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One




The gleaming steel elevator doors opened. Celeste waited a beat, sweeping her gaze over the interior of the car. Satisfied with her safety, she stepped inside. She swiped her key card and pressed the combination of buttons that led to Demure’s subbasement. As she descended, she smoothed her hands over the front of her skirt, checked the fit of her jacket, tugged her sleeves in place, and made sure her weapon didn’t ruin the line of her suit. Her black heels gleamed in the soft glow of the elevator lights. 

The doors chimed open. As before, she paused a moment before exiting to assess the situation. Her gaze landed on Bridget, lead sub of Demure. She’d been a professional rugby player, and her thick shoulders tested the limits of her suit jacket. She sank to her knees as Celeste stepped out of the elevator. Celeste indulged herself studying Bridget’s angular profile and dark eyes shining in the fluorescent lights of the hallway before Bridget lowered her gaze.

“Welcome, Mistress Choi. Mistress Yvonne is waiting for you in her office. We’ve moved it since your last time here.” She lifted her hand toward the right hall off the elevator lobby. “It’s two doors down on the left.”

“Thank you, Bridget.” Celeste took a step forward and rested her hand on Bridget’s head. She swept her hand over her crewcut, teasing her finger over the crisp edges. A vision of their last session rose along with Celeste’s desire. “It has been a minute. Did you miss me?”

“More than I dare say, Mistress,” Bridget husked out.

Celeste took advantage of her position to study the rise and fall of Bridget’s chest. She tugged Bridget’s earlobe before pinching it hard. “Are you working all night?”

A visible shiver shook Bridget’s body. “I’m scheduled until eleven, Mistress.”

“Meet me in the blue room after your shift.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Celeste released Bridget’s ear, stepped past her, and took the right hallway. The wide steel door of Yvonne Li’s office was painted black. In the center of the door, the emblem of the club shone red and silver. She rapped on the door. It slid open to reveal a bookcase-lined office and Yvonne behind her desk.

“You didn’t ask who it was,” Celeste chided.

“I’ve watched your spectacular ass from the time you entered.” Yvonne gestured to the wall of video monitors behind her. “And Bridget would never allow anyone not scheduled to disturb me in my office.

Celeste studied the bank of monitors. “Adequate. But every system has blind spots.”

“That’s why I have Lindsey and Bridget and their crew.”

Celeste shifted her gaze back to Yvonne. “You didn’t ask me here to critique your club’s security. And from the absence of subs, nor for a playdate. Why am I here, Yvonne?”

“I need a favor.”

Celeste opened her suit coat before she eased herself into the leather chair across from Yvonne’s desk. “Favor?”

“I need your personal protection services.”

Celeste moved to the edge of her chair. “Didn’t you just tell me how much you trust Lindsey and Bridget and the others with your safety?”

“Not for me. Anyone who came after me would have to go through them. I trust them with my life and with the lives of my family. I need your services for someone else.”

Celeste leaned back in her chair. “No. Not no, but fuck no. I’m out of the business. Let me call one of my former associates for you.” A chill chased down Celeste’s spine. “What the hell, Yvonne?” She shoved away her annoyance with both hands. She studied the dark circles under her friend’s eyes. “Is someone after Mai?”

Yvonne shook her head. “No. A dear friend.”

“Friend?”

“Sub.”

“Is she one of yours? Why can’t Lindsey handle it?”

“Because it’s beyond her expertise. I need someone with international experience.”

Celeste raised her gaze to the ceiling before bringing it back to Yvonne. “I’ll get you some names.”

“Damn it, Celeste, I don’t need names. I need you.” Yvonne’s eyes blazed fire. “She’s in danger. Has no idea how much. She is delulu and thinks I’m overreacting.”

Celeste huffed out a breath and rubbed the back of her neck. “I know you and Sally have an agreement, but you seem very invested in this woman.”

“What Sally and I have is none of your business. Yes, I am invested in her survival. Look, are you going to help me or not?” Yvonne pushed her hair back with her hand. “I’m not going to beg but you’re the only person for this job. Please. I am asking as your friend and as one Mistress to another.”

Celeste lifted a shoulder. “Look, you got me out of more than one jam. But my credentials are not up to-date. I let it all go after that mess with the Burlingtons. I’m not—”

“This is off the books.” Yvonne drew her fingers over a dark-blue file folder on the desk.

Celeste squinted. “Protection off the books? Who did she kill?”

“No one. But some people have spent and will spend a large portion of their lives behind bars because of her.”

“Drugs? I don’t fuck with drug cartels.” Celeste smoothed her fingers over the hem of her short skirt.

“You mean you don’t anymore.” Yvonne held her gaze.

“Water under the bridge. So, what is it?”

“Art.”

“Art?”

She was a key witness in an international art fraud case.”

“And?”

“And in the last nine months, six members of the prosecutor’s office and investigative team involved with the case have died under suspicious circumstances. Car accidents, falls from high places, or simply vanished. On the surface it seems like a series of coincidences.” Yvonne leaned back in her wheelchair.

“So let the feds handle it.” Celeste shifted in her seat.

Yvonne lifted a perfectly shaped brow. “Are you high? Did you hear what I said? Might as well put a target on her back if the feds get involved.”

Celeste squirmed under Yvonne’s withering gaze. “It’s not— I don’t think—”

“Forget it. Get out.” Yvonne spun her wheelchair around, showing Celeste her back. Icy waves of anger radiated from her. Celeste studied the set of her shoulders. Yvonne had remained her friend when others had walked away, helped her when no one else would. Yvonne stood up to a powerful family on Celeste’s behalf and won. She owed her a debt she never expected to be able to repay.

Celeste stood and rounded the desk. “Hey. Look at me.”

“I don’t want to see your face. I believed you when you said you would do anything for me. For eight years I haven’t asked you for a damn thing.”

Guilt pricked Celeste’s skin. She shoved aside her fear. “I’ll do it.”

Yvonne kept her head turned from Celeste’s face. “No. I don’t need your pity. Nor resigned agreement. Get out. Leave me to think.”

“No. I’m not leaving. You said no one else can do this job. Let me do this. Sorry, I said no. You know why.”

“I do. And I’ll tell you now what I did then. None of it was your fault. Your client lied to you. Deliberately disobeyed your instructions. Her death was her own doing. I wouldn’t ask for your help if I didn’t think you are the one person who might be able to keep Lou safe.”

“Lou? Fuck boi Lou?” Celeste stepped back and away from Yvonne.

Yvonne spun her chair to face Celeste. “Don’t slut-shame. Yes, Lou. She is a flirt. As you have witnessed, no doubt. But she is the least promiscuous person I know.”

Celeste rested her hands on her hips. “She’s a trust fund baby. She could afford all the protection she needs. Why is this your responsibility?” She cocked her head. “Is she yours?”

“As much as she is anyone’s.” Yvonne rubbed her hands together. “She started coming here as a fresh-faced twenty-three-year-old, a fine arts graduate student, green as hell.”

“You trained her? Were you her first Mistress?” Celeste squinted, trying to imagine Yvonne with a butch sub.

“No. Not my type. But I arranged for others to teach her protocol, safety, and consent. She’s evolved into a sub who makes every Mistress she ever scened with hungry for more. She’s skilled in all the right ways, and she knows it. She has used it to get whatever and whoever she wants.” Yvonne pursed her lips. “She’s cocky as hell and dares you take her down. A top from the bottom ass, but her submission is tantalizing and addictive. She could have her pick of Mistresses.”

“So why isn’t she someone’s? No one strong enough for her?”

“No. She came close once. It ended badly.”

“How badly?”

“Stalking. Restraining order for the Mistress. I blame myself I didn’t see the signs.”

Celeste crossed to the chair opposite Yvonne’s desk. She shed her suit coat before she sat. “Give me her file.”

Yvonne laid her hand on top of it. “No going back once you see this.”

Celeste tilted her head and met Yvonne’s gaze. “When have I ever backed down?”

Yvonne shoved the file toward Celeste. “I won’t remind you of you closing your business and ghosting the world for the last eight years.”

“Don’t. And I wasn’t ghosting anyone. I want a quiet life.”

“Quiet lives are overrated.” Yvonne lifted her chin. “What can I get you to drink while you’re reading?”

“A nonalcoholic ginger beer.”

Yvonne’s mouth lifted in a crooked grin. “Ahh yes, you’re seeing Bridget later. She’s missed you. What do you have planned for her?”

“What are you—a lip reader? Or do you have the place wired for sound as well as video?”

“Wired for both.”

Celeste shifted her gaze from Yvonne’s eager expression to the clock. “I’m not telling you anything. Tune in later if you’re curious.” She opened the thick folder.

Yvonne called in their drink order while Celeste scanned the first page of Lou’s file. The passport photo clipped to the first page didn’t do Lou justice, but then how could an image capture the essence of a sexy bold butch unafraid to be herself?


      ***“No. I refuse to go into hiding.” Lou stirred her coffee before placing it on the table. The sun streamed into the break room, cutting a sharp line across the table. She opened her lunch bag and removed her sandwich. The scent of fresh bread, grape jelly, and peanut butter made her mouth water.

“Yvonne is not given to hysterics. If she says you need protection, you do.” Amari sipped her water.

“So, a few people had unfortunate accidents? Doesn’t mean there’s a conspiracy.” Lou shifted in her seat. “I’m done talking about this. Did you see my proposal for the joint lecture series? I’ve got buy-in from the department heads. It would be such an amazing opportunity for our students.”

“I did. We have space in the library schedule, but I think we’ll need larger venues for some of the speakers. If we tinker with the numbers, even with the budget cuts, I think we can get it past administration.”

Lou drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “Money. It always comes down to money.” She took a bite of her sandwich and chewed slowly, savoring the simple tastes. No matter how bad her day, her lunch always made it better.

“Is it why you don’t want to hire protection?” Amari tucked the last of her sandwich into her mouth.

Lou squinted at Amari. “No. And I said I wasn’t going to discuss it anymore.”

Amari wiped her mouth and folded her arms over her chest. “I didn’t agree to it. Why are you being an ass about it? Do you think you’re bulletproof?”

“No one has been shot. I’m not going to run and hide like a frightened rabbit. If I were in real danger, don’t you think the police would contact me? Wouldn’t they offer me protection?”

Amari tilted her head. “If all these deaths are listed as accidents, they’re not going to do anything. They’re as foolish as you are, in refusing to see the pattern of the deaths. People involved in the case have moved. The deaths are scattered through a number of jurisdictions. No one is paying attention. Carolyn Voight’s group has long arms and international connections. Your testimony cost her millions, not to mention her freedom.”

“It’s been five years.”

“Right. Long enough some of her people have completed their sentences. Do you really think being in white collar prison is stopping her from continuing to orchestrate crimes?”

Lou studied Amari’s expression. “Did you know? Or did Yvonne tell you everything so you had more leverage to force me to do what she wants?”

Amari lifted her shoulder. “She gave me some insights into why she’s worried. I’m worried too.”

Lou shifted her gaze from Amari’s dark eyes and fearful expression. “I’m not paying for some hulking asshat to follow me everywhere and frighten my neighbors and students. Fuck that. Fuck her for trying to manipulate me. I’m a sub. I own who I am, but I’m not going to be forced to pay for what I don’t need.”

“Are you having money trouble?” Amari placed her palms flat on the table. She kept her voice mild in the face of Lou’s anger.

“Fuck no. I have enough. I could wipe my ass with dollar bills, but it doesn’t mean I want to waste it. I’m this close to having enough to add a twenty-residency wing to the shelter. So queer kids whose asshole parents kick them out have somewhere to go.” Lou grabbed Amari’s hand and squeezed hard. “Your mom is a gem. Your dad was your biggest champion. He loved you. Your mom loves you. I didn’t have that. I wouldn’t wish my parents on anyone. If it hadn’t been for my grandfather taking me in—” She swallowed the anger tightening her throat. “He ruined his relationship with my father because he loved me. A lot of kids don’t have anyone to support them. I want to make sure they don’t have to do the things I did to survive before my grandfather found me. His estate set me up for life. I want to share his legacy of love.” She closed her eyes against painful memories and the ache in her heart. “Protection like Yvonne is talking about is not in my budget.”

“If something happens to you, what will happen to the shelter? Who will fund the addition?”

“If something happens to me, my life insurance and my estate will be enough to pay for two additions. It’s a win-win situation.”

Amari yanked her hand away from Lou. “It’s all a joke to you.” She jabbed her finger against the table. “People are dead. And you could be next.”

Lou stood. “My death would be a blip on the radar. Nothing more, nothing less. I’m single. Have no kids. No pets. Most folks wouldn’t notice if I existed or not.”

Amari’s glare could have cut glass. “That’s what you think? What about your friends? Me? Thalia? Yvonne? Sally?”

Lou lifted her shoulder and let it fall. “You have one another.”

Amari stood and squared her shoulders. “What about the kids at the center?”

Lou flushed with anger. “What about them?”

“What kind of role model are you to be so cavalier about your safety?”

“Role model? Are you high? I’ve never presented myself as a role model.”

“As a parent let me be clear. Kids listen to half of what you say but pay one hundred percent attention to what you do.”

Lou rubbed the back of her neck. “Fuck. That was a low blow.”

“I like to win. If your kids see you not giving a damn if you die, how do you think it’s going to play out?”

Lou winced. “I get it. I get it. Damn it. Why’d you bring the kids into it?”

Amari straightened her tie. “A good Domme always knows a sub’s weak spot. And Yvonne knows yours.”

Lou shoved her hands in her pockets. “I didn’t agree to anything.”

Amari’s smile cut through Lou’s frustration. “Not yet. But you will.” She picked up her lunch trash and tossed it into the bin. “Come on. Bring your sandwich and walk me to my office. Let’s see if we can trim the numbers on the series so we can get it past Pamela’s red pen.”








  
  
Two




In the quiet of the early morning of the dojang, Celeste rolled her shoulders and stretched out her deltoids. From the upper-story windows light shone over the canvas mat. Random brown stains decorated the faded canvas. A collage created by hard evidence of miscues while sparring. Her blood had helped add to the intricate pattern of stains. Dutch’s martial arts studio functioned as a second home for Celeste. A safe space to practice her deadly skills and keep herself sharp, with twenty-four-hour access. At least she wouldn’t have to get in shape for this job. A rivulet of sweat ran along her backbone. She pulled her tank top forward to stop the madding tickle. 

The clock on the wall flashed and beeped, indicting her rest period was over. She settled into her stance before she raised her fists and faced the heavy free-standing workout bag to start her final training round. She executed a front punch, hook, followed by a knee strike, spin kick, palm heel strike, knee strike, step back, side kick face high, back fist, side kick waist high, knee strike, elbow strike, and repeated the pattern until the timer buzzed signaling the end of her workout round. She picked at her hand wraps, peeling the Velcro and unwrapping the soaking wet fabric. Nothing like beating the hell out of the bag to settle her mind and body.

“What’s up, Auntie?”

Celeste turned toward her niece. “Nothing.”

“Means something.” Rachel picked up Celeste’s water bottle and a towel from the shelf by the door. She strolled to Celeste and held them out to her.

Celeste draped the towel around her neck and took the water bottle. She flipped the cap, tilted her head back, and gulped the cool water.

“Don’t make yourself sick trying to avoid my question.” Rachel rested her hands on her hips.

Celeste lowered the bottle. “I took a job.”

Rachel pursed her lips and waited a beat before answering. “Second thoughts?”

“None. But—” Celeste shifted her gaze to the floor.

“But?” Rachel closed the distance. “I’m grown now. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“I know.” Celeste squared her shoulders. “I’m worried about the client. She’s convinced she doesn’t need protection. And resistant clients are challenging to keep safe.”

“You’re the best. You’ve never lost anyone.”

Celeste lifted an eyebrow. “You and Yvonne may be able to attribute Felicity Burlington’s death as a result of her own actions but I—”

“Can’t let it go? I hate to break it to you, Auntie, but you’re not omnipotent. You did everything you could. Auntie Yvonne and the jury and everyone who knows the truth knows it wasn’t your fault. For fuck’s sake, she seduced you, drugged you, and snuck out. How could anyone protect a determined idiot from themselves?”

Celeste blew out a breath. “I’ve heard this argument before. I shouldn’t have let your Auntie Yvonne babysit you as much as she did.”

Rachel laughed. “I wouldn’t have gone to law school if it wasn’t for her. Come on.” She stepped closer and laid her hand on Celeste’s forearm. “You’re the best. I believe in you. So does Auntie Yvonne. You need to believe in yourself. Where’s my fierce Auntie who fought for custody when my parents spilt? If not for you who knows where I would have ended up.”

Celeste sighed and took another sip of water. “Still here. How’s your Mandarin?”

“Not as good as my Korean, but passible. Better than my Thai. Why?”

“I need to put out some feelers. I need your help with some of the correspondence.”

“If I can’t handle it, I have some friends from law school who would help with whatever you need.”

“Only if you would trust them with your life.”

“That bad?” Rachel lifted her chin.

Celeste glanced at the clock. “I don’t want to discuss it in the open. You have time to talk now?”

“My class doesn’t start for an hour.”

“Why are you here so early?”

The corner of Rachel’s mouth lifted. “Dutch is teaching today.”

“How’s that going?” Celeste led the way to the change room.

“I’ll know after class.” Rachel settled her workout bag on the floor before she sat in one of the chairs positioned outside the door of the locker room.

“Out in a few.”

“Don’t rush. I have some email I can catch up on.” Rachel pulled her phone from her workout bag.

Celeste entered the code for the locker room and flicked on the overhead lights. She tugged the sweaty towel from her neck and tossed it into the laundry hamper. Once she’d opened her locker door, she draped her hand wraps over the hook inside. She grabbed her shower bag and towel. The floor was cool under her feet as she crossed the tile to the showers. She flicked the shower handle to start the flow before she hung her towel and stripped out of her sticky workout clothes.

After checking the water temperature with her hand, she stepped under the warm spray. She pulled the elastic from her hair, allowing its length to fall. With her back to the spray, she let the water flow over her, washing away the sweat from her workout. The woodsy scent of the shampoo she used rose up as she washed her hair, then her body with the matching body wash the dojang stocked.

Her fingers traveled over her body. Various scars littered her skin; tactile memories of each time she had earned her clients’ safety by sacrificing her own. After reading Lou’s file, no matter what Lou thought, Celeste believed she was in danger. Carolyn Voight wouldn’t be satisfied until everyone who’d dismantled her lucrative art forgery business was punished. Celeste wouldn’t be deterred by a spoiled brat of a sub, no matter how gorgeous.

The collection of candid photos from Demure in the brief Yvonne provided had fired Celeste’s imagination and fueled her session with Bridget. Her nipples hardened as a vision of Lou bound to a Saint Andrew’s cross rose up, her smirk and bright eyes daring the Mistress to break her. “Stop. Business. This is business. Keep your head in the game, Choi.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes as she spoke out loud to remind herself it was a job, no matter how pleasurable it would be to watch over a handsome butch.


      ***The moon cast shadows over the brick pathways crisscrossing campus. Lou strode along the narrow path across the quad. Small groups of students hurried along the intersecting walkways. The clock tower chimed half ten. She cut across the pitch next to the tennis courts. With the main campus behind her, the only sound was the chirp of crickets.

Lou replayed her day in her thoughts as she walked. She didn’t argue with Amari over many things. She was Lou’s mentor and friend from her first day on campus, assisting her with understanding and navigating the politics of the university. Lou chewed her lip, annoyed with herself for letting Amari poke her weak points and forcing her to consider the effects of her actions on the kids she worked with at the shelter.

Lou worked hard to be the adult they could trust. It was, for many of them, a first. What would happen to them if Lou were gone? Lou had been there. Alone. Freaked out. Fearful that every adult she met would turn her in. That they would force her to return to her parents who cared more about their reputations than they ever did Lou. Focused on her thoughts, Lou tripped over a high spot on the field. She staggered and caught her balance before she wiped out. Her briefcase swung wildly and clocked her in the face.

“Fuck.” She rubbed the spot on her chin. Lou straightened and adjusted her briefcase strap. Would this day ever be over?

A high-pitched scream rang out over the field before it cut off sharply. Lou spun in the direction of the sound. A large hedge of cedar trees surrounded the tennis court and blocked her view. Scuffling sounds and branches swaying caught her attention. She ran toward the movement. As she approached, a woman crawled from under the lowest tree branches and scrambled to her feet. Eyes wide, she sprinted toward the announcer’s booth and the emergency call box at the end of the field. A man emerged from the hedge and chased after her. Lou dropped her briefcase and ran. She angled across the grass to intercept the pair.

Tall, with long legs, the man was gaining on the woman. Lou sprinted to catch him before he reached her. She focused her gaze on his back. He caught the woman from behind and knocked her down. His rough breathing sounds reached Lou’s ears. The woman shoved the man’s shoulders and swung her fists. Lou arrived as the woman landed a solid punch to the man’s ear. Wordless, he slapped her. Lou paused long enough to set her feet, then kicked him square in the face.

Blood spurted from his nose. He fell to his back. “Fucking bitch.” He rolled over and pushed up to his knees. He stood and shook his head, sending blood flying. He swayed as he reached behind his back and pulled out a knife.

The woman scrambled to her feet and kicked the knife away before she grabbed the back of the man’s head with both hands. She raised her knee as she pulled his head down, smashing him in the face. He crumpled and fell forward. This time he stayed down. The woman kicked his limp body in the stomach again before she lifted her foot as if to stomp his head.

“No!” Lou stepped forward and grabbed her arm to pull her away. “Stop.”

The woman’s eyes were wild, her pupils dilated. Her chest heaved as she stared at Lou.

“He’s not going anywhere.” Lou stared at the disheveled woman. “You okay?”

The woman shook off Lou’s grip. “Do I fucking look okay? Motherfucker tried to rape me.” She tugged the torn front of her shirt closed.

“Stupid of me to ask.” Lou planted her foot in the middle of the man’s back in case he stirred. She pulled her phone from her pocket. The screen glowed and she thumbed the emergency call button.

“Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

Lou provided the details of the events, then hung up, called the campus police, and did the same. The woman paced the area, muttering to herself. She stopped a short distance away. “You got anything I can mark where his knife landed?” Lou asked her. “Like a tissue or something? I don’t want to touch it.”

“In my backpack back by the tennis courts. But I’m not going anywhere until the police arrive.” The woman wandered back to Lou’s side. “He’s not dead, is he? Fuck, that would be my luck.” Her eyes were bright in the moonlight.

“No. He’s breathing.” Lou eyed the man’s back rising and falling. “Where’d you learn to fight like that?”

“My brothers work law enforcement.”

“You a student?”

“Part-time. I’m Linda. Fuck, I’m going to be late for my shift.”

“Your shift?”

“I work third shift at Frankie’s.” Linda squinted at Lou. “Can I borrow your phone?”

Lou passed Linda her phone.

“You work here?” Her face was swelling where the man had hit her. She dialed a number. “Yeah, it’s me. I had some trouble. I’m gonna be late. I dunno. I’ll call you later.” She lifted a trembling hand and held Lou’s phone out to her. “You have free coffee for life from me. Thanks for keeping me from killing him.”

“I’m the curator of the campus museum.” Lou shrugged out of her coat and held it out to Linda.

She waved the offer away. “No. I’m fine.”

“You’re not. When your adrenaline wears off, you’re going to freeze. Take it.”

“Okay. But don’t let me forget to give it back to you.” Linda took the jacket and pulled it on around her shoulders. The coat swallowed her thin frame, the sleeves covering her hands.

Police sirens cut through the night. Flashing blue and red lights from several squad cars illuminated the parking lot next to the tennis courts. Lou stifled her response to the police’s arrival.

Security and solace for some, for much of Lou’s young life the police had meant she was in trouble again. Another ride to the police station. Another argument with her parents. Her grandfather having to make another trip down to prove he was her guardian after her parents had lost custody. Lou rubbed the back of her neck, trying to ward off a headache.

“Some fucking security we got. They’re on campus and the local cops still got here first.” Linda raked her hand through her long hair, pulling bits of cedar needles from the wild tangle.

The first officer arrived, huffing from his run across the green. “You the ladies reported the assault?” He flashed his light over the two of them. “Ah jeez, Linda, it’s you?”

“Yeah, Tommy it’s me.” Linda wrapped her arms around herself. “Is Jed on too?”

“Nah, he’s home with Cathleen.” He lifted his chin at the unconscious man. “He touch you?”

“He tried.”

Tommy turned his gaze to Lou. “You the woman who called? Ms. Chavez?”

“It’s Doctor. Doctor Chavez.”

“Sorry, Doc.”

Lou stifled her eye roll and decided to not disabuse the officer of what kind of doctor she was. Linda fidgeted with her hands. Her eyes were fixed on the man at their feet. Tommy kneeled next to the man and placed his finger against his neck. He unclipped his radio and called for an ambulance. He stood and pulled out a note pad, glanced at his watch, and scribbled on the paper.

The campus police chief arrived in a golf cart outfitted with a blue flashing light bar accompanied by two of the security guards.

“Evening, officer.” He inclined his head toward the group. “We’ll take it from here.”

“No. You won’t. You will get back in your golf cart and haul your butt back where you belong.” Tommy’s glare would have cut glass.

The chief sputtered. “This is private property.”

“Within the city, and this was an assault. So, unless you want me to hit you with interfering with an active investigation, you need to make yourself useful by keeping the lookie-loos away from here.”

The security chief opened his mouth as if to say something, snapped it closed, and motioned for his group to follow him. The golf cart shifted wildly as they climbed aboard. They sped off in the direction of the crowd that had formed near the police cars.

Lou lifted her hand to her mouth to hide her smile. Long an advocate for all sexual assaults to be handled by the city police, she had called them first, unwilling to have the school hide yet another assault case under the pretext of protecting students. Their desire to cover their own asses for piss-poor lighting and failure to hire adequately trained staff to protect the students grated every one of Lou’s nerves.

Two more police officers arrived. Lou waited off to the side while Linda gave her statement and walked the other officer over to where the man’s knife lay. The emergency squad arrived as the third officer introduced herself to Lou.

“I’m Officer Morgan.” She flipped to a fresh page in her notebook. “I understand you intervened in the attack?”

The officer took her contact information before Lou explained what she had seen and done to help Linda escape the man.

“You get any of his blood on you?”

Lou looked down at her wingtips. “I don’t know.”

Office Morgan bent over and shone her light on Lou’s shoes. Other than a scuff mark they were clean. She straightened. “Thank you, Dr. Chavez. We’ll be in touch if we need more information.”

“Am I free to go?” Lou glanced toward Linda, who was now in deep conversation with Tommy.

“Yes.” The officer shifted closer to Lou. “And thank you for intervening.”

“How could I not?” Lou stared into Officer Morgan’s eyes.

“You’d be surprised how many folks turn their heads and walk away, fearful of getting hurt themselves.”

“That’s not me.”

“No. And I appreciate it. Linda is like family to us. Always ready with a hot plate of food and coffee that could wake the dead. So, thank you.”

A hand on her arm startled her. “Here.” Linda, accompanied by an emergency technician, was at her elbow. Clutching a blanket around her shoulders, she held out Lou’s jacket toward her. “Thank you.” She peered into Lou’s eyes. “For everything. I meant what I said about the coffee.”

“I—you’re welcome.” Lou took her jacket from Linda’s hands. She fished around in the inside pocket and pulled out her card. “If you have any problems with anyone from the university, or if you need anything, call me. I’m in my office most weekdays.”

Linda took the card from Lou. “Thanks.”

She turned away and headed back across the field, accompanied by the emergency techs and Tommy. Lou slipped her jacket on and walked back to where she had abandoned her bag. A headache bloomed behind her eyes. Too much stress, not enough food. She snagged her briefcase off the grass where she had tossed it, slung it over her shoulder, and walked to her car.








  
  
Three




“Cletus, for fuck sake. I am trying to get out of here without you all over me.” Celeste used both hands to move her cat. He landed with a thump, meowed in protest, made a tight circle around her legs, and sat on her foot. 

“I miss you too, buddy.” She rubbed his head. “Cuddles when I get home. Promise.” He rubbed his face against her hand once and stalked off toward the kitchen.

Celeste snatched a lint roller off the side table and rolled it over the orange and white cat hair stuck to her corset. Her phone chimed. After one last swipe at her top, she shrugged into her loose overshirt, picked up her phone and her handbag, and stepped into her black pumps.

“Be good.” She called over her shoulder as she exited the front door. At the curb a long black car idled. She tugged the door closed and entered the code to set the deadbolt and the alarm.

With quick steps, she strode the length of her front walk. The streetlight came on as the driver exited the car, rounded the bumper, and opened the door for her. She flicked her eyes to the driver’s face. “Good evening, Lindsey.”

“Good evening, Mistress.”

“Get in,” Yvonne called from the backseat.

“Give her a minute, babe.” Sally’s voice filtered out.

Celeste entered the car, took a seat opposite Yvonne and Sally, and fastened her seatbelt. “Are we in a rush?” She inclined her head toward Sally. “So good to see you again, Sally.”

“The pleasure is mine, Mistress.” Sally lifted her chin. “That is an exquisite skirt.”

“Thank you.”

“Lindsey, is there a reason the car is not moving?”

“No, Mistress.” The car pulled away from the curb.

“Are you sceneing The Devil Wears Prada tonight? What the hell, Yvonne?” Celeste fastened her seatbelt.

“Lou is particular about her schedule. If we miss her when she arrives, we’ll have to wait until after her session.”

Celeste crossed her arms over her chest. “What if she says no?”

“What if she does? She’s not paying you.”

Celeste pursed her lips; waited a beat before she spoke. “I’m not going to force my services on anyone. Consent is nonnegotiable. I cannot and will not provide services to someone who does not want them. I’ve lived that dream. I’m never doing it again. From Lou’s file she’s had many occasions where people forced themselves or their ideas on her. I’m not joining the list.” Celeste met Yvonne’s hard gaze with one of her own.

“Fine.” Yvonne looked away from Celeste’s face.

Sally picked up Yvonne’s hand in her own and cradled it. “Yvonne won’t say it, but I will.” Celeste watched as Yvonne’s hand tightened on Sally’s.

“No.”

“Yes. She needs to know.” Sally peered into Celeste’s face. “Yvonne loves Lou as much as her family. She would do anything, kill for her, do you understand?”

“I do. But I won’t work with folks who don’t want to work with me. I can’t do my job if they don’t follow my directions. I’m sorry but it’s a hard limit with me. Either Lou agrees, or you find someone else for this.”

Yvonne shifted in her seat. “I told you it wouldn’t make any difference.” She tugged her hand free from Sally’s grip.

Celeste lifted her gaze to Yvonne. “Have you shown Lou what’s in her file? About the others?

“No. I didn’t want to frighten her. She doesn’t respond well to pressure.” Yvonne rubbed her fingers over her knee.

“No one does. But she needs to know the truth, to know what she’s dealing with. Who she’s dealing with.”

Yvonne pressed her lips together in a thin line. “I don’t want her to see the photos.”

“She’s an adult, Yvonne. You can’t protect her forever.” Sally lifted Yvonne’s hand and held it to her cheek. “Your heart is always in the right place. But in this you’re wrong. Lou deserves the truth. No matter how ugly. How can she make a good decision if she doesn’t know the danger? You would never scene with a sub without a solid conversation about hard limits and safe words. This is no different.”

Yvonne lifted her shoulders and let them fall. She rested her chin on her chest.

Celeste clasped her hands together. She studied Yvonne’s body language, her internal struggle visible as her expression morphed from resignation to determination.

Yvonne shifted her grip and tugged Sally’s hand to her lips. She closed her eyes and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “You’re right, my love. As always.” She cupped the back of Sally’s neck and kissed her.

Celeste shifted her gaze from the tender scene. Envy crept along her spine. What would it be like to have a true partner? Someone who knew you even better than you knew yourself? Someone to call you on your foolish stubbornness when necessary? The car banked as Lindsey made the turn onto the highway. Sally and Yvonne’s whispered conversation and the subtle sounds of their kissing filtered through the car. Celeste shut her ears and focused her gaze on the other cars surrounding them.

Lindsey slowed and braked, then shifted toward the exit ramp. Not the one they needed to take for Demure.

Celeste scanned the back windshield. A grey town car crossed three lanes of traffic, cutting off a truck to follow them. “Lindsey.”

“I made them when we passed Creston. I’ve got it.” She braked as if to exit the interstate. The car followed on their bumper.

Celeste lifted her phone to snap a photo of the car. The angle of the windshield hid most of the driver’s face. She cursed Ohio’s lack of front license plates. She lowered her phone and lifted her bag. She opened the concealed carry zipper and flipped the retaining strap off her pistol, ensuring quick access if required. A surge of adrenaline sped through her veins. Possible scenarios spun out in her head. All the ways they were vulnerable; ways to keep them all safe. Her shift into protective mode was as easy as breathing.

Yvonne lifted her arm, draped it over Sally’s shoulder, and hugged her close. “Did you get it?”

“Yes. At least a partial of the driver’s face. The passenger has a scarf draped to cover their face.” Celeste stared into the car.

“Hold on, Mistresses.”

Celeste grabbed the roof handle. Sally did the same, her knuckles white against the dark plastic, and wrapped her other arm around Yvonne’s waist to anchor her.

Lindsey sped up, leaving the exit ramp at the last possible moment. At the top of the curve, she swerved back onto the interstate, earning a long horn blast from the trucker she cut off. The car following them was forced to exit. Lindsey switched lanes, using the truck for cover until she was past the exit, then wove her way to the fast lane. The engine wound out as she pushed the limits of the limo. Yvonne’s face was a mask of anger, Sally’s eyes wide as they shot forward, passing other cars as if they were parked.

Celeste scanned the lanes behind and around them. Satisfied they had lost their pursuers, she relaxed against the seat back. “Maybe you’re the one I should be protecting. Nice driving, Lindsey.”

“Thank you, Mistress Celeste. Mistress Yvonne, I’ll call Bridget to meet us in the underground garage. We’ll send Corey and Elizabeth to cover the farm. I think it’s best we leave this car at the club tonight and switch to the van for the ride home. I’ll tell the front desk to shut down the public side of the house. Tell everyone it’s a surprise special event, and members only tonight.”

“Thank you, Lindsey.” Yvonne’s brow furrowed. “Make sure you send the people to the farm first.”

“Mistress Celeste?”

“Yes?”

“Can you think of any other measures we should take?” Lindsey exited onto the ramp leading to downtown.

Celeste ran Lindsey’s plan through her head. “When you talk to the desk, tell them from now on all deliveries to the club are to be taken at the parking lot front gate. Call the front gate. Tell them no vehicles in the club lot or the garage unless they belong to members. Have the others in the crew inspect all arriving vehicles and any that have arrived today; I don’t care who they belong to. Add extra people to watch for cars idling at the curb.”

“I should have thought of that, Mistress. Thank you.”

“Thank you, Lindsey, for making my job easier. That was a fantastic bit of driving.”

“Just doing my job, Mistress.”

The pride in Lindsey’s voice made Celeste smile. “Can you get access to explosive detection dogs?”

“I can try, Mistress. I have some favors I can call in.”

“Do it if you can.” Celeste inhaled and exhaled slowly. “So it begins.”

“I thought we’d have more time.” Yvonne leaned forward and gripped Celeste’s hand. “Thank you for agreeing to this. We have to make Lou understand. These people are serious. Her head on a platter is the only thing that will satisfy Carolyn Voight.”

“I don’t think hers is the only head at risk.” Celeste settled back into her seat. The familiar sensation of relaxed focus filled her as she scanned the vehicles and lanes around them for danger. This was her calling. Her place in the world. And no matter how much she had lied to herself, she had missed it. Missed the mental challenge and the rush of power when she took control of a situation.

Abandoned buildings with broken windows surrounded them. Sketchy characters loitered along the streets as they cruised through the city toward Demure. Lindsey piloted the car down a narrow alley to the garage door. She pulled in next to the security gate. Celeste unbuckled her seatbelt. She shifted to the back seat to sit next to Yvonne and Sally. She lifted her bag, settled it on her lap, gripped the handle of her pistol, and flipped the safety off.

One of the most vulnerable times for any protectee was entering and exiting vehicles. Lindsey rolled the window down to scan her palm on the security reader. The metal door to the garage rose slowly. Celeste shifted her gaze from side to side, watching the sidewalks on either side of them. Lindsey’s window hissed closed as she drove forward. The brightly lit garage opened before them. Bridget and several women Celeste had not met stood by the elevators leading to the club.

Celeste flipped the safety into place on her pistol and released her grip. She zipped the pocket closed. “You need to install a remote control for the gate so Lindsey doesn’t have to stop. You were exposed for at least five minutes while we waited for the garage door.”

“Isn’t it a bigger risk to have it open without our car blocking the drive? Couldn’t someone drive in ahead of us?” Sally frowned.

“If it happened, Lindsey could keep driving. Sitting still and not having any room to maneuver if someone pulled up behind, blocking you in, is more dangerous. You would be trapped. Even if this car has armor, it’s not bomb proof.”

“I’ll get the team on it.” Yvonne patted Sally’s thigh. “And we’ll change it on the farm. Don’t worry, my love.”

“You might as well tell me not to breathe.” Sally slid across the seat. Lindsey opened the rear for Sally to exit.

“She loves you.” Celeste stated the obvious, compelled to remind Yvonne of the preciousness of what she had with Sally.

“More than I deserve.” Yvonne scooted herself to the edge of the car seat.

Bridget brought her electric wheelchair close to the car and assisted Yvonne with her transfer.

Celeste opened her door and exited. She paused to survey the garage and the cluster of people around Yvonne and Sally. Satisfied they were safe, for now, she followed the group toward the elevator and her meeting with Lou.


      ***Lou paced the small room. She glanced at her watch. The muted sounds of the club filtered through the walls. She sat on the spanking bench. Where the hell was Yvonne? Why had she agreed to this? She closed her eyes and rehearsed her argument as to why personal protection was a waste of money for her. Why it wouldn’t matter if she ceased to exist. She stood, paced again, her long strides devouring the room. When had it happened? When had she become so fixated on the clock, lived her life by alarms and chimes, always worried she was late or forgetting things? Agitation built as time strung out. She was not going to miss her session with Mistress Anne.

The moments she surrendered control to a Mistress were the only peaceful ones of her existence and worth every penny. She flushed as heat rose in her body, a response to memories of past sessions and the way pain swept everything from her mind and allowed her to feel everything.

The door cracked open behind her. She spun toward the sound before she dropped to her knees and lowered her head. The soft whir of Yvonne’s power wheelchair filled her ears. The tap-tap of heels accompanied her. She peered from under her lashes. Next to Yvonne’s wheels was a pair of red-bottomed black pumps. Not Sally’s style. Curious, Lou risked a glance up. The woman who stood over her was tall, at least as tall as Lou, with heels imposingly so. Her shapely legs were wrapped in dark silk hose. She drank in the tailored black pencil skirt and the blood-red corset above it laced with black cording. The woman’s face was a dream. A lush mouth covered in red lipstick, light-brown skin stretched over wide cheekbones. A scar on her left eyebrow split the full brow in two and whispered of danger. Her brown eyes were highlighted by smokey makeup. Her gaze swallowed Lou whole.

“Lou.” Yvonne’s sharp reprimand landed like a whip.

Lou winced and dropped her gaze. “Sorry, Mistress.”

“Eyes to me.”

Lou lifted her head and peered into Yvonne’s face. A longing speared her. What would it have been like if she had met Yvonne before Sally? Been the one to catch her attention and keep it? She didn’t begrudge Sally her place, but she would never deny her affection for Yvonne.

“This is Mistress Celeste.”

Lou glanced at Celeste, then lowered her gaze. “Hello, Mistress. Please forgive my prior impudence.”

“Look at me, Lou.” Celeste’s voice was pure Mistress.

Lou shifted her gaze.

“I’ll excuse it this time. In the future infractions in protocol will be met with swift punishment.”

“Understood, Mistress.” Lou bit back her request to kiss the toe of Celeste’s shiny pump as an apology. Too soon. Too much. And why the hell why was she like this? She stared at the pump, imagining how it would feel under her lips, and how sweet it would be to kiss her way along the shiny leather to the shapely ankle and calf beyond, to follow Mistress Celeste’s thick thighs to the shadows under her skirt and bury her face between her legs.

“Lou!” Yvonne’s tone let her know she had called Lou more than once.

“Yes, Mistress. Sorry, Mistress.”

“Have you made a decision about my request?” Yvonne’s tone sent a shiver down Lou’s spine.

“Yes, Mistress. I don’t see the need. My life is not worth the expense.”

“Bullshit.” Yvonne spat the word. “I told you not to worry about it. I am paying for your protection. I’m not asking you to pay for it. I hope one day you will understand how valuable you are. Between now and then, take a look at this.” She held out a thick file.

Lou took the file with both hands. “Now, Mistress?”

“Yes. Mistress Anne will wait, and before you complain I have compensated her generously for the extra time.”

“Thank you, Mistress.” Lou opened the file on the floor in front of her. Printouts of news stories competed for space among profiles of people Lou didn’t know. “I don’t understand what this is, Mistress.”

“It is the reason you need me.” Mistress Celeste used the toe of her pump to flip a large envelope toward her. “This is why Mistress Yvonne wants to pay me to protect you. These are the people Carolyn Voight has had killed in the last six months.”

“She’s in prison.”

“Most of her organization is not. Open it. Look at the photos. Reading about people dying is not the same as seeing them or what’s left of them after they were murdered. Take your time. Even if you don’t think your life is worth protecting, your Mistress does.”

Anger sparked in Lou’s chest. “She’s not my Mistress.”

“No, I’m not. But it doesn’t mean I don’t care for you.” Yvonne’s quiet confession ripped Lou’s heart open.

“How do you fit into this, Mistress Celeste?”

“I would be in charge of your personal protection.”

“My bodyguard?” Lou frowned.

Celeste sniffed. “That is not the term I prefer but if it helps you understand our roles better, than yes, your bodyguard.”

Lou blinked. “Is this a joke?”

Celeste narrowed her eyes. “Take a look at those photos and you tell me. If you are doubting my ability to protect you, I have a resume I can send you.” She leaned down, grasped Lou’s chin, and yanked her head up, arching her neck perfectly. Lou swallowed hard as Celeste’s eyes narrowed. A wave of desire surged through Lou.

“On the other hand, if this is your way of seeing if you can get under my skin. Provoke me into punishing you.” She tightened her grip, the edge of her nails digging into Lou’s skin. The pain shot through her like lightning. “Don’t bother. This is business.” She released Lou’s chin and stepped back. “Yvonne. I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if you will be needing my services.” She turned on her heel and left the room. Only a faint hint of her perfume lingered, teasing Lou’s senses.

Lou lowered her chin to her chest, her pulse pounding. Desire gripped her. She fought the urge to crawl after Celeste.

“Seriously, Lou? Taunting a Mistress you just met? You can’t help yourself, can you?” Yvonne patted her lap. “Come here.”

Lou set the envelope aside and crawled forward. She rested her head on Yvonne’s thigh. The scent of her surrounded Lou.

Yvonne’s cool fingers skated though her hair. Her touch stirred a different need in Lou’s chest. Familiar sensations, longing for things she never would have, rose up. She relaxed under Yvonne’s touch.

Yvonne stroked her finger over the curl of Lou’s ear. “Please, Lou. Let me do this. I know you don’t believe me, but to me, you are worthy of all good things.”

“Except you, Mistress,” Lou whispered against the heat of Yvonne’s silk-covered thigh.

“Timing is everything, Lou. Sally and I were committed to each other long before you arrived. I love you. You know this. But things are as they are.” She petted Lou’s head and curled over her to whisper in Lou’s ear. “Let me do this. Mistress Celeste is the best. She will keep you safe. Celeste would lay down her life to protect you. My heart has been broken many times, Lou. Please don’t add to it.”

Lou closed her eyes against the pain in Yvonne’s voice. “Never, Mistress. A request, Mistress?”

“I’ll consider it.” Yvonne straightened.

Lou lifted her head. “May I kiss you?”

Yvonne lifted her chin. “Where?”

“Your hand, Mistress?”

Yvonne held out her hand. Lou took it in both of her own and pressed her lips to Yvonne’s soft skin. “Thank you, Mistress.”

Yvonne pulled her hand free. She clasped the back of Lou’s neck, pulled her close, and kissed her cheek. She leaned back. Lou stared into her eyes; lost herself in the love she saw reflected. It was an acknowledgment and reminder of Yvonne’s care for her even if she were not Yvonne’s committed sub.

Yvonne shoved at her shoulder, pushing her off her lap. “Spoiled, that’s what you are. I’ll send Mistress Anne in.”

Lou held tight to the pieces of her heart, sat back on her heels, and lowered her gaze. “Thank you, Mistress.”

She waited until Yvonne had left to shove the loose papers into the file. She stood and the unbalanced file shifted. The envelope of photos spilled. Black-and-white photos could not hide the brutal pictures of death scattered across the floor. Stark gruesome photos of dismembered bodies and unseeing eyes stared at Lou. Dread poured into Lou’s mind.

Turning her head, she bent to gather them up and stuffed them back into the envelope as best she could. She straightened, mouth dry, hands trembling. Where to put it? No way she would take it home. She couldn’t leave it for anyone else to see. A wave of nausea swept over her. With one hand she found the spanking bench and lowered herself to sit. She swallowed the bile in her throat.

“Give it to me.” Celeste’s voice cut through the fog in Lou’s brain, her firm cool tone an oasis of calm in the chaos of Lou’s emotions.

She avoided Celeste’s gaze as she held up the folder. A frisson of heat swept over her as her fingers brushed against Celeste’s fingertips. Lou gripped the bench to steady herself as Celeste took the folder from her hand.

Desire rose, urgent, unchecked. Desire for someone to take over, to make decisions, to make her feel as if she were the center of their world, as if she mattered. Someone who could give her the kind of discipline and pain she craved as others craved air.

“Drink.” Celeste pressed an open water bottle into her hand.

“Thank you, Mistress.” Lou took the bottle and tipped it back. The icy cold water burned her throat as she drank. Celeste’s short commands soothed her. Aftercare Yvonne had not provided nor owed Lou. Who knew a simple kiss could be so devastating? It wasn’t the kiss. Yvonne was not given to overt acknowledgment of her feelings. Hiring someone to protect Lou and her love confession were all Lou would ever have from Yvonne.

“Mistress Yvonne informed me you agreed to my services, but I need to hear it from you. Do you agree to obey my orders in regard to your personal safety?”

Lou lowered the bottle and peered up at Celeste. “Just in regard to my safety, Mistress?”

Celeste pursed her lips. “Yes. As I explained before, this is business. Other Mistresses may fall for your swagger but—”

Lou stifled her disappointment. “But not you? Got it.” She shoved the water bottle back into Celeste’s hands and stood. “Excuse me, Celeste. I have an appointment with a Mistress.”

The flash of anger on Celeste’s face let her know she had scored a victory by not using her honorific.

Celeste took the water bottle and stared at Lou for a long moment before she upended it over Lou’s head.

Lou sputtered as the icy liquid spilled down her back. “The fuck?”

“I’ll let Mistress Anne know you need a lesson on proper communication with a Mistress.”

Celeste walked out, the sway of her hips maddening as she gently closed the door behind her.

Lou wiped her face. A grin surfaced. “Game on, Mistress,” she whispered to herself.
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