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"Marie." His mask tilted up and down, piercing blue eyes drinking in the sight of my body, wearing only the hospital-like paper gown that he had provided exactly for his purpose.

"Master," I said. Master. No names. Just Master.

"Safe word."

"Red," I said, like every other time he asked.

"And if your lips are otherwise... occupied?" His teeth flashed at the thought, excitement crackling in the air.

Not for the first time, I wondered who he was beneath the mask. I wondered what he did for a living that made him so angry. His shoulders were tensed, his fingers trembling from anticipation.

"A sharp tap with my fingernail," I said, swallowing the lump in my throat. "Hard enough to leave a mark," I said, suddenly breathless. I'd never had to use the safeword before.

"Good." He let go of a breath he had been holding. His hands stilled. I considered asking why he insisted on repeating this every session but I could sense that the ritual calmed him.

He stood up and I took an involuntary step back, surprised by the sudden movement. His grin widened and he advanced towards me like an animal cornering prey.

I felt the cold wall against my back.

"Remember your safe word if things get too... intense," he whispered against my ear. "I've been having a particularly stupid week." His words vibrated through my bones. I had misjudged his calm. He was practically trembling.

"Yes, Master." I found myself saying and prepared myself for the pain.

I was a professional. I had done these sessions before. But he was quick. He backhanded me across my face before I saw his hand move. My head turned with the blow and it stung. My ears rang from the sharp impact. The taste of metal was on my tongue when I licked my lips.

"Look at me," he demanded. taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger to force me to comply. "Look at me," he growled, a guttural sound that rumbled up from deep in my chest.

"Master." My lower lip trembled, but I led him guide my face to his.

His sharp gaze locked me in place. At the sight of him, heat slammed into my body, suddenly, violently, and my hands curled into fists to keep from pulling him closer and kissing him senseless.
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Chapter 1: Dirty Talk
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"How do you think he's like in bed?" Natalie asked dreamily, giving me a binder full of documents to duplicate. She tilted her head towards the closed office door where our manager's boss had just disappeared into.

The sound of something smashing in the room made us both jump a little.

"Tanner Thatcher?"

"Who else?" she rolled her eyes.

Glass shattered behind closed doors and a dangerously deep voice made itself heard through the walls.

"Violent," I answered without thinking and regretted saying anything at all when her head whipped towards me, her perfect blond hair curling over her shoulders. Her lips were parted in shock.

"Excuse me?" The air was so heavy I could cut it with a knife.

"Bless you," I responded instantly, earning a small and a slight relief in the tension.

"You imagine he'd be violent in bed?" she asked, still a little nonplussed.

I shrugged and fought to keep my voice neutral. "You don't think so?" I asked, like imagining your CEO being a beast in bed was the most natural thing in the world to do. I could see it easily, his muscular hands pinning me down, face etched in concentration as he slammed into me over and over, not stopping even if I begged for it, especially if I begged for it. He'd probably love the challenge.

"I always thought he'd be really gentle," she said with a heavy sigh. "Like, super affectionate and different, you know? Since he's so intense all the time."

I wanted to tell her that personalities rarely changed in sex lives, but that wasn't completely true. Some of the most power men who visited me at night wanted to be lick my feet.

"Do you think he's into like, fifty shades stuff?" she asked quietly.

I shrugged, hoping we could graduate from the highly inappropriate discussion and talk about something - anything - else.

Something else in the office suffered his explosive wrath and I felt sorry for our manager even though I knew it was probably his fault to begin with. There had been some errors in accounting that an idiot would've noticed.

I considered telling him when I saw it, but the last time I told him about his mistake, he threatened to fire me on the spot.

What would I know? I was just a lowly assistant who barely graduated high school.

"I just think he'd be violent. I haven't really put much thought to it," I lied.

"I agree with Marie," Steve said, appearing magically behind me. He was immediately standing in my personal space like he belonged there. I nudged him away with a light shoulder bump and he chuckled before taking a respectful step back.

"Do you imagine our boss in bed, Steve?" I teased.

"All the time," he answered seriously and made an entirely inappropriate noise that made Natalie blush all the way to the roots of her hair. She stammered something about work and hurried away.

"You shouldn't tease our colleagues like that," I said, slightly reprimanding. "Especially colleagues who've been crushing on your since you started working here," I continued, narrowing my eyes. Steve was incredibly handsome and entirely too suave for his own good. He had the size and height of a stereotypical black basketball player with the personality to boot.

The sport was his entire life once upon a time. He had injured himself in a game prior to graduation. It was cruel how quickly that option was yanked from under his feet when they said he could never dunk as well as he did before. I sat with him in the hospital bed and held his head to my chest while he sobbed for the lost future. It had been his way out of poverty and debt. There were other ways out, I had assured him. Longer ways, but it wasn't not the end.

Thankfully, he did well in his studies, enough not to be kicked out even after he couldn't continue playing. The basketball scholarship meant he didn't have to worry about loans after he graduated. He just needed to adjust to the idea of not being a superstar.

When I helped him apply for work, I wasn't expecting him to show up at the place where I had been working since I graduated high school.

"Have you decided which one of the girls you're going to date?" I asked playfully, my fingers moving mechanically on the printing machine. Being the personal assistant of a man who didn't understand technology meant a lot of wasteful printing work, but it kept me busy and it paid decent money.

A shadow flashed across his face and he quickly hid it behind an easy smile. "You think Mr. Tanner would be violent in bed?" he quirked his eyebrow as he asked, deliberately sidestepping my question.

"Can you imagine him being a sub?" I asked. Yes, something in my subconscious whispered. I could imagine him naked and sweating, his fingers trembling as I tied him in chains, whip in hand to punish him, make him hurt.

Our laughter was cut short when the door opened and the devil himself walked out. Anger rolled off him in waves but even then, he was dashingly handsome. His hair fell in waves over his piercing blue eyes, his nose and jaw perfectly sculptured. He had taken his black blazer off, muscles rippling under the shirt that was a size too small.

He didn't even glance our way on the way out and I felt the temperature rise to more tolerable levels. Careful banter continued.

"Marie. I want to talk to you." My boss peeked out from his office, his face two shades darker than usual.

"Wish me luck," I flinched, knowing he was looking for an outlet for his frustration. He just had his ass handed to him by his boss and he wanted to get his balls back by yelling at someone beneath him.

Steve gave me a weak grin before
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