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  chapter one

    The Grotto


    “You should come out with me tonight. To celebrate.”

    Anja flashed me a smile in the mirror before turning around and straightening the seams on her stockings with the help of her reflection.

    I shook my head. I’d never been the adventurous sort. Trying on expensive lingerie after hours was daring enough. Especially since this was my first day working there. Besides, I couldn’t afford even one drink. I’d had a good day, but I wouldn’t receive my commission until the next week.

    Anja straightened, hands flying to her hips. “Oh, come on, L—”

    “Nein, Anja!” I said, half laughing.

    She shook her head as well, before turning around again and giving my reflection a sly smile. “René will be there.”

    I laughed once more, with a back-handed swat to her shoulder. I did enjoy spending time with René. He always made me laugh, even when I modeled for him and my giggling slowed his progress. I was tempted, and not least because I could also ask if he knew anyone at the Academy who needed a model for the weekend. I’d already sold myself for my last two meals, as it was. Modeling, especially nude, amounted to selling myself as well, but it bought food just as readily.

    “That looks good on you,” I said, nodding toward her reflection as she bent forward and tucked herself into a frilly brassiere.

    Not that she needed one. Anja had the perfect flapper figure, with a pert chest and not excessively wide hips that gave her a sleek, straight silhouette without her even having to try. Unlike me. I’d been cursed with curves that didn’t require a corset, even before they’d gone out of fashion. I’d have to bind my breasts, tightly, to have any chance of pulling off the vogue.

    Anja’s hair even taunted mine. Perfect white blonde, with just the merest hint of waves that looked like she’d spent hours with a curling iron, strategically perfecting that in-between look, when I knew for a fact it was natural. She wore it long, though in a knot at the base of her neck, whereas I had a bob. But I had to shove mine underneath a snug cloche to keep the frizzy curls in check. The only thing to recommend my hair, really, was the color: a deep auburn that resembled an Irish setter.

    Though we’d been friends for more than a decade, I still wasn’t sure Anja didn’t want me along to make her look better by comparison.

    “Don’t change the subject!” she snapped, turning around again. “Come out with me. It’ll be fun!”

    I never doubted that. Still, I couldn’t afford it, which no amount of cajoling could change. “Some other time,” I told her with a sigh, shaking my head again.

    “You always say that.” With a sigh of her own, she took my hands. “You deserve a night of fun more than anybody.” When my head shook once more, she added, “Please? I’ll buy.”

    I ducked my head, cheeks warming.

    And she bent at the knees, catching my eye with that same sly smile. “You can get me a round next time.”

    I sighed once more, nodding. “All right!”

    Anja’s face split into a wide grin and she clapped, turning back to the mirror. She placed her hands on her hips again, but not in the same exasperated way as before, and moved her shoulders back and forth, admiring her reflection. “We should wear these out, too.”

    My eyes widened. “We couldn’t!”

    Waving a hand, she laughed and reached for her dress. “I do it all the time.”

    She’d said the same thing about trying on lingerie after closing the shop, oddly enough, so I wasn’t surprised she’d wear them out, either.

    The satin camisole and panties felt exquisite against my skin, so that too was tempting. Besides, only we would ever know. Still, when Anja handed me my dress, I opened my mouth to protest, on instinct.

    “We should hurry,” she said then, wriggling into her own dress. “Or René will meet someone enchanteur and sneak off before we arrive.”

    I bit my tongue, telling myself just this once, and stepped into my dress. A little more decadence couldn’t hurt.

    Outside the fitting room, we slipped into our shoes, pulled on our hats, and got our bags. The night was muggy, and by the time we reached the Grotto, a light sheen of sweat coated my skin. Not enough to ruin the underthings, but the air inside the cabaret likely would. As soon as Anja opened the door, a puff of thick, blue-gray smoke billowed out, stinging my eyes. I didn’t need to see where I was going, however, because she grabbed my hand and tugged me along.

    “Chérie!” René swooped in and kissed each of Anja’s cheeks before he seemed to notice me. “And other chérie! I did not think we would see you tonight.”

    René looked more like a lumberjack than an artist, and he held a cigarette, because he always did. His scraggly beard tickled when he pecked each of my cheeks, as well.

    I shook my head. “Anja wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

    “Mon Dieu! Our demure little Anja?”

    As she slid into her chair, Anja stuck out her demure little tongue.

    We placed our drink orders and once they arrived, René answered my question before I’d even taken my first sip.

    “I have a friend who needs a model this weekend, chérie,” he said, blowing out his own little contribution to the cloud of cigarette smoke. “If you are interested?”

    I lowered my glass with a grin. “I am! Thank you, René.”

    “But of course.”

    The band started up, and we fell silent. I sipped my drink slowly, as I thought this would be my only one for the night. Now that I was there, with the prospect of modeling money to lift my spirits, I was no longer anxious to cut the evening short. Still, my drink dwindled, and by the third song, I was down to the dregs. As I prepared to say my farewells, however, another drink arrived.

    I frowned at Anja, sure this had to be her doing, but the waiter soon corrected that misconception.

    “Compliments of the gentleman in the corner.”

    He nodded through the swirling blue-gray smoke toward a lone table tucked behind the host’s podium, in an area normally reserved for rich or important personages.

    Who at the table sent the drink was obvious: the man stared from across the room, bright eyes boring into me so intently, my cheeks warmed. Somehow I managed a smile, plucking the drink off the tray. I then raised the glass to my liquid benefactor and took a sip.

    Or my other liquid benefactor, as Anja reminded me when she leaned closer. “Do you know him?” she asked, eyebrows rising.

    Lowering the glass, I shook my head. “I’ve never seen him before.”

    I definitely would have remembered that face. Or, more accurately, those eyes. He was probably ten years older and dressed in a white-tie tuxedo, with hair so heavily slicked, it resembled patent leather. Though his face–and especially his jaw–was broader, he reminded me of Conrad Veidt.

    I giggled when the thought occurred: the size of his eyes and shape of his face gave the vague impression of a frog. Not that he was ugly, because he wasn’t. His eyes were simply quite large and his most striking feature, by far. Something about his piercing stare frightened me, however, and I soon looked away.

    René grunted. “He is delicious.”

    “Behave!” Anja smacked his arm, jerking her head toward me. “His interest clearly lies elsewhere.”

    “Mais oui, and I am crushed,” René answered, with a wistful sigh, before gesturing toward his face. “But tell that to my mouth. It cannot help the watering.”

    I worked up the nerve for another stolen glance, but I got no farther than the man’s intent stare before I had to look away again. When my head turned in his direction, his eyes instantly locked onto mine, every time. So far, he was nothing like the other men I’d known. None of my previous dates acted anywhere near as forward. Not even those willing to pay.

    I’d worked as a half-silk, casually accepting money for a date and sex, fairly often. In those days, most girls did. Sometimes that was the only way to pay the rent. Few could make ends meet, even after the inflation crisis ended, and most every Berliner had been involved in the sex trade at some point during their lives. You considered yourself lucky if you lost your virginity by choice, rather than your parents auctioning you to the highest bidder.

    We called them fleas, or “suitors” in polite company, and they were never hard to find. Whenever the rent at the boarding house left me busted, I’d just take a swishy walk in the red-light district and one would pounce soon enough. And a roll bought with a flea’s money, with his still-drying semen caked on your thighs, was the most delicious meal of all. After a dozen encounters like that, those so inclined were easy enough to spot in respectable areas, too.

    Not that the Grotto was respectable, but never mind.

    Normally even the fleas acted aloof, however, as if I were invisible, right until the second they approached me. None of them touched this man for boldness, which was my first indication of how different he was. He never took his eyes off me, that I saw.

    Even if I couldn’t quite bring myself to meet his gaze, my eyes were drawn to that corner of the room, repeatedly. He continued to stare throughout the next three dance numbers, and even after the next drink arrived. This time, a calling card also sat on the tray.

    It was black, except for embossed silver lettering that read, simply, “The Baron.”

    The waiter bowed, presenting me the tray. “The gentleman wishes to speak with you.”

    “Thank you.”

    I set the drink on the table and picked up the card. The back was blank, apart from a telephone number, also in silver. As the waiter left, I tapped the card idly against my chin.

    “I wonder what he wants.”

    Anja grinned. “More like who.”

    “I know that,” I said, rolling my eyes.

    Still, it was odd. As forward as he was, he’d asked me to come to his table rather than approaching mine. Then again, he was a Baron, so perhaps he was accustomed to summoning people?

    René gave me a nudge with his elbow. “You must see what he proposes, chérie.”

    Anja nodded, smiling, but before I could stand, she grabbed my arm. “Take your drink, so you’ll have something to throw in his face, if he gets fresh.”

    “Or fresher than you like, at least,” René tacked on, waggling his eyebrows.

    Giggling, I shook my head and got to my feet. After tucking my handbag beneath my arm, I lifted the glass and took a deep breath, starting that way.


  chapter two

    The Meeting


    My legs weren’t entirely steady as I walked toward the corner table, the Baron’s gaze boring into me with every step. And when I finally reached my destination, I still couldn’t meet his eye. Focusing on his companions proved easier.

    Across from him sat a short, rotund man, also in white tie. He stared at me with a hungry look that was every bit as disconcerting as the Baron’s was alluring. I quickly looked behind him, to two twin ladies who stood at each of his shoulders, wearing the same beaded, peach-colored dress.

    They also had identical black bobs, which made me think they were attempting to do an impression of the Dolly Sisters. The man snapped his fingers, and one of them leaned down, striking a match and lighting his cigar.

    To the Baron’s left was a woman with light brown hair and a monocle. She wore a red sequined gown, with matching feathered aigrette. When she leaned closer to the Baron, what she said sounded suspiciously like, “She is just your taste.”

    The corner of his mouth quirked but other than that, he had no response. For her, at least.

    Instead, he gave me a nod. “Good evening.”

    I nodded as well, trying to find my voice and failing. If I didn’t know better, I might have thought I left my tongue back at René and Anja’s table. “Thank you for the drinks, Herr Baron,” I finally managed, and my gaze traveled as far as his nose, this time.

    He smiled. “So, you can speak. Good to know.”

    I actually laughed then, but it came out as a nervous titter.

    “Would you care to join me?” he asked, eyebrows rising.

    What did I have to lose? He’d bought me two drinks, after all. I had done far worse for food, and only that week. And he was handsome. I still couldn’t bring myself to hold his gaze more than a few seconds, but if I sat, I would at least have the excuse of staring at my lap.

    I nodded again. “Yes, thank you.”

    Turning, I set down my glass and handbag, along with his calling card. When I reached for the empty fourth chair at the table, however, strong arms grabbed me about the waist. The Baron hauled me into his lap, and I gasped.

    I started to say if he wanted me there, he could have just asked. But as soon as those eyes–a light blue, almost steel gray–locked onto my own, my voice deserted me once more.

    I had to wonder if he were a devotee of Herr Mesmer, because I couldn’t be sure he had not hypnotized me. Try as I might, I could not seem to turn my head, blink, or direct my gaze even the tiniest bit away from his eyes.

    He didn’t say a word. He simply stared. Or so I thought at first. When a hand slid up my thigh and underneath the hem of my dress, I gasped again. His lips twitched in a smirk, but still, he didn’t speak or break eye contact. Though his hand continued up my thigh and settled at the crotch of my panties.

    Only then did he tear his eyes away from mine, leaning closer. “No one will see us, here in the corner,” he whispered in my ear.

    That was a concern, I suppose, but until he said those words, such a worry hadn’t crossed my mind. What registered instead was how helpless I felt, and yet, at the same time, safe. As if I somehow knew he would take care of everything. Still, now that he’d brought it up, I couldn’t help noticing how strategically positioned we were. My impression of being in good hands proved quite true.

    The Baron sat with his back toward the wall, facing the room at large. That way, he could see anyone approach, from any direction. And I sat crosswise on his lap, with my knees pointed toward the back of the host’s podium. If the host happened to turn around, he would get quite a peek, but otherwise, I was as hidden as possible within a crowded club.

    Good thing too, since a second later, the Baron slipped his fingers into the leg of my panties. His eyes caught mine again, and again I couldn’t speak. Though if I’d been able, any protest I made would have been half-hearted, at best. The tingling, tickling sensation of his fingers, giving the folds of flesh between my legs an exploratory stroking, drew another gasp from my lips. Followed by a chuckle from his.

    My cheeks steadily warmed, and not only because of the embarrassment. His touch was deft, sure, and good. Soon my breath came in rapid pants, and I squirmed in his lap, spreading my thighs. This wasn’t how I’d pictured the evening turning out, and yet at the same time, it seemed inevitable, somehow. As if I had no choice, though in the back of my mind, I knew I did.

    I should have told him to stop. All good sense said so. We were in public. It was beyond taboo. I could have pushed his hand away and stood, or even slapped him and tossed my drink in his face, just as Anja suggested. And yet, when I looked into those steel-blue eyes and saw the hint of a smile playing at his lips, I couldn’t.

    Because I didn’t want to disappoint him, even if we’d just met.

    Embarrassing as it was, and as exposed as I felt–given that his companions were surely watching–I didn’t want him to stop. Anything he wanted to do to me, I wanted to let him do.

    When he leaned in again and whispered, “I’ll stop, if you say the word,” a sudden, cold thrill of panic tightened around my lungs. Almost as if he’d heard my thoughts, which made him doubt how much I wanted this.

    My hands gripped his shoulders. “No!” I yelped, far louder than I’d intended, eliciting another chuckle.

    More warmth flooded my cheeks then, though I’m not sure where I found any blood to spare, considering the throbbing between my legs. And I had definitely ruined the panties, now. Hopefully I could earn enough from modeling to pay for them, because the last thing I wanted was for him to stop.

    Perhaps I’d simply been swept away by the drinks, and his steely gaze, and the smoky cover the cabaret afforded. Whatever the reason, I tightened my hold on his shoulders, pressing my chest against his and my crotch closer to his hand.

    Thankfully, another song began on the stage soon, and I was spared the full mortification when I came. I cried out, burying my face in the Baron’s neck, gasping in his cologne–a heady mixture of sandalwood and something evergreen.

    The dance number was a raucous one, so I doubt anyone beyond his table heard. Suspecting the Baron’s companions listened in as I came was quite humiliating enough. And yet–in a way I couldn’t describe and would scarcely admit, even if I could–I liked that, too. I panted, shivering, but again I didn’t protest when his hand guided my head completely onto his shoulder.

    This was so relaxing, I might have fallen asleep right there in his lap. He shifted and after a moment or two–I wasn’t sure how long, actually–my glass came to my lips.

    “Drink,” he whispered.

    I did as he asked. Just then, I have a feeling I would have done anything he said. My scent coated his hand, though he had obviously wiped his skin. And then he did something I will never forget, so long as I live: he whispered, “Good girl,” and pressed a soft kiss to my brow.

    Why he would do that, or call me good when I’d never felt naughtier, I wasn’t sure. But it was nice. All of it. And fitting, given how child-like I felt–and safe–in his arms.

    His erection pressed against my outer thigh, and I would have gladly taken care of that for him. Such goings on would have been far too conspicuous, however, even for a secluded corner in a smoke-filled cabaret. Pity the Grotto had no tablecloths I could slip beneath. But that didn’t seem to be what he had in mind. He shifted once more, leaning close to my ear again.

    “I am hosting a little soirée tomorrow evening, if you’d like to come.”

    I giggled at his choice of words, before raising my head. Surely he wasn’t saying goodbye, already? I couldn’t imagine he’d want to wait that long to get off, himself.

    “My driver will take you home, if you wish.”

    As soon as he added that, I understood. Code for “Why don’t we continue this in my car?” Understandable, and nothing I hadn’t done before. No matter which way he’d prefer to get off.

    “I’d like that,” I said, leaning my head against his. “Thank you, Herr Baron.”

    “Horst?”

    A tall, broad-shouldered man in a gray suit stepped from the shadows.

    “Would you see the Fräulein home?”

    The driver’s heels clicked together, and he nodded. “Right away, Herr Baron.” He offered me a huge hand, which I took, and I stood.

    Before I could gather my handbag, however, the Baron slipped his calling card inside. “Telephone me when you’ve decided about attending the party,” he said then, handing my purse over, “and we shall make the arrangements.”

    “Fräulein?”

    The driver gestured toward the exit, and I walked with him on wobbly legs outside, to a large, gray car, the same color as his suit.

    After the driver opened the door, I stepped onto the running board and climbed inside, making myself comfortable on the luxurious fur backseat. I also thought about undressing, since the Baron would likely be along any minute to have his way with me. I decided against taking off my dress, however, because he might want to do that himself once he arrived.

    Except the driver got into the front seat and started the engine.

    When the car began to move, I sat up, swaying.

    “Where to, Fräulein?” the driver asked, with a brief glance over his shoulder.

    The Baron really did just want his driver to take me home, after he’d gotten me off, and without receiving anything in return?

    Again, I was struck by how he was unlike any man I’d ever known. This was without a doubt the oddest evening I’d ever experienced. In fact, I pulled his card out of my handbag again, as confirmation this had really happened in the first place.

    “Fräulein?”

    I looked up once more. “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Twenty-seven Kehl Strasse, please.”

    I only just realized I hadn’t said goodnight to my friends or asked for the name of the artist who needed a model that weekend. I could go to René’s studio the next day, of course, and I’d see Anja on Monday if not sooner, so hopefully they wouldn’t worry.


  chapter three

    The Boarding House


    Before long, the car came to a stop outside Frau Lauterbach’s boarding house, and the driver opened the door. He also helped me up the steps outside, and up the stairs to my room. Though he didn’t leave right away. Instead, as I fished for my key inside my handbag, he pulled something from the breast pocket of his coat.

    “The Baron’s instructions,” he said, clicking his heels again and handing me a sealed envelope.

    Of course, the Baron hadn’t mentioned giving me any instructions. I might have been tipsy, but I’m sure I would have remembered, since I’d hung on his every word. I doubted the driver would have taken the initiative to give me the envelope, either. They’d obviously arranged this ahead of time. Had they done such a thing before?

    I had no claim on him, since we’d just met. Still, I honestly felt a little sick at the idea of the Baron’s picking up other girls at the Grotto this way.

    “Thank you,” I said anyway, with an uncertain nod. I took the envelope, crumpling the paper a little in my grip as I twisted the key in the lock. After I opened the door, I turned back to the driver, unsure of the proper way to do this. No one’s driver had ever taken me home, after all.

    “Well… good night,” I added, with a little shrug.

    His heels snapped together again, and he nodded, before starting down the steps.

    Inside, I set the envelope and the Baron’s calling card on the mantel. I probably had no right to be jealous, but thinking he’d done this before, with other girls, made my jaw hurt from clenching. I even thought about lighting a fire, despite it being summer, just to burn the envelope and card, but I didn’t. Instead I decided to figure it all out the next day. Once I was sober.

    In the morning, when my eyes opened, they immediately settled on the mantelpiece. I made another conscious decision to ignore the envelope and calling card, however, and dressed, trying to focus on anything else in the room. Finally, I went downstairs to eat.

    Frau Lauterbach included breakfast in the price of the rent, so luckily I always had at least one meal a day. That morning I ate more than my fair share, however, since I’d had no supper the night before. I made quite a spectacle of myself as well, but I couldn’t worry about that. I had to find out about the modeling job, in the interest of buying my next meal.

    His name was Fritz, and he offered me another job after he’d finished his sketches. I wasn’t accustomed to René’s friends liking girls, so the proposition caught me off guard. Though the reason I turned him down was even more surprising–to me, anyway.

    It wasn’t going to the party that made me hesitate. I still hadn’t decided, and I could have conceivably done both, even with the extra “job.” The real reason I declined was having sex with Fritz, even if only for the money, felt like betraying the Baron. How crazy was that? I owed him nothing, really. Not even the cost of the drinks. I never asked him to buy them for me, did I?

    In Anja’s case, it was different. We’d been friends since grade school, when Mama and Papa moved us to Berlin from Munich. But the Baron was just some man I’d met in a cabaret. That was what I tried to tell myself, anyway, though it didn’t seem to be working.

    I made my way home, with seven Marks of Fritz’s money in my bag and cursing the Baron under my breath. How dare he? If it hadn’t been for him, I’d have had ten. Still, if prudent, I could stretch seven Marks to four meals, and that would see me through the weekend. I’d have no lunch on Monday that way, but I likely wouldn’t have time to eat during my shift, as it was.

    Back in my room, I slammed the door, still grumbling. But then I saw the envelope on the mantelpiece. There was sure to be food at the party. That would get me one extra meal, at least, and Monday, when we had a lull at the shop, I could buy a roll at the bakery next door. I hadn’t exactly made up my mind about going, though free food did tip the scales. So I opened the envelope, drawing out and unfolding the paper inside.

    The stationery bore a coat of arms, but the letter didn’t have the type of instructions I’d anticipated. Like how to find the Baron’s house, for instance. Instead, the contents were much more bizarre: he wanted me to pack a yellow dress and sandals, suitable for an afternoon walk or drive.

    For the party, I was to wear a short-sleeved navy sailor’s dress with a red beret, navy heels and gaiters, and black silk stockings with black garters. But no brassiere or corset, and no underpants. Finally, he added, “You may wear a black camisole, if you must.”

    By the end, I positively gaped, but it wasn’t being told how to dress, in such exacting detail, that troubled me. I rather liked that, actually, even if I couldn’t put my finger on why. Despite wondering how many other girls he’d asked to dress this way, I suppose I found his strong opinions arousing.

    Still, the letter had my stomach plummeting to my knees for a reason other than jealousy: I didn’t own everything he’d listed. And I certainly couldn’t afford to spend what little money I had on the missing items, in the hopes of getting a free meal.

    Sighing, I folded and put the letter away again. What had I been thinking? I should have politely declined to join him in the first place and gone back to my friends’ table. Or home. I shouldn’t have even accepted the second drink. Probably not the first, either.


  chapter four

    The Sale


    When I came into the shop Monday morning, Anja met me at the door. “What happened to you Friday?” she asked, with raised eyebrows. “You didn’t even say goodbye.”

    Cheeks warming, I stepped past her and moved to the counter. “I wasn’t feeling well,” I said, shaking my head as I packed my things away. “I had too much to drink, and the Baron’s driver took me home.”

    It wasn’t even a lie. I had been tipsy, after all, and the driver did take me home. Even saying I hadn’t felt well wasn’t too dishonest, considering the way my stomach churned upon receiving a set of boilerplate instructions.

    Anja nodded, seeming to take me at my word, thankfully. “I saw you in his lap, so I thought—”

    “I’d go home with him?” I shrugged. “I thought so too, and he invited me to a party over the weekend, but things don’t always turn out how we plan.”

    A vast understatement, really, but a customer came in just then, and we had to shelve our conversation for the time being. In fact, the morning turned out to be hectic, and we didn’t have another moment alone until after two o’clock. But I’d probably made another twenty Marks in commissions, so I could hardly complain.

    By that time, breakfast was a distant memory, and the heavenly smell of fresh bread wafting from the bakery made my mouth water. After work, I told myself, when Herr Hoffman came in to total the receipts. I could wait a few more hours. Hopefully my stomach wouldn’t start growling and embarrass me.

    Finally, when the last of the steady stream of customers dwindled to a trickle, Anja turned to me, eyebrows rising again. “So… you went to the party, at least?”

    Shaking my head, I looked away.

    “Why not?”

    I opened my mouth, still not sure what to tell her, when the bell over the shop door rescued me. Anja dealt with that woman, who only needed a pair of stockings. The ringing of her departure had hardly died, however, when Anja asked, “Why didn’t you go?”

    To someone outgoing and confident like she, not to mention beautiful, no excuse was ever good enough not to attend a party. I didn’t want to lie to her outright, but I also didn’t want to get into the litany of reasons, either. Especially since I wasn’t even sure I could explain my misgivings.

    “I just… didn’t want to,” I said finally, shrugging again.

    She opened her mouth, no doubt to tell me just how crazy I was, when my gasp cut her off. There was the Baron, coming up the sidewalk. Anja turned, and her hand soon landed on my shoulder.

    “If he comes in here, do you want me to wait on him?” she asked, turning back to me with a furrowed brow.

    I took a deep breath and gave a tentative shake of my head. “I’ll see to him.” Being brave just then was easy. I had no reason to think he would come into a women’s lingerie shop, after all.

    As I watched through the windows, biting my lip, he rounded the corner, and I noticed he had a limp. That explained why someone so bold hadn’t simply come to our table at the Grotto. The vulnerability made him seem a little less fearsome overall. Though I wondered how he might have known I worked here. Or was this a coincidence?

    Despite my hoping he might pass by, he walked straight to the shop door and came inside. Of course.

    Anja said something, I’m sure, but I couldn’t hear over the heartbeat in my ears. Probably again offering to wait on him, but I could do this. I would simply have to pretend he was just another customer. When his gaze reached my face, he smiled, but my cheeks immediately warmed. So much for pretending we weren’t already acquainted.

    I cleared my throat and nodded. “Good afternoon, Herr Baron. How may I serve you?”

    For a second, he appeared to be fighting a smile, but he finally licked his lips. “I am looking for something in a camisole.”

    I gestured toward the display shelves, wearing my best shop girl smile. “Our selection of camisoles is here.”

    When he followed me, slowly, I wished Anja might go into the back room, so she wouldn’t see his limping. Of course, she’d already watched him come into the shop, but now it was different. I wasn’t ashamed of him, or anything of the sort, really. I just felt… protective. Which was almost as insane as being jealous, I suppose.

    And speaking of, I also wanted to ask just whom he was buying this lingerie for, but I held my tongue. I’d still get the commission anyway, no matter who ended up with the camisole.

    “Were you thinking of any color in particular, Herr Baron?”

    He stroked a few pieces in the bin before raising those piercing eyes to mine, and I tried not to suck in too obvious a breath at his expression. “I cannot decide between the red or the black,” he answered, shaking his head. “Tell me… which would you prefer?”

    Before that moment, I never would have thought a question could cause me physical pain, but this was how I imagined a knife to the chest might feel. Because the way he’d asked almost sounded as if he cared to know my opinion, specifically. And coupled with thinking he’d handed out those letters to other girls, that hurt.

    Still, I reminded myself of the commission I so desperately needed and took another deep breath. “The black one,” I said, shrugging. “Red would clash with my hair.”

    He looked from the red camisole to my face, and back again, before nodding. “It might.” His eyebrows rose. “What would you say to purple?”

    Though I wanted to ask why he was doing this to me, I didn’t. Because I was doing this to myself, wasn’t I? Anja could have waited on him, but I chose to instead.

    “Purple is a better choice for my complexion,” I finally said, trying not to sigh.

    The Baron nodded, stroking each camisole again, but then he frowned. “I shall have to see them on, I think, to make up my mind.”

    Now I had to work not to roll my eyes, but that wouldn’t help me make a sale any more than sighing would. Again I bit my tongue, this time to keep myself from saying he ought to return with his lady friend, to ensure a proper fit. That would hardly help me sell him something, either. Besides, he might just call my bluff, and then I’d have to face my competition.

    And why was I thinking in such terms, anyway? Hadn’t I effectively ended any competition by refusing to attend his party?

    I never said anything, however, because he caught my eye, smiling again, and asked, “Would you mind modeling them for me?”

    Behind us, Anja gave a gasp, but she only beat me to it. My mouth hung open, in fact, and when his eyebrows rose once more, I couldn’t draw enough breath to answer, so I shook my head.

    Cheeks warming, I sorted through the bin, searching for each color in my size. Once I found them, I started for the fitting room, again without looking at him. Though Anja glared at the Baron, my eyes pleaded with her not to say anything. I needed the money.

    She seemed to get the message. Her glare faded, and she asked, “Would you like to have a seat, Herr Baron?”

    This was all highly irregular, of course, and Herr Hoffman would have dismissed me on the spot if he’d known. But Anja wouldn’t tell, I knew. She’d gotten me the job in the first place, and she’d probably lose her own if she informed on me. I was more worried about her being rude and making the Baron leave, actually.

    I changed into the purple one first, and when I emerged from the fitting room, the Baron sat outside, arms and legs crossed. As he looked me over, one hand rose to stroke his chin, and finally, he smiled. “Enchanting.”

    Except I had the distinct impression he wasn’t talking about the camisole.

    “Now, I would like to see the black one.”

    I returned to the fitting room and changed, but when I came out this time, he frowned and shook his head. “I’m afraid I still cannot decide. Perhaps if I saw them both, side by side?”

    I nodded again. “We have both in Anja’s size, I believe.”

    She immediately started shaking her head, evidently wanting no part of this, but she wasn’t the only one who objected.

    Not outright, I suppose, but the way the Baron’s eyes locked onto mine clearly said he had other plans. “Or I could join you in the fitting room.” That wasn’t even close to a question, either.

    Anja’s head jerked in my direction, but I shook mine again. Despite how wobbly my knees suddenly were, I could handle this. I said I’d wait on him, and I was going to.

    So I waved toward the fitting room door. “Right this way, Herr Baron.”

    If modeling for him could get me fired, letting him accompany me into the fitting room might have been enough to get me arrested. But I had to admit I was enjoying the attention. It wasn’t every day that a man looked at me with anywhere near that much intensity. In fact, I swore his eyes bored into my back as I walked.

    A chair already sat inside the fitting room, and after limping toward it, the Baron sat, crossing his arms and legs again. He also eyed my reflection closely. Now that we were alone, I began to have second thoughts, but he prompted me with a nod toward the mirror, and an order.

    “Change into the purple one again.”

    Though I avoided his eye, I reached for the hem and pulled the black camisole over my head. As I had no brassiere on underneath, my cheeks warmed once more. I turned and reached for the purple one, still avoiding his appraising eye.

    “Most enchanting,” the Baron said, as I slithered into the purple camisole. Again, I didn’t think the lingerie held his interest. Once my head was clear of the fabric, he added, “I missed you this weekend.”

    I gasped again, wide eyes flying to his piercing gaze in the mirror. “I’m sorry.” I began shaking my head as well, but when he held up a hand, I stopped.

    He did shake his head, however. “It’s fine,” he said, with a smile. “The invitation was yours to accept or decline as you saw fit, so no apologies are necessary. Although I did miss you. But…” He inhaled, giving a little shrug. “I am having another little get-together this next weekend, if you’re interested.”

    “Thank you for asking, Herr Baron…” I looked away again. Those eyes were more than I could take. Especially now.

    “But you won’t be attending?”

    His tone sounded so crestfallen that I couldn’t stop myself from looking back. His eyes were definitely less piercing now. Even a little sad, which I didn’t like at all. I may have been ambivalent about the party and embarrassed by my lack of proper attire, but I never meant to upset him.

    “I can’t,” I answered through a sigh.

    He shook his head, frowning. “You have a beau, already?”

    I couldn’t help it: I laughed. “That’s not it.”

    He shook his head once more, eyebrows rising, and then spread his hands, palms facing upward. “What, then?”

    I looked away yet again, and my face heated more now than from exposing my breasts earlier. “I… don’t own everything on your list.” Though I wasn’t going to say I couldn’t afford the items. I still had my pride.

    The Baron’s thick eyebrows contracted, but soon enough he nodded and inhaled. “Well, then. Bring what you have and ignore the rest.” Shrugging again, he added, “If you decide to come, that is.”

    I nodded and retrieved the black camisole, folding the garment in half and slipping my arm through both straps. After that, I held the fold at the center of my chest and turned around, so he could have a side-by-side comparison, as requested.

    Just then I realized I could have done this before, so he needn’t accompany me into the fitting room at all. At the same time, however, I knew I wouldn’t have tried to skirt his request in the slightest way. In his presence, I felt powerless to resist him. Only when I couldn’t see him could I make myself refuse.

    Besides, his compelling me to undress for him had been thrilling in its own way. Naughty and forbidden and… arousing. As if his hungry gaze, devouring my reflection, amounted to a caress.

    As I watched him, all he did was stare, but the area between my legs grew humid and began to throb, regardless. Especially when he licked his lips and gave an open-mouthed sigh. But then the Baron shook his head. “Now it’s my turn to apologize, for putting you to all this trouble.”

    He stood, and I did my best not to glare or stomp an indignant foot. This had been a ruse, just so he could see me again–and quite a bit more of me than he had Friday night. He wasn’t going to buy anything, and I felt horribly used, even if the using was at least a little mutual. Still, I opened my mouth to give him a piece of my mind, when…

    “I’ll take both,” he said, smiling again. “And I’d like them gift-wrapped.”

    I could only gape.

    When he reached for the door handle, however, a panic similar to the one I’d experienced at the Grotto seized my chest. Though I couldn’t say why, I didn’t want him to leave. Not yet.

    “Herr Baron?”

    He turned to face me, eyebrows raised again. “Yes?”

    I cast about for some subject to make him stay, if only for a few seconds, when I found the answer quite literally in the palm of my hand. “What size?” I asked, giving the folded black camisole a jiggle.

    He smiled again, returned to me, and stroked his palms down my bare upper arms. “Your size, of course,” he said, nodding toward my chest. He then leaned closer and pressed his lips to my forehead, before jerking his head toward the door. “I shall see you outside.”

    After he left, the Baron pulled the door quietly closed, and I dressed again, pondering what had just happened. Had he really meant the camisoles for me, all along? I certainly hadn’t expected him to kiss me again, and now I was especially glad I hadn’t given into the momentary urge toward rudeness.

    When I exited the fitting room this time, Anja assembled the gift boxes, and the Baron smiled as I approached the register. After I wrote his receipt, he paid and left, but not before sparing me another smile. Anja watched him go, every limping step of the way, and–once his back was to her–glaring, as well. When he’d disappeared around the corner, she turned to me.

    “I know I told you to do whatever was necessary to make a sale, darling, but really!”

    I laughed softly, shaking my head.

    “Are you all right?” she asked, frowning her concern.

    “I’m fine,” I said, with a dismissive wave, reaching under the counter for a bin of returns.

    “Did he…?”

    Again, I shook my head, folding some step-ins. “He never touched me.”

    That wasn’t entirely true, of course. But as much as I disliked fibbing to Anja, I didn’t think caressing my arms and kissing my brow were what she had in mind.

    She stared at me then, frowning, for several seconds. “You’re sure he’s a man?” she asked, finally.

    I laughed again. “Positive.” The evidence had pressed against my thigh Friday night at the Grotto, after all. I shrugged. “He’s just a gentleman.”

    Anja regarded me, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Gentlemen don’t usually ask shop girls to model the lingerie for them.”

    I nodded. “Probably not, but… I didn’t mind.”

    She shook her head, smiling, and set to folding things beside me. “You really like him, don’t you?”

    “What’s not to like?” I asked, shrugging.

    I couldn’t, in good conscience, say whether I liked him. I hadn’t made up my mind yet, but he was handsome and, judging by the car and driver, rich.

    Still, rather than leave it at that flippant answer, I added, “He intrigues me.”

    Anja nodded again. “And he wasn’t sore about the party?”

    “Well, he just invited me to another one.”

    Now she gave a little laugh. “Are you going this time?”

    “I may have to, if only to see why he’s so insistent. Besides, if I don’t, he’ll only come back next Monday, won’t he?”

    Despite the joke, Anja’s brow furrowed. She might have been brash, but she was also sweet, even if René and I were usually the only ones who saw this side of her. We had always looked after one another, however, so I wasn’t surprised.

    “Don’t worry,” I said, leaning closer and hugging her waist. “It’s just a party. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

    She sighed, still frowning.

    “Look, I’ll telephone you—from the party—and let you know how it’s going. Would that help?”

    Finally, she gave an uncertain nod. Obviously the Baron had a telephone, and he’d probably let me use it. And apparently I’d decided to go to the party, as well.


  chapter five

    The Estate


    At home that evening, I pulled out the Baron’s letter and double-checked his list. I had a short-sleeved navy sailor’s dress but no red beret. I’d have to make do with a white cloche, but that was probably just as well. A red hat would clash with my hair even more than a camisole.

    I owned no gaiters either, but the navy heels, black garters, and black stockings were all present and accounted for. Why he would want me to wear black stockings with a navy dress I had no idea, but that was his prerogative. A man couldn’t help what he found alluring, could he?

    I briefly wondered what he might do if I wore white or navy stockings. Or if I put on a brassiere or corset and panties instead of just the black camisole. Of course, leaving an item off the list would have been far easier to get away with than adding something he had specifically prohibited. After all, he said I could ignore anything I didn’t have, and he’d likely never find out whether I truly owned the items.

    I decided to stick as closely to his list as I could, however, because there was something arousing about trying my best to comply with his wishes. That thought alone had me putting the letter away again, but not because I’d changed my mind about going. Instead, I took his calling card and went downstairs.

    In the entry, Frau Lauterbach had a telephone for general use, and thankfully it was not currently engaged. I picked up the earpiece and turned the crank. Soon enough, the operator connected me.

    “Wagner Manor, Schmidt speaking.”

    I couldn’t be sure from those few words, but neither the voice nor the manner seemed like his. “Hello? I am trying to reach the Baron.”

    “Ah, yes. Good evening, Fräulein. He was expecting your call, but the Baron is not home at the moment.”

    “Oh.” I frowned. This must be his butler, then. Not odd, considering he also had a driver. “When do you expect him back?”

    “Not until the morning, I’m afraid. May I relay a message?”

    I tried, very hard, to keep myself from slamming down the earpiece and just… walking away. That was only my jealousy getting the better of me again. I also wanted to ask where he was and, more importantly, with whom, but I held my tongue. What right did I have to make such inquiries about a man who employed both a driver and a butler? The very idea was absurd. Still, I wasn’t going to let this change my mind, again.

    “Um. Would you tell him I do plan to attend the party this weekend, but… well, I don’t know how to get there.”

    “Not to worry, Fräulein. I have been instructed to say the chauffeur will collect you at six o’clock Saturday evening.”

    “Oh!”

    Now I smiled. That did simplify things. No wonder the Baron wanted his driver to take me home Friday. Again, that said he’d planned all this ahead of time, but now I found it more comforting than offensive.

    “Thank you, Herr Schmidt. I’ll be ready.”

    “Very good, Fräulein. I shall tell the Baron to expect you on Saturday.” After a few seconds of silence, he added, “Was there anything else?”

    Once more I wanted to ask whom the Baron was with, but I didn’t. “Um, no. That’s all I needed. Thank you again.”

    “Of course. And a good evening to you, Fräulein.”

    “Good evening.”

    I hung up the earpiece, my stomach squirming with both excitement and nerves. Now I wished I’d waited longer to make up my mind. It was only Monday, after all. However was I supposed to wait until Saturday? Still, I wouldn’t take back my accepting his invitation, finally. I’d already made him wait far longer for an answer than was seemly.

    To pass the hours, I picked out my best pair of sandals and hung up my favorite summer dress–a pale yellow one, with a sunflower pattern. Then, once the bathroom was free, I had a nice, relaxing bubble bath, steaming the wrinkles from my dress at the same time.

    Finally, I went to bed and dreamed of wearing that dress. We were in a boat, and the Baron rowed us to the middle of a vast lake, where he

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

  chapter six

    The Contract


    Thanks to the Baron’s directions, I entered the library only a few minutes later. In the far corner, he sat on the edge of an open roll-top desk, reading an important looking document. When he caught my eye, smiling, my face immediately warmed.

    “I can—come back in a few minutes,” I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder. “If you like.”

    He shook his head and beckoned me closer. “Of course not,” he said, giving the paper a shake. “This is for you.”

    I nodded and approached, passing a few green sofas and mahogany tables with lamps. Some envelopes sat on the desk, and he moved them aside, but not before I caught the typewritten name on one: Frau Weissburg.

    Evidently I’d been wrong. He was married. Still, he wouldn’t be the first married man with whom I’d had intimate relations. Not remotely. Besides, for all I knew, he and the Baroness had an arrangement, and his having lovers was understood. Or perhaps I was getting ahead of myself? I hadn’t even read the document yet. He might not want a lover at all.

    I took the paper and looked it over, but oddly enough, it seemed to be a contract. I didn’t have much experience with such matters, but it was also the strangest contract I’d ever seen. The first things to spring to my mind were clauses about non-disclosure or regarding any children that might result from such an illicit arrangement.

    This document, however, contained nothing like that. First came a blank for my name, and he’d apparently done this often enough to have pre-printed contract blanks. But I shoved the envy currently burning in my stomach much further down. The terms said I was to be his property that weekend. For the duration, I must comply with any orders he saw fit to give me–immediately, and without question.

    But I hadn’t signed yet, so surely questioning him wouldn’t be out of bounds. “Orders?” I asked, regarding him with raised eyebrows.

    The Baron smiled again. “Nothing horrible, I promise,” he said, shaking his head, and he nodded toward my dress. “You’ve already had a taste, with your clothing. I may ask you to sit here or there, or to wear this or that.” He gave a casual shrug. “Whatever takes my fancy. This is just one of my little whims. You will be my pet for the weekend. My own pet girl. Does that make sense?”

    I nodded, because I understood the meaning of the words he’d used, at least, even if the concept was a bit foreign, still. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to give my consent. What might he order me to do? Something humiliating? Something dangerous? And if I refused to sign, would he throw me out? The thought turned my insides to ice. I hadn’t a chance of finding my own way home, did I?

    He’d said nothing horrible, of course, but how could I be sure? Despite how safe I felt with him, I really had no idea whether I could trust him. And what if my conception of horrible was different from his? Or if he asked me to do something I really didn’t want to do, and I refused, could I be sued or called before a criminal court? I certainly couldn’t afford to pay any sort of restitutions.

    I frowned as I mulled this over, and before long, the Baron pulled out the desk chair.

    “I can see you are concerned,” he said, sitting and crossing his arms and legs. “But let me assure you, the contract is only for the weekend.”

    I scanned farther down the page and nodded. The last paragraph did specify that the terms lasted only until noon the following day.

    “If you do not thoroughly enjoy yourself,” the Baron continued, shrugging, “come tomorrow afternoon, you can walk away forever. Or rather, Horst will drive you home, and you will never have to see me again. Nor will I think any worse of you, so you have nothing to lose.”

    I wasn’t so sure of that. What if he tied me up and refused to release me, or beat me, or starved me, or ordered me to kill myself? Was I, in essence, signing my life away? When I looked up from the contract again, those steel-blue eyes locked onto mine once more. I sucked in a breath, swallowing reflexively.

    “What is the matter?” he asked, shaking his head just a little. “You can tell me. In fact, I’d prefer you discuss your concerns with me, rather than keeping them all to yourself.”

    The first thing that came to mind was to ask how many pets he’d had before me, which was infinitely troubling, so I tamped down that urge. “I—I’m frightened,” I whispered at last, looking away.

    Though even as I said it, I couldn’t decide what, exactly, frightened me more. Was it what he might ask me to do, or how so far I’d wanted to do anything he asked, no matter how outrageous? That tendency troubled me, too.

    “I see.” His arms uncrossed, and the Baron patted his lap. “Come here.”

    I wasn’t sure why I’d been so candid before, or why I obeyed him now. Other than, of course, I was in his presence, and I just seemed powerless around him. In fact, I felt as though propelled forward on casters, not in control of my own movements.

    Not until I nestled in his lap, at least, with my arms around his shoulders. Then I consciously leaned my head against the side of his neck, rather than risk looking into those piercing eyes, and inhaled deeply. Even the sandalwood and evergreen scents of his cologne were comforting. Similar to something Papa always wore, but not exactly.

    Once I’d settled, he asked, “You are frightened of me?”

    My posture certainly said otherwise, and yet I couldn’t deny being frightened, even if I sought his comfort, almost instinctively. I wasn’t frightened of the Baron himself, I suppose, so much as what he might become once I’d put my signature on that contract. And how I already seemed unable to resist him, even without having signed.

    “Not exactly, Herr Baron,” I said, shaking my head against his neck. “Just—the situation. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

    He gave a quiet hum. “I would have thought—” The Baron shook his head, his arms winding around my waist. “Never mind. So, once you sign, you think I will transform into a villain, right before your eyes?”

    When he put it that way, it sounded perfectly ridiculous, but he was absolutely correct. “Yes,” I whispered, with a sigh. “Something like that.”

    He nodded with a little chuckle and kissed my brow. “Well, the unknown is always a bit frightening, but let’s see if I can’t put your mind at ease.”

    The Baron leaned his head against mine for a long moment without speaking, but thankfully he didn’t seem upset with my confession. When I opened my mouth to apologize, however, he inhaled, and I kept silent.

    “Have you ever had a pet of your own?”

    I smiled. “When I was a girl, we had a spaniel called Wiggy.”

    The Baron pulled back, eyebrows raised. “Wiggy?”

    “Short for Ludwig von Hundoven.”

    He chuckled again. “I see.” His head then rested against mine once more. “And did you take good care of Wiggy?”

    I nodded.

    “You fed him, and watered him, and kept him brushed and bathed and such?”

    “Of course I did.”

    “And why did you take such good care of him?”

    I shrugged. “Because I loved him.”

    The Baron gave a slow nod. “So, you only took care of him after you’d had him a while and grew to love him?”

    I laughed then, shaking my head. “I took care of him from the first, when he was a puppy.”

    “Why?”

    I blinked. No one had ever asked me something like that before, so I’d never given the reasons behind my childhood actions much thought. One simply took care of one’s pets. That was just what decent people did.

    “I… don’t know,” I said, shrugging. “Because he needed me to take care of him, I suppose.”

    The Baron’s lips pressed against my brow. I was really beginning to enjoy that sensation. “Exactly. He needed you to take care of him, so you did. And that is similar to what I propose with our contract.”

    I raised my head, and my eyebrows, as well.

    And he smiled. “If you agree to be my pet, I shall take care of you to the best of my ability. If I should see fit to restrain you—”

    I shivered, but not because the idea left me appalled.

    “—you would be entirely helpless, so I shall attend to your needs. And I will never hurt you, just as you would never have hurt Wiggy.” He gave a little shrug. “Though I may discipline you if you’re naughty, as I’m sure you must have done with your own pet.”

    I was tempted to laugh, but his tone kept me from it. He was definitely serious, and I couldn’t help wondering what would qualify as being naughty. If I’d worn my white stockings today, instead of the black, perhaps?

    As that was the first thought to come to mind, I realized I’d already contemplated being naughty and the possible repercussions. Now I was even more intrigued as to what form his discipline might take. After all, I was already sitting on his lap, like an overgrown child. Would he put me over his knee and spank my bottom?

    The idea didn’t bother me as much as it probably should have.

    Perhaps I was worrying over nothing. He had said if I did not thoroughly enjoy myself this weekend, I could walk away forever. And so far, he’d been just the opposite of cruel. In fact, even if we’d known one another for just over a week, saying he doted on me wasn’t much of an exaggeration. I hadn’t felt so cherished since Papa died, and the Baron did intrigue me. That much of what I’d told Anja wasn’t remotely a fib.

    I still couldn’t put my finger on why, but I felt safe with him. The idea of a contract gave me pause, but he didn’t frighten me. If I wanted to know him, really know him, I would simply have to trust him. And perhaps I needed to trust myself, and my own instincts, since I had felt safe with him from the start.

    Besides, I’d taken numerous chances with other men on a regular basis. Every time I modeled for a friend of René’s, in fact, or went down an alley with a flea so I could buy bread. Even when I had a date with a man I didn’t know well. Did the Baron not deserve at least as much of my trust as they did? Especially since he’d been quite forthright with what he wanted from the beginning?

    I didn’t say anything else. I simply rose from the chair and moved to the desk, picking up the pen.

    The Baron joined me shortly, but he didn’t speak this time. I didn’t expect him to. He wasn’t trying to pressure me into signing, I didn’t think. In fact, apart from his pulling me into his lap at the Grotto, all this had been my choice. Joining him at his table, what he did with his hand under my skirt, his first invitation, modeling for him at the shop, coming here today… and signing the contract.

    No, he had always been clear that all this was my choice, and I didn’t see him changing his mind about that now. He was probably just eager. As I was, I had to admit.

    Before I put pen to paper on the signature line, again I noticed the blank at the top of the page. “I’ve just realized I never told you my name,” I said, straightening.

    The Baron smiled and put a finger to my lips. “That’s not important,” he said, shaking his head. “I shall call you Süss.”

    I gave a little gasp, followed by a sigh, before I could help myself. “Sweet?” He was going to call me “sweet.”

    The Baron took the pen from my hand and wrote “Süss” in the top blank. Afterward, he signed his own name and handed the pen back, smiling again.

    I quickly bent down and signed, before I could change my mind. My hand shook, but not to the point that the writing was illegible, which was more than I could say for the Baron’s signature. I made out a letter or two but soon gave up the attempt. Still, I had to admire the bold strokes. Just like the businessmen I’d met when I’d been in the steno pool, before Anja got me the job at the lingerie shop.

    When I straightened again, he stared at me once more, with the same hungry expression as in the Grotto and the fitting room. Which I found comforting, rather than frightening.

    “Even your name is enchanting,” he whispered, with a small, and brief, smile. “But I’ll still call you Süss. Now…” He took a deep breath and nodded toward me. “Take off that ridiculous dress.”

    My eyes widened, and I gasped again, even as he smiled once more.

    Part of me thought I should refuse. I was there for a party, after all, and I could hardly join in if I weren’t clothed. If he just wanted sex… well, I could simply pull up my skirt. Another part of me wanted to ask why the dress was ridiculous now when I’d looked lovely earlier. Especially since he’d told me what to wear in the first place.

    Still another part of me–and I was beginning to lose track of all the warring factions, by now–wanted nothing more than to keep him smiling, all evening. That, oddly enough, was also the part that recalled the contract’s terms: immediately, and without question.

    Perhaps I had already failed him on the immediately front, but I could still redeem myself by not questioning him.

    Without a word, I reached behind my head, where I began to lower the zipper, all the while studying the Baron’s neck. Once again, I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye. Thankfully I was soon spared the trouble, when he walked behind me and finished pulling down the zipper.

    I slid the dress off my shoulders, and the fabric pooled at my feet. I stood there–in nothing more than my cloche, camisole, garter belt, stockings, and shoes–shivering. Whether that was due to the sudden chill, or from the suspicion that the Baron inspected my form, I wasn’t entirely sure.

    The question was put to rest a second later, when his warmth pressed against my back, and his hands smoothed down my arms. I shivered again, but not because I was cold.

    His warm breath moved to my ear. “I am pleased to see how well you followed my instructions,” he whispered, and soon he stepped in front of me, again. “You will make an exceptional pet.”

    His gaze dropped to the pearls I wore, and he hooked a finger in the looped end of the string. For a second, given the look in his eyes, I thought he might rip them off me. In the end, however, he only raised an eyebrow and said, “We shall deal with these later.”

    Now I had my answer regarding how he would react if I did not comply with his orders, even if I hadn’t really given this bit of disobedience a thought before just now. After all, he hadn’t said I couldn’t wear jewelry.

    The Baron gave the looped end of my necklace a tug, rather like a leash, and said, “Come with me, Süss.”
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