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This world is a constellation of interconnected lives — desires that flare, fade, collide, and return in unexpected ways under the quiet gravity of Julian Sterne. Each book in the Sterne Universe explores a different shape of intimacy and consequence: erotic, tragic, sapphic, dark, healing. Every story stands alone, yet each one carries echoes that ripple into the others — a remembered gesture, a familiar object, a single irreversible choice.

Across decades, the characters move through their lives with emotional truth. Their actions — even when sharp or dangerous — rise from authentic human impulses. What unites these stories is emotional precision and the belief that intimacy transforms us in ways we cannot predict.

This book begins in 2003, in Silicon Valley, where Lorene Feldman is at the peak of her professional life and has long since stopped expecting anything from her private one. Lorene, Ruled is an erotic romance about a woman who knows exactly what she craves — and a man who knows it before she says a word. The professional world she has spent years building is also, quietly, under threat. Both will cost her. Not in the ways she expects.

This novel moves through the territory of a woman who holds power in every room she enters — and chooses, in private, to set it down. The professional stakes are as high as the personal ones, and across the years these pages cover, the two are never far apart.

This is a complete story. It does not end on a cliffhanger, and it does not require another book to feel finished.

Read without apology.
Some desires are most honest when they are not explained away.
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1 – Term Sheet
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Wednesday, November 19, 2003

Fog clung to the glass tower like wet silk, turning the early-afternoon light the color of old pewter. November pressed against the windows, dim and heavy, while inside the twenty-third-floor conference room the air was already too warm, thick with burnt coffee and the particular desperation that rises when founders face their first real investors.

Lorene Feldman sat at the far end of the mahogany table, legs crossed beneath a charcoal pencil skirt that ended exactly one inch below the knee. The jacket of the same suit traced the inward curve of her waist before flaring over hips that had rounded, not softened, in the last decade. A single strand of dark hair had escaped the low knot at her nape and brushed the collar of her cream silk blouse; the fabric was fine enough that the faint outline of lace beneath showed when the overhead light caught it. Forty-six looked good on her. In fact, at forty-six, she looked her best.

Across from her, the two lead founders, Dr. Patel and his twenty-nine-year-old CTO, were flanked by six silent associates who had clearly been told to nod on cue. The slide deck glowed on the screen behind them: a heart monitor the size of a credit card, promising to save ten thousand lives a year. The valuation implied it would save the entire planet by Christmas.

Lorene knew better. No device, no matter how elegant, could deliver miracles on schedule like that. But it wasn’t her role to puncture the fantasy; it was her role to dress it in legal language sharp enough to impress the investors and soft enough to soothe the founders. Exaggeration was the currency here, and she was paid to make sure it worked. She had spent three weeks turning their term sheet from arson into something merely flammable. She was proud of the work. Pride, she had learned, was a useful anesthetic.

Then the door opened and Mark Caldwell walked in.

He was ten minutes late and offered no apology. Six-three, maybe two-twenty, moving with the unhurried economy of a man who had once cleared rooms in Mogadishu in ‘93 and now cleared boardrooms without raising his voice. Navy suit, white shirt open at the throat, silver just beginning to overtake the dark brown at his temples and in the close-trimmed beard he hadn’t bothered to shave that morning. The faint scar through his left eyebrow caught the light when he turned his head. Green eyes swept the table once, catalogued everything, and settled on her.

He took the chair at the head without asking, flipped open the term sheet, and spent the next eight minutes eviscerating it with the calm precision of a surgeon who already knew where the cancer lived.

When he finished, Dr. Patel looked as if someone had unplugged him.

Mark closed his Montblanc, looked straight at Lorene, and said, “Your clients will live longer because of those changes. Coffee when we’re done here?”

He left before anyone remembered to breathe.

Twenty-three minutes later she found him in the corridor, one shoulder against the window, city swallowed by fog behind him. The overhead fluorescents carved sharp shadows along the line of his jaw and the small crescent scar at the corner of his mouth.

“Ms. Feldman,” he said, as though their paths had converged by design. “There’s a place on University Avenue that refuses to dilute its espresso. Shall we?”

His voice carried a depth she’d underestimated — unrushed, edged with a faint gravel.

She agreed before reason could intercede.

They covered two blocks in near silence. His stride was quick, unyielding, and she fell in behind, coat drawn close against the bite of November air. He didn’t slow, didn’t explain, and she didn’t ask. Absurdly, she caught the scent of him as they moved — cedar, sharpened by the salt off the sea.

The café was half empty, all dark wood and the hiss of an ancient espresso machine. He chose the table in the back corner, held her chair, then ordered without looking at the menu: espresso, neat, for him — cappuccino without sugar for her. The waiter vanished.

Lorene opened her mouth, considering some reflex about preferring tea — and closed it again when Mark’s eyebrow lifted a fraction. The protest felt suddenly childish. He had decided. Arguing would be effort spent on a conclusion already reached.

He slid the annotated term sheet across the table. His handwriting was small, ruthless, beautiful.

“Three clauses your founders will hate me for,” he said. “They’ll still sign.”

She traced one finger over the single word he had written in the margin beside the liquidation preference: greedy.

A laugh escaped her before she could stop it.

His gaze flicked up. “Problem?”

“You diagnosed them with a single word.”

“I diagnosed the document. The founders are your problem.” He leaned back, suit jacket pulling across shoulders that clearly remembered how to carry a rucksack.

“Tell me, Lorene,” he murmured, claiming her given name as if it had always been his to wield. “When was the last time someone denied you, and you truly believed they meant it?”

Her breath caught. She parted her lips, held them open in a pause that felt endless, then shut them tight.

Denied — the single word landed between them like a chess piece slid into the center of the board.

She felt heat rise in her throat. Thought of Julian’s beautiful, deliberate denials that left her shaking and grateful. Thought of the way those denials had become a language of its own in which she still felt fluent.

Mark watched the memory move across her face the way a man watches weather cross open water.

“Depends,” she said at last, voice steady, “on what kind of denial you have in mind.”

The corner of his mouth curved — not quite a smile, more the acknowledgment of a hit scored.

“Good answer.”

He paid the bill without checking it, stood, and offered his hand.

She took it.

Outside, the fog had thickened until the streetlights glowed like drowned moons. His palm was warm, calloused, the grip neither gentle nor cruel, simply certain.

At forty-six, Lorene Feldman had spent two decades proving she needed no one’s hand to cross any street.

Yet here she was, fingers laced in his, the warmth of his palm steady against the November chill. She could pull away. She didn’t.

The small, secret smile that touched her mouth had nothing to do with the fog.
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Wednesday, December 10, 2003

Three weeks had passed since Mark Caldwell walked her to her car in the fog and had not called. Three weeks of checking her office line too often, of telling herself it was professional caution, of wondering what kind of denial he had in mind.

Tonight there would be no wondering.

She had invited him for nine, informing him that they had to talk.

Julian arrived at 9:03 p.m.

She took his coat, poured Bordeaux, and they sat at the small table by the window, the city lights glittering outside.

He had walked into her office at twenty-two with nothing but a prototype and eyes that already knew how to make her kneel. Two years later the prototype had real customers, he had become a force in business, and neither of them had ever pretended this could last.

The quiet stretched until she broke it.

“You’ve changed again,” she said. Her tone was certain, not searching.

Julian arched a brow. “You keep saying that.”

“It keeps being true.” She studied him, gaze level. “You carry yourself differently. Not lighter. Not heavier. Just... deliberate.”

He let the corner of his mouth shift, the smallest acknowledgment. “Deliberate comes with the work.”

She tilted her head, lips curving faintly. “Not only the work.” She sipped her wine, then set it down, fingers tracing the stem. “You’ve been shaped. By others. And now you’re shaping yourself.”

Julian leaned back slightly, unhurried. “You sound like you already know the answers.”

“I don’t ask questions I already know,” she said. Her eyes softened then, something warmer flickering through. “Julian... there isn’t much more I can teach you. You don’t need me the way you once did.”

He studied her across the table, but didn’t interrupt.

“My life is moving forward,” she continued, her voice steady, measured. “Other clients, heavier cases. And outside of work... I want something I can’t have with you. A partner closer to me, in years, in place. Someone who can share not just the nights we carve out, but the mornings after. Someone steady. For me, and for my daughter.”

She let the words linger, then added more softly, “She’s growing fast, way sharper than I was at that age. I want her to see me with a man who matches me, not someone who fades, not someone I carry. A man who stands, so she’ll learn she should expect nothing less.”

Her gaze flicked back to him then, level and clear. “That isn’t you, Julian. Not because you lack it, but because you’re still moving too fast, too far. Your path is not hers to walk beside.”

She paused, then let her tone sharpen slightly. “I checked the documents for Hong Kong. If they move forward, the contract is sound. Legally, you’re covered. That’s not where the risk lies.” Her eyes held his, steady. “The risk is always you, how far you’ll let yourself be pulled.”

The words hung between them. Not an apology. Not regret. Just truth.

She drew in a breath, sharper now. “But understand this: if you needed me, truly needed me, I would still kneel for you. I would still come when you called. Because that is what we built. And it isn’t something I discard lightly.” Her gaze held his, unwavering. “But I know you won’t. And that is the proof I was always working toward.”

Julian nodded once, not in defeat but in acknowledgment.

Then he reached for the small bag at his side, unzipped it, and drew out the paddle. The polished wood caught the lamplight as he laid it between them on the table.

“I will use it again, one last time.”

Lorene watched the paddle move across the table and felt, impossibly, both steadier and more fragile than the first time she’d given it to him. He laid it down as if drawing a line that would mark the end of something neither of them needed to name aloud.

When he said it — plain, even, without flourish: I will use it again, one last time — something unclenched and then tightened under her ribs.

“Up,” he said.

She rose without hesitation, the chair sliding back against the wood floor in a quiet arc. Her body moved before thought, the command threading through muscle memory.

“Kneel.”

She sank to the carpet, the whisper of her skirt brushing her thighs as she folded down. Her knees parted slightly, spine aligned, hands resting light and open. Her head bowed — not in submission, but in readiness. This pose had become second nature, not because it was demanded, but because it was chosen. He turned her toward the sofa and bent her forward over it.

She felt him standing over her, the paddle balanced in his hand. She didn’t need to look to know the weight of it, the way it sat in his grip. What had changed wasn’t the ritual itself — it was the way he held it now. With clear intent.

Then she felt the familiar sting bloom across her skin, the paddle landing sharp, deliberate, each strike laying claim to her body. Her skirt rode high with every blow, the fabric bunching uselessly against her waist until the heat of the wood spread across her bare flesh. She held her breath through the rhythm, letting it burn, letting it soak deep into her muscles. He wielded it without hesitation now — steady, precise, utterly in command.

This was what she had wanted when she placed that paddle in his hands months ago. Not that he would swing it clumsily, searching for meaning, but that one day he would use it like this: not a test, not a lesson, but an extension of his will.

Her thighs trembled, not only from pain. Each strike left her wetter, slickness gathering between her legs, betraying the ache building inside her. She pressed her palms harder into the sofa, biting her lip, her breath coming ragged. Still she held herself steady, because that was what he required.

The strikes stopped. Silence followed, broken only by the sound of her own breathing. She waited, head bowed, body humming, until his voice cut through the quiet.

“Go to the bed.”

Her heart gave a hard, tight beat. This was different.

She rose immediately, her legs shaky but obedient, and walked to the bedroom while he followed, the paddle put aside. She sat on the edge of the bed as if she were waiting for further instruction. But he didn’t let her wait.

First, he stripped her of what remained — her blouse undone, falling away from her shoulders, her skirt tugged down and discarded. Cool air swept across her bare skin, every inch revealed now, vulnerable, exposed.

Then he began to undress himself. She watched. She couldn’t look away. The deliberate way he slid his shirt from his shoulders, baring the lines of his chest, the tension of muscle drawn tight with control. The sharp tug of his belt, the sound of the zipper lowering, the trousers falling to the floor.

And then his cock — hard, thick, pulsing with readiness. For her. Because of her. Her breath hitched, a sharp ache blooming low in her belly at the sight. She had felt it in her before, but watching it, watching him strip himself bare for her use, set fire to the need she had been holding back.

Naked, he was beautiful in a way that made her chest ache — strength in every line of his body, power in the way he moved, surety in his stance. And yet what undid her most was his arousal, plain, undeniable, heavy between them. Proof that he wanted her. Proof that this mattered.

Her thighs pressed together instinctively, her body begging already, her cunt aching and slick, throbbing with urgency. She wanted him inside her so badly it hurt.

He didn’t speak. He only stepped closer, guiding her back until she lay against the sheets, her hair spreading across the pillow, her legs falling open in invitation.

Naked. Claimed. Waiting.

She looked up at him, and for a moment it almost startled her — the weight in his eyes, the surety there. He wasn’t taking from her anymore. He was giving her exactly what he had decided, and she was powerless except to accept it.

His body covered hers, skin to skin, heat to heat. She gasped as his cock pressed against her, then into her — slow at first, then deep, filling her completely. Her legs opened wide, instinctive, needy, wrapping around his waist to pull him closer.

This was different. Not the forward bend over the sofa, not the impersonal position of discipline. Face to face, she had nowhere to hide. His eyes met hers, steady, unwavering, as his hips began their rhythm.

Every thrust drove through her, each one pushing the tension inside her higher, sharper. She moaned, unable to hold it back, her hands clutching at his shoulders, nails dragging faint marks across his skin. The denial from the last time still haunted her body, an ache unresolved until now, and each movement carried her closer to the edge she had been forced to surrender then.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “Please, Sir.”

His hand cupped her cheek, thumb brushing her lip, and his answer came low, firm. “You may.”

The words unlocked her. Climax tore through her. Her hips bucked, legs tightened, and the release flooded out — hot, unstoppable, soaking the sheets beneath her. She cried out, raw and sharp, body convulsing with the force of it.

He rode her climax until his own groan broke against her ear, his release spilling deep inside her.

For a moment, neither moved. Bodies pressed together, slick with sweat, breaths mingling.

He eased away, dressed, unhurried.

When Lorene turned her head toward him, the faintest smile touched her lips — not longing, not regret. Only recognition.

He glanced at the paddle, put it in the bag, and closed it.

Julian exhaled, steady.

There was no bitterness in the farewell, only clarity.

The door clicked shut behind him.

Lorene lay in the cooling evidence of their ending and felt the future open in front of her like a road with no map.

Somewhere closer to downtown, a man with winter-green eyes and a scar through his eyebrow had her number.

She smiled into the dark, touched the faint ache across her skin, and wondered — not for the first time, and certainly not the last — when Mark Caldwell would decide the waiting was over.
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Wednesday, January 7, 2004

The phone rang at 3:17 p.m. on a day already swallowed by filings and motions. Lorene was halfway through redlining another stack of contracts when her assistant buzzed through.

“Line one. A Mr. Caldwell. He says it’s not about work.”

Her pen froze. Three heartbeats against the blinking light, then she pressed the button. “This is Lorene Feldman.”

His voice came down the line, low and even.

“Lorene. Dinner. Tonight. Seven-thirty.”

No question mark.

Seven weeks of silence, and that was how he reopened the conversation. She should have laughed, should have reminded him her calendar was a fortress. Instead, before her brain had finished voting, she heard herself say, “I’ll meet you there.”

He named a small Italian place she didn’t know, and the line went dead.

She stared at the receiver a moment longer, trying to rationalize what had just happened.

The rest of the afternoon dissolved into a single investor call that refused to end — one of her longterm enterprise clients, the kind whose infrastructure software only made headlines when something broke. They were courting new capital, nervous about expansion, and she spent forty minutes steadying the founder who oscillated between optimism and panic. By the time she hung up, her throat was tight and her calendar was a mess.

She told her assistant she was leaving early, gathered her things, and stepped out into the cold with the uneasy sense that she was already behind.

By 7:28 she was walking through the door of the restaurant, the same charcoal suit she wore to court that morning still on her shoulders, hair pinned, pulse betraying her at the base of her throat.

He was already there.

He rose when she approached the table, jacket off, sleeves rolled once, forearms resting easy on the red-checkered cloth. The candle in the Chianti bottle painted gold across the scar through his eyebrow and the silver threading his temples.

“I was beginning to think you’d ghosted me worse than half the founders I fund,” he said, deadpan.

She laughed before she could stop herself. “Investor call ran long. Enterprise client. They’re trying to push their software into mid-market, and it’s... delicate.”

“Expansion always is,” he said, studying her. “Especially for software like that. Too many people depending on something they never think about.”

“Exactly.”

“Still,” he added, a faint curve at the corner of his mouth, “I’m glad you made it.”

“Seven weeks is a long time to hold a grudge.”

“Seven weeks is how long it took me to get tired of pretending I wasn’t waiting for you to change your mind.”

He pulled out her chair. “Sit.”

She sat.

He ordered for both of them without looking at the menu — ossobuco for him, tagliatelle al ragù for her, a bottle of ‘96 Barolo he clearly knew they had. She felt the flicker of recognition: the same way he had done it at the coffee shop, deciding without consultation, as if this were simply how things were done. Fine.

The waiter vanished with the expression of a man who had just been excused from a private conversation.

Mark turned back to her.

“You look exactly the same,” he said.

“You look like you’ve been waiting.”

The corner of his mouth curved. “I have.”

The wine arrived. He poured. They tasted.

“I almost called the morning after the pitch. Had the phone in my hand twice. Then I remembered the last time I felt that kind of certainty about a woman. I’ve learned not to trust lightning when it strikes the same place twice. So I waited. Seven weeks of board meetings and very sensible excuses. Turns out sensible is just fear wearing a better suit.”

He lifted his glass, candlelight catching the scar.

“Today I got tired of it.”

She thought he was about to make another joke. Instead, his voice shifted, stripped of irony.

A long breath, then, quieter.

“Her name was Claire. College sweetheart. Married the week after graduation. She wanted to teach third grade; I wanted to shoot things for a living. We compromised: I went Army, she taught wherever they stationed us. Cancer came the same month I made captain. Eighteen months from first symptom to the end. She died in our bed in Alexandria, window open so she could smell the magnolias she’d planted the year before. I was thirty-eight.”

He said it the way a man recites coordinates he will never forget, voice level, no plea for sympathy.

“I kept the house exactly as she left it for three years. Then I sold it, moved west, and told myself that part of my life was finished. Some parts refuse to stay buried.”

Silence settled, soft and heavy.

Her own story felt suddenly thin, like paper held up to the candle between them.

She opened her mouth, but he deflected — asked about the med-tech start-up instead.

She told him they had signed his terms the same week.

“Good,” he said. “They’ll hate me for a year and thank me for ten.”

She smiled into her glass. “You enjoy being hated.”

“Only when they thank me later.”

The food came. Conversation drifted — markets, a mutual acquaintance who had just lost everything in options, the fog that never quite lifted this winter.

Eventually when the conversation slowed down, she started to talk about herself.

“I was married too,” she said. “Larry. Kind. Harmless. Incapable of choosing dinner, let alone raising a child or a life. I carried everything until I couldn’t breathe. One day I stopped. The divorce was quiet. Lilith was ten.”

She gave a small shrug. “I kept Feldman. In courtrooms, names are currency. Changing it would have meant starting over, and I’d already done enough of that.”

She met his gaze. “I decided I would rather be alone than be the only adult in the room ever again.”

Mark studied her a long moment.

“Turns out,” he said softly, “alone is just another word for waiting.”

The candle guttered, throwing shadows across the red-checkered cloth. Neither of them looked away.

“I like you, Lorene,” he said at last, steady as if stating a fact. “I want to get to know you better, beyond boardrooms and contracts.” His gaze held hers. “And you wouldn’t be sitting here if you didn’t want the same.”

Her breath caught at the bluntness of it. “I do,” she said.

“Right.”

He leaned forward, elbows on the table, voice low enough that the couple at the next table would never hear.

“Spend the weekend at my house. Friday after work until Sunday evening. You won’t make a single decision except the ones I allow. Say no and we finish this excellent Barolo as friends. Say yes and I promise you will enjoy it.”

He slid a plain white card across the checkered cloth — his address in his own handwriting.

Her pulse was suddenly loud in her ears.

She looked at the card, then at him.

“Yes, Sir.”

She said Sir. Somehow the word felt right, worn smooth from use, ready to be spoken.

He paid the bill without checking it, stood, and offered his hand.

She took it.

Outside, the fog had lifted just enough to show a few brave stars. She kept her fingers curled in his all the way to the car, and this time she didn’t pretend it was only for balance.
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Friday, January 9, 2004

The fog had come in early, thick and deliberate, swallowing the freeway lights until the world narrowed to the twin tunnels of her headlights. Lorene drove with the windows cracked just enough for the cold to bite her cheeks, the way some people pinch themselves to be sure they’re awake.

She had left the office at four-thirty, earlier than she had left in fifteen years. In the ladies’ room she had stood in front of the mirror longer than necessary, coat over her arm, debating the small rebellion she had already committed that morning. The suit was the usual charcoal armor, skirt and jacket perfectly tailored. But beneath it she wore the set she had not touched since Julian had last torn it off her: black lace bra with delicate straps that cut faintly into her shoulders, matching panties so sheer they were more suggestion than coverage, garter belt and sheer stockings with the thinnest back seam. She had stood in her walk-in closet at six a.m., fingers brushing the tissue-wrapped bundle, and thought: Today feels like a day someone might look.

Now, climbing the narrowing road, she felt the lace shift against her skin with every breath and wondered if she had lost her mind. The headlights swept across redwoods leaning together, fog dissolving turn by turn until the sky opened above her. Gravel replaced pavement; the tires crunched. She cracked the window and the air came sharp with eucalyptus, wet bark, and something metallic from far below.

Then the trees parted and the house appeared as if the hill had grown it: long and low, a single dark line broken by glass, roof floating above a ribbon of soft gold windows. The siding gleamed silver in the moonlight, the deck jutting out over the drop.

She pulled into the wide gravel apron, killed the engine, and sat for a moment in the hush. Music drifted faintly down the slope, warm and alive, while the wind moved through the treetops.

She gathered her small overnight bag with a change of clothes, toothbrush but nothing more, and stepped out, heels crunching on gravel. The front door stood ajar, amber light spilling across the stones.

Mark was there, framed in the glow, sleeves rolled once, collar open, the same calm that had dismantled a term sheet now directed entirely at her.

“Lorene.” One word, low, certain.

He closed the door behind her with a soft click that sounded, to her, like a collar closing.

“Coat,” he said.

She slipped it off, pulse quickening at the inevitability of the command she had half expected all along. He took it, hung it in the hall closet without looking away from her.

Then, “Everything else.”

No smile. No ceremony.

The words landed with a jolt — surprise edged with recognition. She had somehow felt that something like this was coming, but fantasizing about it and now actually hearing were not the same. Seven weeks ago she had taken his hand in the fog and tonight she would already be bare.

The leap should have terrified her. Instead it felt inevitable.

For a heartbeat she stood still before her fingers found the jacket buttons. One, two, three. The silk lining whispered as the jacket slid from her shoulders. He took it, folded it once, laid it on the entry bench.

Then the skirt zipper. The pencil skirt pooled at her feet. She stepped out of it, stockings rasping softly.

Blouse. She hesitated, pulse stumbled, then unfastened it slowly, each movement deliberate.

Bra. A pause — longer than she meant — before she unclasped it.

Panties last, because he had not told her the order, and the small choice felt enormous, almost defiant in its quiet delay.

Not fully sure if this was right, she now stood naked except for the garter belt, stockings, and heels, heart hammering so hard she was sure he could see it.

Mark’s gaze moved over her slowly, the way a man studies something he means to claim. When his eyes reached the black lace at her hips, the corner of his mouth lifted — only for a second, the faintest acknowledgement.

Then the smile vanished, replaced by something quieter.

“Beautiful,” he said. “But unnecessary.”

Heat flooded her face. The lingerie she had chosen with trembling fingers that morning, the one she had not worn in years, was already irrelevant.

A soft laugh escaped her, half mortified, half giddy.

He stepped closer, cupped her chin, thumb brushing across her lower lip.

“From now until Sunday evening you will make exactly zero decisions unless I give you permission. Your safeword is mercy. Everything else belongs to me. Do you understand?”

She swallowed. “Yes, Sir.”

He studied her a moment longer, then released her chin.

“Kneel.”

The travertine floor was cold against her bare knees. She sank down, thighs parting, hands open on them, spine straight, eyes lowered, just the way it felt natural and best.

Mark’s fingers threaded gently through her hair, gathering the knot loose until it spilled down her back.

“Good,” he said, voice roughened with something that was not quite triumph. “Welcome to my home, little one.”

He left her there long enough for the chill to seep into her skin and the ache between her legs to become impossible to ignore.

Then he crouched in front of her, green eyes level with hers.

“Stand up. I’m going to inspect what’s mine for the weekend.”

She rose on shaky legs.

He walked a slow circle around her, not touching, simply looking, until she felt the weight of his gaze like hands.

When he stopped behind her, his palm settled warm between her shoulder blades.

“Safeword?”

“Mercy, Sir.”

“Use it if you need it. Otherwise, you’re going to learn very quickly that I don’t do anything halfway.”

His hand slid down her spine, paused at the small of her back, then lower, cupping one cheek possessively.

“First lesson,” he murmured against her ear. “When I tell you to strip, I mean everything.”

He knelt, unhurried, and rolled each stocking down her legs with measured care, fingers brushing the sensitive backs of her knees, the curve of her calves. The heels came off last, set neatly side by side. Only then was she truly, completely naked.

The correction landed with a clarity that startled her. It was not humiliation but alignment.

She was trembling, wet, and smiling in a way she had not smiled in years.

He turned her to face him, cupped her jaw, and kissed her for the first time, slow and deliberate. When he pulled back her lips were swollen and her knees were not entirely reliable.

He took her hand, the same way he had in the fog seven weeks earlier, and led her deeper into the house.

He guided her to the living-room ottoman, sat, and pulled her across his lap without ceremony. One heavy arm pinned her in place; the other rested on the curve of her ass.

She knew then what was coming. Her breath caught, not in fear but in anticipation.

The first slap landed open-palmed, sharp enough to sting, not cruel. The second followed on the other cheek. By the fifth her skin burned and her breath came in small, startled gasps.

His left hand never left her back, grounding her. His right hand alternated now: firm spanks that bloomed heat, then slipped between her thighs, two fingers gliding through slick folds, circling her clit once, twice, before withdrawing.

Again. Spank, stroke, retreat. Spank, stroke, retreat.

The rhythm was merciless. Each slap pushed the heat inward; each retreating touch left her chasing emptiness. Her hips began to lift without permission, seeking more of both.

He paused, fingers resting just outside where she needed them.

“Please, Sir —”

“Not yet.”

He resumed, slower, harder, the spanks landing lower now, right where thigh met cheek, until tears pricked her eyes and her whole body trembled on the edge.

Only then, when he noticed, did his palm settle, soothing circles over burning skin, while those same two fingers finally pressed inside her, curling, stroking once, twice.

“Now come for me, little one.”

Within seconds she came, hard, the release soaking his trousers and the Persian rug beneath them.

She lay limp across his lap, mortified tears mixing with ragged breaths.

He looked down at the dark stain spreading across the expensive wool, then at her.

“Well,” he said, perfectly deadpan, “that’s one way to christen the rug.”

The laugh broke out of her raw and giddy, shaking her whole body.

She caught her breath, cheeks burning, and managed to whisper, “It... it happens every time. I can’t help it.”

He wiped his hand slowly across her thigh, then held his fingers to her lips.

She licked them clean without being told.

“Good girl,” he said, and the words settled into her bones. “You will need to ask first from now on.”

She stayed very still, breath shallow, waiting for what would come next.

Then he lifted her. The suddenness of it startled her — his strength, the ease with which he carried her as though she were meant to be borne. She had expected command, not this. The kitchen lights glowed soft against steel and glass as he set her down on the marble island. The stone was cool beneath her thighs, shocking against overheated skin, grounding her.

He tied her wrists behind her back with soft kitchen twine, the fibers snug but not cruel, and for a moment she simply sat there, bound, watching him.

He did not speak. He moved.

Grilled wild salmon, asparagus, wild-rice pilaf — the ingredients laid out with precision, his hands sure and economical. She watched the rhythm of it, the practiced confidence. It was not just cooking; it was control expressed in another language.

Only when the plates were arranged, food portioned with exact care, did he return to her. He placed one in front of her, the other beside it.

Then he fed her, bite by bite from his fork, thumb brushing her lip after every mouthful, eyes never leaving hers. He ate too, alternating between his plate and hers as though the act itself was part of the lesson.

“Rule one,” he said after a sip of wine, tone casual but unyielding. “No clothing in this house on weekends unless I give permission.”

Another bite followed, salmon melting on her tongue, his gaze steady. He cut a spear of asparagus, chewed, then leaned closer.

“Rule two: you kneel when I enter a room you’re in.”

His thumb brushed her lip again, lingering this time, as if to underline the point. The next forkful hovered, then he offered it to her.

“Rule three: you eat only what I give you, when I give it.” He tasted his own portion immediately after, the symmetry deliberate.

She swallowed, pulse quickening, when he spoke again — slower now, almost amused.

“Rule four: orgasms only when I say... which apparently is important with you.” His eyes flickered with the faintest smile before he returned to his plate, as the subject was now settled.

When the meal was finished, he lifted her down, and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He studied her a moment, then nodded once. “Good.”

He carried her again, arms firm beneath her. This was how he did things here — carrying her instead of letting her walk, as though movement itself was his to decide. The thought was a strange one: not resistance, not surrender, but recognition.

He carried her up the short flight to the bedroom and set her gently on the edge of the bed.

“Do you need the bathroom before sleep?”

The question startled her — so ordinary, so practical. She nodded.

He helped her up and guided her into the adjoining bathroom. The light was soft, the space immaculate. He gestured with calm precision, showing her where everything belonged.

“Rule five,” he said evenly. “The sink is wiped spotless after every use. Toothbrush lives in the drawer, never on the counter. Towel is the navy one, third hook, folded in thirds.” His tone made it clear this was not suggestion but law.

He pointed toward the toilet, and she understood. She sat, and only then did he untie her wrists, slipping the kitchen twine free. He left her there and came back with the overnight bag she had brought from home.

“I assume you need this,” he said, and then left again, the door still open.

She flushed at the thought of him just beyond the threshold, but obeyed, using the toilet as expected. Rising to wash her hands, she then opened the bag, fingers brushing the familiar fabric of her own belongings, and took out her toothbrush. She brushed her teeth slowly, aware of the ritual in every movement, then followed the rule exactly: sink wiped dry, toothbrush placed in the drawer, towel folded in thirds on the third hook. The precision steadied her.

When she stepped back into the bedroom, he was waiting. He caught her wrists again, but instead of tying them immediately, he guided her to stand in the middle of the room.

“Present,” he said.

The word was quiet, but it landed like a command she had been waiting for without knowing it. She straightened, feet shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind her back, chin level, eyes down.

He stepped close, close enough that she felt the heat of him.

“Every time I say Present,” he said evenly, “you stand like this. Feet apart, hands behind your back, eyes down. This is how I check if you’re ready for me.”

His right hand cupped the back of her neck, thumb stroking once along her hairline. His left hand slid down the front of her body, slow and measured, over collarbone, sternum, belly. Then two fingers slipped between her legs, parting her, entering just enough to feel the slick heat. He held them there for three silent seconds, letting her feel her own wetness coat him. Then withdrew, brought the fingers to his nose for a heartbeat, then to her lips.

She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then licked them clean without being told.

He tasted her on his fingers, eyes never leaving hers.

“Still soaked,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Perfect.”

He leaned in, kissed her temple, then guided her to the bed. He tied her wrists loosely to the headboard with a necktie, the knot casual but secure.

“This is a reminder,” he said with a wry smile, “that I need to get proper rope.”

Then he undressed in front of her, deliberate. She watched, eyes widening as his body came into view — still strong, still shaped by discipline, the years since the army leaving little trace. She liked what she saw, more than she expected.

Without a word he disappeared into the bathroom, the sound of running water faint through the door. She lay back against the pillows, wrists bound, the silence stretching. The minutes felt longer than they were, her body aware of every ache and every place his hands had been. 

When he returned, the light behind him extinguished, he crossed the room. Even the shift of the mattress as he sat beside her felt intended.

“Sleep,” he said at last, sliding in behind her, one heavy arm over her waist, palm cupped possessively over her breast.

She was asleep within minutes, the faint ache across her ass a promise of tomorrow.
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5 – Kiss the Cook

[image: ]


Saturday, January 10, 2004

Lorene woke to the insistent pressure in her bladder, wrists shifting against the soft constraint of the necktie that still held them to the headboard. The faint tug sent a jolt through her. One night in, and already her body was no longer entirely her own.

Mark’s arm lay heavy across her ribs, his breath slow and even against the back of her neck. She shifted slightly, trying to ease the discomfort without waking him, but the movement only sharpened the need. Her eyes drifted down, and there it was — his erection pressing against her thigh. Heat bloomed in her cheeks; she was staring like a schoolgirl — even as her bladder screamed for relief.

He stirred, green eyes opening with the alertness of someone who had learned to wake ready. He took in her squirm, her flushed face, the way her gaze had lingered.

“I see you noticed,” he said, voice gravel-rough from sleep.

“Rule six: when you wake up to this, you ask how you may serve. But first —” He reached up, fingers deft as he untied her wrists, rubbing the faint marks with his thumbs.

“— let me untie you. It looks like you need to run to the bathroom the way you squirm around.”

She felt the burn in her face deepen, a mix of mortification and reluctant amusement. God, he sees everything — my bladder about to burst, my breath probably awful, and I’m lying here like some disheveled mess staring at his cock
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