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Chapter One

“ARE YOU SURE this is what we need?” Elaine lowered the hairbrush and shifted her gaze to Martha’s face, reflected in the dressing table mirror.

Martha quirked her mouth. “We’ve been over this. Just give her a chance. You can’t keep up with our client requests.”

Elaine tossed the brush on the top of the dressing table. “Because you and Lucia don’t help.” She swept her titian hair back and up into a high ponytail.

Martha handed her an elastic. “We’re not having this argument again. Lucia and I are finished with that side of the business. We can’t keep putting people off or they’ll find other houses to visit.

Elaine knotted a hunter-green ribbon in her hair. “Oh please. Like they could find anyone like me. Or what we offer here.” She shoved away from the vanity and turned to face her sister. “Fine. We’ll see how she handles herself. But the timing sucks.”

Martha placed her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “We had to work with the dates she gave us. Lucia thinks she’d be a good fit. We’ve had our trip planned for a long time. We trust you to make a good decision.

Alone. Again. “I’m not worried about making a wrong decision. Who’ll sub for her? Benita and Fallon are on holiday. No one else likes heavy pain play.”

Martha grinned wickedly at Elaine. “Maybe you could give it a go?”

Elaine rolled her eyes at her sister. “The switch gene is not in me. Go on, go on your holiday. I’ll figure it out.” Somehow. Damn, I miss Roxy.

 

LUCIA AND MYFANWY stood next to the car, their breath visible as they chatted in the frosty gray morning. Millie loaded the last of their luggage into the trunk and closed the lid gently. Martha placed her hand on Elaine’s forearm. “You have our itinerary. We can return if it’s an emergency”—she straightened to her full height and squared her shoulders—“but we are not to be disturbed unless it is.”

Elaine rolled her eyes at her sister. “Yes, sister dear, goddess forbid I interrupt your honeymoon. Like you haven’t already had one. I won’t bother you.” She let the devil show in her eyes. “I expect you’ll be tied up.”

Martha settled her fedora on her head. “I’m not going to waste my time replying to that, and please for the love of all that’s good, try to get along with Petra. We don’t have any other candidates.”

“So we should settle?” Elaine placed her hand on her hip.

“No one is saying settle. What I am saying is do not make a snap judgment. Or piss her off so much she leaves.”

Elaine shrugged. “If she can’t stand the heat…”

“Martha, we need to leave now.” Lucia spoke over Elaine, her voice a soft command. “I’m sure Elaine and Petra will sort things.”

“See, even your Miss agrees.” Elaine smirked at Martha.

Martha smiled at Elaine, not giving her the argument she craved. “Try it some time. You might find you like it.”

“Ha. A cold day in hell. Go now or you’ll miss the ferry.”

Martha gave Elaine a quick hard hug before she hurried down the steps to the car.

 

THE LIMOUSINE STOPPED squarely at the foot of the walk leading to Rowan House. Elaine stood on the steps, her hands planted on her hips, dressed in a form-fitting pair of tan riding pants, black riding boots, and her favorite thick blue sweater to greet the new arrival. No use getting dressed up. Don’t want to give her the wrong impression. A stiff wind blew across the porch. Elaine shivered and shoved her hands in her pockets to warm them. She winced when the thick raised scar on the back of her hand scraped on her pocket seam. Ridiculous time of year for an audition with half the staff on holiday. Catering to her dates. She should have been willing to take whatever dates we set.

Millie exited the car and opened the rear door. A pair of shapely legs covered in black hose, wearing burgundy Manolo pumps appeared. Elaine blinked. Good taste in shoes, that’s a plus. Must be doing well to afford those. Fantastic legs. The woman wearing the shoes emerged from the car and pulled her navy-blue wool coat tighter around her body. Her jet-black bob brushed the top of her shoulders and a large pair of sunglasses shielded her eyes. Millie offered her arm and the woman placed her black-gloved hand on her forearm and allowed Millie to escort her to the steps.

“Petra Grendahl, Elaine McLeod.” A mischievous grin settled over Millie’s face. Elaine stepped down off the porch, her gaze fixed on the new arrival’s face.

Petra removed her sunglasses. Her eyes were brown, so dark they appeared black. She met Elaine’s direct gaze with one of her own. A smattering of freckles was scattered across the bridge of her nose and wide cheekbones. Her elegant mouth pulled into an insolent smile. Fuck. I should’ve reviewed her application. Those eyes. Bewitching. Get it together. She’s here for an interview not for playtime. Pity that.

Petra tilted her head to the side and peeled her glove off slowly before she extended her hand.

Mesmerized by her deliberate motions, Elaine stared at her perfectly manicured hand with blood-red nails. Say something.

Elaine thrust her hand out and clasped Petra’s hand. “So pleased you’re here.”

“Really?” She lifted her chin in challenge and squeezed Elaine’s hand with a firm grip before releasing it.

Elaine’s face burned. “Yes.” Oh hell, does she think she’s going to be in charge? Hell no.

“You seem surprised. You were expecting someone taller maybe? Younger? Whiter?” Her tone was mocking.

Elaine pursed her lips. “No.”

Petra crossed her arms over her chest and rocked back on her heels. “If you make an offer, and we come to an agreement, would your clients be annoyed when I walk into their room instead of a white blonde-haired goddess?

Elaine frowned at her. “We’re not that kind of establishment. We do not tolerate racists and we would never allow our clients or staff to engage in such appalling behavior. Why would you expect we would?”

“With my name”—Petra uncrossed her arms—“I like to get it out of the way. Saves time.” Her expression remained guarded.

Where has she worked that her race has been an issue? Elaine studied Petra’s face. Beneath the carefully applied makeup and hard expression she noticed her soul-deep weariness and simmering anger. Saves time. Not the first time she’s had this conversation. There’s more there. Later. After she’s rested. “Millie will place your bags in your suite. Would you like tea? Or coffee? Something to eat?”

“Coffee.” A gust of wind blew the hem of Petra’s coat open and she shivered.

“Forgive me for keeping you in the cold. It’s warmer inside.” Elaine held Petra’s gaze, unable to look away from her dark eyes. She took a step back and opened the door. She held it open and stepped to the side to allow Petra to enter the house. Her pumps clicked loudly on the hardwood floor as she strode into the hallway. She removed her other glove and handed the pair to Elaine. After she shrugged out of her coat she tossed it toward Elaine. What the hell? I’m not her sub. She caught the coat in spite of herself.

Elaine straightened her shoulders and dropped the gloves and the coat on the sideboard. “Millie will show you to your room. I’ll send someone to attend you.”

Petra tilted her head to the side and fixed her gaze on Elaine. “Not you?”

Oh hell no. Time to let her know who is in charge. Elaine stepped closer to Petra, pressing her height advantage. Even in four-inch heels Petra was a head shorter than her, and Elaine used every inch of her six-two frame to make her point. “Perhaps it was unclear from our introduction but I am one of the Mistresses of this house.”

Petra’s lips pulled into a taunting smile. “Not unclear at all.”

A hint of gardenia perfume rose from Petra. The challenge in her eyes stoked Elaine’s interest and made her mouth water. Elaine stepped closer and drew in a breath, indulging her need to assert her power. “Whatever decision you have arrived at concerning me, I will not tolerate disrespect.”

“Understood.” Petra held her ground, their bodies a breath apart, her dark gaze locked onto Elaine’s face. “Just know it goes both ways.”

Her mouth. Goddess I want to kiss that smirk off her face. Maybe flog it off. Maybe flog then kiss. Trouble. She is so much trouble. Get it together. Interview. She’s here for an interview. Don’t screw this up. Elaine stepped back. “Wait here. I’ll send someone to attend you.” She turned her back on Petra and the raging fire of want burning low in her belly.


Chapter Two

“ROBIN, WHERE DID Myfanwy leave the order for the grocer? I’ve let you run the kitchen without me and now I don’t know where anything is.” Too busy with clients.

Robin handed Elaine the order sheet. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go? I’m not afraid.”

Elaine tilted her head at Robin. “Not until we know you’ll be safe.” Wouldn’t want to lose her. Where did that come from? Since when am I so invested?

Robin bit her lower lip. “Thank you. I would go if I could, Mistress. You shouldn’t have to do the shopping. I hate that I can’t help you.” The dejection in her voice made Elaine’s heart squeeze hard.

So sweet. Sub to the core. Why couldn’t I be happy with someone like her instead of wasting my time with Roxy? She’d want me to be exclusive, to stop seeing clients. Elaine reached out and cupped Robin’s chin before she ran her thumb over her lower lip. “You help me. In other ways you help me. Never doubt that. We couldn’t have run the kitchen nearly as well without you. You are an integral part of Rowan House.” She pressed a chaste kiss to Robin’s cheek and reveled in the way Robin trembled under her touch and the way her eyes shone with Elaine’s praise. Enough. Stop now before she thinks it’s more. Before I want more.

She stepped back and shifted into her bitchiest command tone. “While I’m gone, I want you to pull all of the menus for the last year. Our last round of guests complained the food was ‘too predictable,’ whatever the hell that means. Everyone is a food critic these days. I want to make some changes and I expect the menus on my desk when I get back. Do not disappoint me.”

Robin’s hungry expression at being given an assignment and the unspoken threat of punishment should the task not be completed stirred the embers of Elaine’s desire. Maybe I should see if she’s open to sceneing again? She’s delectable, the perfect morsel. It was so easy with her. What a sublime submissive. No. She’d want more. No clingy subs for me.

 

PETRA SAT ACROSS from Elaine in the small dining room set aside for the Mistresses of the house. Elaine leaned back in her chair and studied her. Petra wore a cable-knit sweater set and a black pencil skirt with knee-high boots. After their initial exchange of banal pleasantries, their conversation had dried up. The silence between them stretched out. Not one for idle chatter, and dismissive of individuals compelled to fill every second with words, Elaine observed the way Petra reclined in her chair, secure in her power, comfortable with the silence between them as she continued to eat without distress.

A good sign in a Domme. She knows who she is. Elaine folded her napkin before she placed it next to her plate. “I trust Tessa was acceptable this afternoon?”

Petra raised her wineglass, swirled the contents, and took a sip of the deep red wine. She placed the wineglass precisely on the tablecloth and pursed her lips before she answered. “Adequate.”

“Was there something you wanted she wasn’t able to provide?” Elaine sat forward in her seat.

“She was, as I expected, and as I said, adequate. I didn’t expect any different.”

Oh fuck that, dissing our subs? “Adequate”—what the hell does she mean? “If there was a problem you need to tell me specifically what it was so I can address it.” Elaine glared at Petra. “Our subs are selected for their skills, pledged to the house, and expected to meet our standards at all times.”

“Don’t worry. I addressed it.”

“What?” Elaine leaned forward. “You are not in charge here.” She rapped her knuckles on the table. “You are a job candidate and not to ‘address’ anything with any of the subs unless it is cleared through me.”

Petra glanced at the door leading from the dining room. “When is the official tour of the house?”

Elaine placed both hands flat on the table. Ignoring me? Oh hell no. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Oh, I heard. I chose not to respond.” Petra smiled at Elaine, a predatory smile, and her eyes gleamed. “If I am auditioning for a place here wouldn’t you want to know I’m capable and willing to address anything less than perfect in a submissive’s behavior? Why else did you send me a submissive with an attitude that needed adjusting? Although from the expression on her face when she left my room, I think she quite enjoyed the tune-up.”

Petra’s raging self-confidence and direct defiance enraged and roused Elaine. What would it be like to break her? To have her under me? Her mouth. To make her beg me. No. Focus. She’s testing you. Let it go.

“As soon as you’ve finished your lunch I’ll show you the house.” Elaine knotted her fingers together under the table.

Petra dabbed at her mouth with her napkin. “I’m finished. Lead on.”

 

PETRA’S FLAT EXPRESSION remained firmly in place as they toured Rowan House’s playrooms. Their last stop was the dungeon. Elaine opened the door and turned on the lights before leading the way into the cavernous space.

“Mmm.” A wolfish grin spread across Petra’s face. “How marvelous. This stonework is fantastic. It is a real dungeon. The idea alone makes me wet.”

Elaine blinked rapidly to clear the images flooding her mind. Petra at her feet, wet and willing. Petra’s eyes gleamed as she walked around the room. Her smile widened as she surveyed the polished rows of bondage equipment and various discipline devices.

Elaine mounted the dais and sat in the midnight-blue velvet-covered chair. Enjoying the feeling of her position of power, she studied Petra as she examined the pieces of equipment.

Petra stopped in front of Elaine’s second favorite device and turned to her. “Good lord, you have a rack?”

The impressed sound of her voice sent a tingle of pleasure through Elaine. “It’s a simulated one. It provides the sensation and headspace for subs without the risk of dislocating joints.”

Elaine noted the way Petra gave the brazier with its branding irons a wide berth. Not for her. Interesting. Wonder what that’s about?

Petra trailed her fingers over the stocks set into the floor. She paused beside the newest addition to the dungeon. A large polished wine cask mounted on its side, it was adorned with cuffs and chains to secure submissives over its wide curved surface. She drummed her fingers on the cask. “Victor’s Vineyard. I know this winery. I had no idea they offered anything besides wine.”

“They don’t. It’s a gift from a former client and her submissives. They commissioned it.” Elaine shifted in her chair and crossed her legs.

“She must have been very grateful.” Petra stopped next to an iron and wooden device resting against the wall. She side-eyed the antique torture cabinet. “An iron maiden?” Petra rested her hand on her hip and quirked her mouth at Elaine. “Really?”

“Just for the head fuck aspect. It’s not functional. I’ve considered having it modified so I could use it for seclusion. But my sister insists it would destroy its value as an antique. Pity.”

Petra sauntered to the polished wood whipping post and drew her fingers over the top of the post. “This is fantastic.” She eyed the collection of various single tail whips hung on pegs on the long wall. As she walked along the rack, she tipped her fingers over the assortment of coach whips, dressage whips, camel whips, hunting whips, and quirts before she stopped and perused Elaine’s personal collection of signal whips, bullwhips, and snake whips. She reached toward a black and red braided bullwhip. Stopping before she touched it, she turned to Elaine. “May I?”

The eagerness in her voice tickled Elaine’s ears and she lifted her hand and waved it, giving her permission. So excited. Fascinating. Wonder if she’ll split her lip? She’d witnessed more than one Mistress miscalculate their skill with a single tail. She lifted her hand to her mouth to hide her smirk.

Petra lifted the whip from its peg. She turned to face the whipping post set in the patterned stone floor. She shook out the whip and flipped her wrist forward, snaking the twisted strips of black and red leather along the floor to gauge the distance to the post. She took a few steps forward to adjust her stance. She extended the whip behind her and brought it forward with a graceful snap of her arm and wrist. The crack of the popper against the narrow post made Elaine’s nipples hard. Petra had placed it precisely, no wrap around, the braided cracker landing exactly on top of the post. The whip arced through the air again. Elaine pressed her legs together to stem the flow of want that surged with the snap of the whip. Fuck. She’s good. Damn it. Who can I get in here for her to show me more? Robin? No, she’d never agree. None of the others like pain as much. Roxy would’ve loved it. The ache in her heart, the one she had been able to ignore, returned full force. She gripped the arms of the chair, her knuckles white, the scar on her hand painfully tight. Why did I tell her she could use the whip? Fuck me. I hate this, hate feeling like this. Focus. Focus on the now. It’s over. Roxy’s not coming back. Let it go.

Petra turned to her, eyes bright. “This is utterly delightful. I haven’t worked many places I could use a bullwhip. It’s my favorite implement.”

“Mine as well,” Elaine rasped. At Petra’s raised eyebrow she cleared her throat. “We don’t have many clients who ask for it, but I’ve found most submissives can be persuaded it’s worth the pain for the reward.”

“Indeed.” Petra turned and flicked the whip toward the post again. The crack reverberated off the stone walls and echoed off the vaulted ceiling.

Elaine swallowed hard and stood abruptly. “Let me show you the pit.” She stepped off the dais, willing her legs to be steady as she made her way to the control panel. She pressed the buttons to open the pit and turned the lights on.

Petra gathered the whip and coiled it in her hand. She walked over to the opening in the floor and peered into it. “Lucia neglected to mention this. How spectacular.”

Elaine frowned. “Lucia had an unfortunate experience with the pit.”

Fear flashed in Petra’s eyes before she backed away from the edge of the pit. “She hates small places. As do I.”

She knows of Lucia’s past. Was she trafficked? Is that how they know each other? Elaine tapped the screen in front of her. “It’s wired for communication. After Lucia’s experience, we installed emergency buttons to alert all the house phones as a safety, including a hidden one known only to house staff to end a scene and summon assistance.”

Petra nodded. “A wise addition.” She gestured around the room. “I’m impressed. This is special. I know of no other house possessing such a room.”

Elaine preened, basking in her approval. What the hell? Why do I care she’s impressed. Why does it matter? Who cares what she thinks? I do. Damn it.

“We have an outdoor play area as well, but it’s too cold to view properly now. Is there anything else you’d like to see?”

“Not at the moment.” Petra raked her gaze over Elaine’s body. “Unless there’s something else you’d like to show me.” A soft smile played about her lips.

Elaine stared at her mouth, drawn to the taunting expression on her face and the suggestive tone of her voice. Her body, still wound up from watching Petra work with the single tail, responded with peaked nipples, and a flush of heat burned through her. She swallowed her desire. No. She’s here to apply for a job. Stop. Don’t give in. Why aren’t Lucia and Martha here? They should be handling this. Her energy. Like a slow moving river. I want to make her lose control, bask in her submission. “No. No, we’ve covered all of the public play spaces.” Elaine stepped back and away from Petra.

“Are there private play areas?” Petra took a step forward. “Where do you play?” Her smoky gaze locked onto Elaine’s face.

Elaine moved back another step, and her back bumped into the door. She lifted her chin as she reached behind her for the handle and clasped it. Stay in control. Get it together. She lifted an eyebrow at Petra. “Anywhere I want to.” She turned the knob to open the door, turned, and walked away. Elaine lifted her arm, indicating Petra should follow, not bothering to check to see if she did. “Let me show you the other areas we have for guests and staff.

 

ELAINE SIPPED HER tea and watched Robin as she worked the raisins, soaked in orange liquor, into the mound of dough on the pastry bench. “I adore Myfanwy’s orange rye raisin bread. Thank you, Robin.”

A bright red blush spread over Robin’s neck, starting from her delicate collarbones before moving up to her hairline, enchanting Elaine. The delicate scent of orange rose from the warm dough, and Elaine’s mouth watered.

The kitchen, normally bustling with activity and other staff, was quiet. How long has it been since I sat like this? How long since I abdicated my role as cook? A year? Two. Myfanwy and Robin have done well. I’ve missed this. Missed her. She sipped her tea and sorted through her memories of afternoons spent working hip to shoulder with Robin to create sumptuous meals. Robin possessed an uncanny ability with herbs and spices, able to add the perfect ingredients to change a good dish into the divine. Elaine shifted in her chair and stretched her legs as she indulged herself with more salacious memories. Images of Robin’s blonde curls wrapped in her hands as her talented mouth worked magic between Elaine’s thighs made her press her legs together against the wet ache there.

“You’re welcome, Mistress.” Robin finished shaping the dough and placed it into the form for the second rise. She covered it with a towel before putting it in the proofing cabinet. She wiped her hands on her side towel. “More tea, Mistress?”

“No, thank you. What do you think of Petra?” Elaine studied Robin’s reaction to her question.

“Mistress Petra is”—Robin busied herself tidying up her workstation, using the dough scraper to clean the surface—“she’s dangerously beautiful, she scares me.”

“In a good way?” Elaine watched Robin’s hands as she worked, noting the slight tremble, the way her movements quickened and her blush deepened. “Does she scare you as much as I do? Or used to?” When you wanted to be mine?

Robin peered into Elaine’s eyes, her expression wary. “I haven’t been afraid of you for a long time, Mistress, and even when I feared you, I always trusted you. I don’t know Mistress Petra.”

Elaine raised her eyebrow. Not afraid of me. Not anymore. Maybe that’s a good thing? “I’m happy you trust me, Robin. Would you like to know Mistress Petra better? I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

Robin dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry, Mistress, if I was inappropriate.” Her voice trembled. “It’s hard not to.”

Elaine drummed her fingers on the table. “It’s been a long time for you, hasn’t it? Since you’ve been with anyone? Do you miss it?” Miss me?

Robin turned away and turned the taps on, and water splashed into the sink. “I keep busy, Mistress.”

Elaine stood and walked to Robin. She reached around her and turned the taps off. Robin stilled, her hands resting on the sink. “That is not an answer. Eyes to me.” She clasped Robin’s shoulders and turned her to face her.

Robin lifted her chin, eyes wide. Her breathing quickened and she trembled in Elaine’s grip. “I do miss it, Mistress. But I don’t want…” She lowered her chin to her chest and pressed her mouth in a thin line.

Elaine gripped Robin’s chin, forcing her to meet her gaze. “What is it you don’t want? You can speak freely, Robin.”

“I don’t want to go back to working with clients. I like my work in the kitchen.”

Fear. She’s afraid I’ll ask her to accept clients again. And she’d do it to please me. So much fear. “I would never ask you to do that. No clients ever, unless you ask me to go back to working with guests. It is our agreement. And my promise.” She released Robin’s chin but did not back up.

“Oh, I wasn’t suggesting—forgive me, Mistress. I know I can trust you. But if you wanted, or needed me to…”

“Needed what?” Elaine studied Robin’s face, the way her eyes glittered.

“If you needed someone to work with Mistress Petra, I would.” Robin’s gaze burned as she met Elaine’s. “I’d do it. Tessa hates heavy pain.”

“You would?” Elaine clasped Robin’s shoulders and rubbed her thumbs over the top of her arms. Robin’s hands were knotted together in front of her waist. “Why?”

Robin’s voice was steady, her expression resolute, and a rueful smile crossed her face. “Pain is not an issue for me. And I’d do anything to help you. Anything you asked of me.”

Elaine’s mind stuttered over Robin’s confession. “I wouldn’t ask, Robin. It would go against our agreement.”

“Then I volunteer, if you agree. I’ll take Tessa’s place.” Robin’s voice was steady, a breathy edge to her voice. She shifted her gaze down and away from Elaine’s face.

“And why would you do it? Truth this time.” Elaine brushed the back of her knuckles over Robin’s cheek. “For Tessa?” Elaine stifled the jealous flame sparking low in her chest.

Robin turned her face to Elaine like a drowning woman seeking the shore. “For you, Mistress. To pay you back.”

Not because she cares. Because she feels like she owes me. It’s not for me. Not for me. She sees it as a debt to be paid. “You don’t owe me anything, Robin. We’ve been over this. Tell me why you want to do this.” Elaine cupped Robin’s cheek.

“Because it’s something I can give you. A way to help you. Please let me.” She trembled under Elaine’s hand and closed her eyes before she lowered her chin to her chest. “Will you be there, Mistress? To watch?”

Robin’s submission, the desperate desire in her voice to give Elaine everything, to surrender herself to another Mistress’s control sent a fierce wave of want rolling through Elaine. So brave. Kiss her. Strip her, take her, right here, right now, make her scream with pleasure. Take everything she wants to give. No. She wants to pay me back. Feels obligated. Don’t confuse indebtedness with caring.

“I would observe. It’s part of the audition.” Elaine released her grip.

Robin shivered. She sank to her knees and spread them wide, her short black skirt pulled taut. Back straight, she rested her hands on her thighs palms up in the required submissive position of the house. “I volunteer Mistress. Please, please let me take Tessa’s place.”

Elaine reached out to rest her palm on the top of Robin’s head. Say no. Take her to your rooms. Take her. Make her yours. No. She’d say yes because she thinks she owes you something. Not because she cares. And she’d want more. More than I can give. The touch of Robin’s forehead on the toe of her shoe ended Elaine’s woolgathering. Say yes. Give her what she wants. “You may take her place. Finish out the day in the kitchen. Tessa will take your place here tomorrow, assisting me. You will attend Mistress Petra until such time as your services are no longer required. Eyes to me.”

Robin sat back on her heels, lifted her head, and met Elaine’s gaze.

“If at any time you want to return to your duties in the kitchen, you will let me know immediately.” Elaine lifted her chin. “I want your word on it.”

Robin bowed her head. “I promise, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.”

Elaine swept from the room. She waited until the kitchen door swung shut behind her to curse herself under her breath. Why the hell did I say yes? Because she asked. Because I hate to tell her no. Because I want to watch them together. Because I’m an idiot.


Chapter Three

ELAINE ROLLED OPEN the door to the indoor ring and flipped the light switches on. The overhead lights hummed to life. She tugged some cavalettis into a figure eight pattern. Satisfied with her arrangement, she walked back to the barn with her hands deep in her coat pockets against the cold. She shoved the wide barn door open enough to enter and waited until her eyes adjusted to the dim light.

Most of the horses dozed, but a few lifted their heads as she walked by. She stopped in front of Luna’s stall door. She picked up the lead shank before she rolled the stall door open and stepped inside. Luna’s ears flicked forward and she snorted, nuzzling Elaine’s hand roughly. “Easy, girl. Let’s go get some exercise.” She clipped the lead line to her halter and left the bulk of it curled in her hand as she led Luna out of the door and along the covered walkway leading to the indoor ring.

Once inside, she clipped the mesh gate in place and rolled the door closed, shutting out the cold. After entering the ring, she unclipped the lead and clucked to Luna. “Let’s go, girl.” Luna lifted her head once and walked away from Elaine. When the horse was clear, she closed the gate.

She let the horse wander around the ring for a few minutes before she clapped her hands to draw her attention. “Luna!”

Luna raised her head and flicked her ears forward before she trotted in Elaine’s direction. When she was a few feet away, Elaine held up both hands at chest level, palms out. “Stop.” Luna took two steps closer and then stopped. “Good girl.” Luna turned her head to the side to look at Elaine and snorted once.

“Go! Play.” Elaine moved her hands in a pushing motion away from herself and spread her arms wide. Luna turned her body away from Elaine, took a few steps, picked up her pace to trot, and then broke into a gallop. She charged around the ring in a wide circle, bucking occasionally. Elaine smiled to herself as she watched her mare enjoy her time. Luna’s mane fluttered as she passed by Elaine. The muscles in her lean body bunched and flexed as she ran.

What if I just did this? Filled my days with the kitchen and Luna. No worries about clients. No worries about appearances. Would it be so bad? I could make do with one of the subs, maybe Benita or Tessa. Make do. What is wrong with me? Finest subs in the world and I’m not satisfied. Because they’re not Roxy. Robin. So delectable. So complicated. Does she care for me? Or is it Stockholm syndrome?

She jogged to the center of the ring. “Luna! Come!” The mare ignored her command and continued trotting as she circled the ring. Elaine lifted her fingers to her mouth and whistled sharply. “Luna! Come!” Luna slowed and turned toward Elaine. She trotted over and stopped a few steps away from Elaine. Elaine stood still. Luna walked forward slowly until she was close. She extended her neck and rubbed her head against the front of Elaine’s coat, nearly knocking her off balance. Elaine pressed on Luna’s chest to move her back a step, and then rubbed her neck and behind her ears. “Good girl.”

“Impressive.” Petra’s voice from behind her made Elaine start.

Luna wheeled in Petra’s direction, placing her body between Elaine and Petra, ears back flat against her head. She pawed at the ring flooring, extended her neck, and bared her teeth.

“Luna. No.” Elaine took a quick step, caught Luna’s halter, and hauled her back. “Easy, girl.” Luna stilled with Elaine’s sharp command.

Petra backed away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Elaine rested her hand on Luna’s shoulder. “I’m fine, but don’t ever sneak up on a horse, particularly this one.”

Petra eyed the white mare. “I haven’t much experience with horses. I’ve not had the opportunity. I apologize.”

“I can’t speak for Luna, but I accept. It’s too cold today, or I’d ask if you wanted to go for a ride.” Elaine filled her voice with innuendo, watching Petra’s face for her reaction.

Petra raised an eyebrow. “And when the weather clears? What if I did?”

Elaine met her gaze. “Do you?” She was fully aware and pressing the subtext of their conversation.

“Does that work?”

Elaine frowned. “Does what work?”

“Asking? I was under the impression you were a woman of action, not much for talking.” Petra rested a hand on her hip. A ghost of a smile played about her lips.

What the hell? Flirting? Or not? Is she into rape play? Elaine pressed her lips together in a thin line. “Consent is not up for debate here. And it’s strictly enforced.”

“Has it always been?” Petra met Elaine’s hard glare with a cool expression.

“We may have allowed play without safe words in the past, but play without consent has never been allowed. No matter what gossip you’ve heard.” Stung by Petra’s accusation, she considered releasing Luna just to watch Petra’s reaction. “Do you think I’m a rapist?”

Petra pursed her lips. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

Elaine lifted her chin. “Didn’t you? Why say it? Trying to unsettle me? See if I’m as much a hothead as my reputation? What are you trying to accomplish here? Make me mad enough I want to fuck you whether you wanted me to or not? I don’t play that way.” Her stomach roiled. What did she hear to think I disregard consent? “What do you want?” Elaine stroked Luna’s neck. “You didn’t just wander in here.”

Petra clasped her hands in front of her, and her expression morphed into one of stone. “I wanted to ask if you would like to discuss the particulars of my audition. A moot point now. Sorry I disturbed you.” She turned and stalked away from Elaine. When she arrived at the door she turned to face Elaine across the ring and stared at her a moment before she turned away and pushed out the door.

A gust of icy wind blew through the door as she left. Elaine cursed softly under her breath. Fuck. I did exactly what I promised I wouldn’t do. Damn it. How to fix this? Fuck me, Martha’s going to kill me. She walked Luna over to the post where the lead shank was draped and clipped it to her harness. Her thoughts tumbled in her head like a line of dominos. What the hell am I going to do to fix this? Talk to her. I can’t believe she thinks we’d allow non-consensual play.
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