marcus took another moment to collect himself, taking a sip of his drink, thrumming his fingers on the armrest of the chair. Seeing that he had the full attention of his host he announced with a bit of dramatic flair, speaking in hushed tones, “It’s a delicate business, Daniel. I’m cleaning up a rather precarious situation for an old friend.”

“Someone I know?”

“Someone you’ve likely heard of. Baron Brauer?”

Daniel nodded. He’d heard the name but he didn’t know the man. 

“Wealthy. Reclusive. A real player in his time. And a bonafide male supremacist in his personal life. Lived in a huge mansion up north with a bevy of females who gave up normal lives to ride on his coattails and live as subjects to the man’s rule. Very high protocol in the bdsm world. He made submission a thrill—for most of them anyway. I’d say most will tell you they enjoyed their lives as his slaves. Once they gave themselves to him he controlled every aspect of their existence with an iron fist. Slaves were slaves to him, nothing more. This was no game in his mind; to Brauer it was the way the world should work. Men in charge, women lowly and subservient. Whatever the Baron demanded, his slaves were quick to act or risk long sessions of pain and sensory deprivation in his dungeons. He was so far from politically correct they don’t even have a name for his breed of men. Misogynist, comes closest, I guess.”

“You make it sound like a crime,” Daniel interjected with a bit of wry disdain. 

“Yes, well…” the younger man seemed momentarily vexed. “I’m not sure it’s accurate. I think in part he actually loved women—in his own weird way.”

Daniel let out a belly laugh. “There were suspicions that your Baron was trying to send his castoffs into my territory. Never documented, or course, and he fell of the radar; probably got scared. Nevertheless, I’m well acquainted with the kind of man he was, being one myself—although that misogynist label seems a bit unfair. I don’t hate women at all.”

Marcus fidgeted uncomfortably in his chair.

“But, go on with your story,” Daniel prompted, “you speak of the Baron in past tense?”

Marcus’ expression lifted. “Yes, that’s appropriate. Brauer died two months ago.” He sighed as if the remembrance of the man was actually painful. “He left a terrible mess. Hadn’t done a thing to prepare for his passing. I was his friend, of sorts,” he seemed to have trouble even admitting this. “At least I knew about his lifestyle. For that reason I was contacted by his family. He has several siblings, nieces and nephews that are in line to inherit his vast estate, but they want nothing to do with his kinky sexual proclivities. Basically, they’ve hired me to clean up his affairs, which include removing all traces of BDSM activity from a very sizable mansion and its many outbuildings.” Marcus frowned. “He had everything from human pony rings, to kennels,” he shook his head, “such a shame, those beautiful dungeons dismantled. I have a private auction of toys and bondage furniture scheduled for the end of the month. Nice stuff. You might want to see if there’s anything you’d like.”

Daniel responded with a sneer. “I doubt it. I have all I need to make a sub suffer. Sometimes the back of my hand does the trick all by itself.”

“Yes, I saw that slap across the mouth. Nice.” Marcus smirked. “However, some men need props.” He laughed. 

“So what about this assignment of yours includes me?” Daniel eyed him suspiciously, knowing that Marcus only came calling when he was in serious need.

“I have everything pretty much handled. However, in addition to the house, it’s also been my task to see that the women, Brauer’s slaves, are appropriately taken care of—you know, guided back to the real world without tainting the Brauer family name. That hasn’t been too much of a problem. Brauer had a revolving door of sub females. For most, a little cash in hand sends them happily on their way. Only two were with him long enough to forget what life was like in the real world. His long term girlfriend and slave, Brigitta, is settling in pretty well in a small town not far from the mansion. She was with him since her early twenties. She’s over forty now, got a sensible head on her shoulders and enough skills to be gainfully employed. With the money Brauer left her she’ll be fine. I imagine after a year or two of grieving, she’ll be looking for another man to own her.” He paused a moment and lifted his glass. “How about another?”

Daniel moved to his feet, fixed the drink, waiting for Marcus to continue. The man’s sudden silence was almost deafening. 

“So?” Daniel nudged him. 

Marcus eyed him grimly, took a gulp of his drink, then after setting the glass down on the table beside him, he leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees, keeping his voice lowered.  Walls have ears, he’d explain if asked. “It’s the second girl that’s my problem and why I’m here. Why I need you.”

Daniel cast him a sharp glare, “Hold it right there. If you’re trying to pawn some woman off on me you’re asking the wrong man.”

“It’s not that, Dan. Not exactly. Just hear me out. Please. These are unusual circumstances.”

“I’ve lived my life with unusual circumstances impinging on me and I’m rather glad to be free of them. I don’t even let my girlfriends spend the night most of the time.” He hated the sudden tickle of interest the mention of the girl provoked; an automatic response, he was sure. But he had no interest in some man’s leftover slave. 

“Please, I’ve come all this way. You need to let me finish.”

He didn’t need to do anything he didn’t want. But out of friendship he conceded to listen, although his annoyance showed. “Go on then,” he bit off tersely. 

Marcus looked at him relieved. “He called her El, just El. I don’t have any other name. His brother Robert was her guardian from the time she was ten. He was her stepfather, had been married to her mother for over fifteen years. She got pregnant during a brief rift in their relationship then died just shortly after the girl turned ten. Robert had grown rather fond of her, so there wasn’t any question that he’d take over her care, although he had no practical experience with children and very little understanding of the girl and what she needed. He kept her in strict boarding schools for several years then later hired a fulltime tutor who lived with them. I gather there wasn’t much interaction between the two. From what little I could glean from Brigitta, the girl was a little odd. Reclusive. Silent. Moody. Which is not surprising given the strict regimen of her life. If Robert had had his way, she would have gone to college, made a career for herself and been adequately pushed into the real world with all the tools she needed to survive.” He paused for a moment but with no comment from Daniel, he continued. “Obviously, there were a few key ingredients missing from such an emotionally empty upbringing…even though the girl hadn’t seemed to need the kind of nurturing most kids need. She was just naturally…odd. I guess that would describe her best.”

“And how do you know these things?”

“I spoke with the other women at Brauer’s mansion, all of them. A couple, Brigitta in particular, managed to have a few real conversations with the girl, though none would call her close, or even a friend.”

“How did she end up with the Baron in the first place?”

“Yes, well…that’s what I’m getting to. She was headed to some Ivy League college, which Robert arranged and paid for. She was eighteen, entirely innocent, and the minute she landed in the dorm room she apparently freaked out. He had to remove her, however he had nowhere to take her. With her in school, he planned to spend the next six months based out of London, traveling extensively through Europe and the Middle East. He couldn’t take her with him. He’d closed down his house, let the servants go, and he was afraid to leave her on her own. So, he took her to his brother’s estate, knowing that the man would at least keep her safe. The plan was for Brauer to provide for her, at the same time keeping her away from the D/s aspects of his lifestyle. It wouldn’t have been too hard. Brauer had a ‘vanilla’ wing in the house, a place where normal people could visit and never know that the estate was run by unpaid slave labor. The set-up was quite convincing. I attended one of his parties. Congressmen. White House aides. Labor leaders. Not one guest had a clue that the perky young females dressed in crisp grey uniforms and white aprons lived in crude slave quarters in his cellar and were routinely punished for misdemeanors, or just for sport, if Brauer was in a sadistic mood. It was a fascinating game to watch since I knew the other side of his life.

“El was to be as sheltered as Brauer’s houseguests while she was there—and she was for a time. She had her own quarters away from the rest of the house; another tutor was installed; she was even offered daily piano lessons, which she seemed to enjoy. She remained shy and aloof, barely able to hold a conversation. However, despite her seeming detachment from the people around her, she was quite curious. Perhaps she suspected something peculiar about Brauer—who knows what motivated the girl. Maybe something tipped her off, maybe a slip in the game plan. Maybe it was just idle curiosity. Whatever the reason, she began making late night trips through the house, peeking here and there, darting around corners, hiding in shadows like a ghost. First time Brigitta caught her, that is exactly what the woman thought—that she was a ghost. Said it scared her half to death. But she didn’t actually catch her. The girl was off too fast to be cornered. This went on for some time, months I guess. She was quite cagey about her explorations. For days at a time the staff saw nothing then there’d be a sighting, some fleeting glimpse around the corner and gone. I guess it caused quite a stir and much discussion as soon as her pattern was established. In fact, it was a hot topic between Brauer and Brigitta. Brauer wanted to give up the pretense and let her know what he was about, but Brigitta was adamantly opposed, and apparently carried enough weight with the Baron to have some influence. She believes that Brauer was nursing his own fascination for the girl, something he kept well hidden to most who knew him, except Brigitta—she likes to think that she knew him better than anyone else.” 

Marcus let out a sighing breath and continued. “Brauer was on the lookout for her. He spent some hours after dark tailing her journeys. He finally met her face to face in one of his dungeons. He found her fingering the equipment with a great deal of interest. And strangely, she was naked at the time. The rumor that had been circulating about the house was that their midnight elf had tossed her nightgown aside and had been running naked through the corridors. Brauer confronted her and—this is strictly hearsay—she told him that she wanted to be like the other women in his house. He grilled her, trying to find out what she’d learned of his lifestyle during her late night jaunts. She confessed that she’d seen dozens of punishment scenes, watched Brauer’s slaves eating from dog dishes, peered in on their communal baths, even witnessed a variety of sexual situations. She knew every secret passageway and hidden staircase in the house. Nothing escaped her notice. 

“One thing led to another and she became Brauer’s newest girl. He resisted—Brigitta was adamant that I know that. But the girl would not back down from her desire to be enslaved. She wanted simple clear cut rules; she craved someone who could tell her what to do; and she was shameless from a sexual point of view. Brauer was not about to turn the girl down when he had a readymade slave in El who needed little training and asked for almost nothing. She seemed to thrive in the most austere circumstances…the more ascetic and rigorous the better. She became sexually adept and craved punishment—obviously she was masochistic—and she spent long hours with Brauer involved in both activities. Sometimes he just liked having her around. She started out living in the house with the other slaves, but over time, she gravitated to the kennels where she stayed when Brauer didn’t have need of her. 

“Her service to him continued for at least four years—but I’m guessing it was longer than that. I’m not totally clear on the timeline. No one seems to be able to pin it down. As close as I can figure, she’s twenty-five, twenty-six, maybe a little older. Doesn’t really matter, I guess. When I arrived at the estate to inspect the grounds, I found El in the kennels. Brauer’s dogs had already been taken to a breeder.” Marcus lifted a brow, adding scornfully, “Interesting that he made immediate provisions for the animals, but made very little for his slaves, and none for El.”

“And she’s there now?”

“She is. I tried to talk her into sleeping in the house. But she refused. Brigitta tells me she hadn’t lived in the house for over a year. Wouldn’t step foot in it unless she was on direct orders from her master. The last six months of his life he was quite sick so she wasn’t summoned even once. She was fed and otherwise left to her own devices.”

“So she’s been locked up for six months?”

“No. Once it was clear that Brauer wasn’t long for this world, Brigitta, along with the other slaves, decided to keep the kennels unlocked. El was well aware that she could move back in the house if she’d wanted to but she stayed there sleeping on a concrete floor with nothing but a flat pillow and an old blanket—mind you, the kennels were heated so she was hardly cold at any temperature. She ate from dog dishes as she had before. I gather that she helped care for the dogs while she was there…”

“And was she used as their bitch?” Daniel shot off the question before Marcus finished, then he waited, paying as close attention to the man’s body language as he did the verbal reply. He wanted the truth. He could usually tell if Marcus was being straight with him or fibbing.

“No, I’m quite sure of that,” his friend came back without blinking an eye. “One kink that Brauer didn’t touch. Though he liked to use the kennels for certain slaves, ones like El who craved that kind of sparse environment or others he was grooming as human pets. Some were sent there for punishment, but for El it was home. She saw no need to change her life just because Brauer was sick. But with the doors now unlocked she had free reign of the estate. She could be seen roaming the gardens in the day—something familiar to her. She often helped the gardener with his chores, even before Brauer got sick. But now, she was roaming at night. She had ways into the house that no one knew about and sometimes spent hours searching through the mansion, almost as if she were on a mission to find something important.”

“Anyone ever ask her?”

“She rarely gave anyone a direct answer to any question—Brauer, maybe. But he was too sick to care about anything. I understand that some nights she watched him sleep, though she’d tiptoe out of the room if he stirred. She didn’t want to be seen, still afraid to violate her master’s rules. Since his death, the kennel remains her home, the estate her playground. She wanders it freely with not a stitch on, which has proven a particular problem for the heirs. They don’t see the charm in that. They’re appalled, and they want her gone, along with every last vestige of Brauer’s bdsm life.” Marcus chuckled darkly. “Isn’t it strange…they’re quite like the Baron in their own way. Not one ounce of real concern for the girl, she’s less human to them than she was to Brauer, another unwanted piece of property to be thrown away like useless garbage.” He shook his head, putting a bit of sadness into his expression. “She needs a place to go, Daniel,” he looked toward the man and didn’t say another word. 

The silence between the two was heavy and forbidding, until Daniel finally spoke. “Surely you don’t mean for me to take her?” 

Marcus jumped on that immediately. “I’m not going to beat around the bush. That would be the perfect solution.”

“Man, you’re crazy!” Crazy yes, the idea was almost laughable, although his heart seemed to be burning up at the moment. Damn Shelly Monroe for sticking a knife into that broken place. 

“It’s not crazy at all, Dan. You may think it’s a stupid idea, and to some it would seem so. But I can’t think of a better man to help her out. And that’s all it is. A few months, get her acclimated to the real world. Teach her a few social skills.” 

“Social skills? It’s not social skills she needs but a master.” 

Marcus’ eyes lit up. “Exactly! You can be that master. You know her world. You know how to deal with submissive women and their needs. I’m not suggesting that you make her your slave, just lay down rules, give her structure, enough so she feels stable and able to live successfully on her own. There’s no one I know who’d be better suited for the role. It’s just temporary.”

Daniel looked at him distrustful and annoyed. “No. No. A thousand times no!”

“Are you sure?”

“What? How much more simple can I make it? There’s not an ounce of me that would consider anything so ridiculous. I don’t know the first thing about nurturing a young woman back to sanity. That’s for psychiatrics and counselors, not a former mercenary with a lot of black stains on his character, not to mention his resume.” 

Unperturbed, Marcus studied him a moment—looking for another angle of attack—then finally shrugged and breathed out, not hiding his disappointment. “Okay. I understand. It was just a passing thought anyway. A shot in the dark.” He downed the rest of his drink. “But I still need to find an appropriate place for her, which brings me back to square one. She’ll likely end up on the street with no means to take care of herself. You place her with social services, that’s sure to be the final outcome. Maybe a halfway house, or she’ll be…” his expression turned thoughtful and perturbed. He didn’t finish.

“Institutionalized,” Daniel said it without wincing. “Which may be exactly what she needs. It sounds to me as though she might have some psychological problems that have nothing to do with bdsm. I’m not capable of dealing with that. I don’t have the time or talent. C’mon, Marcus.”

Marcus shrugged, letting the defeat quickly pass. “Like I said. A shot in the dark.”

“Like you said,” Daniel agreed. It was easy to write people off—he’d been doing it without remorse for years. He’d never even laid eyes on the girl, what did he care about some dispirited waif who put herself in the situation in the first place? She was probably more savvy than anyone was giving her credit for. Leave it to the authorities to figure out. The authorities. As if they knew what any man or woman really needed. Still, he could look at Marcus and be glad she wasn’t his responsibility. 

“I’m going to the estate this weekend and I need to take her then. I know it would likely be an imposition but I would be grateful if you’d accompany me just in case I need a little assistance in prying her loose?”

Daniel eyed him suspiciously. 

“I promise. I won’t try to dump her on you. I swear. That was a bad idea. However, I’m not sure how she’ll respond to me or to leaving. I wouldn’t want to have to call the police, or even social services just yet. I’d rather ease her out…” He waited while Daniel mulled the thought. “Think of it as a pleasant day in the country. Catch up on old times. You’ll be helping me a lot. I’m not one with…well…you know, who’s use to this sort of thing. Sex for me is strictly safe, sane and consensual, not all that much different than real life… except when my sadistic streak kicks in with a bang.”

Seeing the worry in his friend’s face, he let the poor guy off the hook. “I suppose if you need a hand in dispensing with her I can do that.”

Marcus brightened. “See. There you go. Dispensing with her. Only someone with your mind-set and experience can so coolly refer to what we’ll need to do.”

“You could just start with social services…”

“No. I want her handled gently.”

“And you think they can’t do that?”

“And respect who she is? No. There’s a Domme in Baltimore who’s agreed to be a temporary way station. She’ll take her for one week, although I can hope that something will fall into place there and she won’t have to leave. At least Lady M will speak her language. She should be able to pry the girl open a bit. If necessary, I think she’ll do a better job at explaining her situation to whatever system she ends up in.” 

“Why the hell didn’t you mention that before?” Daniel shot back. 

Marcus laughed. “You know when I came here, this trip to the estate was all I was going to ask you about…then seeing you with Michelle, I got this crazy notion that you might… Anyway, how about a long day in the country?” Marcus looked cool on the surface but he was nervous and agitated and became more so the longer he waited for Daniel’s reply. Daniel was about to speak, but the younger man suddenly added, “There’s also Brauer’s computer…the one he used for his underground businesses…”

“That’s supposed to sweeten the deal?”

“I’ve not been able to hack into the thing. I thought you might be the man for that, too.”

“I was a well-paid criminal not a techno terrorist.” He purposely downplayed his computer savvy, seeing no benefit for him in spending hours trying to break into Brauer’s files. 

Marcus returned the cagey look, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “However, if Brauer’s files were of some interest to you…?” His brows lifted, hoping to see even an inkling of interest from the former mercenary.

“If they were of some interest to me. I doubt that’s the case.”

“But maybe you’d like to know for sure?”

“Brauer’s underworld activities haven’t been on anyone’s watch list that I know of. If he was anything more than a kinky bdsm lifestyler I’d be greatly surprised. If he did dump his cast offs on slave traders in the Middle East it wasn’t through anyone I’m acquainted with. As far as the computer is concerned, you can get into it as easily as I can. We have the same resources for that. But this really isn’t about the computer, is it? This is about the girl.”

“But my offer is still on the table…just a day in the county, Dan. And the computer is yours, too.”

There’d always been something sad and vulnerable about Marcus that Daniel despised. He could feel that now, tugging at him like some nagging brat. The girl had obviously gotten under his skin. To save the man from himself he wouldn’t turn him down. If nothing else, he’d be sure that she was taken to the Domme and everything about that situation was nailed down so he wouldn’t find his friend doing something stupid like keeping the girl for himself. He could think of no other reason to make the trip than that. But it was a compelling one. “So, what? Saturday? Should be a decent day,” he said. 

“Oh god, man, I really appreciate this,” he fell over himself with relief. 

“But you’ll owe me one. Remember that.”

Marcus’ eyes sparked again with his dark charisma shining through. “Yes, yes I will.”


Chapter Two

Rescue

Valerie Ryder settled in behind Daniel, wiggling her pussy against his warm and naked ass. She craved his hardened body and all those grisly muscles. Even his bark set her off. The previous evening had been crazy. She’d bravely called after ten pm, a first, and invited herself over for a late supper. She’d bring the meal. Sex was on both their brains, so not much would get eaten. Surprised that he’d even talk to her at that hour, let alone allow her in his house, she made the date before he could change his mind and was on his doorstep within a half hour. 

After making her dance naked from one end of the house to the next while dodging his leather whip, they landed in the master bed where he screwed her ass until it was raw; Valerie loving every second of his foul abuse. 

Because it was so late, he let her stay the night.

“Just don’t get used to it,” he’d warned. 

At dawn, she was still there, purring in his ear. “Hum, now was that so bad? A whole night with a woman in your bed?” 

