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      “Don’t waver.”

      I kneel on the tiled floor with my arms behind me and my back straight as I command my body not to falter. This position serves two purposes: it juts my breasts out as the gifts they are thought of being, and indicates my subservience since such a position was demanded of me by Master.

      And I’ve been holding it for a good twenty minutes now. Although it’s a guess because I can’t see anything in the surrounding darkness, and haven’t been afforded a way to tell time since I arrived here.

      Where is here? Fuck if I know.

      Either way, every minute feels like forever, and numbness in my knees is fast approaching. But I can’t move; won’t move. He has to find me this way, or there are consequences.

      I wish I could say I’m afraid of them, but I can’t. I’ve never experienced them because I’ve done everything asked of me since the beginning. I didn’t fight.

      Not that I didn’t want to fight; I just knew there was no point.

      And I suppose I’m afraid to find out what the consequences are exactly, which is why I won’t move even as the tingling in my heels amplifies. I bite my lip to keep from making any noise in reaction to the feelings, and hope he arrives soon, as I was told he would when informed I should prepare for his visit.

      I’m in the dark and have been since I was put into this room — the only exception is when I’m cleaned and even then I’m blindfolded. Naked all the time and chained up as well except when he’s here. Fighting would only cause me pain and other than the kind of pain Master gives when fucking me, I’m not interested in being hurt.

      My thoughts go to the collar around my neck. It’s rare for it to cross my mind anymore, but when alone, I stroke it and run my hands around it. There’s no way to get it off, but hoping I’ll suddenly find a way to remove it anyway is a regular desire.

      It’s steel, smooth, and if I had to guess, permanently locked. When I touch it and move my fingers around it, I feel a sliver of a space and there, a little hole. I’ve no doubt it’s a tiny screw and the device to remove it would have to be very tiny — probably a tiny key or something.

      When Master first locked the collar around my neck, I cried. It felt heavy and cold and uncomfortable to sleep in. At rest, it met my collarbones, and getting used to it had been my biggest challenge. He would pull on it and there was no give — if I didn’t move, it would dig into my skin, and I’d move because I had no other option.

      He only had to tug on it hard once when I wouldn’t move to prove his point, and I’ve never resisted again. It was also the last time I cried; after that, I simply gave up any hope of leaving this place.

      Lost in thought, the touch of his hand on my shoulder makes me jump, wobbling for a moment in my stance before using all my willpower to make sure I don’t fall, and I hear him chuckle.

      The sound is, as always, muffled. I don’t know if he wears a mask or what, but he never speaks once we’ve begun kissing and fucking, and I suspect it’s because he doesn’t want me to recognize him by voice, ever.

      “Good girl.” He trails his hand up my neck to the top of my head, before flattening his palm against the top and sliding it down my hair. “I’ve kept you waiting and you’ve done exactly as you should.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “You may sit down and relax. I know your feet must be numb.”

      “Yes, Master.” I suck in a breath as I move to sit down, but swallow my cry of discomfort as my feet and legs instantly burst back to life, pins and needles shooting through every inch. “Thank you, Master.”

      The tile is cold on my ass, but damn does it feel good. And once I’m comfortable, I slide my hands back behind me and clasp them together, as I know he expects.

      I sense him walk away, now that I’m not inside my mind, and for the millionth time, wonder what he looks like. I’ve never seen him. I have just felt him in me and around me. I’m not allowed to touch him either. He always keeps my hands tied together or away from my body and his, no matter what position I’m in.

      I’m not sure where he walks off to. The room is pitch black. There are no windows, and I’m not sure when the last time I saw daylight was. I’m sure any light now would hurt my eyes so bad, and I’m glad he doesn’t torture me that way. He stays consistent and I find comfort in what he’s given me.

      “Master?”

      My voice is meek, wincing because I know he likes it when I’m strong, but I’ve never asked him a question without being prompted first. I don’t know why I chose now to do it.

      “Have I given you permission to speak, Cara?”

      “N-no, Master. Sorry, Master.” My tongue feels heavy in my mouth as I swallow at the name he gave me, knowing he’s walking toward me even as I apologize, and hoping I’m not about to find out what the punishments are.

      He stops in front of me, the soft fabric of his pants brushing the left side of my face with how close he is. “Are you able to stand?”

      I know it’s not a question he wants an answer to. He wants me to rise, and so without using my hands, I get on my knees before rising to my feet, continuing to face the same way.

      “It’s been a few days, Cara, hasn’t it? I’ve neglected you.”

      “No, Master,” I respond in an instant, knowing the correct way to answer by heart. “I’m happy with any attention you wish to give — or not give — me, Master.”

      He moves behind me, and when his hand comes up to move my hair to one side, I let out a sigh of contentment and relief. His hands slide down my arms, and when they reach my waist, one moves around my side until he’s wrapped it around me. Stepping close, I feel his cock through his pants, resting in the crack of my ass.

      My body responds to his touch, no effort necessary. His mere presence is now enough to send my body into full-blown sex mode. My nipples tighten on their own, my pussy wet and ready without even being touched, eager to take him inside and be fucked raw.

      Hard and fast, or however he wants it. I’m his slut and nothing more. He’s made it very clear I only have a name because he’s given me one; without that, I’d only be a nameless vessel for his desire.

      “You’re gorgeous, Cara. So fucking gorgeous.” He removes his hands, and while I make sure to keep our bodies touching, I feel his hands between our bodies. The sound of him unbuckling his belt makes me want to moan, a desire I repress as I hear it slipping through the hoops, followed by him slapping it against his legs. “I’m going to miss you when you’re gone.”

      “G-gone, Master? What do you mean?”

      He doesn’t speak, but before I know what he’s doing, he steps away and the belt hits me on the upper thighs.

      I’m unable to stop the howl of pain and surprise, because this is the first time he’s ever hit me with the belt, and I’m not sure why he’s doing it. I can’t even move because I don’t know where I can go in this room, and I keep my hands behind my back while standing in the position he left me in.

      “You’re the perfect slave.” He doesn’t answer my question as he walks around me, clothes brushing against my hot skin as he stays close as possible. “I expected a fight, but you’re smarter than that, aren’t you? You’ve done nothing except please me from the beginning, and I only wish you were mine to keep. But you’re not. And soon, you’ll go home.”

      “Why—?”

      I’m cut off with another hit of the belt, and my howl is louder this time as I dance on my feet, another hit coming before I can even recover. Tears spring to my eyes, soon trailing down my cheeks as he hits me over and over again, moving the belt up and down from my thighs to my ass and back again. I dance in place, knowing if I move from my spot it will probably get worse.

      “Please, Master,” I wail. “Please, stop.”

      “Are you telling me what to do?” He raises his voice, and I know I’ve shocked him with my disobedience, which he confirms by hitting me again. Really hard. “I know you’re not telling me what to do, Cara.”

      “I—I don’t understand.” I sob through my tears, stilling my movements even as my shoulders shake, my whole back side burning and tingling. “W-why are you mad at me, Master?”

      I hear the belt drop to the floor in response, the buckle clinking against it, seconds before Master’s hand wraps in my hair and guides me over to the bed.

      “Bend over,” he bites out as he releases me, his clothes rustling behind me as I do what he says, placing my left cheek against the mattress as taught while keeping my hands behind my back. “Hands above your head.”

      I slide them up, palms down, covering one with the other in the way he prefers and wait. I don’t dare speak again, but all sorts of thoughts rush through my mind.

      I’m going home? Why? I know I should be happy, but I’m confused. Why was I even here in the first place if he was going to let me go? What am I missing? And if it upsets him, why is he letting me go?

      He smacks my ass and I stiffen, jarred out of my thoughts once more, as he puts his hand in my hair once again. Tugging it back, I lift my head even as I force my body to stay put as he desires, and a whimper of mixed pleasure and pain escapes.

      “I’m going to fuck you right now, Cara. You want my cock pounding your pussy, don’t you?”

      “Yes, Master.” I lick my dry lips, the very idea of him fucking me making my pussy clench with anticipation. “I want you to fuck me any way you like, Master.”

      “I always fuck you any way I like. And you like being my slut as much as I like you as my slut, yes?”

      “Yes, Master.” My words emerge on a sob of desires as he slides his cock up and down between my pussy lips, and I move my ass in an encouraging manner, trying to get him to give me what we both want. “I’m your slut, Master, and I love your cock.”

      With no further warning, he rams his cock into my pussy, all the way, until the tip is pushing against my cervix and I’m grasping the sheets in my fists. My moan is loud as I feel every inch of him. He fills me and stretches me and pushes me to my limits with his cock alone.

      He pounds into me, yanking harder and harder on my hair until my neck is burning with the stretching sensation, my nipples rubbing against the sheets underneath me in a way that has pleasure skipping through me at a rapid pace, and my cries grow louder and louder.

      “Oh god. Oh god Master, please may I come?”

      “Don’t you fucking dare, Cara. You know you’re not allowed.”

      “Please, Master,” I beg, desperate to let go around him while he’s inside me, so desperate I clench my pussy muscles around him as I sob harder. “Please let me come.”

      He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he leans over my body, covering my back as he slowly releases my hair. I know better than to move though; I keep my head in place where he last held it and he buries himself to the hilt before stopping his movements. His hand slips around my throat, sliding his fingers to caress under my chin before following the path down to my collar, and sliding his hand around until he’s gripping the back.

      I whimper as he draws it toward him, until it’s digging into the front of my throat, partially blocking my airway, and all I can focus on is the blood throbbing there. I can’t move as he’s holding me hostage, restricting my breathing enough to make me feel it.

      He’s not hurting me, thought, and withdraws his cock to the edge before plunging back in with such force as to make me gasp. I’m feeling lightheaded, his cock relentless, and when he speaks I have to force myself to pay attention even as he fucks me with no mercy.

      “I know you touch yourself when I’m not around, Cara. But you never get off do you?”

      “No, Master.” My words are whispered, the haziness in my mind taking over more and more, but I know I have to keep answering him no matter how I feel.

      “Why, Cara? Why don’t you get yourself off?”

      “Because you told me not to, Master.”

      “Such a good listener.” His voice is steady and I wonder how he can fuck me like he does, but never sound out of breath. “Such a good fucking slut. Do you think you deserve a reward for being such a great slut, Cara?”

      I know he values my honesty, so answer as I have to. “N-no, Master. I only deserve what you think I deserve, Master.”

      He groans, releasing his hold on the collar, and I suck in a breath of desperate air as he grabs my hips and fucks me even faster. Then, one hand slips around and down between my legs, and I cry out the moment he touches my clit. He plays with it equal in pace to his fucking, and I am barely able to gasp out the appropriate request, but I do it.

      “May I come for you, Master? I want to come around your cock.”

      “Fuck, yes. Come for me, now.”

      It’s easy to do as he says on his command, because I’m hovering on the edge, and I fall off with his strong stroke. My pussy clenches around him, my long moan of pleasure spilling out my lips, as my orgasm rips through every fucking inch of my body and has me shaking.

      He moans, long and loud as he grips me tight, his release following mine close. He collapses on top of me, but he doesn’t touch and caress me like he did before. After a few moments, he moves away, leaving me bereft of his touch and warmth. I lower my head and body to the bed, seeking something, anything to comfort me.

      And I don’t know what it is that makes me so sure, but I know this is the end, and since it is, I speak freely.

      “Why?”

      It’s all I ask, but I know he knows what I want. The rustling of him putting on his clothes stops and he walks close, resting one hand on the small of my back with sigh.

      I wait, relishing in the little bit of connection I get from his touch, knowing how much I’ll miss something I never knew I wanted or needed until I ended up in this predicament. I’m sure people would think I’m crazy to think such a thing, but it’s true. And I’m not sure how I’ll go back to the life I had before.

      “You’re not mine to keep,” he answers in a whisper, his hand sliding up my back and down again until it rests on the small of it once again. “And you must go home now.”

      In that moment I realize two things: his voice isn’t muffled, which is why he’s whispering, and sick and twisted or not, I’ve fallen in love with a man whose face I haven’t seen and whose name I don’t know.

      Within seconds, he’s gone from the room, and from my life, leaving me to sob into a pillow, releasing all the emotions I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to define.
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            Simone

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t see anything when I hear the door of the vehicle opening, and I’m lifted from inside before being set on my feet. I’m wearing clothes for the first time in what feels like forever, and the sensation of shoes on my feet has me itching to pull them off and walk barefoot already.

      “Don’t take the blindfold off until you hear a honk,” Master says in his muffled yet gentle voice from behind me, his hands resting on my upper arms. “You’re a little down the street from your house, and I’ve placed you in the direction you need to walk. Do not look back when you’ve taken off the blindfold. Got it?”

      “Yes, Master. Thank you.”

      I feel him move my hair to the side and lean close to my ear. “Good girl. I wish you well. And keep your lovely fighting spirit, Cara. Never have I been more proud of a slave in my life, and I’m sorry to see you go.”

      It’s only been a few hours, if that, since he told me I was going home, and as he stands behind me, I want to cry and beg for him to take me back with him. To not do this.

      But I know he won’t. He’s made it clear he won’t keep me.

      So, I square my shoulders, holding back the tears clouding up my eyes, and nod. “I will.” He removes his hands and I whimper, before remembering to ask, “Master, how long have I been gone?”

      “Two months.” The door shuts as I gasp, and I hear his opening and closing as he gets back inside the vehicle. “Goodbye, Cara.”

      The car drives away and I stand there, shaking as I lift my hands up to my face, poised to take the blindfold off at the honk which arrives after a few moments. I pull it off, continuing to do as he bid by not looking back, and noticing I’m only two houses down from where I lived before.

      Well, where I live now, too. I guess.

      I walk toward my house, and lift my gaze to the sky, where the sun is just rising as I let the tears slide silently down my cheeks. So many sensations I’m not used to after being in a quiet, dark room assault me, such as the purse I’m carrying, which is the same one I’d been using when taken and heavy on my arm. I reach inside and easily find my keys as I approach the front door of the house I live in, and after a slight hesitation, slide the key into the lock.

      Perhaps it’s because of what I’d just gone through, but the moment I walk inside, I can tell something isn’t right. I shut the door behind me, set down my purse and keys, then head up the steps as I call out, “Henry?”

      When he doesn’t answer, I walk faster, heading toward our room even as I try to stay quiet because I know he’s probably sleeping. But when I open the door, my hands fly up to cover my mouth as I pause in the doorway, taking in the scene before me.

      The room is trashed, with clothing, beer bottles, and god knows what else strewn across the floor. Henry, my high school sweetheart and husband of three years, is naked atop the blankets, his hands buried in some girls hair as she crouches between his legs, his cock in her mouth. His head is back, his eyes closed, as he moans long and loud before saying, “Oh yeah, baby, just like that.”

      I don’t even think, the utter disgust and instant rage I feel tearing through me at the scene in front of my eyes, as I pick up the closest thing to me and throw it. Lucky for him, the vase my parents got us as a wedding gift misses his head, shattering on the wall behind the bed and raining down on him instead, along with the water and the flowers in it.

      His eyes fly open as he says, “What the fuck?” Then, when he sees me, they widen even further if that’s possible and he shoves the girl away as he scrambles off the bed. “Simone? What the hell?”

      “Don’t even!” I scream, shaking a finger at him and then at the girl, and take a step back. “How dare you! Did you even call the cops to let them know I was missing?”

      “Calm down,” he says, holding his hands out with the palms down, lifting them up and down. “You weren’t missing—”

      His statement catches me off guard and I blink at him, not understanding why he’s saying such a thing. “What the fuck do you mean? I’ve been gone two months!”

      “Baby.” His tone is soothing, speaking low as if I’m a wild animal about to attack, as he steps closer to me. “Don’t you remember us talking about fantasies? You said you wanted the whole experience of being kidnapped and kept as a slave…?”

      “Oh my god.” I step forward and shove him, which he doesn’t expect, and as he lands on his ass, snap, “You fucking idiot! I wanted us to experiment with it together, not be taken by a stranger and…and…Oh my god! How could you be so stupid?”

      From the floor, Henry’s face blanches as he realizes what he’s done, and shakes his head. “Simone, I figured you would know. I didn’t mean—”

      “No.” I back away, lifting my hands up and shaking my head. “I can’t believe you…I…I’m leaving.”

      “Simone—”

      “Shut up! We’ll be divorcing. I’ll send you the papers.  You can…” I wave my hand around as tears fall steadily from my eyes now. “You can keep everything. I don’t want anything, you fucking stupid asshole.”

      In a flash, he’s up off the ground, holding me against his body, whispering, “Please Simone, I love you. Don’t go.”

      “Let me go! You just had another woman’s mouth on your cock.”

      “I was lonely. She was just someone to have sex with. I missed you. Please baby…”

      “I said, let me go!” I shove him again and he drops his hands, eyes filled with a misery I ignore as I turn away.

      Walking downstairs, I pick up my purse and my keys, then leave the house and never look back.
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        * * *

      

      Pregnant.

      I stare down at the test, unable to believe my watery eyes, the word on the digital test clear as day.

      “Fuck.”

      The word comes out a whisper as I place the test on the counter and bend over the toilet once more to puke, my stomach revolting in more ways than one as the enormity of the situation settles over me.

      I remember my last period came right before I’d been taken.

      It’s been a whole month since I arrived at home and promptly walked back out.

      That makes me roughly three months along.

      God, three months pregnant with the child of a man I don’t know; a man who’d been paid to act out a fantasy and instead, had committed a crime in reality. And from my perspective, it really fucks up everything because I fell in love with my captor only to find out he’d been paid, and probably did that sort of thing for so many others.

      Sitting back on my heels, I bury my head in my hands.

      What in the fucking world am I going to do?

      The divorce papers have already been signed and filed. Because we both agreed, we don’t even have to appear in court so that’s a relief.

      I’m living in a one room apartment a bit closer to the city than I lived with Henry, but I’ll have to leave. I can’t risk him seeing me, and I don’t want to ever see his stupid fucking face again. I could still kill him for what he did, but I think his current misery of losing me is punishment enough because I’m sure he does love me in his own fucked up way.

      And honestly, I didn’t do anything about what he’d done because I didn’t want to go through all the legal stuff. The man who did what my husband asked thought I wanted it; how could I possibly punish him for doing something he’d been told was okay? Maybe he would’ve stopped if I had fought, but I hadn’t.

      There’s no way I could tell anyone I didn’t fight. It hadn’t been long before I’d been begging for what he gave me, and wanting it with every fiber of my being.

      Shoving a hand through my hair, I stand up and mutter, “Fucking idiot.”

      This time, I’m talking about me, and making a final decision, I head to my room to start packing my stuff up so I can get the hell out of here and figure out where to go from this moment on.

      Especially since it looks like I’ll have a baby to take care of.
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        Ten months later…

      

      

      “Assholes.”

      Grumbling under my breath, I wipe off the table decorated with ketchup and salt, the utensils used for the impromptu artwork laying on the plate I placed on the tray. It’s crazy how people have no respect for those who serve them, making such a disgusting mess in a public place, and not even being decent enough to leave a tip to compensate for the extra time I’ll spend cleaning this shit up.

      Why am I working at this place again?

      Oh, right, because I’m a twenty-two year old recent divorcee with nothing beyond a high school diploma, along with being a single mother of a four month old, and I need to take care of both of us.

      Fat fucking chance on the amount of money I make, which isn’t a lot.

      With a heavy sigh, I turn to clean the next table, only to discover a man still sits there. A quick glance at the clock confirms we’ve been closed fifteen minutes. And, wouldn’t it figure the table is my last one, and I’m not allowed to ask a customer to leave. I have to wait.

      Wait. As if I don’t like getting off on time and getting home at a reasonable time to get some sleep so I can do all the things I need to do the next day before coming to work again.

      I’m about to turn with the tray to wash what dishes I have when the man lifts his head from the paper he’s reading and stares right at me, following that up with raising his arm and crooking a figure at me to indicate I should step closer.

      I do, gazing at him the whole time, pasting a smile on my face as I stop a few inches from where he’s sitting. “How may I help you, sir?”

      He doesn’t respond right away, his gaze intense as he flicks his eyes down my body, then drags them back up in what seems like slow motion. They linger at my feet for a few moments, his mouth turning down in a frown, and I have the insane urge to run and hide my ugly, raggedy shoes from his glittering gaze.

      I know what he’ll see as he moves upward: stockings on the edge of getting runs from the small damages here and there, a black work uniform skirt covered up a little by the apron but not enough to hide how old it’s getting, and a white button up shirt that’s definitely seen better days. And when his hazel eyes finally meet my dark brown ones, his mouth moves.

      “Your feet must be killing you in those shoes.”

      I blink, not expecting those slightly accented words to come out of his mouth, wondering why he cares. I open my mouth, only to close it again as I figure out what I should say. I decide honesty is the best policy; I don’t know why, though. Maybe it’s something in his manner, as he seems disappointed in someone, but I also get the feeling that person isn’t me.

      “Yes, they are.” I look down at them and grimace. “I need new ones.”

      He nods, holding up his coffee cup as I glance up at him again. “If you will get me another cup of coffee to go, I will get out of your way.” The corner of his mouth quirks up in a rueful smile as they flick toward the clock, then back at me. “I did not realize how late it was, and here I am keeping you from doing your job.”

      “It’s no problem at all. I’ll be right back.”

      I hurry to the back with the tray, sitting it by the sink before turning to get him a cup of coffee to go. The other worker, Mel, scowls at me as I rush around, but I barely pay her any attention, walking back to the man within two minutes.

      When I place the cup with a lid on it in front of him, he says, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I hope you have a great evening, and come back soon.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      He says that as I turn around to walk away, but other than a quick smile toward him, I keep walking to the back and empty off the tray so I will be able to use it on his table. By the time I return to the dining room, he’s gone, and a piece of paper tucked in between the salt and pepper shakers is the first thing I notice as I approach the table. Picking it up, my mouth falls open as three-hundred dollars falls out onto the table, which I leave laying there as I read what he wrote.

      “$200 for you and $100 for the other girl. You two work hard and are underpaid, if the state of your shoes say anything. Buy yourself a new pair. Have a nice night, Simone.”

      I look for his name but don’t see it as my eyes tear up from such an unexpected kindness. Then, I shove the note in my pocket and pick up the money, running to give Mel her share of the generous tip which will not only buy me a new pair of shoes, but pay my electricity before they turn it off.

      At least I’ll sleep a little easier tonight, even if the feeling of relief won’t last long at all. I’m in a precarious position thanks to the events of the last year, but I’m thankful for any small act of kindness, and head home with my heart a little lighter at knowing there are nice people in this world.
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        * * *

      

      The man who left the generous tip didn’t come back the next day. Or the day following.

      Matter of fact, it’s a week later, and he still hasn’t come back.

      Apparently, he didn’t mean it when he said, ‘I will’ after I’d told him to come back soon. And I’m dumb for believing he would mean what he said; if I’ve learned nothing else in my whole life, it’s that most people are full of shit.

      However, with the money the man gave me, I was able to pay my electricity and buy two new work outfits, along with some new shoes. I’ve never been so fucking grateful for new shoes in my life, and for the last week, it’s felt as if I were walking on air. Rick, my boss, was also pleased with my improved wardrobe.

      So, I want to thank the man, but I can’t do that if he doesn’t come back. However, as each day passes by and he doesn’t show, the less and less hope I have he’ll ever return.

      And maybe that’s for the best. Fuck knows I don’t have the best track record with men and staying away from them might be the best idea. I just wish I could convince my heart to follow my head in that area.

      “Simone,” Rick says with a hand on my shoulder to get my attention. “Thanks for all your hard work tonight and for staying to help. You may go home now. Mel and I will finish up.”

      “Oh, great. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      He nods, walking away with a smile, and I clock out after getting my stuff from the back room. Stepping outside, I finish pulling on my gloves and pull out my cheap as it gets flip phone to keep in my hand while I walk home. Walking in the dark should make me nervous, but it doesn’t. It’s also the cheapest option since I don’t live far and I’ve never had any trouble in all the time I’ve been working at the diner.

      Turning to the left, I only take two steps before his voice rings out, causing me to stop walking abruptly and turn toward his voice with wide eyes.

      “Please tell me you don’t walk home this late in the dark by yourself every night.” He pushes away from the wall of the restaurant with a slow, elegant grace I’ve only read about in books, his hands sliding with a casual motion into his pockets as he approaches. He halts about half a foot away from me, flashing me a smile which seems rather bright even with the streetlight shining above us. “Or, at least assure me someone is picking you up any moment now, and you simply wished to refrain from standing still while you await their arrival.”

      My first thought is, why does he care; the second, has he been waiting for me outside? He must’ve been, but why? Perhaps I should be afraid, yet I’m not, and I take advantage of the silence as he waits for my answer to pay attention to things I didn’t last week. Such as his voice, which while refined had been friendly last week; tonight, it’s clipped, his tone filled with obvious disapproval. And his height and build, wow. He looks like he could pick me up and squash me with little to no effort as I estimate him to be around six-four, which makes him almost a foot taller than me.

      He’s wearing a black suit, with a white button down underneath, and no tie, with his shaggy wavy brown hair making his look a little less civilized than the rest of his appearance tries to make him out to be. I get the feeling he’s hardly civilized at all, and take an involuntary step back as I say the most stupid thing I can.

      “You came back.”

      “I said I would, didn’t I?” He lifts a brow with his response, staying right where he’s at, and I breathe a little easier knowing he’s not trying to intimidate me. Instead, he studies me, his eyes dropping to my feet before sliding up my body in the same slow, deliberate manner he used last week, and he smiles as he meets my gaze. “Much better.”

      “Thanks. I um…I’m glad you came back. I wanted to thank you. It was very kind and you didn’t have to—”

      “Simone.” Hearing him cut me off by saying my name, something I forgot he knew from my name-tag, I suck in a breath, and he smiles. “Yes, I remember your name. And our world could do with a bit more kindness, don’t you agree?”

      Opening my mouth to agree, I’m stopped short by the sudden gust of cold wind, which has me shivering and realizing I’m standing on the sidewalk freezing my ass off.

      “I’ve gotta go,” I say, nodding in the direction I’m facing. “It’s too cold to stand here to talk and I have to get home to my—” Stopping short of admitting I have a child, I give him a smile, and say, “Thanks again.”

      His lips compress as he realizes I’m not going to finish my previous sentence, then proffers his arm as he steps closer. “Let me walk with you. You should not be walking home in the dark all alone.” When I hesitate in taking it, he lets out a soft laugh. “You could tell me no, but then I will just follow you anyway to make sure you get there safely. So, stop overthinking it, take my arm, and we can get you out of this cold.”

      In my head I’m thinking only an idiot would take his arm. Only an idiot would trust a man she doesn’t know, even if he gave her a huge tip for simply being kind. Even if he seems so nice and I don’t get the feeling like he wants to hurt me. But who am I kidding? I know I’m an idiot, and like he said, he would follow me anyway.

      I don’t have any other way to get home and my babysitter is a nice middle-aged woman who watches my son for free, but relies on me getting home by a certain time. And something tells me he’s an intelligent man; if he really wants to find out where I live, he would without having to walk me home to get it.

      “You are smart,” he says with a chuckle, dropping his arm. “I can see your mind working. Suppose I should introduce myself if I expect you to let me walk you home. Isaac Toft.”

      He sticks out his hand as he says his name, and after a moment, I offer mine. He grips it and before I can even blink, he pulls until my body is against his, wrapping an arm around my waist to keep me steady.

      “I would like you to trust me, even though you don’t know me, Simone.” He speaks softly, his mouth near my ear, as he releases my hand to clasp the back of my neck. “All I want to do is make sure you get home safely. I am not going to hurt you, and you are fucking freezing, so let’s go, hm?”

      Other than my boss putting his hand on my shoulder, no one has touched me since my husband on the day I came home, and my affection starved body responds to this man’s touch with a staggering speed. It’s fucked up how aroused I am right now in the face of his raw strength being so close to me, but I don’t care. I can’t help it. In his arms I’m tiny, and at my size, helpless to get away. Even more so by the fact I don’t want to run even though my heart beats rapidly in a fear I can’t mask, which is only because my son is at home and I’m all he has in this world, not because I’m trapped in this man’s grasp.

      I don’t fear him. I feel almost…safe, and perhaps that alone should frighten me because all he’s done is be kind to me once. Yet I know I don’t fear him because it’s just like everything else since those two months I spent in the dark: I don’t fear anything. I know this probably makes me so messed up, but I’ve not been right mentally after that and I’m aware of that fact. I’m in love with a man I’ve never seen and I have a child with him; it couldn’t get any more messed up than that at this point.

      I realize I’ve not said anything when he pulls back to look down at me, and my arousal heightens, pooling between my legs so I have to squeeze them together as an obvious flame ignites in his eyes. I recognize the answering desire in the quickening of his breath, in the way his arm around me tightens an infinitesimal amount, matching the hand on the nape of my neck. And it’s clear to me that if he backed me up against the wall and fucked me right now, I’d let him.

      But I’m not that lucky as all he does is say, “Simone, let’s get you home.”

      And I want to cry as he slides me down until my feet touch the ground and hooks my arm through his, keeping me close to his side as we start walking. He doesn’t say anything else until we reach my door fifteen minutes later, where he waits for me to stick the key in the lock before caressing my cheek with his thumb to get my attention.

      When I lift my head to look at him, he leans in while moving to cup my cheek in his hand, and presses a light kiss to my lips before pulling back, saying, “I will see you soon.”

      He turns and leaves without another word or a backward glance, and it’s only when I’m inside with the cold locked outside that it registers in my mind that I never told him my address.
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      My son, Malik, sits in his stroller next to me at the library the next day while I’m on the computer.

      Lucky for me the weather reached the high sixties today and the library isn’t far from my place because it’s imperative I find out anything about this man I can. I don’t know what I’ll find, but with how he made me feel last night and how I want to get to know more even if it makes no sense, something is better than nothing.

      But as I put in his name and hit search, there’s not much more than nothing about Isaac Toft. It’s clear after opening a few different pages that he’s a notoriously mysterious and reserved man which accounts for the utter lack of information.

      The most well-known public facts are about how he was born in England to his English mother who was a nurse and his Danish father who was an eccentric and reclusive geneticist, and they moved to the US when Isaac was ten years old. He finished school, became a stockbroker, and then quit his job three years ago after a broken engagement to an actress, disappearing behind the thick walls of his private estate.

      A property which is listed as being in a town an hour from here, and yet, he stands outside where I work and waits for me, then insists on walking me home? He knew the address and I’m sure he knows more about me than I’m aware of. So the question in my mind right now is, why? Why is he interested in me?

      Before last week, I knew nothing of him, and I’m sure I would remember if I met someone like him before. I’ve not known him for long, but I can say with certainty he’s the kind of man one would find unforgettable, because he would make sure of it.

      Malik lets out a giggle and I sign out of the computer before looking down to find him staring up at me, chewing on his hand as he wiggles his feet. He moves them faster when he notices my eyes on him, making baby noises, and giving me a big toothless grin which showcases his chubby cheeks. Even though it’s been four months since he was born, I’m still amazed at how much he looks like me, which I’m pretty glad for honestly.

      “You ready to go? Yeah, mama’s ready to go too.”

      It’s a quick walk back to the apartments, and a few minutes after I go inside and place my son down for a nap, there’s a knock at the door. Looking through the peephole, I see the babysitter Helen standing there holding something, and when I open the door she makes a displeased face as she holds up a light blue box.

      “This came for you while you were out.”

      Taking the perfectly square box from her grasp, I hold it against my chest as I say, “Thanks for keeping it safe.”

      “Sure. Didn’t come in the mail though. Some guy was knocking like crazy on your door and when I told him you weren’t home, he said to make sure you got it and ran off.” She clucks her tongue and takes a step back. “I dunno who you know, but he wasn’t nice at all.”

      A glance down at the package shows it has no writing on it except the elegantly scrawled words “For Simone” and I instinctively sense it’s from Isaac. “I don’t know anybody really. Come in and tell me about him while I see what this is?”

      I phrase it as a question but it’s clear it’s not a request as she glides past me into the living room. After closing the door, I join her and sit down in a chair, placing the box on my lap.

      “He was a tall skinny man, drove a black car, dressed like an undertaker. You don’t know anybody like that?”

      “No.” Lifting the lid off the box, the first thing I take out is the note inside. Setting it on the table, my hands return to the box and move aside the paper until I touch cloth and pull.

      Both Helen and I release a gasp as a light blue shimmering floor length dress opens up. A few seconds later, she lets out a whistle. “Well honey, you gotta know somebody because that box is definitely for you.”

      “I…” Not even able to finish my sentence, she picks up the note and hands it to me with an expectant look. Opening it, I read it aloud. “Simone, I will pick you up at seven for dinner. Wear this. No arguments. Isaac.”

      For some reason, Helen laughs and when I cast a glance her way, she says with a shrug, “Guess you’ll be needing me to watch the baby for the somebody you don’t know.”

      “The guy you’re talking about must be someone who works for Isaac or something. I dunno, I only met Isaac last week, and he walked me home last night.”

      “You gonna go or not?”

      “I guess. What do you think I should do?” Since I don’t have anyone else to ask, and she’s the closest thing to a mother figure I’ve got, asking her for advice seems natural. “I’m out of my element here.”

      “Well, honey,” she says as she stands up and walks to the door. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that you don’t argue with a man who says no arguments about taking you out for dinner. I’ll be back when it’s almost time for you to go in case you need any help.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to offer?”

      She turns back to wink at me, one hand on her hip, her amusement clear. “Honey, if you didn’t want to go, you wouldn’t have asked me what to do. So yeah, that’s all I’ve got. Get ready. You’ve got two hours.”
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      Helen returns at six forty-five after I’ve gotten a shower, put on the dress, and did my hair. She moves to take Malik from my arms, lifting him into the air as he giggles, and she smiles right back at him.

      “He’s fed and changed and ready for play.”

      “Of course he is! Helen’s the fun one, ain’t that right Malik? You tell mama bye, have a good time, and not to worry.”

      At that, I laugh and put an arm around her shoulder, giving her squeeze before releasing her. “Now, I never worry when he’s with you Helen. I know he’s in skilled and loving hands.”

      Kissing Malik on the cheek, I walk over to the door to grab my coat, and then slip into it. Grabbing my purse and keys, I turn to Helen and slip my phone into my pocket. “I haven’t told him about Malik, so I’m going to stand outside the door.”

      She nods, giving me a soft smile. “Send me a message letting me know where you’re going that way if you don’t come back I know where to send the police.”

      Her innocent joke makes me straighten my back as I give her a sharp glance, knowing she has no idea what happened to me because if she did, she wouldn’t say such a thing. All I say as I open the door is, “I will. See you when I get back.”

      Blowing Malik a farewell kiss, I step outside and just shut the door behind me when I hear footsteps. Turning around, I’m surprised to see the man Helen described earlier approaching.

      “Miss Winston,” he says with a bow as he stops at the top of the steps. “Mister Toft awaits you in the car.”

      “Who are you?”

      He must not have expected the question because he blinks as if confused, and then gives a soft laugh. “I’m his driver, personal assistant, delivery boy, and many other things. My name is James Richards, but you may simply call me Jim. Shall we?”

      “Um, will you tell me where we’re going so I can send a message to my…friend? You know, safety first.” I can’t help the small smile I give back to him, some of it because he seems nice if a little nervous, and the rest because on the inside I’m thinking this safety rule doesn’t make much sense if you think about it. After all, if someone is going to ‘take me to dinner’ only to kill me, they’re hardly going to give anyone the right address. I’d say going out in general is a risk in that case, but I’ll do what Helen asks anyway.

      As for Jim, he nods and rattles off an address after I pull out my phone. Once it’s sent to Helen I follow him to the car, putting my keys and phone inside my purse. I don’t know what kind of car it is, but when he opens the door and I slip inside, it’s clear it’s an expensive one. It’s dark out already and at first, I don’t see Isaac inside the car which is probably closer to a limo in design. I’ve never been in one of those either but I think anyone who watches any TV knows what those are like interior-wise.

      But then, his hand grabs mine and he pulls me down beside him, where I land with a squeak of surprise as Jim shuts the door behind me. Readjusting my position until I’m sitting correctly, I set my purse to the side of me while my eyes try to adjust to being able to see almost nothing. Not even the streetlights come through darkened windows of the vehicle all that well, which makes me frown and ask, “What’s with the mystery?”

      The car starts to move a moment later as Isaac’s hand gives mine a gentle squeeze.

      “No mystery,” he says with what I would bet my life on is a dark chuckle. “I don’t go out where I will be seen unless it cannot be helped.”

      “And yet you sat inside the well lit place I work at?”

      “I took a one-time risk.”

      “Why?” When silence greets my question long enough it makes me uncomfortable, I change the topic. “Where are we going to eat?”

      “Private dinner for two at my place.”

      I jerk my hand out of his, what he’s saying not matching the address Jim gave me because I recognized it enough to know it’s local, and my voice rises in alarm. “You’re taking me out of the city?”

      “No, Simone, calm down.” He grabs my hand again, holding onto it more firmly this time, his response in the clipped tone I’ve already come to hate. “I own a place here in the city, although it is not under my name because I value my privacy.”

      My indignation deflates as fast as it arrived. “Oh.”

      His voice softens and something tells me he’s grinning even though I can’t see him. “I am pleased you attempted to research me; however, it gave you a glimpse into a life I am no longer actively engaged in.”

      “I don’t take anyone’s word anymore. Looking you up seemed like a good idea considering I don’t know anything about you and you’re not exactly forthcoming.”

      “I promise you it will not stay that way.” A pause, then, “I hope you like the dress.”

      “I do. Thank you, although I could’ve worn something of my own—”

      “No,” he cuts in while sliding closer to me, invading my personal space and setting my senses on alert, releasing his hold on my hand. “Your outfit the other night made it clear the rest of your wardrobe no doubt leaves something to be desired. It was, and will remain, my pleasure to give you something nice.”

      “Isaac—”

      The warm feel of his now free hand sliding along my jaw before cupping my cheek makes me suck in a breath of surprise, chasing away the words while my whole focus shifts to his touch, and the insane way my body responds as if it knows him.

      He brings his face so close to mine I can feel his breath against my mouth when he speaks. “I love the sound of my name on those lovely lips of yours. Say it again and I am sure my hands will misbehave.”

      “Aren’t they already?”

      He drops his hands and sits back so quick the unexpected action leaves me feeling bereft and strangely alone. I wonder if I said the wrong thing and am about to ask him when the car stops moving and shuts off, which can only mean we’ve reached our destination.

      He raps once on the window with his knuckles and moves close to me again but without us touching, and declares, “I have made a decision.”

      “About what?” It’s an unconscious decision, when it comes out as a whisper, but I see Jim’s shadow out the window and for some reason am paranoid he can hear us.

      “You.”

      “Oh,” I whisper. “What about me?”

      He grabs my chin between his fingers and I feel his breath mingling with mine as he says near my mouth, “You have two choices: you can tell me to take you home and I will leave you alone forever, or you can say my name and I will feed you as I promised.”

      “So no dinner if I don’t want things to go farther? That’s hardly fair.”

      His low chuckle sends a chill through me, his proximity making it so I feel it as well. His thumb gives a light stroke to my chin as his laughter dies away. “I never proclaimed myself as fair.”

      “Well, in that case, I choose a new third option: you feed me like you promised, show me your lair, and let me decide if you’re the kind of animal I wanna take on.”

      “Animal?”

      Amusement definitely laces his question, and I nod, knowing he can feel it before I clarify with a shaky breath. “It’s as if you’re two steps ahead of me right now. You have to let me catch up before you pounce like a wild cat with a piece of meat trapped in his paws.”

      “You have got quite the sassy mouth on you.” Moving away, he opens the door and light streams in as he extends an arm, indicating I should get out. “Shall we?”

      “Oh, I win?”

      “One time bonus. It is your lucky night.”

      Something tells me the fact I didn’t say to take me home makes him the lucky one and he’s well aware of it. Holding my hand as I get out of the car, he follows closely behind me, and once we’re both standing on the sidewalk Jim shuts the door.

      “Anything else, sir?”

      “No, thank you. I will take it from here, Jim.”

      “Of course.”

      Jim walks one way, we walk the other, and not even a minute later we’re inside the building, going up on the elevator. He’s released my hand, now leaning against the wall opposite me with his arms crossed as he stares at me, which reminds me of the other night at the restaurant when he waited for me outside.

      “I was correct. You are stunning in that dress.”

      God, I love his voice, with its deep, smooth tone, and his barely-there English inflection. It makes me wish he would keep talking until I get sick of hearing him, but I don’t think that will ever happen. His voice is perfect and I’m already a sucker for it.

      Flicking my gaze away, I lift my eyes to stare at the digital screen as it counts the floors, my fingers fiddling with my purse as he continues to focus on me as if I were his prey, just as I accused him of being the predator in the car.

      In an attempt to divert the conversation, I smirk and flash him a glance. “Why do you live in an apartment if you wish for privacy? Don’t people recognize you here?”

      “I rarely leave while I am here, but this is a private elevator which only leads to one place. The top floor penthouse. Mine.”

      The last word comes out with a growl and some part of me think he’s not talking just about his place; that he’s talking about me too. And I’m excited even though perhaps I shouldn’t be, but we both know I’m not going to walk away, even if I pretend I’m thinking about what to do.

      Not much I can say to that so instead I give him a bright smile as the elevator comes to a stop. “So, what’s for dinner?”
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      The answer to my question is answered almost immediately when we enter, as dinner is set out on a table for two near closed balcony doors, in a room with muted lighting. The view through the glass, however, is amazing and after Isaac removes my coat, I walk over to the doors and stare out them. There’s a clear view of the lake behind the building and the almost full moon shines bright, reflecting off the water.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “I know. The view is why I chose this apartment over all the other ones shown to me.” The fact he’s right behind me when he says this, and I didn’t hear him walk up, makes me jump. He chuckles and puts his hands on my shoulders. “Let’s eat, hmm?”

      He walks away when I nod, pulling out my chair with a smile. He takes his seat once I’ve taken mine, and I give a small gasp of surprise when Jim steps out of the shadows without a word, lifting the covers away from our dinner plates.

      Laughter escapes me when I see what’s for dinner: spaghetti and meatballs.

      “How did you know this is my fave?”

      The lift of Isaac’s right eyebrow is simultaneous with his sudden smirk. Raising his fork, he twirls some of the pasta around his spoon while nodding at my plate, once again ignoring my inquiry. “Eat while it is hot.”

      I do as we fall into a companionable silence, and when I’ve eaten half of my plate, I glance over at Isaac to find him frowning at me. Dropping the fork, I lower my eyes, pulling the napkin off my lap to wipe at the corners of my mouth before deciding to speak.

      “What?” He says nothing so I bring my eyes back to his and mimic his glower. “Why do you look mad?”

      His face instantly softens as he places his fork down on his plate and picks up his glass to sip his drink. “Apologies. I am not mad; well, not with you, at least. It is clear from watching you eat that you are not well fed. You were eating as if it is the last good meal you will have, and I am angry. Rightly so, if you ask me.”

      A sad, but accurate observation. I don’t eat properly. I spend most of my money on taking care of my son and while I do get some assistance, it’s not enough for much of anything. Most days I eat once a day, rarely do I eat twice. I don’t know what to say or do, so picking up my fork once again, I nod at Isaac before dropping my gaze back to my plate to focus on eating.

      He doesn’t let me finish though. I’ve about a third left when he speaks.

      “Stop, Simone.” As I drop the fork with a sniffle, he reaches across the table and snatches my hand, saying nothing until I look up at him with teary eyes. “You must not stuff yourself after eating so little for a while as it will make you sick. Jim will pack the leftovers and extras for you to take home. I would not wish them wasted.”

      “But, you—”

      He releases my hand and stands up, his abrupt movement cutting off my reply, and then holds his hand out again for me to take. “I have plenty of food and, as your luck would have it, a particular distaste for leftovers, so they are yours to receive. Now, come with me.”

      Taking his hand once I’ve risen, he tugs me close to his side and says to Jim, “Thank you. I’ll let you know when it is time to take Miss Winston home.”

      Isaac leads the way to another room, which surprisingly isn’t the living room, but a small library. After having me take a seat in a dark blue winged-back chair, he sits in the one to my immediate left, and with the press of a button, a flame bursts to life in the fireplace in front of us.

      “What are your thoughts on my lair thus far, Simone?”

      My cheeks flame at his reminder of my words earlier, and after flicking my gaze around the quite lovely and cozy room, I smile softly at him. “It’s very welcoming. Masculine and warm without being sterile and nearly colorless.”

      “I spend a lot of time at home. I would not wish to live in a cold environment, nor would you, I presume.”

      He wouldn’t like my apartment then. Not that it is barren or anything, but it’s certainly leagues below this one in attractiveness. It’s meant for utility, not for pleasing the eye, especially at its low price tag. And all my furniture is stuff I either found or was given, things people were going to throw away, and none in good shape for sure.

      Certainly nothing as divine as this chair I’m sitting in, but the urge to get up and walk around is undeniable.

      “No, I can’t say I would.” Standing up, I feel him watching as I walk over to one of the bookshelves, but he doesn’t follow me with anything other than his intense gaze. “Have you read all the books in here?”

      “Yes. Only my favorites deserve space on a shelf. All the others are given away to those who might appreciate them in a way I do not.”

      “I see.”

      “I am sure you do.”

      Running my index finger over the spines, I tilt my head to the side as I read the titles on them, and other than the sounds of the fire crackling, both he and I remain quiet. I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking, what he sees in me, or why I’m even here. He doesn’t seem in a rush to
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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