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      “Emily, we’ll be back around nine. Don’t let the kids stay up too late.” Jessi, my sister-in-law, said from the doorway to the living room.

      As if her twin girls would ever listen to a thing I said. The door closed, and I turned to my twin nieces. “Who wants ice cream?”

      The two little girls, identical blonde, sweet tyrants, screamed with joy as they looked back at me with gray eyes so similar to mine. They could be mine, if I wasn’t so busy all the time. I pushed the thought away and stood up from the pillow fort they’d built around me to head into the kitchen.

      Harry, the baby brother of the twins, slept in a playpen near the dark gray leather sofa, so I left him there. He was a growing boy, and he needed his sleep. Soon enough he’d join his older sisters in the kitchen with me.

      I found the girls on bar stools around the marble island in the kitchen. It was the kind of kitchen any baker would love. It was Jessi’s kitchen, after all, and she needed three industrial sized ovens. I turned to the fridge, the same stainless steel as the oven, stove, and microwave, and asked which ice cream the girls wanted.

      “I want strawberry, please, Aunty.” Breanna, always the polite one, informed me sweetly.

      “Yuck! I don’t like strawberry! I would like rocky road, please.” Rhiannon, the bossier of the two and always the most opinionated, cried out from her perch by her sister.

      They were two peas in a pod, but they were also quite different when it came to their personalities. Even if they were identical.

      “You two don’t know how lucky you are to have a mother who’s a baker,” I muttered, more to myself than to them. I pulled out two cartons of ice cream from the freezer and a plate of brownies from the drawer above it. I microwaved the brownies for a minute and added the ice cream to each bowl, before I added a spoon and gave the bowls to the girls.

      I’d only put in small amounts, the girls were still little after all, and sat with them, a small bowl of my own in front of me. “What movie are we going to watch, girls?”

      The girls began to argue about which family-friendly movie they wanted to watch first, and my thoughts drifted. Jessi and Trent were off for a charity ball, and I’d been enlisted to watch the girls and baby Harry. I knew the routine. I’d helped with babysitting since the girls were first born and had also helped with my other nieces and nephews.

      Over the last five years, what was a small family of three brothers and a sister, had turned into one huge family. I often spent time flying back and forth to watch the children who resulted from my brothers’ unexpected, but totally welcome, romances. The hard men I’d barely known in my younger days had now become men with a softness around their hard edges, and I was a spinster.

      I looked at the bowl in front of me, totally untouched, and imagined a candle on the top of it. The birthday song played in my head, and I had to swipe a tear away. How had all of them forgotten it was my birthday? I hadn’t received a call from any of my brothers or my sisters-in-law. Even Trent and Jessi had forgotten about the event.

      I’d kind of hoped that one of them would remember, that there’d been a surprise element to tonight’s babysitting gig, but no. Just a charity event somewhere in downtown Myrtle Beach that they’d planned to attend. Jessi had looked glorious in a black velvet gown, and Trent was always impressive in a tux.

      I swiped at the blonde ponytail that had fallen over my shoulder and gave the girls a wan smile.

      “What’s wrong, Aunty?” little Rhiannon asked softly. She put her spoon down and put her tiny little hand on my cheek. “Do you have a sad?”

      “I do, honey, but you two make it all better. And Harry, of course.”

      “Do you want to watch a grown-up movie instead of one of our movies?” Breanna added from her stool.

      “No, honey, it’s fine. Let’s wash up the bowls and settle in. A nice long cuddle with you two will make it all better.” I loved my siblings and their children, but sometimes, I wanted what they had for myself.

      I didn’t resent that I was the family’s version of Mary Poppins. I just wanted them to recognize that three flights a week was too much, and that I needed time to myself. And to have my special dates noticed. I only really had one, after all; why had it been so hard to remember this year?

      Jessi and Trent had a new baby to deal with, as did Mason and Laura. They’d adopted a lovely little girl a month ago to add to the two children they’d had previously. Ember and Kevin only had one child, a beautiful little version of Ember that they’d called Bridget after her mother. That still amused me, that Ember’s real name was Bridget Jones.

      I’d loved Ember from the moment I met her, and that voice? She was a wonder, but then all of my sisters-in-law were wondrous. Then there was me. The family caretaker and a spinster. What a life.

      The girls surprised me and fell asleep twenty minutes into the movie. We’d piled up on the broad, black velvet couch in front of the large screen television, one on each side of me, and I was now stuck between them. I didn’t want to wake them up, but my phone began to buzz. I struggled for a moment and wanted to scream when the phone almost fell off the edge of the end table, but I caught it.

      I opened the screen to see a text from my friend, Roxie Simpson, on the screen.

      <Hey, girl, happy birthday. Want to celebrate with me after my set?>

      I grinned, the pain in my chest eased just a fraction. I thought about what to say, about what she offered, and decided that, yes, I did want to celebrate.

      <Are you sure you want to party with an old woman like me? I’m twenty-seven now!>

      The response was almost instantaneous, and I grinned wider.

      <Shut up, you aren’t old. You’re only a few months older than me. Meet me at my apartment around ten?>

      <I’ll be there. I have to wait for Trent and Jessi to get back, then I’ll be there.>

      I felt a little better about life after that, and I couldn’t wait to see what Roxie had in store. She wasn’t the kind of person you’d associate with a woman of my class. My father owned hotel chains across the world, but she was one of the best friends I had. Now that Jessi was a wife and mother, I spent a lot of time with my best friend too busy to talk to me.

      I’d met Roxie at a fundraiser I’d been part of. She’d helped to organize the event, and we’d hit it off. She’d been in a wonderful lavender suit that fit her form, but she’d looked classy and well put together with her makeup in place and her manners impeccable. I hadn’t known she was a stripper until she told me. Exotic dancer, that’s what she called it.

      Only she wasn’t just an exotic dancer, the woman had skills and had won competitions all over the country with her performances. She continued to perform, but in her spare time, she volunteered with the charity I’d become a part of. She worked at some kind of exclusive gentlemen's club, code for strip joint, but she’d alluded to the fact that it was far more than that.

      I’d often wondered about those allusions, and exactly what Roxie did to earn her money. She lived in a nice apartment on the outskirts of Myrtle Beach and drove a nice car. She always looked impeccably dressed, unless she was at home, and then she’d put on jeans and a tank top, or shorts and sweaters. Basically, she was just like me, except I lived in a mansion, didn’t really have a specific job, was rich, and the world was my oyster. She had to work for her money.

      I wasn’t judging her; that wasn’t the problem at all. On the contrary, I was quite intrigued about Roxie’s life. She said she found her routines to be an escape, and the other tasks she did; well, sexual gratification was always a good thing. I wouldn’t know. But I wanted to.

      I took the girls up to their bedroom, put them each in their little pink fairy princess beds, and left a nightlight on for them. Jessi and Trent would be back soon, and I’d be on my way. I went downstairs to check on Harry, found him awake, and gave him a bottle while we waited.

      “Your mommy and daddy will be home soon, my little love,” I said to him as he stared up at me with eyes so like Trent’s. Like mine.

      I never had time to date or find a husband, but at night, when I was alone in my rooms at whatever hotel I called home for the moment, I’d think about my future. Right now, it looked empty and bleak. I wanted a family, and the look of happiness that my brothers now wore. I wanted a baby of my own and a family.

      Or so I considered. I knew I wanted children, but maybe not right away? I grinned a little as I burped Harry over my shoulder and felt his little snuffles fall back to snores. Such a tiny little being, and so sweet.

      The problem was, I wanted that same sweetness for myself, but I also wanted some of the wildness that Roxie had told me about. Parties where everybody ended up naked, and the private rooms some of the patrons of the club rented for their own escapades. I wanted to know more about that world.

      I wanted to explore it and find out what it was all about. I was more than ready to find out what happened in the world of the grownups. I might have been rich, but I was also very sheltered, and I wanted to tear that shelter down.

      I’d formed a plan by the time Trent and Jessi came back to the house at nine. I headed back to the hotel, changed into an outfit I’d hidden away in my suitcase of secret wonders, and looked at myself in the mirror. I’d applied a little makeup, just enough to make the gray in my eyes lighter, and had curled my hair into long waves. The lace top, with a shelf bra to protect my modesty, and short white skirt spoke of my innocence, but left little to the imagination.

      I added a pair of white heels, then left the room with a bag in hand. I went down to the parking garage, found the family car that was left there for any of us to use, and drove to Roxie’s place. She let me in with a scream of excitement and a hug.

      “Girl, it’s been a month since I’ve seen you! How are you?” She offered me a drink, and we’d both sat by the time I got around to answering her.

      “I’ve been rushed off my feet. I keep flying from place to place, and I tell you, I’m tired.” I sipped at the wine she’d given me and set the glass on the table.

      Her living room was done in white, glass, and gold trimmings. Tasteful but not gaudy. I didn’t want to ruin her carpets with red wine if I got clumsy, so I’d asked for white wine.

      “Why don’t you tell them to hire a nanny, honey? You can’t keep living like this.”

      I looked at her with a little guilt on my face before I smiled. “I told Trent tonight that I needed more time to myself, and I wouldn’t be watching the kids so much. I need to be here to work on that project we’ve started, and I’ll be around, but I won’t be flying back and forth between Laura and Mason in Charlotte, and Kevin and Ember in Tennessee. I know they all want someone they trust around their kids, but you’re right, Roxie. It’s time for me to spread my wings.” I left out the part where I wanted her to help me do just that. For now.

      “Okay! Good for you! I’m glad you finally did that. It will be nice to have you around.” She was two feet away on the other end of the white damask couch. I couldn’t help but compare myself to her.

      She wore a black leather bustier type top and black leather pants, yet she still looked sophisticated. Maybe it was the black patent leather Prada  kitten heels, the way her blonde hair was never out of place, or maybe it was the fact that Roxie never sweated, even in the heat, but she always looked so cool and collected, in control. I admired her. Those blue eyes helped too. They were so … bright.

      I felt underdressed, and maybe a little trashy in my attempts at sexy but sophisticated. I looked down at my lace top, something I would never wear to any place my brothers or parents might see me, and wondered if it wasn’t a childish choice. Something someone pretending to be sophisticated would pick.

      If it was frumpy but stylish, then I could pick it out. A suit that leaned a little to the too tight was about as risqué as I usually went. This outfit was my first attempt to fit into Roxie’s world, which was much different from my own. Even if her world was full of power, controlling that power, and money. Not so different from mine, but the power struggles flowed different ways.

      “Right, girl,” Roxie said as she nudged me with her manicured fingers. “What do you want to do for your birthday? Where do you want to go?”

      I looked at her, my breath caught in my chest. I had a plan, a cunning one, if she’d play along with it. “I, uh, I want a favor from you. Please.”

      “Alright?” she said, a darkened eyebrow arched at me questioningly.

      “I want you to take me to that club. The gentlemen’s club. I want to see what it’s like in there. What the men are like, what happens with the women. I really, really want to find out for myself.”

      Her ruby red lips twisted into an amused smirk, and her eyes looked at me with pride. “Oh, girl. You want the birthday of a lifetime, then?”

      “I do. Badly. Please, will you take me?” I waited, my hands clenched together as she looked me over. She just had to say yes. It was my birthday, and she was the only one who remembered!
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      “You’re a descendent of Jesse James, aren’t you?” a woman at the end of the conference table asked.

      My gaze flicked to the woman, and I noted round, out of date glasses, fuzzy hair, and a little too much fluff around the hips. She had a twisted little mouth that looked cruel, and I wondered who she was and how she’d come to be here.

      “I am, yes, in a way. I’m adopted, but the man who became my father is descended from his son, as a matter of fact.” It wasn’t a point of pride, just something I’d had to learn to deal with over the years. Every now and then someone would crop up to ask me if I had special knowledge about the gunslinging outlaw from long ago.

      I was born in 1986, so how could I know anything about a man who died over 100 years before I was born? It was a familiar question, though, and one I’d grown bored with long ago.

      “He was such a handsome man,” she crooned from the other end of the table, and I tried not to roll my eyes. The man had been a murderer and a thief; his spawn had tried to live good lives, despite their ignoble birth, and to get on with life. We didn’t see him as a romantic hero, even if he had been handsome.

      “I suppose if you consider murderous bank robbers handsome, well, I guess he was,” I muttered and looked away. The woman I’d been waiting on, Liz Kearny, came in to the meeting room at last.

      “Dylan James, as I live and breathe, how are you?” Her wide, red painted smile greeted me and hid the lust in her eyes. At forty-two, Liz was still a fine specimen of a woman, but she was married. I wasn’t interested.

      “I’m good, Liz, I’m good. I needed to speak to you about some property.” I sat and indicated the seat across from me. I kept my voice low so the woman at the other end of the table wouldn’t hear us.

      “I know, your PA told us all about it. Excuse me.” She paused, turned her head to the woman who had asked me about my ancestry, and called out to her, “Imogen, what did you find out about that land for Mr. James?”

      “The land has been bought out by the Thompson family. I’m afraid, we’re too late.” She didn’t even look down at the papers to verify what she’d said; she just knew her job and did it well.

      “I thought that might happen. Liz, can’t you find me something to work with here? Some way of getting them off my back? Or lawn, so to speak?” I gave her my most charming smile and added a gentle tease to my voice.

      Her eyes went soft, and her face relaxed as I allowed my head to lean a little closer to her. It was a stupid ploy, but when you want something as much as I wanted to expand my resorts, Sky B-n-B, out here to Myrtle Beach, well, you did what was necessary. I’d wasted a lot of time already because I’d had to deal with things at Pebbles, the resort chain my adopted father had left me in charge of when he retired.

      “I’ll find you something. Something you can’t turn down.” Her voice was husky, and her eyes were like a laser focused on mine.

      “I would appreciate that,” I murmured seductively and let my tongue flick out to wet my lips.

      My family had started a chain of hotels when great-great-whatever grand-daddy Jesse, Jr, had fathered a daughter. She had turned a boarding house into a string of hotels out in Kansas, and the coming generations expanded it west. By the time I came along, the family had a hotel in almost every single state in the west. Now, I wanted to move the family east, and Myrtle Beach was a hidden jewel I wanted to wrap in a platinum setting. I hadn’t counted on the Thompson Hotel chain’s resistance.

      “I guess that’s all we need to talk about for now. Thank you for the work you’ve done so far, Liz. I’ll expect a call if you find something suitable.” I stood, buttoned the panels of my suit coat, and made to leave.

      “Oh, now, as your real estate agent, Dylan, I can’t just let you leave empty-handed. I have a wonderful house going if you’re looking for a private home on the waterfront.” She started her spiel, and I shut her down.

      “Not interested in that, just resort property. Take care now.” I inhaled deeply as I left the room of one of the top estate agencies in the area, and made my way to the parking garage. I needed to relax. I’d been dealing with this family for two long months now, and I had deserved a break.

      I decided to take the night off and head out to the gentlemen's club I’d been introduced to upon my arrival. I’d met up with an old friend, Freddy Sinclair, and he’d shown me the best parts of this wonderful little beach town. He’d also shown me the spots the tourists would never find out about.

      Like Elmo’s. The strip club/sex club I kept my nose out of kind of place. It was exclusive, kept quiet, and entry was by invite only, if you were a man or woman looking to partake in the custom Elmo’s had to offer.

      I liked the finer things in life, and the girls at Elmo’s were of the highest caliber; I’d give them that. I hadn’t found exactly what I wanted there yet, but I knew patience would pay off. It always did.

      I made it to the club and walked in the secluded entrance in the back. From the front, the place looked like an abandoned store with three levels. Red paint covered every square inch, and the place looked like a gaudy dump. It didn’t look much better in the back; all of the windows and every surface had been painted black. There was a shiny new gold knob on the door, however, and I put my hand on it but didn’t turn.

      Beneath the round knob was a palm scanner. If it accepted your palm print, the door would open on its own, as it did now. “Welcome, Mr. James.”

      The door person was a rather breathy and busty brunette, but she was off-limits. “Thank you, Miss Maples. Lovely to see you again.”

      “A pleasure as always. What will it be today?” The owner of the club didn’t often sit and guard the door, but sometimes she could be found here.

      “I just need a quiet place to watch some beautiful ladies dance their hearts out.” It wasn’t a past-time I’d take part in back home in Kansas, but here, I’d learned to live a little on the wilder side.

      I could be me here, with all of my proclivities and vices.

      “Enjoy the show; Roxie’s on in ten.” Miss Maples turned away even as she spoke, my presence already forgotten as someone else buzzed in.

      I ordered a drink at the bar and sat. The shoddy exterior, designed to keep out curious onlookers, did not match the interior. The first floor housed a bar, a stage, and a small club on the other side of that. The club was a separate part of the first floor, one I rarely went into because I wasn’t into rave-style hedonism. I was much too old for that crowd.

      I preferred the darkness of the stage area and to watch the pole dancing magic. Roxie would be on soon, and I wanted to speak to her anyway. I’d noticed her quite a few times, but I hadn’t spoken to her yet. I wanted to know if we could, perhaps, take part in one of the peculiar arrangements available at Elmo’s.

      I watched her go through her routine, effortless beauty, stunning grace, and skills beyond measure on display. Roxie never disappointed her viewers, and the tips she brought in proved that. She started a new routine, and I waited, my interest growing. If she could move like that on a pole, how well could she move on a man?

      Sexist, perhaps disgusting, but people didn’t come to Elmo’s to find love; they came to relax, get turned on, and maybe fuck, if they were lucky. I saw Freddy, the man who had introduced me to the place, and wondered… Was he Roxie’s protector now?

      Freddy was a very handsome man, I’d give him that, and he’d never had problems with women. Those brown puppy dog eyes and blond hair kept the ladies on a leash, begging to take care of him. I, on the other hand, had black hair, dark gray eyes and was so tall and broad women often found me intimidating. If the broadness had been fat, it might have softened my appearance a bit, but every inch of me was covered in muscle. I worked hard to maintain my health, and I didn’t allow an ounce of fat to form on me.

      I didn’t often have a problem finding a bed partner, though; there were plenty of women brave enough to take the challenge I offered them. Women with eyes that gave off sparks of defiance, that eventually ended up begging for me to make them mine. I never did, though. The minute their will broke, I was done and moved on to the next. A handsome face made that much easier.

      I wanted Roxie, but if she was under Freddy’s protection, then I’d have to look elsewhere. A dainty blonde, small and delicate, caught my eye. She had on a silky emerald robe that flowed out behind her as she walked around the room, in search of a man to entertain. There were about eleven other customers in the room, but she didn’t spend much time with any of them.

      She flitted around, nervous, with a fear in her eyes. I would guess it was that fear that drove the men to send her away. Nobody wanted an unwilling partner. That was the cost of protection after all. The arrangement was about sex, and nothing more. We would pay to protect the ladies, in a sense, and in exchange, we were free to enjoy each other. We were all adults, however, and knew that arrangement meant sex.

      If the woman wasn’t into a guy, then she could turn him down, no problem. Most arrangements were made through Miss Maples or Roxie. It was all done in a way to protect all involved, from all manners of problems, and could be ended without notice to either party. Maybe this woman would do that for me? If we could get rid of that fear.

      “Hello there, gorgeous,” she said softly as she made her way up to me. I looked her over, noted the sweet swell of large breasts beneath the panels of the robe and a slim waist too. The perfect little doll for me to play with, maybe.

      “What’s your name, angel?” We all knew the women used fake names, but we played along. They needed their privacy and dignity, after all.

      She wore a white mask, a wide ribbon of silk with the eyes cut out so they could see. The white looked almost silver it was so shimmery, and on this young woman, it made her appearance more tantalizing while enabling her to remain anonymous. All the girls in training wore them as a way to let customers know they were new, and as a way for them to maintain their dignity until they were sure this was the life they wanted. That strip of silk would allow her to return to her life without anyone knowing what she looked like without it.

      “Why, I think you just gave it to me.” She spoke with a deep Southern accent, the kind that made my balls go tight. Sweet, submissive, and so sultry.

      “Indeed? Would you like to sit?” Her eyes had darted around nervously, her hands clasped together until she sat. She relaxed the moment she did, and I wondered if the heels had pained her. Six-inch heels were hard for any woman to stand in.

      “How long have you been here, angel?” I asked and flicked a hand toward the bartender. A waitress brought over a glass of the beer I’d been drinking and a glass of wine for the lady.

      “It’s my second day, but I’ve been a pole dancer for three years now. I came up from Georgia just to check out the scene.” She didn’t look much older than twenty-three, I noted as I looked her over. She had pretty brown eyes, straight but large white teeth, and a lovely smile. It was just a shame her chin was a little too long and her nervousness hadn’t completely receded.

      I could look past those problems, if she’d calm down a little more. Let me see who she really was and what she really wanted from life. Some of the girls who came to Elmo’s came to seek fame. They wouldn’t find it here. They might find a protector who would help them find it, but fame didn’t come from Elmo’s.

      It was an exclusive, prestigious place, but the ultimate goal wasn’t to propel a dancer to stardom; it was to provide men, and some women, with sexual partners. This little angel wasn’t going to last long here, I was afraid.

      “I guess you’ll learn to fit in then. It’s still early. You might settle in just fine.” It wasn’t proper to ask a woman how she ended up at Elmo’s, but one thing was certain, they were there under their own free will. Some had even found protectors who moved them out into their own newly-purchased houses and put them on an annual income.

      That was the ultimate goal here, to never have to work again. Not a “real” job, anyway. Mistresses for hire, that was what the place boiled down to.

      “I guess I will.” She sipped at her wine prettily and looked at my chin, not my eyes. Hers flicked up to mine for an instant and then shied away. It wasn’t an act, I decided; she was afraid.

      “You know you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to right? You’re perfectly free to dance if that’s all you want to do.” I’d been versed on the rules well and warned about repercussions if I didn’t follow those rules. No meant no, and anything other than acceptance would get a patron banned.

      “I know, but I thought I’d try. At least once, you know? I’ve never done that before, just slept with a man for money.”

      “It’s awkward, I assume, for you ladies?” I hadn’t really thought about it. Most of the women I’d met here had been eager, curious to find out what hid behind the cool façade.

      I was sure more than one would be amused to find me with the kitten who had found herself lost in the big, bad world. I didn’t want to turn her away, because she might prove to be exactly what I wanted.

      “It is, but most of the women here want to sleep with the men they choose. It’s not like we have to do it. They want to. I just haven’t found a man I want to do it with yet.”

      “Then, I suggest you wait for the right one, angel. There’s no rush.” I smiled and sat back as Roxie began another set.

      It was almost nine, and she’d be done soon. I’d talk to her and then go home, I decided. It had been a long day, and I’d only found disappointment so far. Maybe a night’s sleep would cure that.
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      “What about these, Roxie? They’d look great on you!” I called Roxie over to me, and she stared at the colorful pair of heels I’d stopped at in the boutique I’d brought us to.

      My birthday had been and gone a week ago, and Roxie still hadn’t told me if she could get me into the club she worked at. We’d spent my birthday in her apartment, watching our favorite movies and getting drunk. It had been fun, a first rebellion, and I’d passed out on her couch around one a.m. Since then, we’d both been busy with different things, but we’d finally met up for a shopping trip that I’d proposed.

      She’d wanted to head over to the discount shops along the boardwalk, but I’d driven us to a secluded set of boutiques just outside of town. She’d been confused but hadn’t protested. I liked that about Roxie; she was brave, curious, and wasn’t afraid of much in the world.

      “God, put those back, Emily; I can’t afford them,” Roxie whispered to me as I picked up a pair of Christian Louboutin shoes. I looked up at her confused.

      “But I have this?” I put the shoes down, dug around in my bag, opened my wallet and showed her a Platinum Visa card. I’d never had to worry about things such as prices in my entire life. I just bought what I want and used the card Daddy gave me when I was thirteen. Sometimes, I felt guilty about the fact that I had an unlimited amount of credit to spend, but, except for clothes and dining out, I rarely used the thing. Besides, since the children came along, I’d barely bought any new clothes, and dining out wasn’t something I did often either.

      “Jesus is that…” Roxie’s eyes went wide as she looked down at the card. “Fuck me, it is.”

      “What?” I asked; didn’t everybody have credit cards these days?

      “An unlimited platinum credit card, Emily? I’ve heard about them, but I’ve never actually seen one.” I could see Roxie reassessing me when she looked up at me.

      She knew I was a Thompson, but had she not realized how much money we had? I felt my cheeks flame and moved away. We were here to buy some new outfits for me to wear when I set my plan in motion; though, she didn’t quite know it yet. I’d wanted to buy her something too, but she kept refusing everything I showed her.

      “It’s no big deal. Do you want them?” I lifted a blonde eyebrow and grinned at her with a look that teased. “Go on, try them on at least.”

      “Well…,” I saw her cheeks flush and knew I’d won her over to the platinum club.

      “Go on … have the sales lady bring you a pair. It’ll be my treat.” I really wanted her to have them and felt glad when she finally gave in.

      She ran off to find the woman with the sour look on her face. Roxie, in her bright pink, form-fitting bandage dress and hot pink heels, obviously hadn’t been to the woman’s liking. Fuck her, I thought. I picked out a pair of shoes for myself. They were black patent leather with peep toes that would be a nightmare to walk in, but they’d look so sexy on my feet.

      Another pair caught my eyes, another peep-toe stiletto, but this one had been covered in white graffiti over the black patent leather. Something about it drew me, and I reached for that one while I bit at my bottom lip unconsciously, wondering if I should be so very … extravagant. I looked up to see Roxie twisting in front of a mirror, the gaily colored shoes on her feet. Yeah, I should start my rebellion now, I decided.

      I picked up both sets and asked the woman to bring me the shoes in my size. She looked me up and down, noted the obvious signs of money, and demurred quite respectfully. Bitch.

      “Is there anything else you want?” I asked Roxie, as we’d sat on a pair of cushions in the small shop. There wasn’t much to choose from, but this was one of those places that usually only kept a few things on a rack and brought you the size you asked for. If they had it in your size.

      “Not from here. Are you serious? You’re going to buy these for me?” Her face was shocked, hopeful, but I could also see a spark that said she couldn’t accept the gift.

      “Look, my family is rich; I can’t help that. But I can make your day, if you’ll let me. I hate spending money on myself, but for you, I’d love to spend the money that I’ll never be able to spend entirely from my share of the family income.”

      “Are you sure want to do this?” Suddenly, I knew she wasn’t talking about the shoes, and I tensed. She hadn’t forgotten then. My heart skipped a beat with anticipation; would she say yes, finally?

      “I dream about it, Roxie.” I followed her lead and said it softly, so we wouldn't be overheard. “I feel as if I’ve lived in a bubble my entire life. I want to know what it feels like outside of the walls my family has built around me. You can help me with that. I wouldn’t trust anyone else to do it.”

      “I think I understand. I’ve had to think about it a lot, but I think, maybe, I can get you in.”

      “A maybe is somewhere. How did it go this week anyway?” Roxie had a new client, a very well-off man who wanted to become her protector. The thing was, Roxie didn’t really need one. She earned a good living as a professional pole-dancer, and her gig at Elmo’s was just to tide her over until the next competition and more prize money.

      “He asked to be my protector again.” She sighed, and for the thousandth time, I wondered what it would be like to have sex with a man who paid you for the privilege.

      Oh, I knew the rules: the woman has to be agreeable, the woman has to set ground rules, and the man has to abide by them. But still, the man … owned you, in a way, and that thought excited me more than I’d ever admit to anyone. Even now, just the thought of it had stirred a heat in my blood.

      “Are you going to agree?” I knew she didn’t have to, but this client seemed different. Roxie didn’t usually keep a man at the club for more than a week or two, but this one, he had some thrall over her. Maybe she’d met her match, finally?

      “I don’t know. I think, maybe…,” she paused and looked around but there were no answers on the bright white walls, only cubby holes filled with shoes. “I think I might.”

      “Oh my.” My eyes went round, but I settled my face when the woman came back with the shoes I’d asked for. I looked them over, tried them on, and agreed to both pairs. And the pair Roxie had on.

      The shop lady looked over at Roxie and then to me. “As you wish.”

      Something about that really irked me, and I wanted to demand to know what the woman’s problem was. Roxie might be showy, but she wasn’t trash. This woman didn’t know how hard Roxie worked for the children’s charity or the hours she spent on drumming up financial resources for the charity. She just assumed Roxie was a strumpet, I guessed, and treated her accordingly. I hated people sometimes.

      “I’d like to punch her right in that puckered-up mouth of hers,” Roxie whispered, and I laughed far too loudly.

      “I think you’d break your hand on that stone wall she calls a face.” The woman brought my card back, I signed the slip, and we took our purchases to the next boutique.

      There, I bought a few skin-tight dresses of my own and some new underwear. Sexy panties and bras were a weakness of mine, and I bought Roxie a few too. She tried on one of the bras before we bought them, and she asked me how it looked before she’d agree to let me buy it.

      “I don’t want to see your boobs!” I squawked from behind the door.

      “Look, I’m not trying to hit on you; I just want to know you’re happy with what you’ve bought.” I could hear a throaty tease in that voice, and I knew she was probably smirking behind that door.

      Roxie and I were friends, but she knew I was just a little … uptight. Undressing in front of each other was usually unnecessary in our time together, but it had happened before, and she always teased me about what a prude I was.

      “Come on, have a look. It won’t kill you.” I heard from the other side of the door.

      “Fine!” I whispered loudly and opened the door. Roxie was a lovely woman, with a beautiful figure, and her body reflected her fitness regime. Her breasts, surgically augmented, looked much better than mine did in the same powder blue lace bra. Mine were smaller, but nice, I guessed.

      “How does it look?” she teased and winked at me.

      “It looks like I need a boob job!” We both giggled, the tension gone as we laughed together.

      “Well, I can tell you, don’t go this big.” Roxie squeezed her forearms around the globes on her chest and rolled her eyes. “It’s such a pain.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” I laughed with her as she turned, replaced her bra, and put her dress back on before we left the changing rooms.

      We finished shopping and left to go eat at one of her favorite places. It was a quiet little burger place, but I loved it. Nobody cared how much money I made; they only wanted to know if the food was good and went on to the next customer. We talked about our project for a while and worked on some plans for fundraising. But, like always, our talk eventually turned to Roxie’s job. She had to go soon to get ready for her night at work.

      I wanted to beg her to take me with her, but she hadn’t said yes yet. I wouldn’t push; I knew something like that would take time. She couldn’t just drag anybody off the street in there. It was exclusive not only in the individuals who were allowed in, but who came to work there. I’d have to go through some kind of process, I was sure.

      We said our goodbyes, and I drove back to my room at the hotel. I’d wanted to get my own place, my own apartment, but hadn’t got around to it yet. If I stuck with my promise to take more time for myself, I’d invest in a place where my house plants wouldn’t die because I wasn’t around to water them. Until then, I’d stay at the hotel.

      Maybe I’d even buy myself an RV, and travel around, see the country a little. In time, I thought as I sank into my bed after a shower. For now, I wanted to experiment. I thought about Roxie and what she did. What did it feel like to have a stranger touch you? Was it frightening? Was it empowering?

      Did she watch those men, weak with desire for the body she loved, feel like she was the one with all the power, all the control? Did they beg to touch her? To kiss her? I hummed without meaning too, something alive all over again in my body. In the darkness, flat on my back, my legs opened, and I wondered … what would it feel like?

      I’d been tempted to buy toys, to find out for myself, but had decided the real thing was worth waiting for. I turned my head toward the window, but I didn’t see anything. My sight was internal, caught on an image of a man flat on his back as he waited for me to … do things. I swallowed hard and tried to imagine what it would be like to do the things I’d seen in videos online.

      I’d watched a lot of videos in the spare time I had at night. With my headphones on, my doors locked, and my laptop on the bed beside me, I’d watched the many things people could do together. Some of it was just nasty and degraded all involved, others had looked exciting, sensual, and some of it had seemed hedonistic.

      Some of it, well … some of it was obviously the result of people losing all control and had seemed wildly erotic. I’d gone through lists: lesbian sex, straight sex, orgies, doms and subs; classic porn and new porn, some even labeled “ladies porn”, meant for the discerning woman. I’d watched it all, and I’d found a lot of it intriguing, but maybe not for me. I always went back to one category, no matter what, though.

      The ones where the women were subs to others. I liked the women who were subs to other women, and the women who were subs to men. It was the sub part that attracted me. The look of pure joy on their faces as they served intrigued me far more than anything else did. It wasn’t something I’d ever tell to anyone; it was my secret, this need inside of me to be in control through subservience.

      You’d think with the way I had lived my life in servitude to my family that I’d want to be the domme in this situation, but I didn’t. I wanted to be totally without shame, begging for release, as my body sang with life. I wanted my control to be in an expert’s hands, not my own. Maybe then I’d find freedom, though an odd form of it, I’d admit.

      This wasn’t something I’d decided on suddenly. I’d thought about it for quite a few years now, and when I’d met Roxie and she told me about her club, I’d known I’d finally found a way into the world I’d been locked out of. Her world would be my world soon.
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      “What’s your poison?” the bartender asked, and I stared dully at the man. A long brown beard adorned his face, tight khaki pants clashed with the sophisticated haircut, and for some unknowable reason, suspenders over a white t-shirt with Pink Floyd emblazoned across the front. The whole look, clashed in my mind, and I stared at him.

      Then a word popped into my head, and I relaxed. Hipster. “Beer please, thanks.”

      He gave me a nod, passed along a beer, and I headed off in the direction of the stage. I had spent another day fruitlessly looking for land to develop. At this point, I’d even take a large house that I could turn into apartments, though, small ones. I wanted to be in this place, this part of the world, to get away from my life in Kansas.

      I needed to be away from it all, but I wouldn’t get that, not until someone else came along to take the lead from me. My own child or someone I took under my wing. I might yet find a wife, settle down, have a child, but I didn’t see it coming. Not yet.

      I was only thirty-two, I’d have time; I reminded myself as I took a seat. Roxie was on the stage, weaving her magic as always. The woman was amazing to watch, I’d give her that. I looked around and appreciated the décor, yet again. It wasn’t trashy, the kind of place you’d expect it to be from the exterior. It was done tastefully, even if it was decorated in the cliché black and red colors that are so prevalent in such places.

      The place was clean too; there was always someone going around discreetly with a bottle of disinfectant and roll of paper towels to clean up spills of all kinds. The tables and chairs were replaced if damaged, and not a chip was to be found on table tops. The paint was kept fresh, and everything was neat.

      It was, however, dark, always dark. You could see to walk, it wasn’t like being in a cave in total blackness, but it was dark. The lights were saved for the stage. My eyes went back to Roxie, and I admired the way she climbed up the pole, performed a few twisting moves then made her way down the steel rod.

      She was dressed in a pair of black hot pants, black combat boots, and a black corset. I didn’t know the song, but it had a powerful, frantic rhythm that drove her frenzied on the stage. She had the full attention of everyone in the room, there was no doubt of that. The routine came to an end, and applause and cheers filled the room.

      It was 8:15 pm. Most of these men were single or had wives who stopped asking where their husbands spent their nights long ago. Freddy was there, and Roxie left the stage to join him with a smile. She saw me and quirked an eyebrow.

      I twitched my glass at her and gave her a smile. She said something to Freddy and headed in my direction.

      “Angel wasn’t for you then?” she asked and sat beside me at the table.

      “No, too unsure of what she wanted. Poor girl, I think she’s left the place now.”

      “She did, that’s why I asked. I thought she’d be your type?” We’d discussed the kind of arrangement I’d like to have, after I learned she was definitely taken by Freddy, and she’d kept an eye out for me.

      “She would have been, if she had been able to make up her mind. She couldn’t, so I let it go. I need someone who knows what she wants, because I plan to give it to her.” I didn’t go into detail; we’d talked about it before. She knew what I wanted. A woman who would give me everything she had and then pull out a little more to give.

      There wasn’t necessarily a manager here at Elmo’s but if there was a problem, or a question needed to be answered, your best bet was to talk to Roxie, I’d learned. She drew a lot of the members to come back night after night, but she’d been unattainable for most, and the ones who had her didn’t keep her for long. Until Freddy.

      “Well, I might know someone who will meet your needs, but she’s not here yet.” Roxie’s green eyes watched me, appraising. “I think she’s ready for a place like this; she says she is, but I have to be sure. She’s not, hmm.”

      Roxie paused, looked away as if lost in thought, and then came back to me. “She’s not the usual kind we bring into this place. We’re a classy place, don’t get me wrong, but most of the women we bring know exactly what life’s about. They decide to come here knowing what it is they’ll get. I need to be sure she’s ready for that. She’s had an easy life, and well, I think she wants to start breaking her boundaries.”

      “Oh?” I asked and leaned closer. “What’s her kind then?”

      “Pampered,” she said immediately, and then felt guilty; I could see it in the way she winced. “She’s a good friend of mine, but she’s had a very sheltered and privileged life.”

      “I see.” I sat back and tapped on the table top. I wasn’t sure that I wanted a daddy’s girl who wanted to rebel. I wanted a pet, yes, a woman to bend to my will until she had the best orgasm of her life, and I’d done that many times already, but did I want to start out with a spoiled princess?

      It would be a lot of work. “She’d be worth it.”

      Roxie had already piqued my interest, but that assurance from her was guaranteed to get my full attention. “And why would you bring such a woman to a place like this? If she’s your friend?”

      “Because she needs it. Maybe more than anyone else I’ve ever met. She needs what you have to offer. I lived that life a long time ago, and I’m well past it now, but my friend… She might be the kind who lives the lifestyle for life. She’s a giver, and she can’t change that about herself, no matter how hard she might try.”

      “I see.” I tapped again, lost in thought. “Can you bring her in?”

      “I’m arranging it. If she can make it through the doors, I think she’ll be just what you’re looking for.”

      “Alright.” She must want something out of this, and I was blunt enough to ask her what it was. “Why me? Why are you offering your friend up to me?”

      “Because, dear sir, you have that look in your eye. Like you want to break a woman, but in a good way, not the bad way. And my little friend needs just that. She’s so hungry for it, she’s on the verge of losing control. I think you can teach her that control. In all, I believe you’re the perfect teacher for her. She’s liable to get into trouble if she’s not guided in the right direction. Also, I know I can have you killed if you break her the wrong way.” The note of jest in her voice was belied by the promise in her eyes.

      “I understand.” I meant her reasons for offering up her friend and the warning. I believed she’d do it too, if the intensity of that gaze was anything to go by.

      “I propose you speak with her, let her settle in to the place, and then make your offer. Don’t pounce the moment you see her; take your time, and let her decide. Then, you will likely find you’ve found far more than you bargained for.”

      I nodded in agreement. This wasn’t my first rodeo, and I knew how to break a filly properly, how to make her bend to your will. Now, if I could only find some property out here too, that would be the icing on the cake.

      “Thank you, Roxie.” For the first time, I wondered if that was her real name, but I didn’t ask. There were some things you left alone in a place like Elmo’s. Names was one of those things.

      “My pleasure. And remember, you break her wrong, I break you.” Her well-manicured eyebrows lifted over sharp green eyes, and I felt a shiver run down my back. I’d have loved to make those eyes flicker with challenge, but she was taken.

      “I like breathing and living above ground, Roxie. I’ll be gentle. I promise.” I’d be as gentle as the kitten offered to me wanted me to be, and no more gentle than that.

      I wouldn’t tell Roxie that, however. What happened between the woman and I was only for us to know. I knew I had to tread carefully, though. Freddy was definitely the kind of man who likely knew a few of the less nefarious types who crawled along the underbelly of Myrtle Beach.

      I wondered what she looked like, this paragon that Roxie wanted to deliver to me. I’d wait, let the curiosity build. Roxie grabbed my attention when she stood up, bent down to kiss my cheek, and left me.

      I had something to think about anyway.

      A day of scouring websites and driving around to view properties had left me a little cranky, and I decided to change to scotch. I’d get a cab back to my place later. I went to the bar and ordered my drink.

      Miss Maples came into the bar as I waited and sidled up next to me. “Good to see you again, Mr. James. How are you?”

      “I’m alright, Miss Maples. Lovely to see you again.” I tilted the glass with two cubes of ice at her, and she smiled.

      She was a very seductive woman, especially in that corset wrapped around a gossamer robe. Her hip bumped against mine, and I looked down into her darkly lined eyes. Her skin said she was only in her late twenties, but I knew plastic surgery could make that a lie. A person didn’t come to own a business like this at such a young age. Unless they made a lot of money early in life and spent it wisely. She could be as young as her face said she was, but then again, maybe not.

      “You aren’t finding much luck here, it would seem.” She sat on a bar stool so I sat with her.

      “Not yet, but I’m a patient man.” I nodded, and I scanned her with my eyes while she ordered a drink.

      Firm, high breasts said her face didn’t lie, and her hands were still full with the promise of youth. She had the kind of fingers made for pianos or guitars, but I’d never heard her play anything. A lush figure, encased in that corset promised heaven most people would never be lucky enough to find.

      I’d been surrounded by beautiful women for days now, all with the promise of sex so near, but yet, just out of reach for one reason or another. I was about ready to take the first lay offered to me, but I’d wait. I wanted to be clean for this little present Roxie offered me.

      “She’ll come along. Maybe before you know it.” She sipped at her red wine, her eyes on mine over the rim of her glass.

      “So I’ve been told.” I didn’t elaborate, and she didn’t ask me to, so I let it go.

      “What else is there to do in this place?” I asked, and she gave me an amused smile.

      “Care to walk with me through the dungeon?” I had no idea what she meant, but I was intrigued. Perhaps this was the rumored room on the third floor. I’d heard about it, but I hadn’t seen it yet.

      It was for the exhibitionist members of the club, those who got off on being watched. Not necessarily my style, but it might be interesting to walk through such a place with Miss Maples. She finished her wine, and I threw back the rest of my scotch.

      “I would love to join you, Miss Maples.” I held my elbow out, and she took it without another word. We headed to the elevator I’d yet to use, and she inserted a card she’d pulled from beneath her corset into the slot in the elevator panel. “We need a card to get up there?”

      “No, but we’re not going up. You need a card to go down.” She gave me another enigmatic smile, and my eyes narrowed on her. This was interesting.

      The floor rushed down, and before I knew it, the doors opened up to a world of black. A real dungeon, perhaps? The flicker of flames on the wall caught my eyes as I stepped out, and she joined me. Her hand was still on my elbow, and she took a step forward. I followed, not sure where to head.

      She took me down a long hallway, lit with gas lamps on the wall, a very old-fashioned but very romantic way to light an area. We walked down a white carpeted hall, and I found myself in a world where sound disappeared. There were no footsteps, no sound from the gas lamps on the wall, no sounds from the rooms that I found myself peering into.

      There was a row of rooms here, all with a door, but large glass panels for walls. Inside the first room I saw a bare, rock floor and a couple who was completely oblivious to their new audience. A woman in shiny black vinyl whispered to a man chained to a wall. He looked the banker type, the kind of man who ruled with an iron fist all day long. His belly was soft, and his hair had receded. His body trembled now as the woman’s face brought him to a quivering mass of subservience.

      Interesting, and a direction I found interesting, but I wasn’t the kind to let anyone control me. “Hmmm, not your thing.”

      “No, but it is nice to watch, Miss Maples.” I didn’t mind watching at all. The woman was an expert at what she offered; I could see that from the way she’d wrung the man out already.

      “Allana is good; I’ll give you that.” She breathed in deep and then tugged at my arm. “Come along.”

      We moved then to a room of white, lit by more gas lamps. The bed was white, the walls, the floor, even the hangings on the four poster bed were white. The only spot of color came from the two women on the bed. They touched tenderly, sweetly, and I wanted to watch, but this wasn’t what I wanted either.

      “I think this is more your style, Mr. James.” Her throaty voice all but purred.

      A woman in a room of black, naked except for a mask across her eyes and the black silk around her wrists. A man with a crop stood over her, and I stopped. Yes, this was more my style. Definitely.
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      Days passed, and I hadn’t heard from Roxie, but that might have been my own fault. I’d been busy. I finally found a place of my own, a real house, that was all mine. It was an exclusive place with a keypad on the large steel gate that kept the huge fence around the place locked up tight. I’d been busy buying furniture and a car.

      I’ve never owned a car before, or furniture, but there was a first time for everything, right? I spent a week getting the place set up, and then, I finally talked to my family in a conference call on Skype. At first, there’d been confusion.

      “But, Emily, we love you. What is this about?” Trent asked from his camera, and I glared.

      “You love me?” I shot back, my face red with anger and hurt. “Or am I just convenient? Do any of you know I’m a real human being?”

      “Emily! What a thing to ask! Of course, we know you’re real,” Mason started, but I interrupted him.

      “When is my birthday?” I asked pointedly, looking  straight into the camera on my phone.

      The three of them muttered across the screen on my phone, and I just smiled grimly. “It was last week. Trent, you didn’t even remember when you asked me to watch the kids. You just thanked me for watching them and said goodbye because you were too exhausted to even sit with me for a little while.”

      “I’m, Emily, I’m very sorry.” I heard contrition in his voice, but it didn’t help.

      “Emily, I can’t believe I forgot, honey. I’m just, wow … sorry, babe.” That from Kevin, the brother closest to my age.

      Mason muttered his own apology, and I could see from his face he meant it. That didn’t change the fact that things like this happened often, but every single one of them knew how to contact me when they wanted something. “From now on, you’ll have to find a nanny or babysitter to take care of the children. I’d like to have some of my own one day, and if I’m constantly looking after yours, I won’t find a man to do that with.”

      They all murmured in agreement and looked ashamed. So they should, I thought to myself. I’d given them a lot of my life, all of it up until now, and for once, it was time to think of myself. “I’m not walking out of your lives completely. I’m just asking for some space of my own. Surely you all understand that?”

      “Well, yes, it was part of the reason I spent so much time in England before Ember came along,” Kevin said quickly, in support.

      “Kevin’s right. I had my own place in the mountains, far away from our real lives until Dad pulled his shenanigans.” That came from Trent.

      “I used to party to escape. I partied all over the world. You’ve never done anything like that, Emily. I see your point now. You’ve had to take care of three brothers all this time. I support your decision too.”

      “Thank you.” The conversation had ended soon after, but I did get calls from the wives. All of them were contrite too and supported my plans.

      I needed to make roots somewhere, and I needed to be out of the Thompson loop. I didn’t want to break all ties with my family; I just wanted time to live, to breathe, where I didn’t have to worry that I’d have to fix some catastrophe or another that my brothers had created.

      Now, I was in my own home with a car in the garage, and I counted myself lucky. The income I had from the family business, an income my father had set up on the day I was born, paid the huge amount of money I’d just spent on my new life. I sent Roxie a message and waited for her reply.

      We agreed to meet, and I gave her directions to my new home.

      “Wow, this place is nice, Emily!” She walked around the living room and kitchen with me, and I showed her the pool in the back. It was heated, so I could use it even in the cooler months. Then I took her to the upper floor.

      “I’ve only decorated one of the bedrooms, right now. I have … plans for the other rooms,” I stumbled and didn’t know what to say that would reveal too much.

      “I get it,” she said and patted my arm as I showed her the empty rooms and the upstairs bathroom. There was one in my bedroom and another downstairs, so there were plenty of those.

      The tour took the pressure off of me to explain that I wanted to turn one into an office, one room into a nursery one day, and one into a playground for me. And the baby’s daddy.

      The baby part could wait; I wasn’t in a huge rush about that. I was hoping Roxie would help me with the getting-the-man part.

      “It’s a beautiful house, Emily, it really is.” She smiled and hugged me. “You’re getting there.”

      “I am. I told them all finally that I’m done playing super-nanny. I’ll watch the kids from time to time, but right now, I need this.”

      She understood, she always had. When I met her at the office for the charity, I hadn’t known what she did for a living, not at first. We worked together to help blind children learn how to live in a world without sight. Sometimes the children had been born blind, and sometimes it came as a result of illness, but either way, we were there to help them. I’d come to know her as a planner, a fellow fundraiser, and as a woman before I found out what she did. I didn’t judge her career choices and never would. In fact, I rather admired those choices. I’d wished I’d been as brave long ago.

      “I just need one more thing to help me along.” I clasped my hands in front of myself and scrounged up the nerve to ask Roxie the one thing I wanted to know the most. “Can I come to the club with you?”

      “Ah, I thought you’d get around to that eventually. Do you have coffee?” She looked at me with a grin, and I nodded as I led her downstairs. I wanted to pause and jump with joy, because I knew she had decided to let me go, but I didn’t want her to change her mind either, so I ushered her down the stairs and into the kitchen.

      “I’m not finished with unpacking yet, but I do have coffee available.” I began the process of making coffee in a French Press, the only way I knew to make it, and wondered if I should use the coffee maker I’d bought. I didn’t know how to use one and had left the machine in the box, on the counter since I’d moved in.

      She told me about the things I’d have to do before I could apply: get a health check, blood tests, things like that, and that I’d have to speak with her boss. “If you can pass all of that, and I’m sure you can, then I don’t think she’ll have a problem letting you in.”

      “I just had a checkup done, so I can get that all emailed to me today.” It was Friday, though, so I’d have to hurry to talk to someone. “Give me a minute.”

      I called the office and spoke with my doctor’s receptionist. Within minutes I had the test results and printed them out. “What else do I need?”

      “A background check, do you have a copy from when we had to provide them to Helping Hands?” Helping Hands was the nonprofit organization we volunteered with. Since we worked with children, we all had to have criminal background checks.

      “I do, I made sure to get extra copies, just in case I needed them again this year.” I had that in a folder upstairs. “What else?”

      “Well, that’s all I think.” She looked over the test results and nodded. “Yes, I think that’s all.”

      “Then I’m in?” I sat across from her at the little table in the kitchen that had sold me on the place.

      I loved the pool, the bedrooms, the fact that I had so much room, and so many windows, but the kitchen had sold me. Along the back wall were cabinets above and below, a massive double sink, a gas stove top with a large oven against the right wall. Done in light wood and stainless steel, the kitchen was a dream. The fridge stood off to itself against the right wall, but that was fine. An island separated the utility area from a dining area, and I’d put in a pine table and four chairs to fill the space. A dining room was just off from the kitchen, but I doubted I’d ever really use it. Not for a while, at least.

      I was excited, ready to go right now, but I had to hear her say the words before I’d let myself believe it was true.

      “Look, this isn’t just some brothel,” Roxie began, her face full of her concern for me. “I know you have some kind of wish to find out what it’s like, but I want you to know the reality of it. You can say no, at any time, to anyone. You aren’t going to be forced to do anything. Right now, you can’t perform on the stage, but if my boss agrees, you can act as a hostess. And if you find a patron you like, then you can discuss him becoming your protector.”

      “Okay. How long does that take?” From what she’d said, I knew the men were handsome, mainly alpha type, but some not so alpha. I wanted one who knew how to control a woman, how to make her feel alive.

      “As long as you want it to take. You can go in tonight and find the perfect one. In fact, I might know someone.” I saw how apprehensive she was, so I  leaned in closer to her.

      “What does he look like?” I asked, my eyes wide with anticipation.

      “Like I’d have him if I hadn’t accepted Freddy as my protector.” She breathed the words, and I knew he must be gorgeous. “He’s so fucking gorgeous.”

      “Roxie, you rarely swear,” I noted, then grinned. “He must be super-hot.”

      “He’s got a package in those pants of his you wouldn’t believe too. I wish I’d been able to have a chance with him, but oh well. I think he’ll be just right for you.”

      “We can go tonight?” I pushed, eager to know if I needed to get ready or not.

      “Let me make a call, and I’ll let you know. Bring me your background check, and I’ll take pictures to send to my boss. We can take in the printouts to her later.”

      “Done!” I exclaimed with glee, and I ran up the stairs to the small file cabinet where I’d put the folder. When I returned downstairs, Roxie was on the phone.

      I heard her give the information to another woman and waited. “Alright, I’ll let her know.”

      I swallowed and looked at her, my eyes eager for information. “Well?”

      “You can come in tonight. My boss is a little concerned about your family finding out what you’re doing, however.”

      “You told her who my family was?” I asked, surprised at the invasion of my privacy.

      “No, she ran your name and found out who you were in seconds. She doesn’t just take anyone in, you know? She wants you to pick out a fake name, one that isn’t associated with you at all. We tell most girls to do that if they want to, but with you, it has to be a fake name.”

      “Ah. Alright. I hadn’t thought about it much; I just assumed I’d be protected, somehow.”

      Truth be told, I didn’t really want my family to know what I had planned, but I also didn’t care. My father would be disappointed, but he had his own life with my mother, and the two were busy traveling the world now that my brothers had taken over the family business. I probably wouldn’t see them for another year, since they’d recently visited their estate in Charlotte.

      “It’s a huge thing, isn’t it?” I asked softly and turned to look at her.

      “You’re going to sell your body, and maybe even your spirit and mind, to a man you don’t know, Emily. It’s more than huge; it’s life-changing.”

      “Will you think it matters that I’m a virgin?” I’d left that part out, but she didn’t look surprised.

      “I think it will be a huge selling point, actually.” She sighed the sigh of the experienced and then gave me a big smile. “I hope you get what you want from this, Emily.”

      “I do. I know I’ve never done, well, anything really, but I want this. I want it so very desperately.”

      “Just remember, you’re protected there, no matter what. You can leave at any point, anytime you want to. There won’t be any questions asked at all. You can just talk to the men, keep them company, or you can do more; it’s all up to you.”

      “Thank you, Roxie. I really, I just…,” I paused because I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to say. “Thank you.”

      “I hope you’re still thanking me the next morning,” she said with a wry smile. “I want you to stick close to me the first night, alright? When I’m performing, I want you in the front row, where I can keep an eye on you. It’s busy on Friday nights, so just keep your cool, remember who you are and why you’re there, and stay in control, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a wink. It was about to be go time.
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      “What do you mean that one was taken off the market? It’s perfect!” I stared at my phone as if the speaker on the other side could see the fury on my face.

      “I’m sorry, Dylan, the city council have condemned the building for some reason. It’s no longer for sale,” Liz, the real estate agent, said from the other end of the line. “I will keep looking.”

      “Please do,” I growled and cut the call. There wasn’t anything else I could say, really, so I ended the call. It was infuriating.

      “I know this is the work of Trent Thompson, I just know it is,” I said to the person across from me. Freddy, the man who had shown me the ropes around town, and who knew all the right hands to shake. Obviously, Trent Thompson did too.

      “It looks like he doesn’t want the competition, that’s for sure.” Freddy stubbed out a cigar and sipped at his brandy.

      “I don’t get it. The place is crawling with resorts. It runs out of rooms on a regular basis during the summer, but he wants to block me?”

      “Competition is fierce here, even if rooms do fill up. People want the newest, the latest, and they want a great experience. Something shiny and new at another hotel might draw the bookings away. Can’t say that I blame the fella, to be honest. It’s good strategy. Keep the new people out and you won’t have to compete so hard.”

      “Fuck him,” I growled and glared at Freddy. “Whose side are you on anyway?”

      “Yours, my new friend, but I’m a realistic man. I’m not going to piss on your head and tell you it’s raining. I’ll tell you the facts of life, and the truth is Trent doesn’t want you here. That’s a fact that can’t be changed.”

      I wondered for a moment if my past was the real culprit here. I’d been adopted, but not as a baby. I’d been old enough that the rumors that I’d killed my real parents had been plausible, if not likely. The rumors had persisted throughout my life. They’d included allegations of abuse, abuse so horrific that I’d snapped one day, killed my real parents, and ended up at an adoption agency. Like the questions about Jesse James, I didn’t bother to sway people’s opinion on the matter; it was pointless.

      Something like that followed you, and I could even find mentions of it in online forums still. It wasn’t talked about as much now, people soon had forgot about me, and more sensational killings eclipsed anything I might have allegedly done. Could that smidgen of history be the real reason Trent had worked so hard thus far to keep me out of the resort business here?

      “I’d like to kick a few levels of sense into that man.” Then I thought about it some more. “Actually, I think his brothers help run the business too. I’d like to break them all, show them they can’t keep me out.”

      Freddy looked at me with skepticism, but he nodded. “I don’t doubt you could do it too.”

      “I could, one way or another.” I couldn’t think of how though. The brothers had bought up a lot of the property I wanted, and they had now blocked the sale of the latest place I’d decided to make a bid on. How could I break them?

      It wasn’t a matter of money. I was a rich man, the properties I had on the west coast of America kept my bank balance eye-wateringly high, and I could buy almost any place I wanted to.

      I really liked the atmosphere of Myrtle Beach, though, and I wanted to expand out this way as soon as possible. “Damn them all.”

      I clenched my fist and pounded on the table. “What you need to do is relax, son. Ole Freddy will find you something. I promise.”

      I nodded at the man, but I knew his kind of friendship came with a price I’d have to repay at some point. I didn’t want to be beholden to him, and I wanted to find a place on my own. It didn’t look like that would happen, however.

      “Zoning laws suck here, by the way.” There was a lot of property I could buy, develop into a resort, and make a killing off of, but zoning laws dictated what could be built where here, and they restricted a lot of land. Those laws were in place mainly because of hurricanes and were meant to help conserve the lush beaches in the area. I could understand that, but still.

      “Can’t get around those. Many have tried and failed.” Freddy sat back in his seat at the bar we’d come to for drinks and a chat. We were in a dark corner, and the place was almost empty, so our conversation was private.

      “I’ll think of something.” I sipped at the beer I’d ordered but hadn’t touched yet. Liz had called the minute I sat down and dropped the latest bomb on me.

      “I’m sure you will,” Freddy said softly. “You heading over tonight?”

      I knew what he meant. Elmo’s. “Yeah, hopefully I’ll find something to take my mind off my troubles. I’m starting to get lonesome.”

      “What are the girls like in Kansas?” Freddy asked and tipped his empty glass at the bartender for another.

      “The same as here. It’s not all farms and windmills, you know? Our cities have some of the sweetest ladies you’ll ever find, and a lot of them are the right kind, if you know what I mean.”

      We chuckled together, and Freddy said he’d have to travel out that way one day. “Come see me, if I’m there. I travel a lot for business, but I’ll be glad to show you around if I’m there.”

      “That’d be great.” Freddy nodded. The air around us was relaxed, and it stayed that way as more people came in. You want to head over to Elmo’s?”

      “Yeah, let’s get out of here before it fills up too much. I hate crowds, and I know what it’ll be like in there by ten.”

      “Wild.” Freddy grinned as we paid our tab and left.

      When I got to Elmo’s, the parking lot had a few cars in it. Later, the party inside would be all but out of hand, but you wouldn’t be able to tell outside. Most people came by taxi, or had a driver drop them off. That parking lot would never fill up.

      I walked inside and found the music was already loud. It blared from the surround sound, and I saw Hayley, another dancer, on the stage giving it her all. I had been in Myrtle Beach for a couple of weeks now, and I hadn’t been laid since I got here. I was starting to get antsy, and the beauty on the stage caught my attention. She’d do for a night, maybe two.

      Three was my limit, but I didn’t always make that clear. I liked to keep my options open. I wasn’t ready to settle down, and when I did, the woman would have to be more than special to keep my interest. I had women from all over the country at my feet, night and day, if I wanted them. I didn’t need to be tied down to one just yet.

      Although, if I found the woman who could handle my kind of play … the woman on stage caught my attention again. She’d shifted into a new routine, one that had her writhing along the floor as she pounded her fist to the industrial music. She had a hard edge, the vixen on the stage, and might be an interesting partner. She’d definitely bite back.

      I forgot all about the Thompson family as the beauty dropped her top, and I was given a full display of large rosy nipples. The kind you could suck on and not get tired of. Sensitive nipples from the looks of them. The buds were tightly puckered, and the end stuck out at least half an inch. Yeah, the kind you could really get your teeth on.

      I felt a rush of blood straight down to my pants and adjusted myself. The way she bent over, in that tiny, little, frilly blue skirt with white trim made even more blood flow, and I had to shift around in my chair a little more. That ass, demarcated with garters that ran down her thighs, made the vision she was even more tempting. A quick fuck, even against a wall in the hallway, would be worth it just to feel that lush ass against my thighs.

      And in my palms. My hands twitched as I thought about it. She finished her set then, and a man came up to her. She melted into his arms, and I knew she was taken for the night, if not protected. Disappointment flooded through me, and I knew I’d lose it if I stayed there. Better to go into the dark confines below the building and find a dark spot to let my brain run free while I watched someone else partake in the game I wanted to play.

      I’d had play partners before, quite often really, and I loved the thrill of it all. It wasn’t always easy when you traveled the way I did, but every now and then I’d find someone who wanted to play as much as I did. I used the key Miss Maples had given to me and headed down the gas-lit hall. I knew where I was going and didn’t have to think about it.

      A new couple was there today. A woman, on her knees, her arms chained up over her head. She wore a mask, and it kept her long red hair from falling into her face. She wore a black PVC top that appeared to have been poured onto her torso and arms, and a pair of bright yellow panties. Something about those garish panties told me that her dom had put those panties on her.

      I knew the pair inside couldn’t see me or shadows of the people who walked by, but the man in there, in a mask that covered his entire head in black leather, looked in my direction. He moved to his sub; the small whip in his hands twitched along the woman’s breasts, and she stirred. Her head had hung down as if in capitulation until the brush of the leather against her nipples.

      She hissed in a breath, but the dom’s face didn’t turn back to his submissive. It stayed locked into place, on me. Could he see me, after all? I shifted around, shoved my hands down in the pocket of my trousers, and ignored the key card Miss Maples had given me a couple of nights ago. A grin spread over the man’s face, a red slash revealed by the open zipper over the mouth.

      The man moved, his head turned, and he reached out to the woman suddenly. With a hard yank, he twisted her nipple, and I saw her pained, surprised reaction in 3D. Her lips, painted a garish red that clashed with her hair, opened wide, her eyes were blindfolded so I couldn’t see them, but I knew they’d be open beneath the black scarf tied behind her head.

      Her nipples had gone tight, and the man stepped back to admire his work. He tweaked the other one, and she seemed prepared now. That was sad, I decided. I’d liked her response. I saw the woman bite her lip and let it go, and I knew it was a tease.

      This was all for the man in front of her. The man was fit, a giant compared to the tiny woman below him. She was slim, almost too small, but those nipples said she was all woman. Tucked against her feet perfectly, she had a round ass and slim thighs. Perfect for riding a giant.

      I waited, but nothing more happened. They spoke to each other, although I couldn’t hear exactly what was being said. I couldn’t decide if I really wanted to watch their display or just find a quiet room to jerk off in before I headed back up. I could always head out, do it in my room, and have a lot more privacy.

      I was about to turn away when the man took his cock in his hand and shoved it into the woman’s mouth. I saw her body relax as if she’d been tense all along, while she waited for the one thing she craved. Now that she had it, she could relax. But not really.

      I watched the display, my eyes attentive, as she took every inch of him. She was so small; I knew she shouldn’t have been able to swallow that entire length, but she did and tried to go for more. Her slim hands clenched and unclenched as if she had her hands on him, but she didn’t. She’d lost her control then.

      I smiled, but my eyes narrowed on her. I watched the signs of her total capitulation, the way her body leaned into his, the way she eagerly swallowed every inch of him, and the way she wanted more. She had even started to squirm in place on the black square she sat on. I could see she was bare below the waist, totally bare, in all regards.

      Every time he pulled away, slid out of her juicy mouth, the man’s foot tapped at her knee and her legs would open slightly. More and more until I could see the evidence of how excited she was, even from where I stood.  Blood surged in my cock, and I wanted to relieve the ache there, but I didn’t want to be the sad fuck jerking off in a hallway.

      The man hit a button, and the woman was lifted to her feet. There was a collar around her neck now that had her secured to a board. Inventive, I decided, but maybe a bit extreme for me. It did create a pretty picture, and the woman didn’t seem upset about it.

      She all but bounced on her feet as the man came up to her, lifted her legs, and wrapped them around his waist. She was at just the right height, and her body jolted as he’d thrust into her. Her hands were still working in their bindings, and I wondered if he’d taken the weight off of her shoulders. She’d be in too much pain otherwise.

      He had her ass cradled in his hands, and though it might look like he was out of control, he wasn’t. The woman was safe and was soon screaming with pleasure as her body jerked against the board. That was what I wanted. Now, to find it. I headed back upstairs, eager to find my own playmate.
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