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			I hesitated, but obeyed and removed everything I was wearing until I was standing in my silk teddy, the air conditioner blowing cool air over my extremely overheated body. I knew I was red from head to toe and was grateful John didn’t laugh.

			“You’re gorgeous, Mary,” he told me matter-of-factly. “Beautiful in an old-fashioned way, like a woman in a high-neck dress and pearl buttons. It makes a man want to peel and unwrap you.”

			“It does?” I asked doubtfully; in the past, it had made men’s eyes pass over me.

			“Yeah.” He patted the bed next to him. “Come here.”

			I did, relaxing at his calm tone.

			“So for this first time,” he murmured, stroking my arm, “I’m going to make you feel vulnerable. It can be a good and bad thing.” He caressed my lips, the dent in my chin. “If you give yourself to a sadistic person, they’ll take that vulnerability and hurt you with it. You really should only do this with a person you trust.” He sounded almost irritated, as if he were angry with me for taking such a chance.

			I nodded, wondering if he was trying to talk me out of it.

			He gripped either side of my head and brought me close. “For whatever reason, you’ve decided to trust me, and this time, you got lucky. I promise not to do anything you really don’t want, but it’s going to be a little scary. Are you okay with that?”

			“Yes,” I whispered.

			“Good. Now stand up and pull down the top of that teddy so I can see your breasts.”

			My nipples tightened instantly and I jerked.

			“Go ahead,” he ordered. “Do it.”

			I did, standing and slowly sliding the straps down my shoulders.

			“They’re really pretty, creamy and full with those brownish-pink nipples. Look at them.”

			I did, though I had looked at my body plenty of times before. I had drawn it for art class, looking in a mirror as I sketched myself standing nude.

			It was different, looking down at my breasts now while he watched.

			“Imagine me kissing them, touching them, sucking on them. Would you like that?”

			It was strange; though I had stood like this in front of Max, I hadn’t felt vulnerable as I did now—shocked and titillated, but not vulnerable. I liked it. I liked surrendering, and I wanted nothing more than to be bare in front of him. I wanted him to do exactly as he described and more. I was wet and slippery between my legs and I ached.

			I nodded emphatically and he laughed. “Come here and lean over me.”

			I walked over, feeling acutely self-conscious. As I walked, the silk teddy fell lower on my back, bunching below my belly button.

			I leaned over him, the light from the lamp shining in my eyes a little, so I didn’t see him take the tip of my nipple in his mouth, but I felt it and nearly fell on him. He caught me, holding me still. He was so warm, his hands hard and strong.

			“These are so sweet. If you ever want to dominate, you could slide your hand under your breast like this, like I’m doing now, and order me to suck you until you come. . . .” He circled my nipple gently with the tip of his tongue and then blew on it. I shivered and he curled his tongue around my nipple and drew me into his mouth.

			He suckled my breast and began rubbing the other with the palm of his hand, putting the tip of my nipple in the very center of his palm and moving in small circles, his callused hands rough on my sensitive skin. I arched toward him, my hips moving of their own volition, small whimpering noises escaping my throat.

			He drew his mouth away. “I like looking at you with your face like that, your eyes dark, and your tits stiff and wet from my mouth. I fucking love it. You’re so pretty,” he said, as if talking to himself, and jerked me close to tug my other nipple in his mouth. With his other hand, he pinched the wet tip of my nipple with his thumb and forefinger, just hard enough to hurt, before he released it and soothed it gently.

			“I’m going to pinch these with something, baby, something that’s going to hurt. It’ll hurt pretty bad, but if you can wear them, I’ll touch you between your legs. Would you like that?”

			I didn’t know. I didn’t want to hurt, but I wanted him to touch me between my legs.

			I nodded uncertainly.

			He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a long silver chain. At the end of it were three small clamps adorned with sparkling crystals.

			“I picked these up at the Box before we left.”

			I was mute, breathing heavily. This was going to hurt.

			“You ready, baby?”

			I shook my head no. He murmured soothingly, rubbing my nipple, kissing it gently. “It will hurt just at first, and then I’ll start touching you between your legs. That’ll feel so good, my fingers rubbing you, sliding inside you, after a few minutes the pain will be nice.”

			“No.” I shook my head, but he only smiled and swirled his tongue around my nipple.

			“You know what to say, sugar, if you don’t want me to.”

			I shook my head again, but I didn’t say the word that would make him stop.

			“Good girl. Now slide that teddy all the way off, and then straddle my hips.”

			He helped me straighten and unfasten the hooks that held the back of the undergarment closed. I half-stood and let it slid silently down my hips to the floor.

			His stomach muscles bunched as he sat up and urged me to straddle him on the bed.

			I did, my breasts swaying, the tips still taut. I opened my legs and put my knees on either side of his hips. I could smell how aroused I was; the humid scent of sex unfurled like fog between us.

			He rubbed my right breast. “I’m going to put it on you now; it’s going to pinch, but you’ll like it soon.”

			I bit my lip.

			The chain made a slippery, sibilant sound as he drew it up and gently but unceremoniously clamped my nipple.

			I cried out because it hurt, it hurt a lot. I arched and wiggled to get away from the sharp, aching pain, but I couldn’t.

			True to his word, however, he slid his right hand up to my thigh, moving quickly to the most sensitive part between my legs. His other hand covered my nipple and the clamp, applying pressure, and I wasn’t sure if he was doing it to keep me from taking it off or to keep the long chain from swaying too much and tugging on my nipples.

			Regardless, just as he’d predicted, the pleasure of his hand moving between my legs soon blotted out the ache in my nipple, until the throb between my legs and the throb of my nipple were pleasure, arching and building together.

			His fingers slid over my slick petals expertly, finding the spots that made my cheeks flush and my hips move forward rhythmically.

			His own breathing had grown harsher and the bulge between his legs was straining the fabric of his jeans.

			“That’s it, baby, it feels good, doesn’t it? You’re all soft and wet down there. You’ve wanted to be touched like this for a long time, haven’t you?”

			I nodded, no longer shy but rocking forward. He released my breast, and the sharp jerk of the chain as it slid down and swayed both hurt and felt impossibly good.

			He put two of his fingers inside me, sliding them in and out while his other hand rubbed the top part of me, the sensitive nub that was swollen and slick. He spread his fingers apart, stretching me, and I moaned because it felt amazing and I wanted him to do it again and again.

			“Oh, God,” I murmured, arching my chest toward him.

			He pulled his fingers out of me and I protested. He ignored me and clamped my other nipple, and then, impossibly, the fingers that were stroking my clitoris, building me into a frenzy, pinched the hard nub and used the third and final clamp on that sensitive part of me.

			I gasped and looked down at myself. The silvery chains were connected over my belly with a silver ring, and I knew that if I’d had a belly-button ring, it would have looped perfectly through it.

			I stared, the three points of pain rising and falling with my heartbeat.

			He pulled a condom from the pocket of his jeans and then unbuttoned them while I watched, his lean, tanned fingers moving quickly. He pulled himself out and shoved the jeans below his hips, his hairy forearms rubbing my inner thighs, shifting me and setting the clamps to swaying.

			I gasped; the pain was steadily overcoming the pleasure, but then he rolled the condom down on his hard, straight dick, the bulbous head reaching toward his stomach. He urged me forward, lifting and tilting me, and I felt the head of him stretch my opening, pulling the skin around my clit, tugging on the clamp, and I moaned.

			He eased me down, and then up, making sure my opening stayed moist and wet. The slow, teasing motion had me begging.

			“Please,” I gasped. “Put it inside me.”

			He slid a little deeper, working his way into me with little nudges, until in one hard, upward thrust, he was all the way inside. The pleasure, which had built and faded, causing my confused body to twitch and roll with tension and pleasure and excitement, crested with the abrupt motion and I came hard, clamping down on the thick, warm flesh between my legs.

			He grunted and rolled me over, no longer gentle but riding me hard, and the motion spurred my already overstimulated body, sending new shudders of pleasure through me. I wrapped my legs around him, embracing the pain and pleasure and confusion as he rode me, until I felt his breathing change; he grew harder inside me, and I knew he was coming.

			He braced himself over me, breathing harshly, and drew himself out of me gently. The clamps started to hurt in earnest now that the pleasure began fading, and he quickly removed them, making me wince.

			“Sorry about that,” he murmured. “They hurt more coming off than they do going on sometimes.”

			“Yeah, it’s like high heels.”

			He chuckled, setting the chain with the clamps down on a nearby nightstand. He rolled into a sitting position and then stood and disappeared through a door; I heard running water. He came out with a towel and a glass of water for me. I accepted both and dried my body with one hand while I sipped the water with the other. He took both back and set them on the nightstand, and we both lay down without touching.

			We were silent a moment, sweat drying on our bodies, and finally I said, in a small voice, “That wasn’t quite what I expected.”

			He nodded, and one of his hands, lying palm up on the bed, twitched.

			“You thought it would be a miracle of carefully choreographed love with the man of your dreams.”

			I thought about that. I guess I had, but then again, what we’d done was all that I could have wanted and more.

			“Is sex always like that?”

			He shrugged. “Some people have to have the game, the drama, to get in the right headspace. For other people, just getting touched is enough. Women have a harder time getting comfortable than men. I thought it’d be easier if I made this first time something a little more exotic, something you didn’t have be in control of or responsible for.”

			I thought about that. It had been a good decision. I might have gotten nervous about what I was doing otherwise.

			“Are we going to have sex again?” Now that I had someone willing to show me, and the first time was done, I found myself wanting more.

			He laughed. “Sure.”

			I looked over at him. “Can I paint you sometime?”

			He tilted his head down so he could look at me. “Paint me?”

			“Yeah.” I turned over on my side and braced my head on my bent arm. “That’s what I do.”

			He matched my position, turning toward me. His chest was lean and well-defined, like most runners’, lightly covered in dark hair. I let my eyes drift down, appreciating, as I hadn’t earlier, the lean muscles of his abs stretching to where he lay soft on his thigh.

			He gestured toward his scars, which I could see continued onto his shoulder. “Doubt I’d make a very good subject.”

			I played with my hair. “I don’t mean to make light of them, but they make you a more interesting subject.”

			“Do they?” he snorted, and rolled onto his back, covering his eyes with his forearm.

			“Can I ask how it happened?” I ventured, wondering if he would tell me.

			“IED in Afghanistan,” he answered shortly.

			I didn’t know many military people, and he was the first person I had ever met who had been wounded. He didn’t seem to want to talk about it, though, so I let it go.

			“Are you going to stay with me tonight?” I asked.

			“Do you want me to?”

			I wasn’t sure. Part of me wanted to think about what had just happened, kind of run it over again in my head and gather myself back together, but I didn’t want to be in this house by myself. It was late, but I was still a little on California time.

			“Yeah, stay. Maybe you could help me finish unloading my car in the morning.”

			Beneath his arm, his head moved back and forth, but his lips were smiling. “Yeah, sure, why not?”

			Late in the night, my eyes opened abruptly. I’d heard something, probably the yowl of a cat, but when I tried to close my eyes, I couldn’t go back to sleep.

			John lay sprawled next me. I could barely see him in the dim blue light of the alarm clock.

			I eased my way out of bed, locating a T-shirt on the floor that smelled clean enough, though I wasn’t sure if it was John’s or mine.

			I padded my way into the kitchen, walking slowly to avoid crashing into any furniture. It still didn’t seem like my house . . . and probably wouldn’t until I managed to get more of my stuff put away.

			I was sore, so it’s likely the slow pace would have been necessary regardless. I felt good, though, empowered and sexy, as if I’d finally released some hidden part of myself.

			I stepped onto the cold tile of the kitchen floor—

			“Careful, lass,” a voice murmured, and a hard, warm hand covered my mouth and gripped my elbow at the same time.

			I choked off a scream, recognizing the voice and the smell of cigarettes and beer.

			Max.

			I waited, wondering why he didn’t move.

			It was dark in the kitchen, Max an even darker shadow in front of me.

			I heard a sound from the living room.

			“What’s up?” John’s voice. He didn’t sound pleased.

			“Forgot my keys to yer apartment, thought I’d get a bite before I left. Sorry to wake ye.”

			“No, you’re not,” John said flatly.

			Max’s fingers moved over my lips, caressing their surface, and I shivered.

			No one said anything for several seconds. Max had quietly, inexorably drawn me closer until I felt his hard cock pressing against my hip.

			“It’s yer house, lass; would ye like me to stay for a while?”

			I glanced back, uncertain, wanting to see John’s face in the darkness.

			I couldn’t see him, just a shadow.

			I waited too long to decide; after a moment I realized that the shadow had disappeared, and I was alone with Max in the kitchen.

			“Ye’ll like this, lass.” His hands were under my shirt, between my legs, spreading my thighs and lifting me at the same time.

			I felt the cool surface of the breakfast table beneath my butt, and then he was moving, his big, hard body surrounding me. He felt my breasts under my shirt, pinching my nipples briefly before sliding a hand down between my legs.

			I was wet, but sore, and the finger he slid between my legs felt huge.

			I winced and grabbed his wrist. This wasn’t going to work. I was sore; John was in the next room.

			“Just relax, darling,” he told me, sliding his finger out. I released him, both disappointed and relieved. I started to explain, to say something, but he wasn’t done.

			He wet two fingers with his lips and slid them back between my legs. It was easier this time, the moisture helping him slide his fingers in deep. He spread his two fingers wide, stretching me and making me gasp.

			“Ye’re tight,” he grunted, and I could feel how hot he was, smell the sweat and cologne on his neck.

			He began moving his fingers in and out of me gently, while the fingers of his other hand tickled the top of my sex, making me gasp and arch my hips toward him.

			He worked me with his fingers until I leaned back on my hands and arched toward him, feeling both ashamed and excited as he expertly built me to a climax, his fingers strumming over me.

			I came fast and hard, almost like I did when I masturbated, and he chuckled as I shuddered below him.

			“Aren’t ye going to be fun.” He laughed again and I heard the sibilant sound of his zipper being undone.

			I sat up quickly, scooting back on the table. “No.” I shook my head. “I’m too sore.” I’m also not ready to fuck you with your friend and my first lover in the next room. I’m just not, and I don’t have to prove anything to anyone but myself.

			He froze. “Fuck.”

			“Sorry.” I winced, knowing that he was probably really aroused.

			“Ye’re sorry?” He sounded pissed.

			I shrugged; he was the one who had come over uninvited.

			“Fuck.” He bent over, gripping the edges of the breakfast table.

			I listened to him breathe steadily for a few minutes, getting a grip on himself, but then he straightened. “All right, lass.” I heard his zipper as he pulled it back up.

			“Good night then, ye little tease.” He sounded affectionate . . . mostly, anyway. “I’ll stay in John’s apartment tonight. Someone should be there.”

			“Good night,” I said, remaining where I was until the door closed and I heard the sound of his truck pulling out of the driveway.

			John wasn’t sleeping. I knew that. He was waiting in the bedroom, not sleeping. I sat up from the table and let gravity aid me in standing upright, letting my feet touch the floor before straightening. I hobbled toward the bedroom and found John sitting on the edge of the bed.

			I stopped, wary, unfamiliar with everything about this situation.

			“Are you angry with me?” I asked finally. I didn’t want him angry with me. I knew that much.

			“No, with myself.”

			“Why?”

			He sighed. “I knew you wanted him. I knew it, but I convinced myself that I could keep you to myself. Stupid.”

			I frowned, uncomfortable. I liked John. I didn’t want to stop sleeping with him. In fact, as much as I’d enjoyed what I’d just done, it had left me feeling a little hollow, very different from how I felt after sex with John.

			I sat next to him on the bed, but didn’t touch him. He was tense; I could tell even in the dark. “If it helps, I think I got that out of my system,” I said finally, “though I still want to paint the two of you together.”
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