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Chapter One

Night Life

“I need you to do me, Spence. Do me good.”

Spencer gazed at me through a cloud of smoke, his cigarette oh-so-casually poised between two fingers. He exhaled and smiled, knowing I never stood for some poseur dom act. But Spencer had a rule that I had to agree to our ritual negotiation. I didn’t want to; I wanted to pretend I couldn’t hear it over the pounding techno music throughout the club. But, I still heard him, loud and clear.

“Absolute trust, R.J.,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

His eyes raped me, perhaps seeking a hidden layer under my simple answer. Or perhaps he just admired my tense body. Gone was the long lab coat that hid my body most of the day, replaced by one of leather flung over my shoulder. My dark turtleneck and slacks gave him a good barometer of my figure, as if he needed it, given all the times I had submitted to him before, all the times I felt his whip tanning my backside, while at the same time inflaming my pussy, replacing my work stress with a burning need that only a master’s natural tool could satisfy. Spencer was a good dom, and I would get rid of my stress tonight, but only as a sidelight to my submission. He took what he wanted and anything else I got was secondary. That was alright, there were always plenty of leftovers that I eagerly accepted.

“Okay, then,” he said. Spencer stubbed out the cigarette in a bar ashtray and motioned for me to follow him across the wide play floor. He led me past all the cages, stocks and pillories, some of them occupied by a moaning submissive. One reached out with a free hand through cage bars to Spencer, perhaps in supplication to end her sweet misery, or perhaps just begging for attention from a master. Spencer unhitched a quirt from his belt and, without breaking stride, brought it down across the woman’s open palm. She yelped and quickly drew the hand back inside.

I couldn’t help but smile myself. Serves her right, daring to beg for a master’s mercy. Serves her right.

At the end of a short hallway Spencer held a red door open for me. I entered a small room with which I was quite familiar.

Black, soundproofed walls deadened the irritating techno crap while the unmistakable smell of leather assailed my nostrils. A modified Spanish chair was set in the back, left corner while a suspension bar hung in the right. No surprises, just like it had been the last time I was here. And the time before that. But then, I heard something I’d never heard before.

The door locked.

I spun around, just in time to witness Spencer hang the pewter key under his opened neck, dark shirt. A cold knot formed in my stomach. Never before had the door been locked. It was against the house rules, kind of like a safety valve. If a scene went bad the sub always had the option of ending it. She’d press a panic button on a small, hand held transmitter. A silent safeword. A few seconds later the club bouncer would come barging in to her rescue. But then Spencer also removed the battery from the transmitter he was supposed to give me. 

“What’re you doing?” I demanded.

Spencer took down a single-tail whip from the toy wall on his left. He coiled it in his hand, like a snake ready to strike. “Strip.”

“Now hang on-”

The whip lashed out, its end exploding against the wall beside my head. I screamed and ducked.

Next thing I knew, Spencer was on top of me; one hand over my mouth, the other around my throat. He gave a grin that was nothing but evil.

“I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time,” he said.

His hand left my mouth then held up something dark. He pressed a button.

Goddam! A four-inch stiletto flashed within a hairsbreadth of my nose! Its edges gleamed in the light, razor sharp. Spencer laid the flat edge on my cheek, the spiky point just under my eye. Shit!

“About time you were taught you just don’t come in here and demand things from a master,” Spencer says.

The knife descended down the front of my turtleneck. Its point pressed against my belly, then, with a quick wrist action from Spencer, it went through and sliced open my shirt, leaving my skin untouched. Gurgling sounds were all the protests I could make as he ordered me to extend my arms sideways. Feeling like I was being nailed to the cross, the blade made its way down one wrist, then, after Spencer switched hands on my throat, down the other.

Suddenly, he held the weapon up and brought back his arm, the knifepoint aimed at me. He let go of my throat and drove the point right for it. 

I screamed and squeezed shut my eyes.

A thud sounded right next to my left ear.

The knife quivered in the wall. I slid down from it, making a small whimpering noise, dully aware that the tattered remains of my turtleneck were ripped away. I crawled for the door, afraid that any moment I would feel the knife in my back. What I felt instead was Spencer’s hands tearing off my bra. My pants soon followed until all I had left was a thin pair of white panties. He reached for those too, but one of my kicking feet caught him on the shoulder and he fell back, cursing under his breath. I made it to the door on my knees, my fists pounding against the padding.

“Let me out! Let me out! Help! This guy’s gone fucking crazy!”

My head was wrenched back. Despite its extreme shortness, Spencer got a good hold of my russet hair and dragged me back. I clawed at his hand, his arm, anything that would force him to let go of me. But my nails were short too. Cut to a practical length, they simply scraped off his iron hand. The door, the one portal for my deliverance, receded from my kicking feet. The room was small, but with Spencer’s sure grip on me, the door might as well have been non-existent.

He drew me up, held me at arm’s length, like a rag doll. “Present your wrists. Present!”

I hid them behind my back. Defiant I was, at least outwardly. I fought to keep my lips from quivering. No way was I going to show him fear.

“You want to challenge me? Fine,” he said.

My right breast exploded in pain. His forehand and backhand would’ve brought me to my knees if he didn’t already control me. Another set of blows on my other breast caused me to tear up. 

“Obey me now?” Spencer said. He drew back his hand again, this time poised to slap my face.

I wailed and closed my eyes. No, no, I couldn’t take it! My breasts would give under his punishments, but not my face. If he hit me I wouldn’t be able to turn my head and absorb part of the blow.

My hands shaking, I brought them around in front.

“Good,” Spencer said. His tone was almost soothing.

I knew better. I’d been sent to hell. Yet, there are circles to hell, degrees of suffering. Things could get worse. They did.

Spencer selected from the wall a pair of brown, tooled leather cuffs. The floral design cut and dyed into them belied their hidden strength. Although slim, they’d be able to hold me in bondage no matter what position Spencer choose for me. I remained submissively still as they were fastened on me, using all my will to keep my legs from buckling. I was in his power now, whether I liked it or not. Fear was the one thing I had left, and from that I drew the power to see me through this ordeal. Like the cuffs that now held me, I too would be strong even though my appearance suggested fragility. I’d endure, and come out the other side. But from what I knew of Spencer, he was going to make me pay every step of the way. I still had to make it there.

Also, I still had one weakness. One I couldn’t control.

His hand went between my legs. Even though I still wore my panties, when Spencer held up his hand it glistened in my juices. He grinned, knowing I couldn’t do anything to halt the flow. 

“Alright, so I’m wet. Enjoy it, cause that’s all the pleasure I’m gonna give you!" I spit on his boots.

Spencer’s jaw set. He wasn’t used to this, a woman talking back to him. So what? Why should it all go his way? But instead of slapping me or bringing out the knife again, he just got even colder.

“When I’m through with you, you’re going to beg me to finish you off. He paused and grabbed my chin tight in his hand. His voice was low. “And I’m going to do most of it right out in the middle of the club.”

The bravado I’d demonstrated suddenly deserted me, replaced by fragile hope. He was going to take me out of the room? There might be a chance... I tried to keep up my defiant front. “People will know what you’ve done to me in here. I’ll tell them - ”

“Ha! You may try, but they won’t listen. You’ve already seen to that. They all know you’re an edge player. You remember the boy who cried wolf? It’s coming home to you, in spades.”

With practiced ease, Spencer hooked me up to the suspension bar, my arms spread wide. He ratcheted the bar higher and higher, and the tension in my shoulders increased until all I felt was a constant strain down my wrists, through my arms, into my lower back. My toes stretched in vain for the floor. I grunted and strained, hopeful that as long as I kept in contact with it I could relieve some of the pressure. But Spencer didn’t stop raising the bar until I was swinging free. He’d never taken me entirely off the floor before. I always had that little security blanket, that reassurance that this was all just a game. Not now. My insides churned, sweat dripped from my brow. Yet, I still tried maintaining my outward rebelliousness, even though my quavering voice betrayed me.

“Gonna take me now, you bastard? Or...Or can you hold out on creaming your pants while you stripe my back?”

If I irritated Spencer with my little jibe, he didn’t show it. Instead he picked up the single tail, shook it out, then, with all the ease of a veteran dominant, lit into me like a tornado.

I wish I could claim my screams blasted through the walls, raised the roof, brought the bouncer running, but they were just absorbed by the sound proof padding that surrounded me. If any noise did escape it was probably lost in the pounding music outside, mixing in with the beat, bump and grind of other sweat soaked club members. Just another slave screaming her lungs out, they most likely thought, but that’s okay. All the safeguards are in place, right? Safewords, rubber balls in the hand, limits negotiated. Yes, everything is fine. That must be what she wants. She wants to scream. So let her.

So I did. And cursed. And threatened. Then begged, pleaded, whimpered. Down the whole range I went until the only thing left were dull grunts forced out with each lightning strike. I hung limp, my once thrashing legs now dead weights, covered in red welts to match my back. Like little brushfires they ravaged my skin. But as the outer heat subsided my inner one heated up. My crotch burned with need and conversely dripped in a free flowing river of my own juices that, instead of quenching my fire, only pointed out how badly I needed something else.

Spencer didn’t give any relief, although I could feel the bulge in his pants as he pressed up behind me. What I got was his iron hands, now gone soft, as he pressed on my welts. Tiny land mines of pain exploded within me, sending me back into painful bliss. I think I gasped, managed a couple of other inarticulate animal sounds, but that was all. Already my psyche had taken flight, leaving behind my shell of a numbed body.

Some subs describe the feeling as floating among the clouds, others a connection to their dom. For myself, I can only relate what it meant to me – that I’m where I’m supposed to be, a link with something deeper. A feeling that fed my current state, growing stronger until all I needed was to take that last spiritual step and I’d cross over. Yet, each time I reached that jumping off point it slipped away. The more I tried to get it back, the harder it was to hang onto what I had. Like a mist receding from a shore, it disappeared, until all I had left was a bright sun of pain and a bittersweet memory.

“Out there again?" Spencer whispered. “Time for you to come back.”

No, no! Leave me out there, let me “see” these unknown horizons. But his hands brought me back. They rubbed at my shoulders, squeezed my breasts, pinched my sensitive nipples. They eventually found their way down my slick stomach and into my soaked panties. First one, then two, then three fingers slid their way inside me, thrusting up, up, until I was fully bucking to his strong thrusts. His impalement brought me back to reality and I couldn’t stop him.

Spencer did that himself. His knuckles withdrew, leaving me with a hot, empty hole. “Thank god, thank god”, I wanted to say. Or was it, “No, come back, I’m not finished yet”? Spencer lowered the suspension bar until I sprawled on the thick carpet. He released my cuffs but wouldn’t allow me to curl up in a tight, sniffling ball. I found myself on my back, despite my protests about the welts, and he made me look up at him.

“Well, what’s this?” he said. His fingers traced along my tear tracks. “You don’t think that’s going to make me let up, do you?”

“I don’t care what you think,” I said.

He grabbed the top of my head and wrenched me to a sitting position.

“Yes, you will, R.J. What I’m thinking is very important to you. Just as important as what I’m going to do to you now.”

He pushed me down on my stomach, forcing my arms behind me. I tried to resist, tried to keep my wrists apart, but the suspension and whipping had left me as weak as a kitten. My legs beat against Spencer’s back but he ignored them. I was nothing more than human clay in his hands.

He efficiently tied my wrists, then sat me up and anchored my arms. His bright, precious rope cinched my upper body all together in a V-shaped, breast encircling harness. I was a nicely wrapped package for his sport, unable to stop those constantly roaming hands. His lips covered mine. His hot breath filled my mouth.

I broke off from the kiss. Spencer didn’t like that at all. A gleam entered his eye, one I’d never seen before. It translated into his grabbing the front of my rope harness, pulling me to my feet. My legs were so weak I could barely hold my own weight, but Spencer shoved me up against the wall, near where his switchblade still stuck out.

“If you know what’s good for you, don’t move,” he says.

I didn’t. Fear froze me. Already Spencer had done things I didn’t know he was capable of; I didn’t want to push him any further.

He pulled off my panties and squeezed them in a tight, little ball. Pushed past my lips, their sharp, salty tang overwhelmed my tongue. I nearly choked on the odor but, before I could spit them out, Spencer was back with a large leather plug. He packed the panties down, made sure the plug rested on top so the only thing I could taste was myself. I was constantly reminded that only I did this to them, I had only myself to blame for my current condition. I tasted my own essence and my knees threatened to buckle. But then came another more familiar smell.

Attached to the plug was a leather helmet. Spencer flipped the limp, second skin over my head and I squealed. No! No, I can’t take this! It’s too much. Nearly smothered in its intoxicating scent, my legs finally gave way and I slid to the floor, but Spencer and the helmet stayed with me. He aligned the nose hole and I sucked in the seductive fragrance, the one I associated with bondage, desire and wanton lust. I’m turned around again, this time to endure the laces tightening in back. The pressure grew on my head and my new non-identity matured with every little tug. A collar, already sewn onto the bottom of the hood, captured my neck. When a small lock snapped in place at the back I was sealed inside. Trapped.

Yet, Spencer did offer a way out. His way. Through the hood’s eyeholes I watched him lean down and clip a short leash on me. He pulled me up, brought me close to him.

There was something in his manner, not of madness or a dominant gone wrong, but a will I’d never seen in him before. Suddenly, I knew it was this part of him directing his actions, telling him the best way to instill terror in me. Then, as if on the edge of my vision, I perceived something around him. Not a glow or some other trite metaphysical quality, but a sense of layers, of what he is, not just in this life but what he was before and what he’ll be after.

For the present though, the entity I knew as Spencer had me under his thumb. He tied a hobble rope around my ankles and, a few moments later, had me out on the club floor, under a chain that dangled from the ceiling. Hooked to a D-ring in the top of the helmet, it prevented me from wandering the floor. He hung a flogger from the front of my collar and left me, a chained up, striped, voiceless animal put on display for the amusement of passing gawkers.

I tried to call out. Help me! But the combination of the gag and the music made my pleas go unheeded. I strained at the chain, but the sight of another naked slave was not unusual. People glanced at me and, not wishing to intrude on my play, turned away. If they only knew.

One couple did notice me. They were familiar, although I didn’t know their names. Newbies to the scene, they were still in their quasi-voyeur beginning public play stage. The young man tentatively reached up for the flogger.

I pulled back as far I can. The young man’s confusion was plain.

“It’s okay,” Spencer shouted from his usual place at the bar.

I adamantly shook my head. NO!

“Are you sure?” said the young man.

Spencer casually ambled over, drink in hand. “It’s all part of her scene, Chris. Just ask anyone. She pretends to resist.”

I shook my head again. Not this time!

“Go on,” Spencer said. He leaned in close to Chris. “You want to, right? She’s all warmed up. She just can’t wait to feel the flogger. Put some more welts on her. She needs conquering.”

Chris wavered.

“Practice on her, then take what you’ve learned and do it on Andi. Go on." Spencer nudged him with his shoulder.

Goddam Spencer! The only things he was missing are a barbed tail and pitchfork. His seduction was too much for Chris, who snatched the flogger.

His first strike caught me across the ribs and part of my left breast. I nearly fell to the floor. Only the chain above kept me upright, putting me in instant traction. Spencer backed away and Chris kept on with his strokes, his inexperienced and undisciplined style threatening to devastate me. His strikes weren’t hard, but after Spencer’s drubbing even the tiniest touch inflamed my suffering. I turned my back on Chris, but he just kept on with the beating. In his clumsy way, he reminded me of just what I’ve come here for.

Down, down between my legs, the passion that had lay dormant reawakened. I couldn’t help it. With each hit I’m pushed toward an edge of having my needs fulfilled, of feeling a man’s power inside me, and releasing my own back at him. I didn’t want to acknowledge the truth of Spencer’s claim before. Now I have no choice. This is the true torture. Chris has no idea what he’s feeding me and I can’t but help soak up whatever he’s giving, no matter how immature. Tears of despair spilled from eyes.

I don’t know if my reaction affected Chris, but the whipping stopped. I slowly turned back around, my nose running, my stomach still hitching from my quiet crying jag. I fought to get it under control, but it’s not my emotional display they react to.

Andi pointed. “Look at her legs!”

There, on the inside of my thighs, like tear tracks, were two streaks of my own juices. Andi and Chris couldn’t help themselves; they were like a couple of kids who suddenly discovered a new candy. Andi leaned forward, her trembling fingers extended as if she were about to touch the water of life.

She stopped just short. Perhaps she didn’t want to intrude on my suffering. Whatever the reason, she backed away, her young face flushed. She absent-mindedly twirled a lock of her curly, blonde hair, nestling up to Chris. “That’s what I want you to do to me.”

Chris smiled. They deeply kissed and Chris let the flogger fall to his side.

Spencer snatched it up, not allowing it to touch the floor, as if it were an honorable flag. The exchange of authority complete, he dismissed Chris and retrained his sights on me. Triumph filled him.

He unhitched the chain and untied the ankle hobble, but didn’t reconnect the leash. Instead he simply used the flogger to direct me. I jumped to avoid it, like a simple beast. He drove me before him, the blades snapping at my heels, my ass, my back, until we were once more in our private room. He removed the helmet, my hair now drenched in sweat, my skin now able to breathe again. My panties were drawn out and I needed water. But first, it’s all Spencer.

“I think you have something to tell me.”

I couldn’t say anything. Even if my tongue weren’t swollen, I’d still remain silent. This final part of me I had to keep to myself. No, I refused to beg, but Spencer wouldn’t be satisfied without some capitulation.

I lay down on top of my bound arms. My legs parted and I lifted my cunt to him.

He is on me in an instant, his mouth slavering over my face, licking up my salty tear stains. His tongue pressed against mine and his own saliva brought me some slackening of thirst, if also reinforcing his dominance. His cock slid into me without difficulty, driving deeper with each thrust. Our hips slap together, ramming, ramming, trying to come out the back side of the other. The carpet burns my back as Spencer’s weight drives me across it. I don’t care. “Do me right! Do me good!” I cry.

Then the inevitable. Spencer is still driving up inside me, but now it’s a hot stream of passion. I sang a mixed song of pain and pleasure. Just before he is spent, I too reach my goal. My contractions threaten to make me pass out, but I hold on. No matter what fiendish way Spencer got me here, or what may happen later, I’ve endured too much not to fully experience this. My legs wrap around his back, keeping him inside me until the last of my internal quakes are gone. His weight on top of me is dead, much like my own, a reflection of our spent wantonness. The stress of the day that led me here vanishes. All that is left is my submission and a feeling; a feeling that I’d been like this many times before, more times than I can account for in this life.

***

As much as I wanted to stay locked up forever in that room, the real world slowly intruded. After a while, someone knocked, asking if they could use the room now. Normally, we’d be left alone until we came out, but the club was busy tonight and we’d used it a long time. Spencer got himself together and poked his head out to say I still needed a few minutes. I got my own act together as well as I could. My bra and turtleneck were in shreds, but that was the price I paid for my sexual cravings. I did have a white camisole tucked in my coat pocket and this underneath my coat would have to serve on my way home.

Spencer cleaned up the room, keeping to himself. A good dom knows when a sub needs space, and I did, especially after such a heavy scene. When he handed me the last piece of rope to coil, as he always did, he stroked me lightly on the cheek.

“There’s someone I want you to meet. He’s a dom friend of mine. I think you’d be good for each other.”

I blinked. “You don’t want to dominate me anymore?”

“No, it’s not that." Spencer struggled with his words. “You push yourself to the edge. I’m afraid some day I won’t be able to pull you back. This guy I know is a good match. He can take you where you need to go and keep you safe.”

I threw down the rope. “I don’t want to be safe!”

The silence between us grew. Spencer’s jaw tightened but he took this as his cue to exit. I remained still long after the door shut.

It wasn’t any good knowing this was all fake. Tonight Spencer came closer than anyone ever before, but I should’ve known it was too good to last. Another dom I used up, just like all the others; capable of giving only a portion of what I needed. The one I wanted would know just how to treat me, he’d know just how far to go. No negotiated limits. If only I could find him.

As I ran Spencer’s last words over in my mind my irritation only grew. Dammit, I had a nice after scene glow going and he ruined it with the idea of this unknown man. Still, a faint hope flowered in me. Will this guy be the real thing? The chance always exists, however slight. Ah, crap, whom am I kidding? The odds of this stranger being what I want are about as good as my winning the lottery. He’s more likely a slightly different version of all the others. Oh, he’ll come on talking tough, maybe even briefly come up to my level for a few sessions. That’ll be it though. I’d be left frustrated and tearing the sheets apart at night again. Shit, shit, shit!

I threw the door open, startling the threesome waiting to get in. I strode out, my boots clipping on the tiles in a steady, fast pace. When I reached the club’s main, open floor I made a beeline for the door.

“R.J.,” Spencer called.

Despite the noise I heard him. I caught sight of a man standing behind him at the bar, but I made a quick, dismissive gesture. I focused back on the door but I also noted a scene happening with Chris and Andi.

She was tied to a table, arms tightly cradling her head, legs spread wide. Chris has a dildo and the tip rested just outside Andi’s pussy. Chris barely inserted it and Andi moaned. He pushed it in a little more, but his style was hesitant, barely enough to even wake a woman up, let alone to bring her off. Andi isn’t any better though. Instead of giving honest reactions, her moans were worse than a porno actress in a cheap video.

I altered course and slapped Chris’s hand, like he were a child.

“What? Hey - ”

His reactions were too slow. I pushed him aside and he bumped into an oncoming Spencer. Before they could recover I’ve already laid into Andi.

My arm is a machine, I push, push, push the dildo deep inside her, like a piston in a revved up engine. Her moans, all blithe and fairy like, suddenly turn throaty. Her eyes snap open and she fixates on the distant pipes under the ceiling. I turn the dildo from a substitute for a cock into an instrument of deliverance, powered by my own anger. Andi wants to know what it’s really like to be under someone else’s control? I’ll show her! I’ll make her scream!

Andi let loose at the top of her lungs. Her contractions didn’t come so much in several little waves as more like a tsunami. Her back arched and her eyes rolled up in the back of her head.

“What the hell are you doing?" It’s Spencer. He’s ready to kill me.

My blood boils. “What does it look like? Women aren’t porcelain dolls to keep on the shelf. We want it soft, but we want it heavy too. What we don’t want is a bunch of pussy masters!”

“Bullshit!” Spencer yelled. “This is a young couple just starting out. You don’t pump up the volume right away. Never mind about cutting in on their scene.”

“What scene? All I saw were a couple of pansy moves from him with some idiotic ‘Oh, no, master. Please stop’ attitude from her. Fuck that shit!”

I’m shouting at the top of my voice. Suddenly, I realize that’s all I hear. The club music has stopped. I turn around. Masters, mistresses, slaves; they all stare at me. Their eyes burn me, right through to my soul. I find myself reflected in their hard, accusing expressions and I don’t like what I see; a raving rat bitch who thinks that a scene can’t be played any other way but one – her way. The ultimate cunt in topping from below. My face reddens.

The only ones that aren’t staring are Chris and Andi. Chris has bent over her, stroked her face, spoke soothing words to her. Andi’s eyes are glassy. She still hasn’t returned from the stratosphere.

Alright, they want a bitch, I’ll give’em one. I yell at Spencer. “If you think I’m so wrong, ask her.”

I rushed to the door. It banged open against the wall. I’m out on the cold, empty street.

The music started up again inside, its dull beat coming through the solid brick wall and black steel door. They’re all back at it now, with their whips and chains, ropes and gags. Back to their little games, their little fantasies of dominance and submission. No one is about to come outside, or even admit that I was just in there. I just waved my flag of independent thought in all their faces, now I have to live with it.

No taxis are out this late. Not even the els are running. I don’t care. Anyone tries messing with me and they’ll be sorry. A chilly breeze wafts down the street, blowing an urban tumbleweed of a crumpled newspaper across my path. I gather my leather coat close about me and begin my long, lonely journey home.


Chapter Two

Border Translations

The aftermath of my tirade stayed with me for three days. My mood remained black and word spread at work to stay well clear of me. When I did emerge briefly from my lab a few people did say hello, but that was all. Fine with me. I’d been working on a hard to crack text and I wasn’t in the mood for idle chit-chat. The only words I was interested in were the ones that lay before me under the glass.

On the surface the pictographs resembled early Egyptian, but unlike most writings that were on stone from that epoch, these were on papyrus and possessed a consonant-vowel arrangement that was anything but consistent. Excitement had run high when they were delivered at the Ancient Studies Institute, but as the months passed and, without any breakthroughs on the translations, one by one my fellow researchers had been directed to other projects. The Institute was privately funded and it wasn’t cost effective to keep so many on a dead end, but I had fought to stay. Now, I spent most of my time alone. That was going to change today.

I ignored the lab door swinging open. Usually it was just an intern dropping off the mail or some other administrative flunky checking up on my “progress”. Either way it wasn’t worth the effort of turning around from my lab table. But the heavy step and long stride told me that, whoever it was, didn’t just stop at my desk.

“Excuse me. I’m looking for Roberta Harper.”

The hackles rose on the back of my neck. It was bad enough getting interrupted, but to hear that name...

“It’s R.J., you idiot. Or can’t you read what’s on the door? Maybe I should call you - ”

As I straightened up whatever snappy insult forming on my lips died in stunned silence, and not just because I was face-to-face with...a living god! Forget his velvet brown eyes, sandy-blonde hair or his rugged, lined face. A sense of already knowing whom he was swept through me, an unshakeable premonition that my life, my real life, was just beginning.

“Uh, ahh, I mean, I’m sorry." The words finally lurched out of me. “Have me met before?" Way to go, Harper. What an original line.

The man indulgently smiled. Given his looks he’d probably heard it a thousand times, what was one more? He let me off the hook.

“No, can’t honestly say that we have,” he said in a quiet voice. “I’ve heard a few things about you though, the Bulldog, the One-Who-Doesn’t-Quit, Translator Extraordinaire. I didn’t know about the ‘R.J.’ part." He smiled and the sun came out.

This wasn’t fair! I felt like a stumbling schoolgirl experiencing her first crush. “Sorry about that. It’s just...I hate my first name.”

