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Prologue

 

There was one serious drawback to being owned by two men. It was exhausting.

Morning sun poured over both of them, warming her skin, her body entwined with, surrounded by Parker’s big body. Still fast asleep, his chest rising and falling slowly, his arm draped possessively over her, a strong hand holding the weight of her breast.

Loathe to deprive herself of the heat of his body, the comfort of his embrace, Ashley knew what her instructions were. She knew the rules. Sunny Sunday morning or not, she had duties to perform, another Master to obey.

Saturdays were for Parker, but Sundays were for Drake.

Extricating herself from Parker’s heavy arm, she pressed her soft lips to his chest, marveling anew at the lean musculature, the barely leashed power in that male body. Moving awakened the pleasant ache of the stripes decorating the curves of her ass, her right hip particularly sore from the way Parker had allowed his strap to “wrap” the night before.

He liked the bruises that were the aftermath of her regular Saturday appointment with his strap — and truth be told, so did she. She took a moment to take in that tall, beautiful male body tangled from the waist down in the white bed sheets, then slipped off the bed, padding her way to the door and down the long, shadowed hallway that the morning light could not reach.

The shower mustn’t be long, for she knew Drake might awaken at any minute — and woe betide the slave girl who wasn’t present when he did.

Fresh, long, dark hair still wet, she put her cuffs on at ankle and wrist, the black leather a firm, comforting reminder of their control of her. Easing the door to Drake’s bedroom open, she found her usual spot; fortunately for her it was squarely within a rectangle of brilliant morning sunshine across the carpet.

Remembering her routine had been difficult at first, and punishments invariably followed when she’d failed, punishments she’d relished and dreaded in equal measure. But now it was as familiar as an old pair of shoes, her instructions, the road map for her life as a slave.

 

You will be clean for your Master.

 

You will be awake before your Master.

 

You will be ready for whatever he wants, whenever he wants.

 

You will obey.

 

Crouching on the carpet, she waited. Her breasts brushed against her thighs, the cool morning air, and the moisture evaporating on her skin rendering her long nipples into aching, hard bullets. She adjusted her position, making sure her ass faced him exactly, the twin moons of her buttocks and the slot of her wet, swollen sex the first thing he’d see when he got up.

His breathing was still regular, but she’d heard him stir. Not long now.

The silence made time slow, only the sound of her Master’s breathing and the pounding of her own heart dominating her consciousness. What would he demand? Would he spank her again, even though she was already bruised?

Perhaps he’d work on her breasts, currently unblemished. She imagined herself kneeling, looking up at him as she’d been trained, her tears streaming down her cheeks, wetting her cleavage as his huge hands slapped her breasts back and forth. The hot pain of the smacks, the ache of the marks. She’d cry out as he paused to pinch her nipples, to pull and twist them. His playthings.

If they let her come, it was always a painful, drawn out affair, her pleasure earned at the price of long endurance, abject obedience — and purely at their whim. Often she was deprived of it, and it fired her need to serve, to submit, and to please. Perhaps if she were that much more obedient, that much more pleasing, she’d be granted release, that screaming climax which haunted her dreams.

How often had she tried to sleep, bound, blindfolded, her hands unable to reach the dripping cunt seething between her clenching thighs. How she’d pleaded for that release, that deliverance, as they tormented her further, their hands, their cocks, their words, drawing her down further into that inescapable vortex of lust, pain, and surrender.

Drake, the dark Master of her Sundays, stirred behind her, and as the trembling of her body began, she smiled.

Soon, it would begin again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

“Who … is that?” Erik moved to stand next to the hulking form of his friend Drake. They had seen the little Honda come bumping up the dirt road of the drive, bottoming out repeatedly in the world’s largest potholes.

Drake grunted something in response, his gaze fixated on the woman talking to their friend Parker at the edge of the drive.

Erik shoved Drake’s huge shoulder. “Dude. Words.”

Drake turned his head, his gaze not leaving the two figures at end of the driveway. “Parker seems to know her.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Didn’t say anything to me, though.”

Erik watched the curious conversation. He couldn’t make out a lot, but he could see enough. She was slight, that much was obvious, Parker’s imposing height emphasizing her petite form. She smiled at the always gesticulating Parker, his long-fingered hands continually moving, emphasizing whatever point he was making.

“Tiny little thing,” Drake said, his voice nearly a whisper.

“Everyone’s tiny compared to you, Mack.”

Erik liked to call Drake ‘Mack’. As in Mack truck. It perfectly summed up the hulking, unstoppable size of the man. That and Drake hated it. A nice bonus.

“Shut it, dick,” Drake growled. But Erik could see his heart wasn’t in it. The big man was distracted by something.

Her.

Not that Erik blamed him. There was something about how she stood there, her eyes never leaving Parker, not looking around, no impatient darting glances. Attentive.

It spoke to a man like Drake. Though the evasive, affable Parker would be adept at hiding it, Erik was pretty sure Parker could see it too.

The porch creaked as Drake shifted his weight, crossing his arms over his broad chest. The white tee shirt he was wearing stressed at the bulge of the muscles of his back and shoulders.

“You ever see her around? I don’t recognize the car,” Erik said, shaking his head, his shoulder length blond hair moving.

It was an older dark blue Honda Accord, maybe seven or eight years old. The gray front wheel covers were darkened with accumulated brake dust.

Not safe, girl.

She clasped her arms across her black knit sweater. A self-protective gesture, belying her open, friendly expression. Erik wanted to see what was behind those arms, what that sweater hid from his gaze. He wanted to know what was making her uneasy.

“Parker seems to know her,” Drake repeated. He turned and walked into the house, throwing one more glance at the pair before disappearing through the front door.

Erik was surprised at his friend’s reaction. Drake was an observer, noticing everything, but rarely remarking on it. When he did say something though, it was usually something important. It was a quality Erik appreciated — most of the time (it didn’t make Drake much of a conversationalist). Not that it mattered with Parker around, though. He talked enough for both of them.

But this had the taciturn Drake watching. Intently.

* * *

 

Jesus, this place.

Ashley ran her fingers through the blond-streaked sable of her hair. She craned her head up to look in the rear view mirror.

Shit. Her roots were showing again.

“Why do you even care, Ash?” she said to herself, pulling the car onto Hwy 97. It was a bit of a drive still to get to Wenatchee, and her thoughts always wandered as the road followed the meandering of the Columbia River on the drive south.

That man.

Parker McCready was shown as the owner on the listing. He’d been the one who’d placed the ad for the guest house. She’d first seen the listing as a sale, but had noticed the “open to the right renter” clause too. You didn’t miss those little, potentially deal-breaking, details in real estate. Not if you wanted to stay in real estate — especially in this shit economy.

‘Open to the right renter’. Well, she was pretty sure she fit the bill there. No friends, no money, brand new to the area. She’d practically be a shut-in. The perfect renter, right?

She barked a harsh laugh. Trying too hard.

The house was fine — it would be the perfect place for her, really. He was the problem.

She would admit to reading her fair share of trashy romance novels. Okay, fine, it was mostly smut. She was a big girl, so she could do what she wanted.

But he had them.

Sure he was tall, well-dressed — at least by North Central Washington standards — and charming. Yes, he was all of that. But normally that didn’t matter to her. One thing mattered.

Oh damn, he had them.

He smiled, he joked, he grinned. But those surface emotions were a façade, an affectation. Those emotions didn’t reach those eyes. No sir, they didn’t.

Cruel eyes. The kind that watched you as you cried, took in your pain. Eager to watch.

Ruthless.

The kind of eyes that made her soak her panties.

She’d stood there as Parker explained to her what the house offered. How he’d be around to help any time she needed something. Any time at all, he’d said. He’d motioned to the two men standing on the porch of the large, low slung ranch that was on the same land as the advertised guest house.

One of the men was lanky, athletic, with a long shock of blond hair. A younger guy — too young for her, at least from what she could see at a distance. The other man, was … huge. A mountain. All dark glowering looks and bulging biceps.

Parker’s grip as he’d shaken her hand was sure, a little harder than most men shook hands nowadays. She loved a man who wasn’t afraid he’d hurt a woman. She liked men who realized that a woman was tougher than she looked, that he wasn’t going to break her. Well, maybe not quite.

Ahem. Been reading too many of those books.

An eighteen-wheeler rocketed past in the oncoming lane, its turbulence buffeting her little Honda.

“Dammit.” She grabbed the steering wheel with both hands, keeping the car from going squirrelly on her. She’d been daydreaming, and the highway was not the best place to be doing that unless you were planning on becoming a hood ornament for a Peterbilt.

She’d moved to the Chelan area to get away. Away from him. She’d needed something, anything new. She’d remembered visited the area once right after college, and thought it breathtaking. The Chelan-Stehekin ferry cutting through the mirrored surface of Lake Chelan. The mountains rising sharply from either shore resembling the look of a Norwegian fjord. Gorgeous.

There were practical reasons, too. She worked as a realtor, but specialized in high-end properties. North central Washington was one of the few areas that seemed to have largely weathered the storm of the housing collapse (those rich folks still loved their real estate). From the awe-inspiring grandeur of the Methow valley, the untouched Cascades that surrounded Winthrop, to the trendy (and very touristy) Leavenworth, the region was still going strong — and managing to stay under the radar for the most part. Staying under the radar suited her just fine.

So here she was.

Then he — they — had to be at that house.

Ashley just wanted a quiet place to retreat to. Somewhere she could go to peel off the realtor’s manufactured confidence and charm. Somewhere she could go to cry, to sob out the jagged pain and hurt. To just be … her. No complications. A place to recover and pick up the pieces. To start over.

“Well, shit. That’s out the door.”

Her lips curved into the tiniest of smiles as she said it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

“Tell me you aren’t coming back.” Tara’s voice was more serious than Ashley was used to hearing from her normally ebullient best friend.

“Give me a few weeks, and we’ll see. I’ll be out of money by then, heh.”

Ashley looked at her face in the vanity, brushing an eyelash off of her fair cheek. She didn’t realize how pale she’d become during the past few weeks. Fear, despair, and loneliness did that to a girl.

“If I don’t sell a house by the end of this month, I’m going to be selling something else.”

Tara laughed on the other end of the phone. “Some ass?”

“We have a winner.”

“You’d better eat something while you still have the money then, Ashley. Guys need some cushion for the pushin’ and unfortunately you don’t have an ass anymore.”

“Bitch,” Ashley said, laughing despite the fact that what Tara said wasn’t far off the mark.

She was too thin, at least for her. Her curves normally caught the eye, especially the male eye. Since the disaster with Terry though, those curves were a lot less dramatic, her beauty somehow more muted. She couldn’t remember when she’d eaten last.

“Are you eating? Last time we talked you couldn’t keep anything down.”

“Better now.” Ashley flopped down onto the queen bed in her hotel room. “Pretty soon you’ll have to roll me out of here.”

“Yeah, anyways. You’d better start eating, dumbass. We need to take a trip to Aunty’s again. We’ll get you fixed right up.”

In college, she’d traveled with Tara one year to New Orleans for Mardi Gras. She didn’t remember a lot of the trip, so well-oiled they’d been most of the time, but she did remember Tara’s aunt, Gloria. Her broad, warm smile, her dimples, and my god — the food. The smells in that kitchen. Lord, they were good.

It was just about the friendliest place she’d ever been. After dinner with her and Tara’s cousin Dee, Ashley had told Gloria that she wanted to be adopted. Gloria just patted her on the ass, and told her she needed to eat some more.

“She totally shot me down! I practically begged for adoption.”

“Yeah, well, you were shit-faced, Ash. We all were. Aunty probably couldn’t even understand our slurring drunk asses.”

“Well, there’s always next time. I’ll wear her down eventually.”

It felt good to talk to Tara. A connection to the life she was fleeing. It was also a relief that Tara didn’t sound any different, wasn’t strained or short with her. She was afraid Tara would freak once she realized Ashley wasn’t coming back.

But Tara knew the story. Knew why.

“You meet anyone? Any hotties we can tag team when I get out there to visit?”

“Jesus, Tara. No!”

(Parker)

“What, Ashley? You need to get over it. Nothing clears a girl’s mind like a good, hard orgasm. A big, hard cock helps too.”

Ashley burst out laughing, spitting out the Coke she’d been drinking.

“Dammit, Tara.” She wiped her chin off with her hand. “Spit all over myself.”

“Mustn’t waste, dear. Nobody likes a spitter.”

“Fuck you.”

“You find somewhere to live or are you staying at the motel in preparation for your impending career change?”

Ashley giggled, leaning back against the soft pillows she’d stacked against the headboard. Late afternoon sunlight slanted across her legs as she stretched them over the garish floral bedspread.

“I think I found something. It’s a ways out of Chelan, on the north side of the lake. But the view is amazing, and … “

Tara caught it, perceptive as always. “More than a good view of the lake? He that good?”

“The guy who’s looking to rent it. He, well. Yeah, he’s not bad.”

“That’s my girl! What’s he look like? Does he have those devil’s eyes you can’t resist?”

She could picture Tara’s grin on the other end.

“I need to stop telling you every innermost thought, don’t I?”

Tara grunted. “You aren’t the first girl to admit a weakness for cruel eyes, Ashley.”

He was handsome, there was no denying it. But his attractiveness was more than the sum of its parts. A strong jaw, clean shaven, prominent brows. All the attributes from Stud Central Casting.

But his eyes overshadowed it all, and yet emphasized it all.

Dammit.

“So, does he?” The mirth was plain in Tara’s voice.

“What? Fine — yes. I just met him once though. We talked for a minute at the house before he gave me the keys.”

“Gave you the keys? What’d you do, Ashley? Bat the eyelashes and show off the girls?”

“Shut up, it wasn’t like that.”

“It should be,” Tara muttered.

“What was that?”

“Oh nothing, dear. Sunshine and rainbows!”

“What’s gotten into you, Tara? You seem like you want me to just hook up with the first random dick that comes along!”

“Not just the first one, Ash. Several. You need this. Purge yourself of the memory of that asshole. The piece of shit.”

So, apparently Tara was just hiding the tension. It was coming through loud and clear now.

“I know. I wish it were that easy.”

“Nobody said it was going to be easy, but it’s not happening if you don’t take the first step. Ass is not going to just fall into your lap. Especially out there in the sticks.”

Ashley rubbed her temple with the tips of her fingers, her head beginning to pound.

“This is the first step, Tara. You think it was easy to just drop everything and run?”

“You think it was easy not to know where my best friend was for almost a week?” She could hear the strain now, the emotion behind the words.

“I deserved that, Tara. I’m sorry. I had no choice.”

“I know you didn’t. But don’t forget that there are others suffering here right along with you.”

She wished she could hug her friend. God, she was lucky to have Tara, despite how much of a pain in the ass she was.

“Enough of this sappy shit,” Tara said, but Ashley could pick up the hitch in her voice. She really had been worried about her. “You need to just run through a few of them. Get a number, bam. On to the next stud. Before you know it, Terry will be just an unpleasant memory. Yeah, so maybe you end up with a sore kitty, but it’d be worth it to forget that asshole.”

“Tara, please—”

“What’s with this ‘please’ shit? I’ve seen you do it.”

“That was college. I’m thirty two years old.”

“That’s the new twenty two! You still have it — if you’d hit Mickey Dees more often and fill those jeans out again.”

“Okay, Tara—”

“My new nickname for you: Bag o’ bones.”

“Shut up, I’m not that bad.”

“Skeletor.”

Ashley smiled, shaking her head. Thank god she could still do it. Still find joy in something — even in just a friendly verbal beat down from her best friend.

“Okay, okay. I’ll stuff my face in your honor, Tara. Happy now?”

“That’s better. Now when you’re done ‘stuffing your face’ as you call it, you need to get something to eat too.”

“Jesus. Perv.”

* * *

 

“Uh, Park are you gonna tell me who that chick was, or are you just gonna walk around with that stupid grin on your face?” Erik sat down on the couch, handing a beer to Parker.

“Now, Erik. I would never hold out on you guys.” Parker popped open the beer, shaking the foam off his hand before taking a long drink. “Damn, that’s good.”

“So give it up, dude. Who is she? You get digits?”

“Down, boy,” Parker said, laughing and shoving Erik with an elbow. “I just met her. She wants to rent the guest house.”

Erik clapped his hands. “Fucking suh-weet!”

Parker couldn’t blame him. He felt the same way, the same near giddiness his younger friend obviously felt. He didn’t know what it was about the woman, but she was certainly … interesting. Maybe it had just been too long since he’d been with anyone?

“Next time, you need to bring her over and introduce us, bro! Drake and I were standing there forever.”

“You were subtle as always, Erik. She looked over at you guys a couple times while we were talking about the house.”

“And?”

“My guess is she thought you and Drake were gay.”

“Asshole.” Erik got up and walked into the kitchen.

“What are we having, honey?” Parker said, craning his head over a shoulder. Something was smelling damned good.

“I am having spaghetti,” Erik yelled from the kitchen, over the clang of a metal lid. “I don’t know what you’re having.”

“The only reason we let you visit once in awhile is because you can kind of cook, Erik.”

“Whatever. My cooking is the shiznit.” Erik came back into the living room and dropped into the easy chair, kicking off his shoes with a thud on the carpet.

The fact was that having the kid around once in a while was good for him — and it was certainly good for Drake. Erik and Drake had grown up together in Seattle, and Drake, being older, had become almost an adopted big brother over the years — especially as Erik’s family life had started to deteriorate.

When it was just Parker and Drake though, the house was a tad too … serious after awhile. The infectious enthusiasm of a hormonally challenged college kid — while trying at times in itself — was refreshing.

“Where the hell is Drake? He never misses dinner.”

Erik’s eyes darted to the window. “Uh, think he’s talking to Kimber.”

Parker shook his head, his lips curled in distaste. “Shit, Erik. Why?”

“I know. I told him to give it up. It’ll just end in a fight.”

Parker sat forward, turning the volume down on the evening news. Yet another Middle Eastern country was melting down in revolution. Drake couldn’t even watch the news anymore, too disgusted with all of it. Considering what Drake had been through — what they’d both been through — while stationed in that part of the world, Parker couldn’t blame him. Not one bit.

“Kimber’s not the right girl for him.” Parker dropped the remote down on the coffee table. “She proves it every time she bitches him out.”

“I think he’s just trying to be a nice guy and explain it.” Erik put one foot up onto the cushion, leaning back in the recliner. His long leg extended, a white clad foot stretching.

“Well, he needs to wise the fuck up. No amount of ‘explaining’ to her will make her understand. Sometimes people just aren’t right for each other. Besides —” Parker stood, walking to the big bay window that opened to the front yard. “—Drake is not a ‘nice’ guy.”

Parker knew the story — at least what Drake had decided to share, which admittedly wasn’t much. He’d told her what he’d really wanted from her, what he really expected from his woman.

Expect. His woman. Just those words had set her off apparently, and as soon as Parker heard Drake tell the story, he knew the couple were fucked. Done.

But big, scary Drake had a soft side, despite what he’d been through in the service. He tried to hide it from Parker and Erik, but when you’re friends with someone long enough you can piece things together. Little hints at what’s deeper.

It was all they had to go on because none of them were exactly into talking about ‘feelings’.

Tits, beer, cars and football. Preferably in that order. Much easier to talk about those things.

Drake’s truck pulled into the driveway, Parker watching through the window as Drake slammed the driver’s side door, the big man’s boots crunching in the gravel driveway.

“He looks pissed,” Parker said, shaking his head.

“Fuck, this is gonna be bad.” Erik launched himself out of the recliner to walk back into the kitchen.

Drake walked in, dumping his jacket on the bench by the front door, and moving straight down the hall. “I don’t want to hear it,” he growled.

“Not saying anything,” Parker said, holding up his hands.

Drake slammed his bedroom door, the pictures on the living room wall shaking.

Erik craned his head out of the kitchen. “That apparently went well.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Ashley was early. Parker had told her he’d be there at four to let her in to look at the house. It was 3:40.

She’d had only one showing so far. A massive faux log cabin quite a ways up the Methow valley. She’d told the couple that a famous Hollywood acting couple used to have a place in the Methow. The husband, whom she thought was probably a doctor, seemed to think she was bullshitting them. Just another realtor, weaving tales. Desperate.

If he thought that, he wouldn’t be far off the mark. The Hollywood part was true though! If she got a callback from the good doctor and his trophy wife it’d be a fucking miracle.

So, she had time to kill. She drove around Chelan for a while, picked up a bite to eat and people watched at the beautiful park along the north shore. Kids were actually still trying to swim — in September! After watching some exasperated parents ushering their now chastened, shivering kids out of the icy water, she decided to pack it in and head up to the house.

The winding road that led to her new place snaked up to the top of one of the ridges overlooking the lake. It was fun to drive, but she was pretty sure she’d feel a lot differently once the bitterness of winter set in. They didn’t use salt on the roads in Washington state. Not even there in the foothills of the Cascades.

She pulled the Honda into the long gravel driveway that led to both the guest house and Parker’s sprawling home. With a grinding slam, the car bottomed out again on one of the many potholes, and she cursed under her breath. That was going to get old fast, especially when she had zero money to fix a car beaten to death by the damned potholes.

There was someone in Parker’s driveway.

She kept driving, slowing a bit to get a look at who it might be. The blond hair told her right away it wasn’t Parker. Maybe that kid she’d seen standing on the porch with Mr. Dark? That nickname had just popped into her head the first time she’d laid eyes on Drake.

Was the kid’s name Erik? She was pretty sure it was, but then she was so distracted by Parker, he might have told her the name was Habib.

“Damn,” she muttered as her car pulled past Parker’s driveway. It was Erik all right, and Ashley had to kick herself for jumping to conclusions. Sure the guy looked like he wasn’t a day over twenty …but god damn. Young? Yes. Gorgeous? Hell yes.

As tall, maybe taller than Parker, he was leaning over the hood of a jacked up 4 x 4, struggling, even at his height, to reach the windshield with a sudsy sponge. He was shirtless, the afternoon sun, emphasizing the lean, tanned back, the ropes of muscle of the arms and shoulders. And his ass …

Dear Lord, those jeans should be illegal.

He turned his head at the sound of her car, and grinned, waving his non-soapy hand at her as she passed. She could see in the rear view mirror that he watched her as she drove away.

Ashley giggled, shaking her head. “How can life imitate cliché? You just saw it, Ash.”

Still, if this place was going to imitate clichés, there were a few more she could think of that she wouldn’t mind suffering through.

The image of her helping Erik wash that big truck of his, flashed through her mind. Him spraying her with the icy cold water, the sunshine rendering the water droplets iridescent. Her nipples pebbling into dark stones under the soaked fabric of her shirt. Erik’s fingers finding them, as his mouth found hers.

She jerked the wheel suddenly, the car about to drift into the drainage ditch along the driveway.

Keep it together, you dumb ass.

She shifted in her seat, her panties feeling a little … moist. It really had been too long if the mere sight of a shirtless guy — okay, gorgeous, shirtless guy — got her hot.

Distraction.

She parked the Honda in front of the guest house, getting out to look back down the driveway at Parker’s home. It was downhill somewhat, maybe 200 – 300 feet away. The property really was beautiful, the land gently rolling up from the roadway below, the driveway surrounded on both sides by waving grasses, still brown from the summer’s heat, dark, almost skeletal lodge pole pine in stands here and there, impenetrable, soaring fir stands marking the western edge of the property. Parker’s house dominated the center of the expanse, looking every bit like a rambling frontier home in the midst of a sun-splashed mountain meadow.

Erik was still at work on his baby, though regretfully even Ashley’s keen vision couldn’t make out much detail at that distance. Her imagination was quite up to the task of filling in the blanks, though.

She heard a door open, and turned her head toward the sound. It was him.

Him? His name is Parker.

He walked down the steps of the front porch, his boots clacking on the wood. His rugged looks and neutral expression made it difficult for her to tell if he was surprised or irritated. Going with ‘surprised’, she walked toward him with her hand outstretched, the realtor’s warmth deployed.

“Oh, hi Parker! I’m sorry I’m so early. I had some extra time, and just thought I’d drive up to enjoy the view.”

He walked right up to her, looking at her hand. His gaze flicked down then up pointedly, for a moment longer than was polite. She gulped, feeling a flush rise.

Then he smiled, wrapping her hand in his. “No problem, Ashley. I was just checking to make sure there weren’t any toys laying around in there.”

“Toys?” She tried to pull her hand away, and he held it a second longer, his thumb tracing hers.

“Oh, the guys store some of their things here when it’s not being rented.”

“Which guys? Do you live here with someone else?”

“Drake — and our vagabond drops by too, now and again when he feels like it.” He nodded a head in Erik’s direction, his gaze locked on her.

Were they gay? The young boy toy for the two older guys? Her heart sank.

Get hold of yourself, dammit. Who cares?

“Oh.” She glanced down toward Erik again. “Are you — roommates?”

“Yep, Drake and I.” He ran a hand along his square jaw. “I’d say Erik there is more like a transient squatter. He seems to roll in whenever the urge strikes. College kids, ya know?”

She beamed back at Parker, her exaggerated expression betraying her inner elation.

Not gay. Thank you God.

“Drake should be home from the grindstone anytime. His day to ‘cook’.” Parker’s fingers formed air quotes as he said it. “My money’s on pizza. You want to join us?”

“Oh, no that’s okay …”

The idea of eating dinner with three men she barely knew made her a little uneasy, despite the fact she was apparently thinking with her clit today.

“Want me to show you around? Pretty basic, but I can give you the grand tour. You know how to use a wood stove?”

She shook her head. “I know how to turn a dial on a thermostat.

“Well, then this will be your first lesson, my dear.”

He winked at her with those devastating eyes.

Oh no, Ash …

* * *

 

Jesus, she was something.

“Interesting”, he’d thought when he’d first met her. It was a serious understatement.

She was wearing her “realtor’s uniform”. He’d seen it on others, but few could pull it off the way she could. Her dark hair pulled up tastefully, the streaked highlights (her only style points not typical of a realtor) were burnished golden by the fading sun. Then there was the dark conservative suit coat with the matching mid-length skirt just tight enough to emphasize the devastating curves of her hips.

If it were up to him, that skirt would most definitely stay, but that coat frustratingly prevented an accurate assessment of her tits. Hers were big enough that the coat couldn’t completely hide them, but conservative it was nonetheless.

Should be against the law. Would be against the law — if she were mine.

“So, here’s the stove.” He slapped a hand down on the cold, black cast iron. It was a squat, utilitarian stove, nothing ornate about it. But it did the job.

She flashed him a smirk, as if to say “thanks genius”.

“Now, come on over here and get a closer look. You’ll want to learn this, because if I have to trudge over here on a frigid night to get this going for you, it’s gonna cost you.”

There was that becoming flush again as she nodded, stepping closer to the stove.

“You see that knob in the back? That’s the damper — forces the smoke through the catalytic converter.”

“The … what? Stoves aren’t supposed to have words like that. Fire, wood. Burn. You know — simple.” Her eyebrows cocked ever so slightly as she said it, and it made him want to kiss them.

Whoa tiger. Calm down.

So she was hot, and apparently single — and didn’t know a soul in town. It didn’t mean she would be ready to hop in the sack with him. Still, he couldn’t help himself.

“The catalytic converter just helps to clean the smoke. Think of it like a filter.”

She shrugged, her arms clasped across her chest. Obviously not in her element here.

“Okay, now reach back and turn the knob. You’ll have to do this when the stove is hot sometimes too, so you’ll need to watch it.”

He was doing just that as she gamely followed his instructions. He rather liked the fact that she didn’t protest or whine. She just did as she was told.

Parker also very much appreciated the way that skirt perfectly outlined the heart shaped ass as she bent over. Her ass looked bigger than it did when he’d first seen her. Perhaps the dark skirt fooled the eyes?

Regardless, he loved it. He could not fight picturing her bent over his bed in much the same way, as he flipped her skirt up and slowly drew down silky panties, eager to feast on the vision of that juicy, round ass. His cock stirred in his jeans, and he realized she’d straightened, looking back at him.

She cleared her throat.

Well done, Parker. Caught drooling over her ass like a fifteen year old.

“Is that all there is to it?” Her smile was mischievous.

Clever girl.

“Oh — well, you need to use that damper to keep the stove from getting too hot. If it does, you’ll have a flue fire and probably burn the whole place down.”

“Shit, maybe I can just use a heater then?”

He shook his head. “This is it, Ashley.”

“Guess I better hope it stays warm this fall,” she muttered, stepping past him into the dining area that opened off of the living room. It was a great room, really, no walls separating the areas.

He walked her through the rest of the house, making sure to check the lock on the basement door as he passed it in the hall. No sense in dropping her in the deep end right off the bat.

“Where’s that go to?” She stopped by the door.

“Oh, that’s where all our crap is stored.” He turned to look back at her. “Basement. We didn’t have time to move it out of here completely. Didn’t think that ad would be answered so quickly.” He grinned at her. “Thank you, by the way.”

She nodded, smiling back.

As she walked past him, Parker watched her gaze linger for just a moment on that hallway door, before walking into the bedroom.

“Oh, it’s beautiful,” she breathed.

“We were going to move this out too, but Erik thought … well, he thought you might like it — if you don’t have a bed already.”

The bedroom was dominated by an old-fashioned four poster bed, complete with canopy. There were even lavender curtains, tied back with sashes to either post at the headboard. The deep cherry wood was dusty, but Parker thought the bed was in remarkably good shape considering how old it was.

“Oh, I’ve got one.” Ashley ran a hand up the contours of one of the carved posts. “But it’s nothing like this. Let me think about it, okay?”

Parker nodded. “Sleep on it tonight. If it’s not everything you’d hoped, Drake and I will drag it out of here tomorrow.”

Ashley cocked her head, shooting him a doubtful look.

“Yeah, Erik might have to help too,” Parker said, chuckling.

Cheeky thing. She was looking more irresistible by the minute.

Ashley looked over at the door opposite the bed. “How about that one? Is that a bathroom?”

He shook his head. “More … stuff. My stuff, actually.”

“Did you used to stay in this room?” She ran fingers along the diaphanous lavender fabric draping the bed. “Doesn’t really strike me as a man’s room.”

“Well, it wasn’t just me.”

He saw her bright cheer dim ever so slightly, before the realtor veneer kicked in once more. “Oh, I see. Didn’t mean to pry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Didn’t work out, simple as that.”

She nodded, looking at the bed again, leaning a hand against one of the posts as if to test its strength.

He didn’t know what he was doing straying into a topic like this, but he found he didn’t have to be evasive. She was a woman, she’d obviously understand. Sometimes people just don’t … mesh. He knew he was being an idiot.

“Look, you probably have things you still need to get moved. I left the keys in the kitchen. I’ll just let myself out.”

“Wait, Mr. McCready — Parker.”

He stopped in the doorway to the hall. He liked the way she’d said it. Respectful. He’d like to teach her more respect. He had a feeling he’d like that very much indeed.

“I haven’t even said I’ll take it.” She folded her arms over her chest again.

Another thing outlawed if you were mine, my dear.

“Is there really a question? It’s perfect for you.” He leaned against the doorjamb, his arms crossed over his crisp button down shirt.

“Well, how about the rent? What are you asking?”

“What can you afford?”

The giddy little boy in him would have let her rent it for a dollar if she’d asked. He wanted her around, that was for sure.

She looked down a moment, then clasped her hands together in front of her thighs.

So many self-protective gestures. Out of her element here.

He found he didn’t mind that at all. Keeping a woman — his woman, especially — off balance, was a good thing. It helped emphasize who was really running the show.

“I’m really not sure, yet. I have a little left from the move. But, I …” She looked at the bed again, a crease in her pretty brow.

“We’ll work something out,” Parker said. “We can always barter or something right?”

She laughed. “Sure, what can I sell you in lieu of money? Do you need a maid?”

“When Erik stays here we do. The kid’s kind of a slob.”

Very nice. A maid. A tight corset, those boobs spilling out of a starched white bodice, the too-short skirts. Watching her totter around on ridiculously high heels. Her downcast eyes as he berated her for not cleaning to his standards.

Jesus, you need to get laid, pal.

“Look, I really like it, it’s just—”

“How about we talk about it tomorrow? I’m grilling some steaks for dinner. You aren’t a veggie or anything are you?”

Ashley snorted. “Does it look like it?”

Despite the deadly curves of those hips, she looked quite thin. Too thin, by a comfortable margin. He’d like to see her filled out more, in all the right places. Preferably with no clothes on.

“You look like you could use a steak or two.” He regretted it as soon as the words left his lips. Too familiar. She was already uneasy. Being too pushy was bound to scare her off.

But she didn’t seem to mind. Just blushed again.

“You come on by. You don’t even have to eat. Just a drink or something. We’ll work out the rent situation. I’ve been in a jam before — I know what it’s like.”

“I guess I can do that.” She smiled up at him.

“Seven sound good?”

“I’ll be there.”

Parker knew he’d be counting the hours.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

It started because she wanted it to. When a girl marries a boy she’s supposed to be able to let her guard down. Be herself. Tell her husband what she wants, what her fantasies are. Share herself.

“Open up bitch,” Terry said, his hand twisting in her hair. She gasped with the burn in her scalp, and he took the opportunity to plunge his cock between her lips. Driving, driving back to her throat. He wasn’t particularly large, so taking all of him was doable, if she could suppress her gag reflex.

She knew from hard experience that making her gag and cough only turned him on more, so she’d learned to just deal with it and get it done as swiftly as possible.

“Fuck. Watch the teeth!” He shook her by the head, like someone shaking a puppy by the scruff of the neck. She squealed around his cock. It felt as if he might rip her hair clean from her scalp.

Quickly, Ashley.

She’d learned the hard way what he liked, so she did it, her vision blurring with tears, eager to put an end to it. Sometimes he’d be gentler after coming. Sometimes.

After a few minutes of bobbing her head, her lips almost numb, he pulled out. He held her by the hair even tighter, and she craned her head back to try to alleviate the pain. She closed her eyes knowing what was coming. Terry seemed to think all women liked receiving the “money shot,” liked the slimy gouts of semen splashed across their faces.

“Whore,” Terry grunted as the last of his seed dribbled out, his cock already deflating. He stood there and looked at her a moment, eyes gleeful. Not a hint of warmth or compassion. She knew he enjoyed her degradation. Under the right circumstances, in her fantasies, she thought she might enjoy it too. But not the way he was with her. It had a hard edge to it that disturbed her, objectification over adoration.

Her phone buzzed, snapping her back to the present.

Thank you, God.

She wiped the tear from her cheek, and snatched up her phone. She didn’t even care who it was. Anything seemed better compared to what she’d gone through with Terry.

She vaguely recognized the number as if she’d seen it recently.

“Ashley Dietrich, how can I help you?”

“Hi.”

“Parker?” She felt the butterflies in her stomach. Christ, she barely knew the guy, but just hearing his voice flustered her.

“Yes, glad I found you.”

“How did you find my number?”

“I looked at my phone. You called me first, remember?”

“Oh, right,” she said, clapping a hand over her eyes.

She got up and walked over to the lone window, the room flooding with light as she pulled the curtains back. “Did you find a buyer or something?”

“No. The place is yours to rent, if you still want it.”

“Good. I don’t think I’d do too well with more shitty news this morning.”

“Oh? What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Uh nothing, really. Just lost a sale to the competition.”

Not only had Mr. Doctor and Trophy Wife not called her back, they’d actually complained to the regional office about her. They’d said she was making inflated claims about the property. She could only assume it was the Hollywood couple thing, which was completely unfair. It was true! But in real estate perception was reality, and the perception of her … hadn’t been good, apparently.

It was a great way to start a new job.

“Are you still coming by tonight?”

Why didn’t he ask her what she did? Wasn’t that one of the first things you were asked by a guy?

This isn’t a date, Ashley.

“I think so.” She squinted against the sunshine pouring through the window. “Will be moving stuff over today anyway.”

“You shouldn’t be doing that yourself,” he said, voice even.

“Who else would move me in? My ten thousand friends?”

“We could do it for you.”

“Uh, no Parker. I think I can handle it. Everything I own fits into my car anyway.”

Leaning against the cheap desk, she pulled on her nylons. She hated the damned things but it was either those or thigh-highs. Clients already seemed to think she was desperate. Adding slutty to the mix probably wouldn’t help matters.

“What about your bed? Furniture?”

Shit.

“Well, since you so gallantly offered me the use of the bed that’s already there, I won’t need one.”

“Okay, what about furniture though? As pleasant as it is to picture, I doubt you spend all of your time sitting on the floor.”

What the hell did he mean by that?

“I left it at my old place,” she said, not technically lying. “I thought I‘d buy new stuff here. Saves the hassle of moving it.”

He chuckled. “Made of money are you? Or is it the girl who wasn’t sure what she could afford for rent?”

“I … well, it’s not as simple—”

“I have no doubt about that, Ashley. See you tonight.”

She was about to try to explain, put some window dressing on her dissembling. But he’d already hung up.

Who cares, Ashley? He’s just some guy.

But a small part of her did care. Cared that he might think she was a liar.

* * *

 

Laying it on a little thick aren’t you, Parker?

He dropped his phone on the dining room table, shaking his head at the astoundingly small amount of table space that wasn’t covered in metal parts. Drake was rebuilding the transmission on his old Dodge, and for some reason he eschewed the nice, big workbench in the garage for … the dining room table.

Parker knew it was risky to call her the next morning. It might seem presumptuous, pushy — or just plain desperate. He didn’t even know what he was going to say as he dialed her number. But he knew one thing.

He didn’t want her to get away.

Parker had a pretty good idea Drake was on to her too. Though figuring out what Drake was thinking was about as easy as finding water in a desert with a divining rod, he thought he picked up keen interest there. Something he’d never seen him exhibit with Kimber.

Sure, Drake’s girlfriend Kimber was beautiful and intelligent, but she was missing something. To Parker it was as obvious as a smack in the mouth what that something was. But sometimes Drake, for all his powers of observation, tried especially hard not to see certain things when he didn’t want to.

Parker only wished Drake hadn’t taken the better part of a year to push the issue with Kimber. Life was short — and too often he’d seen it cut shorter for those who didn’t deserve it to be. He just wanted his friend to be happy.

Happiness meant being who you were. Raw, without filters, veneers, or facades. Just you. A person able to reach that state can ask for nothing more — unless it’s to reach it with the woman he loves. Drake thought he’d found it, and Parker was still looking. Erik was too young and dumb to really know what it was — but he was learning.

As Parker spoke to Ashley yesterday, looking down into those pretty hazel eyes of hers, he saw a depth in them. He wanted to dive in, explore — claim.

Her.

He knew it was crazy, but looking at how she stood there, motionless (the only part of her moving was her eyes) stirred something in him, roused the predator. Maybe it was that way for all men when they were attracted to a woman. Maybe his was just a slightly different bent than others’. His was the urge to possess, control — conquer.

Her.

Parker disliked the terms thrown about for what he was: Dominant, Top, Sadist — whatever. He might be all of those things, and none of them. He didn’t really care. His was not an urge to front, to pose, to convince all of his control, his power. The only one he cared to make sure understood his power and control was one person.

Her.

Maybe Ashley was that girl.

Maybe you’re just in a long dry spell, Parker.

He stepped out into the crisp late September morning air. The mornings were the best times to run, when it was cold and quiet, nobody around. A time to think, or just enjoy being alive. He and Drake had developed a path that followed the lot lines of Parker’s property, and it was the perfect mix of hills and flats, open brush and forest. His land encompassed the better part of fifty acres, so he never had to deal with anyone else. Just him.

But during the run, he kept coming back to the same subject.

Ashley.

He was being an idiot, that was for sure, but he kept picturing those beautiful big eyes looking up into his as she knelt, naked at his feet, waiting, wanting.

Obeying.

He’d explored his sexuality with other women of course, but in the most recent years of his life, he’d become more comfortable with himself. Gone were the days as a young teenager wondering if he were irretrievably broken, a sicko. The military helped him a lot in that regard, first and foremost by getting him out of his own damn head. When all you’re concerned about is saving your own ass, and the asses of your buddies, there’s little time to be worried about your psycho-sexual development.

Once he’d retired though — such an odd term for a man not yet even forty years old — he’d had time to figure out who the hell he was. What he was. And soon he realized he didn’t care about the what anymore. He just decided to be Parker. He stopped being afraid of scaring off girlfriends and started being honest about what he wanted. A few broke it off, and a few (shockingly, to him) were quite non-disturbed by his revelations. He’d even had one tell him, “That’s called being a man. We women generally like that.” That had been Sandra, and for a time, he’d considered marrying
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